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My first try at writing. I haven't taken the time to find an editor so I am sure the writing could be better. I would welcome constructive suggestions and how you liked the story. Thanks
This is your "almost" typical story of a cheating wife, an unsuspecting husband, and a decision to be made concerning the marriage. However, there are some circumstances which may not allow me to follow all the so called normal reactions and responses to the affair or affairs. (Who knows how many men or how many times before I found out?) Let me set the stage as to what has happened and ask for your help on what I should do.
My wife (Jenny) and I (William, not Bill or Will, but William) have been married a long time. Thirty years, and we lived together for four years before marriage. Both of us had been married and divorced before we met. Jenny and I raised my son from my previous marriage and now have a grandson. We are now in our golden years, I am 64 and she just turned 60. Neither of us have movie star looks; Jenny is very petite, with pixie like looks and has the cutest rear I have ever seen and a great body of a woman 20 years younger. My wife is precious to me but I am the only person who thinks she is the most beautiful women in the world. It's because I love and cherish her so much. I'm sure she feels the same way about me. It is evident in the way we care for and treat each other. We are best friends and confidants.
So what is the problem, you might ask.
My loving, caring, cherished wife is sleeping with other men. I say men though it might be just one man, the one I caught her with.
Let me give you a little background on myself and what has caused the problem I am facing. I am 64, average height, and a little overweight. I have had a heart condition for about eight years and am on several medications. One of the side effects of some of these medicines is an inability to maintain an erection for very long. We are very loving to each other, with a lot of kissing, hugging and grab ass; but I am unable to perform a good old fashioned screwing. Aye, there's the rub, my wife has always been a big fan of intercourse. So for eight years she has had to depend on some toys (which she really doesn't care for much) and oral gratification. This was fine for a while, but apparently not for a steady diet.
I am sort of retired, I have a small business that keeps me busy 2 days a week, but my wife is still working. Thank God. Don't know how we would have made it without her excellent salary and health insurance. The company she works for has meetings at least every quarter, sometimes more, and she has to travel to the district office for these meetings. She is usually gone just two or three days. Fly out on a Thursday morning and back on Saturday evening. Once a year, there is a big district meeting, to which the spouses are invited and the company foots the bill. We fly out on Wednesday and return on Saturday or Sunday. Very nice, I go and play golf for two days while my wife goes to meetings. It was at the big meeting where I began to notice something was just not right.
After checking into our room on Wednesday, we went down to lobby bar to relax and wait for dinner. The meetings and my golf would start the next day. We were sitting at the bar when one of her co-workers walked up to us. I hadn't met him before as he worked at the district office. He walked behind Jenny and put both hands on her shoulders and began a gentle massage. Jenny leaned forward to remove his hands and said "Henry, this is my husband William. Honey this is Henry Jackson, he is my counterpart at the district office."
Henry is a nice looking man around six feet and 200 lbs and about 40 to 45. I shook hands with Henry and said I was glad to meet him and that Jenny had mentioned him and what a good manager he was. Henry said "Please to meet you Willie, I didn't realize that Jenny's husband was quite this old; no wonder."
"Excuse me", I said, "my name is William, it was my grandfather's name and I prefer not to disrespect his memory by shortening it, and what do you mean "no wonder."
"Oh sorry, and nothing at all, see you all at dinner" he replied with a smirk on his face.
After he left, I turned to Jenny and asked "What the hell was that about? He treats you like his property by putting his hands all over you, disrespects me and made that comment, "No wonder. What did he mean by that, Jenny? What the fuck is going on? Is there something more I need to know about this Henry?" A shadow past over Jenny's face and then she recovered and said that Henry was just awkward with people and didn't mean anything and after all he did say he was sorry. His wife didn't come to this meeting and he is just a little lonely.
"Forget about him and let's just enjoy our drinks and our dinner before going up to our room." I didn't want to let it go, but decided maybe I was just tired from the flight and was over reacting. However, it kept hovering in the back of my mind. We went up to our room and I gave my wife a sexy massage and ran a hot bath for her. While I was starting her bath the phone beside the bed rang and Jenny picked it up, and I overheard the following: "What are you doing calling my room and why were you so disrespectful to William downstairs? Yes, yes, I can't wait much longer either, but we have to be careful. I don't want to ruin my marriage so you behave until tomorrow afternoon, okay Henry?"
As she came into the bathroom, I ask "Who was on the phone?" She said it was the front desk wanting to know if everything was okay in the room and did we need anything. Son of a bitch, she lied right to my face, son of a bitch.
"How long are your meetings tomorrow? If you can slip away in the afternoon, I will give up golf and spend the day with you looking around the city." Jenny answered that the meetings would go until about 5 and drinks and dinner at 6 so I should go ahead and enjoy my golf game. Now I may not be the sharpest tool in the shed, but I'm not totally stupid and had a feeling there were things going on that I needed to check out. I told Jenny that my game would start at 10 tomorrow and I would eat lunch at the course and be back to the hotel between 4 and 5. That would give me time to get ready for dinner.
The next morning Jenny got dressed in a nice business pants suit and as she left for her meetings, kissed me and told me to enjoy my game. Well you know I didn't go to play golf that day. I just left the hotel around 10 and drove around until about 1. I returned to the hotel and as I walked into the lobby saw a group of my wife's co-workers at the bar. The bar is an oval with service from all sides and I sat in a sort of undercover spot and listened to the talk. I heard their plans for the afternoon. I also heard them talking about some of the workers having a party in the private room at the hotel's lounge and they should be more careful as some of them had their spouses along on this trip. One of the guys I knew, said Henry had better cool it, as her husband is here, not like what they had been doing at the quarterly meetings One lady said it was different at the quarterly meetings because no spouses came to those and the people could party hardy.
Of course I had to check out this private party after the event at the bar yesterday and hearing Henry's name. I walked into the lounge and went to the door to the private room and tried to open it. The door would not open and the bartender said it was locked for a private party. I walked over to the bar and laid a fifty dollar bill on the bar and asked "Is there any way that the lock on the door had broken and didn't work?"
He just smiled at me, picked up the money and said give me 5 minutes. I got a beer and sat at a table for 10 minutes or so. I don't know how I managed to wait as long as I did, but got up and tried the door again. Apparently the lock had malfunctioned and the door opened. As I started to enter the room the bartender said "Be careful I heard the guy say he used to box in the golden gloves."
I told him I wasn't going to cause any trouble; I just wanted to check out some things. I slowly opened the door and peeked around the corner. The were about three couples in the room in various stages of undress. The couple I was looking for was behind a table in the dimly lit corner. Henry was sitting in a big chair and Jenny was straddling his lap facing him. She was no longer wearing the pants suit but had changed to a very short skirt and an almost see thru blouse and no bra. Her top was almost totally open and her nipples were trying to push out thru the blouse. Henry was stroking her breast with one hand and running his other hand up and down her leg, going under her skirt sometimes. A pair of black lace panties was thrown on the table in front of them.
My Jenny, my wife, my best friend, the love of my life and my soul mate was fucking around with another man. I wondered if I was having a heart attack as there was a pounding in my chest and I felt like I would upchuck. I slowly began to feel better, but felt a tremendous white anger begin to surface. I always carry a digital camera on these trips to take pictures of the golf courses I play. I had the camera with me now, I took it out of my pocket, set it for low light and took several pictures. Then I slipped out of the room. What do I do now? Should I rush in and confront them, should I wait and get my revenge later? What?
My friend the bartender looked up and said "Sorry dude." "I assume that one of the ladies is your wife or girlfriend." I asked him when they came in and he answered "About 12:30 and asked for the private room. They have done this before." He said I looked like I could use a drink and I ordered a double bourbon. He sat it on the bar and said "On the house."
I laid another fifty on the bar and asked "Would you call my room when they leave?"
He slid the fifty back to me and he said he would be glad to. " Went thru the same thing myself about a year ago." I went back to my room to wait for his call. I got the call that they were leaving about 4. Time enough for her to clean up the evidence of her "Afternoon Delight" I thought.
She didn't see me as she rushed into our room; I was at the seating area of the room which you can't see from the bed area. She began to change back into the pants suit that was laying on the bed. I said "Hi Honey, how was your meeting?"
Jenny jumped about a foot into the air. "Oh, you back already" Jenny said. She looked a little flushed and very nervous and tried to hide that she was changing back into the pants suit.
" Yeah, I tweaked my back a little bit and decided to call it a day, should be okay by tomorrow" I offered. Then I remarked, "I see you changed your outfit, I thought you looked very nice this morning when you left.
"Oh, I spilled something on the pants and changed between sessions. Have you already showered for dinner", she asked.
"Yeah, I'll go down to the bar and wait for you, see you in a bit". I got up and gave her a kiss and started toward the door. I opened the door and remembered I had left my card key on the desk, closed the door and started back into the room when I heard her on the phone. She was telling someone that I had come back early and they would not be having another drink together liked they had planned, but they could have a few dances after dinner. Opening and closing the door very quietly I went down to the bar and ordered double bourbon and sat at a table.
Jenny came down to join me and we went in to dinner. A few minutes later, my pal Henry walked by us to the bar and got a drink. "Hey Henry, why don't you join us?", I suggested. He looked a little uneasy, but agreed and sat down at our table. "Henry and Jenny let me show you the pictures I took today on my travels. I placed the camera in front of them and started to scroll thru the pictures I had take in the private room earlier. He become increasingly disturbed and nervous and got up to leave after the first two or three pictures.
Jenny had her head down with her face cover and was crying and moaning "No, oh god, please no."
Henry then seemed to grow a pair of balls and said "So what, she was there willingly and I don't think you can do anything about it old man."
"Unless you want these pictures to make it to you wife and your boss, you better sit back down, you son of a bitch" I ordered him. "Now this is what is going to happen you piss ant and you my cheating whore of a wife. You are going to tell me all about you two. How long, how many times, where and anything else I want to know. I may be older and not in the best of health, but I can still take your ass down, shithead. Remember I retired as Navy Seat team leader. My old grandpa once said to me Son, there comes a time in every man's life when he stops busting knuckles and starts busting caps and usually it's when he becomes too old to take an ass whooping. I'm about at that age. So one more time sit down asshole.If you annoy me anymore, I will make it a point to see you fubared. You know, fucked up beyond all recognition. If I can't manage it, my brother Seals will help out an old ship mate. So start talking you bastard or start putting your "affairs" in order (bad choice of words here), because I promise you I will fuck up your world one way or another."
"Okay, okay. We meet at the quarterly meetings and have some fun and once in a while at the big meetings like this one. We have been meeting for about a year. At first it was just a few drinks and some light petting, but the last two meetings we have been having sex. Jenny says she is not being satisfied at home and wants to feel loved again, at least physically. She's not in love with me but just wants to have sex and some fun. That is according to her, come on Jenny tell him.
Jenny sat there sobbing and moaning and didn't look up. She never said a thing, just cried.
"You are scum, dickhead. A married man screwing around with a married women without regard to who it may hurt. I hope you had a good time, because it's gonna cost you, big time" I said. "IT IS OVER AND DONE". "Understand" Henry nodded," I said do you understand?" He said he understood and stood to leave the table. I rose as he stood up and kicked him right in the balls. Henry went down like a fallen tree. "That's just a sample of what will happen if you ever see or talk to her again outside of a business situation. I will end your life as you know it. Now crawl out of here, you piece of shit."
One of the women at our table and said "you kick that man in the crotch."
"Yes lady, just as hard as I could and I may do it again in the near future." I took Jenny's arm and pulled her out into the hall way with me. " Did you really thing I was that stupid or so senile that I wouldn't catch on?"
"Oh no, no please god" she cried. "William let me explain please. I love you; it was only for sex. I love only you but am really frustrated by the lack of sex. I was feeling old, and worthless. I know you can't give me sex , but I felt I wasn't attractive anymore and it screwed up my head. "
Bullshit Jenny, it wasn't just for sex, it was a full blown affair with dancing,romance, kissing, cuddling and love making, not just sex, but love making."Honey, in a way, I could almost understand your need for sex. There hasn't been complete sex between us for about 7 years due to the meds I take. But Henry? That low life piece of shit! I can't believe your bad taste. What I can't forgive is your lack of respect for me. I mean doing all this at company functions where everyone knows. Then I have to socialize with them and not ever know I was an object scorn or pity or both. Now I understand some of the looks and comments I got. Jesus, Jenny why didn't you just fucking shoot me."
Jenny looked at me and asked "Where do we go from here? Please I will do anything to make it up to you and show you how sorry I am."
"I don't know where we go from here Jenny, there is a flight back home tonight at 9:00, I will be on it. I know it is important for your job that you be here for tomorrow mornings sessions; but there is a flight out tomorrow at 1:30. It arrives about 3:00 at home. I will be at the airport to pick you up. If you are there we can go home and discuss our problems and see if we can solve this situation. If you stay here with your party pals and are not on that plane, I will pack up and leave tomorrow night and it will be over. Your choice, Jenny". "I don't know if I can get around you play time and your disrespect of me, but I am willing to at least talk about your actions and try to figure out what to do about us. Okay, enough talk, I am outta here. See you tomorrow night or maybe not. Good luck at your dinner tonight and your conference tomorrow. I don't believe you will be doing much dancing with Henry tonight, maybe tomorrow, but I don't think so" Jenny ran over to me saying how sorry she was, and don't leave, trying to hug me but I stepped back and held up my hand. "Right this minute, I don't want to touch you, Leave me alone" I told her.
She said "Please don't go, we can go out to dinner and talk later and go home together tomorrow afternoon, please."
"I can't Jenny. If I see that asshole again I might kill him this time. I am also very upset with the rest of your co-workers, a lot of them knew about this and it is embarrassing for me to have to face them like nothing is going on. I leaving to catch that plane. I guess I hope to see you tomorrow, I don't know how I feel right now. I only know that I hurt so bad I don't know if I can stand it. My heart is pounding and I so angry I could kill someone."
I left the entry way we were standing in and went to the desk to pick up my bag. The desk had the shuttle waiting and I left for the airport. I thought the flight would calm me down and allow me to iron things out in my head. No such luck. The more I thought, the more angry I got. If Henry had been on that plane, I would have opened the door and thrown him out. FUCK THEM BOTH. After I finally got home, I had a couple of drinks. WHAT DO I DO NOW? I have a comfortable live style and that would all change if I split with Jenny. One of the things that contributed to this life style was Jenny's job and the health insurance that goes with it. I could make a living but I would not enjoy my life nearly as much as I did with Jenny. Could I get past the cheating and stay or must I kick her ass out?
I was at the airport the next afternoon. Passenger after passenger got off the plane and walked past my viewing spot. The last one off was Jenny. My heart felt lighter when I saw her. At least she was worried about our marriage.
She walked up to me and said "let's go home and talk, we really need to talk." When we got home, Jenny took a shower and then joined me in the family room.
"So what do you want to say Jenny? "
She looked down at the floor and then look up at me. "I'm sorry I hurt you. I didn't want that to happen. In spite of what you think, it was only for the sex. Yes, we danced and partied, but there was no love involved for Henry or me. It was just a good time and a release for me of the sexual frustrations of the last seven years. Before you began taking all those pills our sex life was great. It was loving, exciting, and you would always find little ways to make it better and better. Then all at once, it was gone. I handled it for six years, but I finally reached a breaking point 2 months ago. It would have been better if I had chosen someone and somewhere else to break down, but it just sort of happened. Again I am truly sorry that you have been hurt. Please forgive me, at least for that. What are your plans?"
" I have to leave, Jenny. I don't believe I can stay here. You said you are sorry I got hurt, but you never said you were sorry you fucked another man. How am I suppose to live with that? The question is how can I live without you? You have been my live for the last 30 plus years. Can I just walk away from that did your actions kill all the feelings? I don't know, I just don't know."



Jenny was crying again, but said that I should stay at the house, she would move into the guest room, at least for now. "If you leave and file for a separation or divorce, you won't be covered by my insurance anymore. I love you too much to just let you leave and get sicker without the health care you need. Please stay here , at least for a few weeks."
I thought why should I suffer because of a cheating wife. I had done nothing wrong. So I decided to stay. Things got back to as normal, well as close as they could. We were polite to each other but had very little interaction other than a few necessary conversations. Jenny moved into the guest room and only came into "my room" to put away laundry and other routine things. We pretty much stayed out of each others way as much as we could. I did start to drink some. Not some, way too much. There were few nights that I was not even close to sober and most mornings I started off with a drink. This went on for about a month, then Jenny asked me to sit and talk with her one night.
"You must stop this heavy drinking." Jenny stated. "It is very bad for you. What are you trying to do, kill yourself?"
"Not really, but why should you care if I do? The insurance would pay for the funeral" I replied. " Then you could play with Henry or any other sex helpers without me around to ruin your fun." I wanted to hurt Jenny just a little for her infidelity.
For the first time since confronting Jenny, I saw real anger cross her face. "You asshole" Jenny screamed at me. " I love you, care about you, and worry about you more than anyone in you life. Ever. If I didn't, I would not have subjected myself to this living hell we are in right now. What the fuck is wrong with you? Why aren't you taking better care of yourself? Please talk to me and explain."
"Okay, you ask for it. The one person in the world that I really trusted, the one person that I loved more than myself, the one person who so much a part of me, just fucked me over big time. I just supposed to accept it and our living arrangement and it not affect me. I CAN'T STAND IT. I am going crazy. Do I stay here because the alternative is I may get sicker and die. Do I do what any man with any pride would do and leave. There are two reasons I am still here or that I haven't kicked you out. One: I'm more afraid of becoming sicker and dieing than I am of being a wimp. Two: and this is the most important one, I can't picture my life without you. In spite of what has happened, I still love you and am hoping I can get passed what has happened. That is why I am drinking. It helps numb my brain so I don't see what was going on in that private room. Now no more talk. Leave me alone." I went into "my room" and slammed the door.
Things would have remained the same and I probably would have drank myself into the hospital. I couldn't get my mind around what had happened to my great life, and now it was gone. I guess I would have stayed with the way we were living and not done anything. However, fate, the gods, or the devil decided I hadn't been fucked with enough, so they took a part in my little drama. Every week I had played the Power Ball lottery, just five dollars. Never won anything at all. Then one weekend I checked the numbers and I won, not just a little prize but the whole shooting match. Four other tickets were sold with the same numbers which meant the winners would share the big prize. My share was 12 million dollars. Holy shit, 12 million dollars. I could take the cash, would have been about 6 million or a yearly check for about two hundred and fifty thousand a year for 20 years. I put the ticket in my grandson's name. I got my son to manage the money for me. That way it would not be part of a divorce settlement if I decided to go that way. My son wasn't happy with fooling "Mama" but he knew the situation and agreed to my wishes.
This money means I don't have to depend on Jenny's insurance or salary anymore. If I want to leave I can and not worry financially about anything. So, now that I don't have to stay, do I stay? Do I salvage my pride and leave? I still don't know what to do.
WHAT WOULD YOU DO NOW?
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If you have not read Chapter 1, please do so. There is very little sex in this story. Thanks for all the responses to the first chapter. I appreciate all the the input and suggestions, even those that were unkind at best and hateful at worst. I will try to tie up some loose ends and come to better conclusions in this chapter. Again thanks for your interest. Newby here, trying to get started.
*
A short recap. I discovered, my wife of 30 years, Jenny was having an affair. I caught her and her lover in the act so to speak. We are still living together in an uneasy truce. I didn't know if I should leave to save my pride or stay because of my health problems and lack of insurance if I leave.
Then as you may recall, I won a Power Ball jackpot of $12 million dollars. I had my son claim the prize in my grandson's name. I did this for two reasons. First reason: The prize is paid out in installments over 20 years. I may not last that long, but my grandson will. My son will see that I get most of the money every year until I'm gone. Second reason: At the time I won the lottery I was so mad at Jenny that I didn't want her to get any of that money. I thought she might just kick me out and go running to her lover, Henry. My mind had really been fucked up by her affair.
After receiving the first check, I began to think more about by problem. I now had financial security, so that was no longer an issue. In spite of my anger, I thought of all our years together. The last few years had hardly been a picnic for either of us. Jenny had never complained and had always been there to take care of me.
I decided that I should split the money with Jenny. It was only fair. She had screwed up big time and hurt me terribly, but she had been my best friend, lover, and wife for better than 30 years. When Jenny came home from work, I told her we had to talk about our situation. We went into the family room and sat on opposite ends of the couch.
"Jenny, we or I can't continue like this. We have to decide how to handle this problem. I'm so mad all the time, I mean every waking minute. This cannot go on. It's driving me totally crazy."
"I'm so sorry William. I never meant to hurt you, but I became so frustrated and felt so old and useless that I did a very stupid thing. The affair wasn't about love, just the sex and excitement of being wanted. Yes, we danced and made out and had sex. It was a way to relieve my sexual frustrations and make me feel attractive and wanted again. I am so very very sorry to have hurt you. Please let's get past this. We have many good years left to enjoy our family and each other. Please William," Jenny almost begged.
"Well, let me tell you how I feel and then you tell me how to get out of this mess you have put us in. You have never once said you were sorry for the affair, Jenny, only that you are sorry I got hurt. How long would it have continued if I hadn't caught you Jenny? Would you still have been sorry if you had never been caught? I believe you are only sorry you got caught and how public it was."
"You say it was because of you feelings of frustrations, feeling old, feeling unwanted and unattractive. For better than 30 years I have told you every day that I love you. I never left the house without kissing you goodbye and kissing you hello when I came back. You were complimented on how nice you looked almost everyday. How can you feel unwanted and unloved after all that?"
"I believe that if you had came to me and told me about how you were feeling, we could have taken steps to fix the problems. You didn't care enough about my feelings to discuss it with me. The solution you choose was to drop your panties and spread you legs. That was a terrible thing to do to someone you are so so in love with."
"Your fucking some asshole is not the worst thing you did. The worst thing you did was to do it in such a public manner. Screwing son guy from work and in such an open manner shows how little you respect me. Most if not all of your co-workers knew about this little fuck fest you were having. I wonder how hard they laughed at me behind my back. Poor old dude, can hang on to his wife. Just fucking great Jenny." Jenny sat with tears running down her face and sobs racking her body. I no longer really cared. I had enough, I am done.
"William, please forgive me and let's get past this horrible thing, Jenny said again. "I love you and want us to stay together. Please William, can't we just stay together?"
"No Jenny, I'm done. I have been there,done that,and got the fucking T-shirt. I am leaving you and will file for a divorce tomorrow. The papers were drawn up the first week we got back from the meetings. I will have to make a few adjustments to them, but they will be filed tomorrow."
"Jenny can you look at me for a moment" I asked? As she looked up, I told her "we have married for 31 years. The first 30 would be graded from good to wonderful. The last year has been shit. I didn't know it until recently, but that last year was just shit. In spite of the last year and because of the good years I am going to do something honorable and so unlike me. You what a son of a bitch I can be when I'm crossed."
I informed Jenny that I had won the lottery, big time, and was going to split my winnings with her. "I had the ticket put in our grandson's name. That way someone in the family will get every penny I won. His father will take $50 thousand dollars out of the yearly checks for his managing of the account. The remained of the checks will be split evenly between your and I."
"If I really wanted to be vindictive, I would sue your employer and good old Henry. I'm sure there is some kind of unethical behavior here and you, Henry, and your company are all guilty as sin. I have decided not to sue. It would mean you would lose you job, at least. We have had too many good years for me to be that much of a bastard. You may deserve it, but let God punish you. Okay, I'm done. I will be out of here when you get home from work tomorrow. Don't call me, don't try to see me, I don't want to know you anymore. Goodbye Jenny, I loved you so much it almost hurt. You have killed that and now all I do is hurt."
EPILOGUE:
The divorce papers were filed and Jenny didn't contest it, just signed it and closed the book on our marriage. It will be final in about a week.
By the way, someone sent some dirty pictures to my old pal Henry's wife. She apparently did not like them. She kicked Henry out and divorced him. Took him to the cleaners too. Jenny and he lived together for a while, but it only lasted a couple of months. I guess the thrill of doing something forbidden was gone. Either that or Jenny got fed up with supporting him and he got kicked out again.
Shortly after Jenny and Henry split up, Henry was robbed and mugged. He was beaten very badly. He had a broken knee cap and probably won't be doing much dancing. One arm was broken and he almost lost a testicle. The police questioned Henry's ex-wife and then questioned me. We both had air tight alibis. I was with my son and grandson on my boat on the lake where I now live.
I got a loan based on my share of the lottery winnings. I wanted some pocket money to play with. The loan was for 2 million. My days are spent at my lake front home. I play golf, fish, and watch the two lovelies sunbath nude on the bow of my new boat. So what if they are only there because I have a lot of money. At least I know what to expect from them. No surprises there, just good times.
After thinking about it some, I changed doctors. He altered my medication and I can now sustain an erection for longer than five minutes. No marathon sex parties, but I can pleasure a women and myself now. Not more than once a day, but hell that's a great improvement.
*
Well there is the rest of the story. Hope it offered some closure. I took to heart some of the suggestions offered and can see the logic of a lot of your responses. I again didn't use an editor, mainly because I am not sure how that works. As always, comments are welcomed. A newby here, just getting started. Thanks.
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Where to begin? At the beginning, I guess.
My name is William; I am about 5ft 8 and 165lbs. Not bad looking but no movie star, just a decent guy you wouldn't be ashamed to be seen with. William was my grandfather's name. I have finally reached my golden years, I am 64 and retired. I spent about 9 years in the Army. No I wasn't a Ranger, Navy Seal, or Marine Force Recon. Just a regular guy that made the most of the experience. The Army paid for my college and I had to spend 5 years on active duty after graduating. That was the 9 years. After I got out I had a job in purchasing and supply. I was an inventory control specialist for a little over 20 years and then retired at the ripe old age of 50. While at that job, I used my college education to develop a software program to control inventory. It was a big success and I sold the program for a small fortune. I also receive a percentage of all programs sold. In addition my grandfather left me a small piece of land when he died, about 300 acres. The land was right where a developer wanted to build a resort and golf course. They offered to buy and I took the money and ran. My grandfather always said the piece of property was only good for raising snakes and raising hell on, so I sold it. I know my grandfather is laughing his ass off at the developer for paying that much for that piece of high desert. All of this is to show, that money is not a problem. I can buy just about anything I want and everything I need.
A NEW BEGINNING
My first wife was Mary. When we met she reminded me of Marilyn Monroe. No she didn't really look like her, other than the blonde hair. I mean Mary had that same voluptuous body. That same built for sex and drive men crazy body. An hour glass figure with big breasts and a great ass. God, I loved her ass. I was 22, young and full of cum, and she was 18. I had just finished college and began my Army enlistment. She was the sister of one of my fraternity brothers, Bob. A good Catholic girl dating a good Catholic boy, so everyone thought. You see this good Catholic boy was already married. One day the truth came out and her family's world (and her's) collapsed.
She thought she was in love. Mary's brother, Bob, called me and asks me to take her out. She needed to get out of the house he said. She was just sitting around in a blue funk.
First of all I don't like blind dates at all. Never been on one that I didn't need a lot of booze to make it thru the date. Second, my idea of a good time didn't include sitting with a girl all night as she cried about her lost love. He almost begged me and said he would pay for everything, even the drinks. Well now, free booze, free food and do a good deed too. I'm your man.
I went to the family home to pick up Mary for our date. Her brother answered the door and let me in. Both Mary and her brother lived with their parents, just waiting to spread their wings and fly away but living off the parents in the mean time. Anyway, Bob let me in and Mary came to meet me. I was dead meat from that moment on. Bob introduced me and she shook my hand. When I touched her hand I swear there was a spark that nothing to do with static electricity. From that first touch, that first look into her green eyes and that first hello with her very sexy voice, I was in love. I didn't care if she was intelligent, I didn't care about her politics, I didn't care about her religion, and I just didn't care. All I wanted to do was put my arms around her, love her to death and protect her from the cruel world.
It wasn't that I was inexperienced or unfamiliar with women. I was considered as something of a cock hound. Well my frat brothers always said I would screw an alligator if someone would drain the swamp. Almost right, I was something of a player. Lots of girls, lots of dates, lots of sex, and never got serious. But, Mary just knocked the wind right out of my sails. I came to her house on a mission of mercy. This cool college man going to help show her that the world was still there and I left that night almost her slave. Needless to say, that night was the best blind date I had ever had. She was attentive, sexy, and very affectionate. I thought she was trying to swab my tonsils as I kissed her good night.
Mary allowed me to take her places and to be at her beck and call for 2 years before we got married. For the first year, I tried every trick I knew to get in her pants. No such luck, she was waiting for marriage. Every time I thought, this is bullshit I need to get laid, I'm leaving, she would show me a little more love and I was hooked all over again.
First I was allowed to touch her breasts outside of her shirt, then under the shirt but over the bra. Next I got to touch her naked tits, then her knee and then high up on her thigh and finally her pussy but only outside of her panties. She would rub my hard on, but only outside of my pants. I was wrapped up and couldn't get away. Now I was a guy that would date a girl once and the next date we hit the sheets or it was over. Always more women around and I wouldn't waste my time on girls who wanted a relationship first. Not me, pay up ladies, I have invested my time and expect to be rewarded. (I was quite an asshole sometimes).
It wasn't that Mary was frigid, she would breathe heavy, rub herself against me and try and stick her tongue down my throat. She would just allow me to do enough to keep me interested in the game. When I asked her to marry me after about a year and a half, she said, yes of course. Mary decided she wouldn't wait for marriage and she then began to try and kill me with sex. She really liked sex a lot.
Well we got married and began our life together. I was in heaven. Sex every day, several times a day. Mary being Catholic she didn't want to use any birth control except the old standby rhythm method. Now being constantly horny and in love and lust that type of contraception led to Mary getting pregnant after 2 months. Oh well, we both wanted kids, just not quite that soon.
I was stationed in our home town and basically had a 9 to 5 job and home almost every night for dinner. Just as we found out she was with child, I was deployed overseas. It was my first deployment away from home. The rest of the bad news was that my wife could not join me. I had to leave for about 18 months. Mary was to stay in our small apartment while I was gone. She would have her family to help her and look after her. However I was able to make it home for the birth of our son, William Jr. We didn't get a chance for sex while I was home, but had a lot of cuddle time.
As I was getting ready to leave, a friend told me to watch my woman. I ask what he meant and he told me she had been seen at the local watering hole during the first three months of her pregnancy having a good time dancing and so on. He said also said she didn't always leave alone. I couldn't believe she would do that. The old adage "Trust but verify" came into play. Before I left I had a couple of friends that owed me big time to keep an eye on Mary while I finished my deployment.
I continued to call and write to Mary for the last few months of my deployment. Even made it home once or twice during that time. Mary seemed very glad to see me and we tried to make up for the lack of sex we had been missing. Well, at least I had been missing. I came back from overseas and again was stationed in my home town. My two friends, whose help I had enlisted, met me at our favorite watering hole about 1 week after I got home.
John and Ray bought the first round and we sat at a booth in the back. Ray handed me a large envelope and said "Brace yourself hoss."
I felt a hole open up in my chest before I even opened the envelope. Inside were pictures of Mary and other men. That's right men as in more than one. Mary dancing, hugging, kissing and pictures that were much more graphic and damning. My world just fell in on me. I began to shake and had to run to the latrine. I puked up everything I had to eat or drink for the last two days; at least that was the way it felt. Pulling myself back together, I returned to the booth. There was a bottle of Jack Daniels and 3 glasses. Drink number one.
"Okay, tell me about it," I said. I took a deep breath and waited for my world to end.
Ray started, "Just about every Friday, Saturday, and Sunday Mary would show up at the Wagon Wheel. You know they have got live music on those nights. Well, it seems she became a special friend to the band, not only a member of the band but the entire band and the bands entourage. She would dance, drink and cuddle with the friends of the guys in the band. When the band took a break, she would sometimes go out to their van with one or more of the band members. Some of those pictures were from those times. On some nights Mary would leave with the band. I waited in front of you apartment a couple of times and she seldom got home before daylight. One time she left with the band on Friday and didn't come home until Monday morning about 5 A.M. That's the truth William and I'm just as sorry as hell about it."
Drink number two. I sat there and listened to Ray and felt the hole in my chest get bigger and bigger until I was totally empty. "Son of a bitch," I screamed. John waved away the bouncer that started over to our booth. Drink number three. All I could think about was my son and the end of our little family.
"What are you going to do now William?" ask John.
"I have to throw the cheating bitch out and try to get over this some way." I sat and took a couple of deep breaths. "Thanks guys, you are good friends. I know you like Mary and screwing around hurt you too. I'll talk to you guys in a couple of days, I have to go home and do some house cleaning." Drink number four. I left the bar, jumped in my car and drove carefully home. Last thing I needed was a DUI.
Mary looked up as I came in the door and asked "Where have you been? Oh never mind, I can smell the Jack on you."
"Met up with John and Ray and decided to have a few drinks to celebrate my homecoming. We went down to the Wagon Wheel, you know that little dance place on 5th street."
Mary's face turned pale and she said "Don't know the place, I've never been there. I put you dinner in the oven, should still be warm. I wish you would let me know when you're going to be late." She just rattled on and on to hide her reaction.
Right to my face. She lied right to my face."It was just the guys, honey. We wasn't dancing or cuddling with women. Just the guys." Mary looked at me quickly when I said that. "I heard they have a band on the weekends. Maybe we can go this Friday night for a little us time. What do you think hon?"
Mary looked at me, I guess she was trying to see if I knew something. "I don't want to go to some smokey dive full of drunks. Let's go out for a nice dinner and a movie. Just you and I, Mom can watch Billy and we can make a real night of it."
"Okay with me. I thought you might want to go dancing. You used to like to dance and we haven't been dancing in a long time." Mary was having a hard time with my little digs. She didn't know if I suspected something or what. Now is the time to hit her with my evidence. "You know the Wagon Wheel has other types of entertainment too. I have some pictures here of other things that goes on there. Take a look." I slid the envelope across the table to her.
Mary had a puzzled look on her face. She knew the Wagon Wheel didn't have any other entertainment. As she pulled out the pictures and began to look at them her face became deathly pale. It seemed all the blood left her face. She looked at several pictures and the blood came rushing back to her face and she was beet red. Mary started to sway as her legs gave out. She tried to sit down, missed the chair and fell on her ass.
"What? How did you? Oh no, oh god, on no" Mary kept repeating over and over for 3 or 4 minutes. "Please let me explain. It's not what you think." The typical bullshit spouted by every cheater in history.
"Explain what Mary? My loving wife being a whore and a slut. Is that what you want to explain? I only need to know one thing Mary. Not a long explanation, no excuses, no bullshit. What I need to know is why? Why would you show such a lack of respect for me, our family and our marriage? Tell me that now. No bullshit, no spin, just the truth. WHY? Shut the fuck up, quit the sobbing and answer my question, you bitch. WHY?"
She was still sitting on the floor and sobbing almost out of control. I picked her up and put her in a chair.
Mary got some control of herself and began her tale of woe. You have heard it all before. I was gone, she got lonesome, she just wanted to have a little fun and it got out of hand. She couldn't seem to stop herself. She didn't want to hurt me, she stopped once I returned home, and she would never do it again. Please give her another chance and let her make it up to me. Bullshit, Bullshit, Bullshit.
"Did having a little fun include pulling the train with all the band members and their friends, Mary? Did it mean leaving the house on Friday evening and not returning until Monday morning? Where was Billy while you were out whoring? Did you take precautions or did you stick to you Catholic ideas of birth control?"
"Billy always was taken care of first. My mom took care of him or I had Julie, next door, babysit for me. I would return the favor for her on the nights I stayed home. As for the men I made them wear rubbers except when I knew I couldn't get pregnant because I was in a safe part of my cycle."
"So you fucked them bareback. How about STDs? Ever stop to think that a bunch of musicians, who fuck girls all over the country, might not be the safest partners for unprotected sex. You whore; no I shouldn't call you a whore. Calling you a whore gives whores a bad name. You are just a slut, and a stupid slut at that."
Mary began to cry again and said, "I didn't think, I just did. I'm so very sorry William. I love you so much. Please, can't we get past this? I don't want to lose you or our family."
"You have got to be shitting me. I'm sorry, I love you and I am supposed to just forgive and forget. Not in this life time, bitch. I don't see any way to get past this. Your disregard for what could have happen, your lack of respect for me and Billy has pretty much killed any chance for us. If you had just fucked one guy, one time, I might be able to get over it. That wasn't enough for you. You had to turn into a complete slut and do all those guys all those times. Fuck you! You don't deserve any consideration, compassion or understanding. There is only one way that your cheating ass is not going to be kicked out right now. Do you want to know what that way is?"
She looked up at me with a little hope in her eyes and said, "Oh yes, please tell me how I can make this up to you."
"You can stay for now, but there will be several conditions and requirements of you. We will continue to live here, not together as a couple, but still in my apartment. However we won't sleep in the same bed, you can sleep in Billy's room. I couldn't stand to be in the same bed with you. You will cook, clean, do laundry and generally be a housekeeper. We will be sort of roommates and your duties will pay you share of the rent and your food. It goes without saying that you will take good care of Billy and be an exceptional mother. No more fostering him off on your mom or the neighbors. Understood?"
"Yes William. I understand and thank you for not kicking me out. I will make it up to you, you'll see."
"Don't misunderstand Mary, this is not a way for us to reconcile or get over this. I'm allowing this because it is what is best for Billy. He needs both of us right now."
"As he gets older that will change and we will have to see what happens then. Just remember, you are on a very, very short leash. One slip and you are gone. No more nights at the Wagon Wheel or anywhere else. Your days of being the life and slut of the party are over. No contact with any of those assholes at all. If they call you, tell them to leave you alone. If you meet while you are out, you cross the street to stay away from them. You are to have no contact with them at all, no phone calls, no emails, no letters not even ESP. Stay the fuck away from them. They helped destroy my home and the only reason they will remain alive, is my son needs me here not in jail. Will you agree with these conditions or will you leave now? If you decide you can't or won't live this way, pack you stuff and leave. I will file for divorce on grounds of adultery tomorrow. I will use those grounds to get custody of our son and keep you cheating ass away from him. By the way where is Billy?"
"Billy is next door at Julie's."
"I am going over to get Billy. We will be gone for about an hour. If you decide to stay, start dinner. When I come back, have dinner ready and your stuff moved into Billy's room. I'm done talking." When I got back, dinner was on the table waiting for us. So started the first day of the rest of my life. What a fucking joke.
I know the members of the band were just having a good time. Some slag comes on to them and they did what comes naturally. The problem is she was my wife and in my mind they overstepped the boundaries. About two weeks after our new arrangement started, I made a little trip to the Wagon Wheel to hear this great band playing there. I was waiting outside at the back of the building when two of the band members stepped outside for a break. They got a break alright. One sustained a broken knee and couldn't play the drums for several months. The other got a broken shoulder and he also couldn't play for a few months. He was the lead guitar player I think. I prefer a good old wooden Louisville Slugger (as opposed to an aluminum bat) as it makes less noise when it hits bone, don't you know. No one was ever arrested for the attack. Seems it was very dark and neither guy could see the man that jumped them. Too Bad. So Sad.
Mary lived up to her end of the bargain for the next few years. She tried a few times to talk about "us", but I shut her down very quickly every time. After I got out of the service we moved to a house. I had my job in purchasing/supply making pretty good money. Mary stayed home and took care of Billy and the house. She really was a good cook and housekeeper. Our life was okay, not great but no fights and at least we were polite and friendly. Too bad, we could have had so much more. But the system was working as far as I was concerned.
My 30th birthday came around and I was wondering where my life was going. This situation couldn't keep on forever; at least I didn't believe so. Billy was about 7 and had accepted that his mother and father were not living like most moms and dads. He seemed okay with his home life. Our son was the best thing that came out of our marriage. He was smart, handsome, and very outgoing. All and all, a very nice boy. (I think he was an exceptional young man, but then I am his father)
The day after my birthday Mary asked if we could talk that evening after Billy went to sleep. "Not if it's the same old song and dance about getting past this or can't I forgive you," I said. Mary cringed a little at the dance comment.
"No this is something different."
"Okay, after Billy is asleep we can talk." About 8, Mary asked me if now was a good time. "It's you dime, start talking," I answered.
Mary hit me with something I knew had to be coming sometime. "William, I can't continue to live like this. You have been very good about not throwing things up to me. Overall, you have treated me very well. Better than I deserved. Even though my actions don't say so, I did and do love more than anything or anyone. The things I did were disrespectful, stupid, and unacceptable. I understand and I really am very sorry, but I feel I have been punished long enough. If you can't forgive me and let us go on as a real couple, then I need to leave. Billy had adapted well, and I don't believe he will have any serious problems if we are not living together. That is why I have brought this up now. Is there any chance for us?"



"No Mary, there is no chance of us being husband and wife again. You have been very good these last few years. No complaining, no bitching, and have lived up to your part of the bargain. You made one slip when you received and answered an email from one of those assholes about 2 years ago, but that was all that happened. At least as far as I know. You are really a good woman, Mary. I guess you just lost you way back then, but I just can't get over what you did. I forgive you but I can't forget. That is the problem. Every time I would begin to forget, I would see you dancing in the kitchen or putting on something a little sexy or any number of little things and I would see those pictures again. I destroyed those pictures a couple of years ago. Thought it might help, but no such luck. They are imprinted on my mind. So, no Mary, we can't be a couple again. I am sorry, I really am. It would nice if we could go on, but this is about the best I can do. So what are you going to do?"
With tears in her eyes Mary said "I guess you need to file for divorce and let's get on with our lives."
"Yeah, I guess you're right. I will see the attorney tomorrow and start the paper work. This is a no fault state so a reason is not necessary. There will be no mention of adultery. Okay?"
The divorce went thru in record time. I let Mary keep the house and most of the money in the checking/saving accounts. We shared custody of Billy. I paid Mary child support and a small amount of alimony. I saw my son every weekend and a month at a time during the summer. We also worked out a schedule concerning holidays. Mary and I are probably better friends now than when we were married. A common ground is shared in our son and it's better for the boy if we don't fight or attack each.
Mary met a good man and got married about 2 years after our divorce. I like the guy and he is a good step-father for Billy. About the same time that she remarried, I sold the software I talked about earlier. One month after that windfall, I sold the property my grandfather had left me. I was squatting in tall cotton. Lots of money, but no one to really share it with. I decided the Midwest had lost its' appeal for me and moved to the west coast.
I was living with a delightful lady name Cindy. We got along very well. She and I enjoyed a lot of the same things and each other. Cindy knew about my ex-wife and the breakup of our marriage. She also knew about my son and how much I missed him. As we lived on the west coast, I only got to see my son during the summers. Billy was just about to start high school when I got a call from Mary. She told me Billy and his step-father had begun to butt heads more and more. Our son was and is a head strong young man and he rebelled a little at the disciple of his step-father. Mary would sometimes give in to Billy and step around her husband. I guess she felt a little guilty and was trying to make it up to the boy. You cannot do that. Kids, especially our son, will take any advantage that they can get. Mary asked me if Billy could come and live with me. I told Cindy about Mary's request and her only comment was which room should she get ready
I called Mary back the next day."How quick can you get him here? I was going to talk to you about that very thing next month, after I got back from my annual fishing trip with John and Ray." (Remember them?) "I will send you a check for his airfare and you put him on the first plane, he can go fishing with us." Billy arrived five days later and went fishing with his old dad.
Billy moved in with us and started and finished high school. He did pretty good living with us. Cindy and I presented a united front, so his little plans and schemes didn't work very well. After finishing high school Billy enlisted in the Navy and became his own man.
Cindy and I didn't survive his leaving. I think we only stayed together as long as we did because she loved Billy too. We are still friends to this day. She has met and married a very nice guy. I like him and strange as it sounds, he and I play golf and go fishing together. No talk about Cindy is allowed.
So here I am lots of money and no one to share it with. Oh well,
A NEW BEGINNING AGAIN.
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One last chapter. Please read the first two chapters of the series. This chapter will make more sense that way. Thanks again to all who commented on my stories. I appreciate the comments, suggestions, and criticisms, both constructive and others. I realize not everyone will like my stories or my style of writing, but I have a hard time paying any attention to the mean spirited critics who slander me personally along with my work. I might take their suggestions more to heart if they had the guts to sign their comments. As one of the comments said they would erase the story and never read my stories again. Good advice. That is the ultimate censorship. Go for it. Everyone is entitled to their opinion. Anyway thanks again to those who are trying to help a new writer get going. Enjoy.
*
When we last left our "hero" he had divorced his cheating wife of 30 years, got some payback on the bastard that was screwing his wife, won the lottery, and most important searched out and got better medical care. He is now able to meaningful sexual encounters. Here we go.
It has been 2 years plus since my divorce. My wife was having an affair due to my lack of being able to maintain an erection during sex. That is the main reason that she gave me. Bullshit. Anyway I changed doctors and meds and that problem has been solved. Let me say here, my first doctor was concerned with treating my heart problems and saving my life. He is a good man and he saved my life. After a couple of years, I should have discussed my lack of sexual function with him and asked about changes. It is all on me that I let my sexual problems go on as long as they did. Guess I was more worried about living than fucking. I can now satisfy both myself and my partner with the normal fuck you socks off sex, not more than two times a day and not two times a day several days in a row. This is not the wild monkey sex of my youth, but I'm a young man anymore either. I just turned 67.
I won the lottery just after our separation and decided to split it with my ex. I know, I know, after what she had done to me with her affair I should have told her to pound sand. In my own defense, she had given me 30 great years out of our 31 year marriage. She was my best friend. The last 7 or 8 years she was a saint (except for the affair) and took good care of me. My check from the lottery was about $600 thousand a year. After paying taxes, paying my son to manager my accounts, and splitting my winnings with my ex, I still had a very substantial amount of money to play with. So play I did.
I bought a house on a lake in Southern California, got a nice boat to go with it, and just began to enjoy the money and my life. I played golf, drove my boat and one of my new Ford trucks (a small one and a big one), and just had a great time. This is what retirement should be. In addition to my toys, I always seemed to have one or two young lovelies staying with me. Not always the same ones, they seemed to sort of rotate new ones in. There is no doubt that they were there for the money. I never actually paid them, but some very nice presents came their way. Once in a while money was give for clothes, trinkets and shopping. These ladies were all 25 to 35 years old and not in love with this old man. Let me be clear about this; I don't care, I don't care, I don't care. After the shit with my ex-wife, I wasn't up for love anyway. I just know I would rather play with my toys in the company of hot, sexy, and available women than by myself. If they were there for the party, I was the host with the most.
I was sitting on my patio, relaxing and admiring the two nearly nude ladies sunbathing by my pool. My son, John, walked around the side of the house. A short word about my boy. He is divorced also, different reason, same result. He and my grandson were frequently at my place. My grandson likes the lake and the boat, my son likes the girls. There were a couple of "my girls" that he seemed to have, well at least lust for, but he never made any moves. I told him to go for it at least 3 different times. He said he just would feel weird "Following in his father's footsteps", if you know what I mean. John came over and sat down, looked at me and said he wanted to say something, but didn't want me to go ballistic and to hear him out.
"Go for it John" I said. "I'll try to keep my cool and my mouth shut until you are done. No promises after that. If this is another plea to get me to go back to Jenny, you are wasting your time."
"Pop you have to meet and talk to Momma" John began. (Jenny is his step-mom). "She is a basket case. She is losing weight, she looks like an old bag lady, and she just doesn't seem to want to take care of herself. Please Pop, go see her."
"You done?" I asked. He nodded his head. "John I appreciate your concern and understand you love for Jenny. However, there is no way I want to see, talk, or hear from her. What she did to me was the most horrible thing anyone has ever done. When I was young, I would have kicked the hell out of her and at least crippled that asshole with her instead of just leaving. No son, I won't meet or call her. She can live the life she made for herself. Don't bring the subject up again!"
John looked at me for a long time. He seemed to puff up, get a little red in the face and shouted at me "You always were a hard headed old shit. I am going to try one more time and then I'm leaving. Momma had been punished enough, not only by you but by her company. It has to stop Dad. If you can't put aside your hurt pride and help her, then fuck you. I won't be back and it will be a cold day in hell before you see your grandson again."
When he finished, I jumped to my feet and stood glaring down at him. John stood up to face me and I was looking up at him. John is 6ft 4, I am 5ft 8. "You are becoming a little cocky talking to me like that youngster."
"I'm just as hard headed as you Pop. You were a good teacher. One of things you taught me was that if I thought I was right then fuck the world and go for it. That's what I'm doing. It's the only threat that might work with you."
"Okay you shithead, I'll call Jenny tomorrow morning. Now can we drink a couple of beers and watch my ladies play nude volleyball?"
He seemed come back to normal, not so dangerous. "I would love to stay, but I have to pick up your grandson from after school care. Not sure my heart could stand watching that redhead jump around anyway. How do you do it? At your age, how do you keep up with them?"
"My heart is pure, therefore I have the strength of 10 men."
"Bullshit", John said laughing at me. "No really Pop, how do you keep going like this with your heart problem?"
"Son, the new medicine has given me a new life. It's almost like I don't have the problem anymore. I know; I know it's still there, but I don't obsess about it anymore. My life is so much more fun, what with the money and the ladies that I really don't give a shit how long it keeps on. I just want it to keep on. Every morning I get up and decide it's going to be a good day because I woke up and I'm above ground."
"Okay, I guess that's all anyone could want. Got to go, call Momma please." John waved as he walked back to his truck. A little aside here. When John graduated from high school, Jenny and I told him we would buy him any car (within reason) that he wanted. We put it on hold until he got out of the Navy. He then chose a pick up. The men of my family seem to have a thing about pick-up trucks.
It was too late that day to call Jenny, so I decided to do it tomorrow morning. Bullshit, I was just putting it off because I didn't want to call her at all. My two lovelies called me to come join them skinny dipping. You can't keep you public waiting so I ran and jumped into the pool. I'll let you imagination supply what happened the rest of the evening.
Mid morning and I can't put "THE CALL" off any longer. John has already called this morning to remind me. I grabbed the phone and called Jenny's number, hoping for a message that she had left town or something.
"Hello?" Jenny answered. She sounded like an old lady. I know she is 63, but she sounded like 103. Her voice was lifeless, like it almost took too much effort to talk.
"Hi Jenny, it's me."
"William?" She seemed very surprised. "I didn't expect you to call me after the last time we saw each other." (I had been very rough on her at the attorney's office when we signed the divorce papers).
"Yes Jenny, it's me. What's this bullshit I hear about you not eating or taking care of yourself?" Being diplomatic is not one of my strong suits.
"It just doesn't seem to matter anymore," she answered. "The company fired me and that took the wind out of my sails. You have been very generous but I need something to keep me going beside money. My work made me feel useful and needed. Now I don't have you or my work. So why bother?"
"You have your son, grandson and your friends. You always wanted to travel; now you can. You have the money and the time. Isn't that enough?" I was beginning to worry about her. I have never heard her so down. "Wait, what do you mean you were fired?"
"They said I had violated company policy. Fraternizing with another employee is against the rules. So they gave me a large severance package and fired me." Jenny started crying. Sobbing really.
"Settle down, Jenny. Quit blubbering. I can't understand you. "Did they fire Henry too?"
"I don't know, they just mentioned him as the employee I was with and rushed me out of the building. I had 30 minutes to clean out my office and get out. Two security people were watching me and walked me out."
I was beginning to smell a rat here. Jenny may not be my wife anymore, but I'll be damned if those assholes were going to treat her this way. (Okay, I know, after her affair I shouldn't care what happens to her. She was my lover, my wife, and my best friend for 30 years and even being the asshole that I am I couldn't just forget that. So sue me, I'm a wimp). I felt that part of our problem before was the companies lax attitude about the things going on at their meetings. The jerks decided to get rid of Jenny to cover their ass. NOT ON MY WATCH. They were in for a world of hurt and didn't know it yet. It sure is nice not having to worry about a job or money. It would let me go balls to the wall against them. They couldn't hurt me but I could sure hurt them. I will fuck up their world totally.
"Jenny I need you to promise me that you will take care of yourself beginning right now. Your grandson needs his grandma. I am going to look into you being fired and see exactly what is going on. Don't give up. Okay? Will you promise me?"
"Okay William. I promise. I will eat some breakfast, take a shower, and change clothes. Will you call or better yet come to see me, please?"
"I'll drive down in two or three days, Jenny. I have to do some leg work and see what I can find out. Take better care of yourself and I will call you again tomorrow."
After we hung up, it was all I could do to keep from going postal on those bastards at the company. First things first, let's see if good old Henry still works for them. I looked up the number of the company's office. Placed the call and asked for Henry Jackson. I was connected to his secretary. So the asshole wasn't fired. Just Jenny was let go.
"Henry Jackson speaking," he answered his phone.
"Hi Henry this is William. You know Jenny's husband. Remember me?"
"What, err who, err how, err, err." he stuttered. "What do you want?"
"Nothing much Henry. Just wondered how you knee was. Doing much dancing these days? Oh and by the way, why are you still working there and Jenny got fired for fraternization?"
"That wasn't my decision William. I had nothing to do with that. It came from higher up. I didn't want it to happen and tried to stop her from being fired, but they wouldn't listen to me."
"Henry, there is only so much bullshit that a person can spout and you just exceeded your lifetime quota with that statement. You are full of shit. I called to give you and that shit pot company a warning. You fuckers are going to pay big time for what you did to Jenny. I mean big time. She may own the company before I'm done. Fuck you Henry and fuck the rest of those assholes. You ass is mine." I slammed the phone down.
I was so mad, no pissed off, that I could feel my heart racing. Calm down asshole before you have a heart attack, I told myself. Some deep breathing exercises calmed me down. Now, time to plan and take them down. My next call was to my attorney Steve. During the divorce, he and I became good friends.
I called his direct number and filled him in on what had happened to Jenny. Do we have a case or has my mouth been writing checks I can't cash?"
"Hell yeah you, or rather Jenny, has a great case," Steve answered. Why are you in the middle of this? I mean last time you saw Jenny you didn't care if she lived or died. At least that was the way it sounded."
"I know, but I was really hurting then. My pride was bruised and all that shit. After all this time, maybe I have grown up a little and decided I have been an asshole long enough.
"I will get our expert in sexual harassment on this right now, but I will stay close and help out. How much do you want from them William?" He sounded like I had just handed him the keys to the vault at Fort Knox.
"Believe it or not, Steve, it's not about the money. That pack of hyenas just picked the wrong person to fuck with. It pisses me off that these bastards are shitting all over Jenny. If they do it to her, they will or have done it to others. No more, if I can stop it I will. You guys figure out how best to hurt them and let's kick some ass."
"I'm on it buddy. Talk to you soon." As Steve was hanging up I heard him shouting at his assistant to put on his roller skates that they had a great case to work on.
My phone started to ring the minute I hung it up. "Hello. Yes this is he. No I won't talk to that shit head." It was Henry's secretary calling for him. "Tell him Jenny's attorney will contact them shortly. Also tell him to eat shit and die." I hung up before she or Henry could say anything else.
One week later and I am sitting with Jenny in her apartment. She looked thin and washed out, but she had done her hair and makeup. Jenny seemed very happy that I had come to see her instead of calling. Her voice seemed full of life again, not the monotone I had heard a few days ago. Not at her best, I was still excited to see her. Guess I just a wimp after all. I missed my friend. I missed US, not so much the sexual side of our life but the friendship and enjoyment of doing and exploring things together.
I explained to Jenny what Steve and I were trying to do. I told her you probably won't get your job back, but the company will be punished for what they tried to do to you.
"I trust you to do what is best William. Thank you for your help."
"I have to go now but I will call you every few days to advise you on what is going on. If it's alright with you, I will drop by to see you now and then. Okay?" I was afraid she wouldn't want to see me again.
"That would be wonderful. Please do." Jenny responded.
Three months have gone by and the case has been settled out of court. I was again at Jenny's apartment. She now looked more like her old self, animated and full of life again. Still not back to normal, but close. As the case went on, I would see Jenny about twice a week. We would go to lunch, even a couple of dinners and just talk and enjoy our time together. Funny, but we never seemed to talk about the law suit we were working on. We were always too busy talking about our son and grandson, about memories and about short term plans.
Oh, about the company, my old pal Henry was sacked along with 3 of the upper level management types that had been involved with Jenny being fired. Payback is a bitch and this time she had PMS.
"Jenny, it's like I said Steve couldn't get your job back. That was expected. However, he did get you a very nice settlement and a written promise to review the company's policies concerning the problem of sexual harassment in their firm." I took a check out of my pocket and gave it to her.
"This check is for 2 million dollars!" Jenny said in amazement.
"Yeah, Steve went for the quick fix. The company also paid Steve's bill, so that is all yours."
"I really appreciate what you and Steve have done for me, but it wasn't about the money. You give me more money than I need. I just need to feel useful and wanted. They took that away from me. I still don't have that, like I did when I was working."
"I know Jenny, but this is best that could be done. If you want to be useful, come up and stay with me. I need help running the house. I always forget to order or pick up something, guess I'm out of practice after 30 years. You can run the household accounts, see that I take my meds on time and just generally bring structure to my home. You won't have to do cleaning or cooking, unless you want to, I have a housekeeper for that stuff. Please Jenny, I need someone I can trust and I miss my friend."
"What about all your lady guests? John has told me about you mini harem. I understand you keep them two or three at a time."
"I guess they will have to find another sugar daddy; it's about time for this old fart to grow up. They can't fish worth a damn anyway. You always liked to fish, we could sell the big boat and get a little bass boat and go fishing like we used to. I'm not offering a reconciliation Jenny, I'm offering a chance for two good friends to enjoy life with one another. We can see what happens as we go along. What do you say Jenny?"
"Yes, not only yes, but hell yes. That's what I hoped for, a chance to show you how sorry I am for what I did. Not just sorry to get caught, but sorry for doing it in the first place. This sounds like a good way to do that and if nothing else at least I will have my best friend back. When do I move in?"
"Right now. I have the big truck outside and we can load up as soon as you're packed. Just take the clothes you need, we can get the rest later. Let's go, we are burning daylight." (Sorry, I like John Wayne, always wanted to say that.)
Two years down the road and Jenny and I are as close as we ever were, maybe more so. We took our time and romance reared its head about six months in. There is only our bedroom now, not his and hers. I guess 30 years of love, friendship, companionship and joy together can over come almost anything.
For those of you that say I am a wimp, not a man or whatever; let me say this. Walk a mile in my shoes and then go fuck yourself. I am happy and that is what matters.
*
The quote about daylight is from "The Cowboys" a John Wayne movie. Sorry again, but I am a big fan.
As to the story, I hope you can understand where William is coming from. If not, oh well to each his own. I can't stress enough 30 years together just doesn't happen often.
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This story is based on real people and a real situation. I have changed the names and taken some literary license with the facts, but the basics of the story are true. Please leave comments. It's the only way I can see if I am becoming a better writer. Thanks and enjoy. A newby trying to get started.
Believe none of what you hear and only half of what you see. (That line is from the song "Heard it on the grapevine", by Marvin Gaye) It is very good advice. My wife and I are a prime example of what happens when you don't follow that good advice.
*
Hi, my name is Bob. I am 35, reasonably good looking, and am 6ft 1, 200 pounds. My body is fairly muscular as I work out some and run every day. I am no gym rat or marathon runner, but I keep in pretty good shape. When I was in high school, I boxed for a couple of years in the Golden Gloves program. Never could understand why I could not kick a guy in the knee, or backhand him; that's how we did it in my neighborhood. We did what we had to do to win. In the "hood", there are no points for style. If you can walk away after the fight, you are the winner. More background on me. I love women. In high school, college and until I got married I tried to get into as many ladies panties as possible. My friends always said I would hit a snake if someone would hold it straight for me. Not quite that bad, but close. Facial beauty wasn't necessary but a good body was. The girl could look like twenty miles of bad road, but as long as her body was hot, so was I.
That was how I was until I met my wife, Julie. She is the perfect woman in my mind. Tall, slender but not thin, with good size breasts and one of the greatest asses in the world. Just a perfect little bubble butt. I love it. Once we were married my old ways died a quit death. I was no longer a cock hound. I was married and planned to stay that way happily. My father, a good man by the way and a better father, had been married three times. I vowed that once done right was enough. Sorry, got off on a tangent there. My story took place about 5 years ago.
I was in sales, okay I was a car salesman. We called ourselves, "Transportation Consultants". Really that's what our business cards said; I was just a car salesman. My best buddy is Mark. We are tight. He is the brother I never had. I got his back and he has mine. The reason I mention Mark is he plays an important part in the unhappy occurrence I will tell you about. Sorry a little aside here. The three professions that get the most women (read as pussy) are cops, personal trainers and car salesmen. True fact. Cops and car salesmen also lead in the divorce statistics. The two facts seem to go hand and hand don't they?
Mark came to me on a Thursday and asked for my help. He had been to a family reunion the previous weekend and met a cousin (Sandy) he hadn't seen for like 15 years. She was now 25 and apparently having problems with her marriage. Her husband had moved out. Sandy had called Mark Wednesday evening at home and asked him to meet her for a drink to discuss her marriage.
'How about coming with me buddy?" Mark asked. "I may be reading it wrong, but I think she wants help in the bedroom as well as advice on her marriage. If there are two of us she will have to settle for advice. I really don't want to become involved with her romantically."
"Is she a dog? I can't remember many times that you passed up a little action with the ladies. Is it because you are cousins?"
"No, no, she isn't a dog, she is really hot and she is like my fourth cousins. It's just that she and Sam aren't divorced, just separated. If I did her and then she got back with her husband, I would see them at family things and it would be very awkward. Also, I just started dating Josie, and I don't want to screw that up. She would be pissed if I jumped Sandy's bone. What do you say bud."
"Okay, I'll go with you; just to protect your virtue. Let me call Julie and tell I'm going to be very late." I called my love and told her Mark and I were going to have a couple of beers after work and I would be home late.
"Be careful, drinking and driving," Julie warned me. "I don't want to pick you up off the highway or come get you at the jail." She didn't sound too happy about the whole idea. "Don't be meeting up with some hottie and forget about me here at home."
"Hey, where did that crack about a woman come from?" I asked. "You know you are the love of my life and the only woman I want or need."
"Just kidding," she replied. She was a little testy I thought.
I road with Mark and left my car at the car lot. Big mistake. We met Sandy around 6:30 at a lounge close to our work. Mark introduced us, she was 25 or 26, he was right she was hot. Sandy has auburn hair, a body that will cause men to fight over her, and a very sexy, sultry voice. She said hello and shook my hand and I felt like she was trying to pull me into the bedroom. Sandy had that kind of sexual charisma without even trying.
We got some alcohol and she started to tell us her tale of woe concerning her marriage. The more we talked, the more we drank. Sandy's problems were typical of a young couple trying to get started. She said the Sam worked long hours, was tired when got home and didn't want to do anything but rest. Sandy was working long hours too but said she tried to make home life interesting. He just wouldn't respond. Yada,Yada,Yada. Same old story, same old tune. As she talked she would put her hand on Mark's knee or my arm to emphasize a point. She would lean over toward us and her blouse fell open at the top. There was no doubt she was very well endowed as she wasn't wearing a bra. I don't know about Mark, but I was getting a little nervous. Would she actually come on to both of us? Was she innocent and was I just being perverted? All I knew is she was giving us a hell of a show with her gaping blouse and very short mini skirt.
Finally, Mark got a few words in. "Sounds to me like you guys need to sit down and have a serious discussion. Instead of fighting and Sam leaving because you are both angry, get together and have a talk about what is important to the both of you. Neither of you should point a finger of blame; just a why have things have gone wrong talk."
"Mark is right, Sandy." I chimed in. "All couples have an adjustment period to live thru. Everyday life can be a bitch all by itself with the pressures of work, a new household, and getting to know each other. Call Sam and make time for a meeting. Be positive when you ask him to meet you. Tell him you miss him and want to work on your problems. If he loves you he will forgive you and want to work things out. If he doesn't love you, then you are better off splitting sooner rather than later. It's a harsh reality but the truth."
Sandy was all ears. (And breasts and legs) Mark and I gave her advice and we drank for another 2 hours or so. The only bad advice we gave her was, let's have another drink.
When we decided to call it a night and got up to leave Sandy was wasted. Car salesman, at least at our dealership, have a reputation of having a hollow leg when it comes to alcohol. We have a huge capacity. She had been keeping up with us. Problem was she is a light weight. Sandy was so out of it that Mark and I had to almost carry her out of the bar. She was staggering around with us holding her up and trying to help her walk. I must admit I enjoyed feeling her body as we helped her out to her car.
"Well she certainly can't drive like this." Mark said. "She will either have a wreck or just fall asleep here in the parking lot. We will have to take her home. Shit, she lives 35 miles or more from here, I don't want to drive that far. I'm a little fucked up myself and don't need to be on the road that long. Hey, how about taking her to your house, you live the closest?"
"Whoa dude, we have to go back to work to get to get my car and will be closer to your house by then. Besides, she is your family. I want to go home to my wife."
"Alright, help me get her into the car and I will take her home with me."
When we got to his car, he couldn't unlock the car and hold her up too. He pushed her over on me to hold her up. Sandy put her arms around my neck and I had both arms around her back. Again she was very drunk and began to kiss my neck and cheek.
"Come on Sam kiss me," she whined. "I'm really horny and I want you so bad. She obviously thought I was her husband.
As she was kissing me, I thought I saw a flash of light. Must be a car driving by I reasoned. I pushed her face into my shoulder and waited for Mark to get the car open. We put her in the back seat, got in and drove to the car lot.
"I hope Josie doesn't find out about this. It's totally innocent but she might get the wrong impression," Mark worried.
"How would she know? She is at her place and you can get Sandy to her car tomorrow. Good luck with her," I told Mark. "Better you than me. See you tomorrow buddy."
"Yeah, tomorrow. I owe you one brother. See ya."
I got to my car and started the long drive home. It is about 20 minutes to my house and I was feeling the effects of all those drinks. Not drunk, but not near sober; I drove very carefully. The garage door wouldn't open and I thought a hell of time for the batteries to go out in the remote. I left the car in the driveway and went to the front door. The security chain stopped the door from opening. What the fuck, why is the chain on the door? Julie knew I was going to be late. I started to bang on the door, no answer. Dead silence except for the noise I was making.
"Julie, open the door, I can't get in" I yelled thru the partially open door. No answer. "Julie, what the hell, open the door please."
"You don't live here anymore you cheating asshole." Julie yelled back at me.
"What? Quit kidding around and let me in. I need to get some sleep. I have to work tomorrow."
"Go sleep with that slut you were with tonight. I'm sure you have done it before. Maybe you and Mark can flip to see who gets the bed, or maybe you can sandwich her. I was warned this was going on. Get the hell away from here."
"Slut? What slut? Who are you talking about?" No answer. "Oh wait, you mean Mark's cousin. There is nothing going on there. She and her husband have split and she wanted some advice on what to do from Mark. He thought I might have some insight since I am married." Come on Julie, you know I have never or would ever screw around on you. I love you."
"Bullshit. You have a funny way of showing it. I have pictures of you two in the parking lot. You were hugging her tight and she was kissing you. How do you explain that asshole? Go away before I call the cops. Like I said, you don't live here anymore."
"Julie, don't do this. It's just a misunderstanding that I can explain. Slow down and let's talk. You can call Mark and verify everything I'm saying."
"Mark is like your brother. If you told him to he would swear the world was flat, the sun rises in the west, and that you are a saint. I wouldn't believe him either. Besides, it looked like it was going to be a threesome so of course he would lie. Josie already knows what was going on so he is in a world of shit too. Go away."
"Now I'm getting pissed off Julie. Take a deep breath, calm down and open the door so we can talk. This has gone far enough. I'm asking you for the last time."
"Fuck you go away," Julie shouted at me.
That did it. The anger that swept over me was like nothing I have ever felt. I drew back and kicked the door as hard as I could. The chain ripped off the door and took part of the door jamb with it, but the door was opened. I stepped into the entryway and Julie was just standing there in shock.
"Don't ever think you can lock me out of my own house," I yelled at her. Julie went running to our bedroom and slammed the door. I heard the click as she locked the door. I guess she hadn't learned anything. I walked very quickly to our bedroom door and kicked it in also.
Julie was backed into the corner, staring at me with real fear in her eyes. I think she thought I was going to come after her next.
"I told you, no one locks me out of my house and that includes the bedroom. I am going to get my clothes for work tomorrow and I will leave." Then I picked out a suit, shirt, tie, and grabbed my razor and such. Looking at Julie, I told her she didn't have to cower in the corner; I couldn't hurt her and walked to the door. One last look and I said "I guess the next time we see each other will be at the attorney's office."
I piled my stuff into the car and drove to a nice motel near my work. Sitting there in that room, I thought about what had happened. How could a good deed come back to fuck me so bad? I was trying to help someone and got shit on big time. At first I was so mad I could have chewed nails and spit thumbtacks. The anger left after a few minutes and all I felt was a bone weary sadness. My wife hated me and wouldn't listen to anything I had to say. I was guilty without even a hearing. Oh well, after this was all over I guess the cock hound would be reborn. I wasn't really too excited over that prospect. I was in my room for about 30 minutes when my cell phone rang and I answered without thinking.
"Hello"
"Bob! Bob! Where are you? I need to talk to you. I have made terrible mistake. Where are you?" All this from Julie.
"NOW? NOW? Now a mistake has been made huh?" Fuck me? Fuck me, isn't that what you said Julie? Well fuck you." I hung up. The phone began to ring again. I hit the off button, didn't want to talk to her or anyone else right now. Fuck them all.
The next morning I got ready to go to work. I had two appointments with prospective buyers this morning. Both were possibly very big sales, one was for a fleet of trucks and cars for a manufacturing business and the other was for a small community about 100 miles away. If I pulled it off, my commissions would be huge, I mean really huge. In spite of my personal life going to hell, I had to meet with these people. The appointments were a result of 4 months of my work. I turned my cell back on and there were at least 20 messages from my home number and Julie's cell. After erasing those without listening to any of them, I noticed five or six from Mark. I was pulling into the car lot so I didn't listen to them either as Mark was standing at my parking space waiting on me.
"What the fuck is going on? Where the hell have you been? Don't you answer your cell anymore?" Mark started on me.
"As to what is going on, Julie and I have split up. I stayed at the Courtyard last night and I turned my phone off. Anything else you want to know? If not I have got to get ready for my first appointment." I turned and walked away headed for my office.
"Wait a minute, Julie called me last night and said she caused a big fight. She said you kicked in the front door and the bedroom door and left and that you hung up on her when she called you to apologize. She kept trying to call you, but it went right to voice mail every time. I tried to call you and got the same thing."
"I don't have time for this shit right now. Let's meet around 2 and I'll fill you in then, okay?"
My two meetings went off like clockwork. I sold a total of 42 cars and trucks between the two deals. Made a shit pot full of money, the boss was so happy he offered me the job as lead salesman at the new facility opening in a couple of months. The owner said make to me the fleet sales manager also. Guess I got a promotion out of it.
I met with Mark at 2 in my office and told him what had happened. That Julie had the wrong idea about Sandy from somewhere ,had pictures as proof and didn't want to hear what I had to say. She tried to lock me out of the house first and then the bedroom. That was when I kicked in the doors.
"I wouldn't put up with that lack of respect from a stranger, much less my wife. She can take her temper, her suspicions and her so called proof and go to hell. I'm done."
Mark looked at me real hard. "I'm not going to let you do this, you asshole, you two belong together. You changed for the better when you met her. She has helped you become a better person. Do you really want to throw all that away over a misunderstanding?"
"You are my best friend and like my brother, but stay out of this. I won't be mollified or calmed down by anyone, even you. Stay out of it, Mark. If she believes I'm guilty without even talking to me, the fuck her. I won't take that."
I left the office and went back by my house. Julie wouldn't have had time the change the locks yet. She was out somewhere, at work or her attorney, I didn't care. After gathering most of my clothes and personal items and loading them into the car, I went back to the kitchen. I left a note on the counter telling Julie I would have my attorney contact her. Along with the note I left my wedding ring. On my way back to the motel, I picked up a new cell phone, as I was sure Julie would just keep calling. She is stubborn if nothing else. I needed to find an apartment or something. That motel room was depressing.
My old cell phone began to ring about the time Julie would have gotten home from work. After I saw the first five calls were from her, I turned it off. She started calling me at work the next morning. Cindy our receptionist usually rings the phone on your desk or pages you when the customer asks for you. You have no idea who is calling. When I picked up the first call from her I hung up without saying anything. The second call a few minutes later I told her to stop calling me and hung up without giving her a chance to talk. I gave Cindy my new cell number and told her to forward all calls but Julie's to that number. I told her that I didn't want to talk to Julie. I guess Julie finally took the hint after Cindy told her that I wasn't accepting her calls. There that would stop Julie from bothering me. Remember, I told you Julie was stubborn?
Eight o'clock, time to unwind after a busy day. As I walked out to the car, I saw Julie standing by it waiting for me. I walked right passed her and started to get in the car.
"Bob please let me talk to you. I made a terrible mistake and I am so very sorry. Please, let's go somewhere, have a drink and talk about this. Please."
"Julie I don't want to talk to you. There is nothing to say. I tried to explain that night, but you had already convicted me. You didn't want to talk then and there is no need to talk now. I will have my attorney contact you for your attorney's name and everything can be handled between them.
"Where will you go, Bob? Where will you live?"
"A friend of mine needs someone to house sit for a couple of months so I will stay there until he gets back. After that I don't know, but I do know I don't want to see you anymore. Leave me alone please."
I got in my car and drove away. Wish I hadn't looked in the rear view mirror. Julie had slumped to the ground and was sitting there crying. Shit, why do I feel bad? She was the one that screwed the pooch over this. Why do I feel like shit then? I guess you can't turn off love like a beer tap.
I decided not to file for divorce. Let her pay the freight if she wanted to. We have no contact for about two months now, except three letters Julie sent to me. Into the trash unopened. The third one I return marked "Delivery not accepted". No more letters. There were a few calls at work from Julie but Cindy wouldn't put them thru. No more calls.
The new job was great; I was making money hand over fist. Big deal, I had no one to share it with. I had made three more fleet sales in the last two months which were real money makers. They were the largest and most profitable deals in the company's history. My boss was very pleased. It made him look good for putting me in that position. The owner gave me a trip to Hawaii for two. First class airfare, a special suite at the Kaanapali Beach Hotel with all meals and two thousand dollars spending money. Great, I had no one to take on a wonderful vacation. Just fucking great.



Mark had tried to talk to me about Julie several times. I finally shut him down. I told him again he is my best friend, but to stay out of it. I didn't want to talk about her and if he continued to try he and I would have a big problem. He didn't mention her after that.
About three months after Julie and I split up, Mark came to me with very disturbing news. Julie was filing for divorce. He said she had told Josie (they had apparently became friends) that she was tired of waiting for me to come home. Julie was going to move on with her life. I had expected this so why did it knock me for a loop. Remember what I said earlier about love, that you couldn't just turn it off like a tap. I guess I stilled loved her. No, I know I still loved her. Well shit.
Mark said we had to have a meeting to settle the assets before actually filing the divorce papers. He said Julie would be there with a friend and a para-legal to help with the legal stuff. On my side, it would be Mark and a para-legal that worked for us part time. Me too, I would also be there. No way around it I was told. Mark suggested we use the training room there at the dealership, unless I wanted to drive downtown to the attorney's office. I agreed it made more sense to use the training room.
Monday morning is usually a very slow time at our car lot, so we set the meeting for 9:00 A.M. I was sitting in the room with my para legal waiting for the others. Mark walked in leading Julie and her para- legal. Behind Julie was her friend, it was Sandy. I just about shit. If Sandy was with her she knew what had really happened.
"What? I mean how? I mean, hell I don't know what I mean" I stuttered. I sound like a moron.
Julie asked, "Now will you talk to me, before this shit goes any farther. I know what really happened that night."
"Yeah, go ahead. What have I got to lose now? Go ahead Julie and maybe then we can get past this. I'm tired and just want it to end."
"Please let me tell it all without you interrupting or flying off the handle. After I finish, I will answer any questions you have. Okay?"
"Okay, I will try to keep quiet until you are done. If I get too mad I will excuse myself until I can calm down."
Julie said "For three or four months before this all came up, Bill from her work kept saying he saw you around town several times. He said that you were with different women every time. I told him he was full of it, that you wouldn't cheat on me. He said the wife is always the last to know. I almost decked him. Later I got to thinking about the dates Bill had said he saw you. Most of them coincided with the nights you stayed late at work. I still didn't believe you would cheat on me. There had to be some other explanation."
"Then on that Thursday night, just before you called me, Josie called me and asked where you were. I told her you and Mark had gone to have a couple of drinks. She said she had just got a call from someone named Sandy. Sandy said to tell Mark and Bob she would be a little late but please wait for her. That's why I was short with you on the phone Bob. First Bill and now this, I began to think maybe there was something going on. I should have just called your cell and ask what was going on."
"As I was talking to Josie, I had what I thought was a great plan. I knew you favorite watering holes so I would just check them and you out. If I was wrong, you would never know. I told Josie what I was going to do and she wanted to go with me. Josie said if Mark was fooling around she was gone. If Mark would screw around now, he would screw around anytime. I met Josie and we took her car. We started to check the bars and saw Mark's car outside the lounge and waited. I had just decided to go in and see what was going on, when the three of you walked out the door." "We saw Sandy hanging all over both of you. It looked like you two were going to have a good time with this drunken woman. At the car, I saw her turn to you, put her arms around you and start kissing you. That's when I took the pictures. I was afraid you would notice the flash, but I guess you were too busy. You guys put Sandy in the back seat and stood talking for a minute and then got in the car and left."
"I drove Josie back to her car and she rushed to Mark's place. You know what happened when you got home. By the way, after you kicked in the bedroom door, was the first time I was ever afraid of you. The look on you face was pure rage. I was really afraid. I should have known better."
"About 30 minutes after you left, Josie called me and told me Mark had brought Sandy home with him. He was surprised to see Josie there. He told her what happened and said he was glad she was there. Josie cleaned her up; she had puked all over herself, and put her to bed in the guest room. You guys were gentlemen and we or I misunderstood. I'm really sorry. I'm sorry I misjudged you, I'm sorry that I listened to that asshole Bill, and sorry I didn't ask you about it instead of jumping to the wrong conclusion. Please Bob forgive me and come home."
I sat and looked at Julie for a minute or so, then I began to speak. "My turn now? Okay let's take things one at a time. Your buddy Bill has had it out for me for about 8 months now. Remember you company picnic last summer? I didn't like the way he was flirting with you. He was hugging you, touching you in ways I didn't like and spending way too much time around you. He's sort of your boss and I figured you did not want to make a scene. I could tell you weren't happy with his attention. Bill walked down to the lake and I followed him. When he was alone and away from everyone, I walked up to him and ask to speak with him".
"He said "Sure Bobby, what's up?" "You know how much I hate to be called Bobby. So that set the tone right there." I told Bill I didn't like the attention he was paying to you. The touching and hugging were over the top too. His answer was that it was up to you and you seemed to like it. No, I said, it was up to me. I grabbed his arm at the bicep and told him to stay away from you. He tried to pull away. Jerking his arm around, I told him if he bothered you again, I would rip off his arm and beat him to death with it. He looked at me with fear in his eyes, and I said don't fuck with me. If you have to talk at work it had better be work related. Do you understand you little piece of shit? He nodded his head and I let him walk away. If you remember he was never even close to you the rest of the day. I guess he believed me."
"Now to the night in question. If you had just ask me about Sandy, I would have told you what was going on and probably asked you to join us at the bar. You know the women's perspective. You immediately thought I was guilty. Why would you decide to follow me unless you thought I was guilty? Why would you bring a camera, unless you thought I was cheating on you? The worst criminal gets better treatment than you gave me. At least they are presumed innocent until proven guilty. Not me, I was guilty as charged without a trial. That was bullshit."
"Julie, you could have avoided the mess we are in by just talking to me. Yell at me if you must but confront me and give me a chance to explain. No you decided I was guilty after talking to Josie the first time she called." Okay, I'm done. Anything else or can we get on with dividing the assets? I need to get back to work."
"Bob I tried to call you to apologize after Josie told me what really happened. You hung up on me and then wouldn't take my calls."
"Don't you understand? The fact that you found out the truth later doesn't matter. The problem is you didn't trust me enough to ask me about anything. You just assumed I was a cheating asshole. Remember, that's what you called me. There is no marriage where there is no trust. Don't know who said that, but it's the truth. Now are we done here? Split up everything evenly and I'm good with it except I want my motorcycle. I'm done. Good bye Julie."
As I left the room Julie started crying like her heart was broken. I guess it was, I know mine was. My crying was done hidden in my office, but I cried anyway.
Mark came into my office to argue with me. "After hearing all this, you still are going to leave Julie? I thought you were smarter than that."
"Get out Mark. I told you before stay out of it. But no, you had to help set up this ambush. I never thought you would take someone else's side against me. I'm so mad at you I could kick your ass. Get out."
"I'm leaving you dumb shit. You are giving up the only person that ever made you happy just because your pride is hurt. You know I don't think you're smart enough to be my friend. You are not only and idiot but a stupid idiot. Fuck you."
After Mark left, I locked my door and really began to cry. I had lost the love of my life and my adopted brother all in one day. Just fucking great.
Okay, I wallowed in my self pity for about 3 weeks. It's a good thing I made alot of money earlier because I sure wasn't making any now. Couldn't concentrate on the deals. I had to turn customers over to my sales partners for the first time since I was a rookie. It wasn't good. I don't know how long I would have been in a fog, if my boss hadn't came to see me.
"Bob I understand you have personal problems and I'm not trying to say they aren't important. The rest of your life is important too. Right now you're just watching you life go down the drain. Get your head out of your ass and get going. Take a week off to square yourself away. Call the girl and talk to her or go out and get laid, but do something damn it. I need you back at full strength."
"Thanks boss, I will take the time and get my shit together. See you in a week." I left my office and drove to the motel I was staying at. My friend had returned and wanted his house back, so I was back at the same old motel.
I was sitting in my room with a large bourbon on the rocks, just thinking about that night, the meeting in the training room, and how Julie looked when I walked out. Then I ask myself the question I should have asked all those months ago.
Is my life better with Julie or without her? She had been wrong, but it was a mistake. Was I making a bigger mistake by splitting with her? I knew the answer without having to mull it over. Maybe I am a stupid idiot. If I had asked that question months ago, I would have been better off.
I picked up my phone and called Julie's cell. I thought I heard the ringing on the phone and outside my door. Just then someone knocked on my door. I listened to the phone ringing and then I opened the door to see who was bothering me while I was making the most important call of my life. Julie was standing there getting ready to knock on the door again.
"Hello Bob. I'm sorry to bother you but I wanted to tell you in person, that I'm going to see an attorney tomorrow. I can't stand this limbo we are in any more. Again sorry to bother you, but you haven't been answering my calls. I wanted to tell you before I did it. See a lawyer, I mean.'
"Come in Julie, please. I was just calling you. Didn't you hear your phone ring?"
"Yes, but I turned it off. I thought this was more important. Talking to you I mean."
"Please come in. Please. I was calling you to ask you about our state of limbo as you put it. The question I wanted to ask was, well, err, can you forgive me? Can I come home? I don't like it out here without you. I love you and want it to be us again."
Julie just stood there for a second and I thought "Oh shit I have lost my chance?" and then she hugged me so hard I almost couldn't breathe. She started crying again. (What is it with women they always cry)? I hugged her back and tried to tell her everything would be fine now, but I couldn't talk either, I was crying too. What a wuss.
She started blubbering about how sorry she was, how it was her fault and some more stuff.
"Enough," I said. "I could have acted better too. There is plenty of blame to go around. Let's call it a push and go on with our lives."
There wasn't too much talking after that point, at least not that I can spell.
The next day I called my boss and told him I had taken his advice. I told him I had done both things he suggested. I had called the girl and got laid. We were going to use that Hawaiian vacation the company had given me so I would be gone for two weeks.
Julie called her office and talked to Bill. She told him she was going to be gone for two weeks with her husband. He told her she couldn't go right now, maybe later in the year.
"Fuck you Bill. I could come over there and kick your ass myself for causing all this trouble. I'm going and that's that. You better hope I cool down before I get back."
Well we are on the beach on our last day in paradise. Things have certainly been going better these last two weeks and we have decided to increase our family unit. We are going to have a couple of kids. It's going to be fun practicing. Mark and Josie will meet us at the airport. We have to help them plan their wedding.
Just remember to follow the advice given at the start of this story.
"Believe none of what you hear and only half of what you see"
Thank you Marvin Gaye.
*
Okay some of you will say why did Bob leave in the first place? Some will say how could he go back after the lack of trust by Julie? I believe the question Bob asks of himself must be answered and you must follow that answer. Was his life better with or without her? This ran a little longer than I intended, but couldn't seem to find a way to condense it. Writing about your own life tends to make you go on and on. I'm sure some editor could enlighten me. Thanks
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I believe this chapter will make more sense if you read Chapter 1. There is little sex in this story. The main character is based on a real person. His actions are what actually happen, the best I can remember.. I have taken some literary license with the story, but it is based on reality. One last thing, don't beat me up on the time line. I am telling a story based on conversations with the "hero" and my memories of that time of our lives. As always I invite comments and suggestions on my stories. Enjoy. Just a newby, trying to get started. Thanks.
*
I have to give a recap to bring you up to date. Sorry it's so long, hang in there please. My wife had been cheating on me and our marriage while I was in the Army, stationed overseas. Actually she was being a slut and a fuck toy for the members of a local band. My two best friends documented what happened while I was gone and gave me evidence of her betrayal. Instead of throwing her out I let her stay in our home. She was basically a housekeeper for several years. The situation wasn't good or bad, it just was. After a few years she decided to leave and I agreed that the situation had gone on long enough.
I allowed Mary to stay because of our son Billy. I was from a broken home and knew the pain a young boy could have because of it. I wanted to protect him as much as I could. Also, I was afraid Mary would crash and burn without some kind of structure in her life. My son was at risk if she did crash. This living situation solved those problems. It was the best I could do. She finally decided enough was enough and left. I had forgiven Mary after some soul searching, but I could never forget what she had done. That was the reason she gave for leaving. We were divorced and shared custody of our son. Seven years after the divorce, my son came to live with me and my girlfriend when he started high school.
After high school he joined the Navy. When he left so did my girl friend of several years. I was alone again. Do cry for me, I was alone only as much as I wanted to be. I had no significant other, but I did have frequent house guests.
I have now reached the age of 42 and have a nice home on a lake in Southern California, lots of toys like cars and boats and a substantial disposable income. There was no lack of female companionship if I wanted it. There was no one woman in my life and I liked it that way. I would go into town for dinner or a few drinks and there were always several female tourists, boat babes, or local talent that I could set my sights on. My batting average was about .675. This was fine and I was enjoying the status quo until I met Gillian
One of my, on again off again, playmates Stacy came over to my table in the bar. She brought Gillian with her. Gillian was about 24, had the voluptuous type body I love, green eyes, long blonde hair, and an all over tan. She reminded me very much of my ex-wife, Mary. I had fallen for Mary at first meeting and I was afraid I was going to have the same problem with Gillian. As I was introduced to Gillian, I thought get hold of your hormones you ass. You are too old and experienced to fall in love at first sight. The wonderful bachelor life I was leading was in danger from just meeting this girl. Get hold of yourself, idiot. Oh shit, I am in real trouble here.
"Hi William, what's shaking," Stacy greeted me with a kiss and a hug. "This is Gillian."
"Hello Stacy, nice to meet you Gillian." I returned the kiss and hug and shook hands with Gillian. "How do you like our little hideaway from the real world, Gillian?"
"Nice to meet you too William. I just love this place, it's so peaceful. It has a nice combination of small town and tourist spot. It's too bad I have to leave so soon."
Stacy jumped in with "Gillian came up to visit for a weekend and has stayed for two weeks. She has to leave because she can't afford to stay at in Bay View Hotel anymore. I would let her stay with me, but our house is already too full and the owner said no more. He thinks 12 people are plenty in a two bedroom place. I guess he is worried about damage. I saw you and thought maybe you could give her a place to stay. This is my idea not Gillian's."
Gillian looked at me as Stacy finished and said, "I know it's strange, just meeting you and all, but I really would like to stay here a little longer. I would really appreciate a place to crash."
"I'll come with her so your virtue will be safe William," Stacy stated.
"My virtue is already shot. Gillian your virtue is the one that could be in trouble. I have a bit of a reputation around here as a dirty old man. It is rumored that I lead young ladies astray."
Gillian looked me in the eye and said, "I'm 24 and in charge of my own virtue. I have never cared much for what strangers think of me and I can't be led anywhere I don't want to go."
As I looked and talked to Gillian, I realized that my good intentions to stay a free agent were in danger. I know, I should know better, especially with my history. What can I say? I was falling for her and I hadn't spent a full evening with her yet. Gillian was 24 and I'm 42, my only hope was that the age difference would be too much for her. Maybe she would think of me as a father figure. Not too good for my ego, but safer for me in the long run. I'm glad Stacy is coming too, I don't know if I can trust myself alone with Gillian.
"Okay, you guys get your things and I'll meet you at my cabin."
Stacy and Gillian left. Gillian had to check out of the motel and Stacy had to pick up a few things at her place. They arrived at my cabin about 2 hours after I left them at the bar. I told the girls to put their things in the quest suite and join me for a nightcap on the deck.
A word about my cabin. It was a small "A" frame when I bought it. I chose it because of the boat dock and the great view of the lake. It has been enlarged to be more of a luxury lake front home than a weekend cabin. The house has four bedrooms, two of which are master suites with their own bathrooms. One of the suites is for my son Billy when he comes to visit. The other bedrooms are for weekend guests. I have a large deck out back, leading to the boat dock and lake. Nice place, if I do say so myself.
So began my downfall. Two weeks of two very lovely girls sun bathing, sometimes topless; riding in my big boat, sometimes topless and just hanging out at the house, you guessed it sometimes topless. An abundance of eye candy every day. You would think it would become routine, but it never did. The girls would go on hikes, make runs into town, or just chill at the house. I never made a move on Stacy, even though she had been a playmate on previous occasions. It was because Gillian was there. I never made a move on Gillian; it was because I didn't think I could control myself, and because Stacy was there. It was the longest time I had been celibate since I had moved to the lake. I wouldn't say I wasn't having fun, because I did enjoy watching the two topless ladies bounce around my place.
One evening Stacy borrowed my Jeep to go into town to visit her housemates. I was on the deck with a large bourbon, laying in a lounge chair and enjoying the sunset. I heard footsteps on the deck and all at once I had a lap full of Gillian. She was topless.
"I have been hoping you would live up to your reputation, but I got tired of waiting and I have to leave in a couple of days. If you won't seduce me, I guess I will have to seduce you." Gillian told me. She pressed her lips to mine and I felt the tip of her tongue licking my lips.
I was lost. All my ideas of not falling in love again vanished with that one kiss. The days of watching and wanting her came to a head with that kiss. The kiss became much more intense from there. I not only didn't put up a fight, I happily joined in on my seduction. Gillian stood and took my hand. She led me into my room, and began to undress for me. Didn't take long, all she had on was her bikini bottoms. Even then I almost beat her getting out of my clothes. The rest is history as people say. It was the best night I had ever had in my room, my house, or my adopted state for that matter. That night sealed my fate. Stacy never returned that evening and funny I never once thought about my Jeep.
Sometime around daylight, I whispered in Gillian's ear, "Gilly, stay with me please. Don't leave tomorrow."
She gave me a sleepy, sexy smile and said, "Sounds good to me."
The next morning she asked about the nick name I had called her. "Gillian is too long and formal, Gill sounds like a guy. Gilly just seems to fit."
Gilly and I spent the next 10 days, boating, swimming, sunning on the deck and trying to wear each other out with sex. In spite of being 42, I believe I held up my end very well. Then again, I had great inspiration. On our eleventh day together as we got out of bed I stated "Let's get our coffee and go out on the deck, I need to talk to you Gilly"
"Okay, something wrong William?" she asked when we got out to the deck.
"Gilly, where do you see us going? I mean how long do you plan to stay? Do you want to leave and go back home? Just what are we doing Gilly?"
"My, so serious this morning. What brought all this on, William?"
"Please, tell me what you're thinking about this, about us, Gilly."
"Okay. No I don't want to go home. There is nothing there for me. I see us going as far as we need to go with this as you call it." She seemed a little put out with me.
"I didn't realize it until this morning and looked at you sleeping beside me, but I love you Gilly. I have since our first night together, I guess."
"I know William. Every time you look at me, every time you touch me, and every time you make love to me, I know that you love me. I love you too."
"We have to be realistic about us, Gilly. I could go on the way we are forever. You would think with my history that what we have would be enough, but it isn't, I want to marry you. However that opens up another problem. My age. I am 18 years older than you. I could literally be your father."
"But William," she began.
"No, let me finish. You will say it doesn't matter. It may not matter right now, but when I'm 65 you will only be 47. The age difference will mean more as I get older. I won't be able to keep up this pace forever. I want you to take a car and go stay in town for a couple of days. Think about this age difference and let me know your answer then. If the age thing is too much, we can go on like we have been until you are ready to leave. I love you Gilly, but I don't want you to be unhappy with your commitment 10 or 20 years from now. It would kill me if you wanted someone new or different after we were married. So go on now and I will talk to you in two or three days."
Gilly had tears in her eyes as she packed a few things. She got into my Mustang and left for town. She wasn't the only one with tears showing. I was very afraid that I had destroyed our relationship.
I had trouble sleeping that night. Early the next morning, I was having a dream about getting a blow job. I woke up and saw Gilly doing her best imitation of a vacuum cleaner. It wasn't a dream, Gilly was back.
She finished her job and asked me, "Do I have to wait another two days or does that answer your questions?"
"Good answer," I replied.
Gilly and I were married about two weeks later on the deck at my cabin. Stacy was her maid of honor and my son was my best man. It was a very small wedding and reception. I gave Gilly a new Mustang convertible as a wedding present. We rented a houseboat on Lake Powell for our honeymoon.
Fast forward to the present: We have been married for 7 years now. I am now 49 and have had to slow down a little. A little, hell a lot. We can't make love for hours like we did earlier, or at least I can't. Gilly is even more beautiful now at 31. I think so anyway. Things are changing in our marriage and not for the better. I can't put my finger on it, but something wrong is going on.
Gilly is spending more time in town than before. Has been for the last 2 or 3 months. She is usually gone one day a week. She says she is taking classes in art, ceramics, and cooking. That is why she is gone all day. Funny, I never see any paintings, ceramic vases or pots around the cabin. I still do most of the cooking. I like to cook, but you would think she would want to try something she has learned in cooking class. In addition, Gilly is a little out of sorts sometimes. She snaps at me once in awhile. She apologizes almost immediately but she hasn't snap at me in 7 years. I will catch her staring out into space at nothing, lost in thought until I walk by. She will shake herself and give me a sad smile. At least I think it is a sad smile.
Our sex life had slowed down a little after the first 2 years or so, only 4 to 6 times a week. Just before and just after our wedding, that was a weekend for us. It's only natural that we would slow down. The last 2 or 3 months our sex life had slowed down even more. Down to about 1 or 2 times a week, sometime once every 10 days. It seemed she was tired, not in the mood, had a small yeast infection or any other excuse she could think up. We had never worried before about the light being on during our love making and now she insisted it be turned off. Something is wrong I tell you.
Gilly had always worn as little as possible around the cabin or on the boat. Small little bikinis or short boy shorts with tank tops were the norm at home. More often than not she was topless. Now she was wearing loose fitting jeans and long tops or sweats around the house. What the hell? Something was wrong and something was bothering her. I would ask her, what was wrong? What was bothering her? Was she okay? She always said nothing was wrong or bothering her and she was fine.
I didn't want to or couldn't think the impossible. Was Gilly cheating? She was gone for a whole day every week with no explanation other than taking different classes. The clothing she wore concealed more than ever before, like she was hiding something. Her moody behavior, snapping at me and staring at nothing, was not her normal self. All the classic signs of an affair, adultery, and a cheating spouse. I had already had one cheating wife. I didn't think I could take another one.
After almost 3 months of this behavior I decided to get to the bottom of this. After one of hers days in town I was waiting for her. She came in looking tired and seemed to be surprised to see me on the front porch of the cabin.
"Gilly we need to talk," I started. "We have problems and need to discuss them."
"Please William, not this evening. I am very tired."
"Yes now, Gilly. I can't put it off anymore. You have changed in the last couple of months. I want to know what is going on. You are moody, wearing more clothes than you have since I've known you, and our sex life has come to almost a stand still. You insist that the light be turn out before we go to bed, you never used to mind the light."
She looked at me and responded, "I'm sorry, I didn't realize that those things were happening. I will do better William, okay?"
"It's not okay girl. The thing that bothers me the most is your class. You said you have been taking a cooking class these last two weeks. I call the community college to see how long it would go on. They said they are not giving any cooking classes this semester. So what kind of class are you taking every week, all day long?"
Gilly looked at me and tears began to form in her eyes. She hung her head and said, "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have kept it from you. I should have told you right away"
"All of this, points to something that I don't like to think about Gilly. All of this, points to something a wife should not be involved in. If you have anything going on that shouldn't be going on, I am going to give you a way out. I am giving you a "Get out of jail free" card."
"What is that?" she asked.
"If there is something going on, stop it now. Your "Get out of jail free" card will erase everything that has been going on. We can continue with our life and patch the holes in our marriage. This is a onetime freebee. After tonight the offer is withdrawn."
Gilly looked at me. She seemed to be trying to gain a control of her emotions. Then she started to laugh. I never expected her to laugh. Cry maybe, apologize maybe, or even tell me to go to hell, but I didn't think she would laugh. The anger started to build in me.
"You big, dumb, lovable man. You have no idea what is going on, do you?"
"Obviously not. I don't see what is funny about you cheating on me."
"I'm not cheating on you, you big dope. I'm pregnant."
"What? How? When? Oh hell," I stuttered. "Pregnant?" "You"
Gilly laughed at me again. "I have been going to the doctor ever week as I had a few problems earlier and didn't want to take any chances. After seeing the doctor, I would visit with Stacy and her friends. They are back at their old rental this summer. The moodiness is just my hormones going nuts. I wore more clothes because I didn't want you to notice me getting fat."
"Why didn't you just tell me Gilly?"
"I wasn't sure how you would take it, knowing your history. Also I wasn't sure how you would feel about starting a new family at your age. I would have had to tell you soon; I'm really beginning to show. If you don't want a family, I understand and will leave and raise the baby on my own. Well say something. What do you think? Are you happy? Are you sad? What do you want to do?"
"Happy? Happy doesn't even come close to explaining how I feel. You aren't going anywhere without me young lady. I feel 10 years younger. I want to shout. I want to tell everyone, I'm going to be a father. I feel sorry for the rest of the world because they can't be as happy as I am."
The rest of that evening is private, between Gilly and I.
Everything did not magically get better. Gilly was still moody and sometime snapped at me. Now that I knew why, it didn't bother me. The one thing that did change was her clothing and our sex life. She went back to wearing as little as possible and no more made up excuses to refuse to make love. Sometimes she just didn't feel like it, but I could live with that.
Gilly gave birth to a girl. The baby was born by C section, so she looked perfect right from the start. She is a beautiful baby. (I know all babies are beautiful, at least to their parents) We named her "Stacy" in honor of our friend that brought Gilly and I together. My daughter already has me wrapped around her little finger.
I'm now a 50 year old father. I have began to eat healthier, something I swore I would never do. My exercise routine has also increased. I will be 60 when Stacy is 10 and I want to stay as young as possible for my two girls.
Well that's the story.
A NEW BEGINNING, AGAIN.
A much happier one this time, I think.
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Someone must think my head is a drum; they keep beating on it. I decide to open my eyes. Where am I? I look around and see that I am in my favorite recliner in my living room. That doesn't make sense because I don't live here anymore. A beer bottle, still half full, is in my left hand. I try to sit up and wish I hadn't; my head goes into hyper drive with the pounding. Maybe I better just sit here and try to remember why I am here and in this condition.
First let's take inventory of my body. Bandaged right hand, left eye swollen shut, both lips cut, and my nose doesn't feel that good either. What the hell? Have I been in a fight, or mugged, or maybe both? I take a drink of the beer and wish I hadn't, it makes my tongue burn. I must have bitten my tongue too. After drinking the beer my brain finally starts to clear and some memories begin to come to my attention. NOW, I remember.
My name is John. I was named after my great, great, grandfather. (Not really important, but I like to remember the old guy). He was a nice man. Anyway, I have just turned 32. I am not a martial arts expert and have no special training, but I did grow up in the inner city. As long as there are no rules I can take care of business. I am six feet even and about 195 pounds, I am not a body builder, but I have a nice six pack and good Pecs. I earned those muscles by working, not lifting weights. My wife is Samantha. (Don't call her Sam, she hates that) She is 30. We are both still young and in good shape. At least I normally am, just not at the moment. Samantha is tall at 5 feet 9 and she is built like a walking wet dream. She is hot. She runs and goes to Jazzercise. Believe me the results make it all worthwhile.
We met at college but didn't begin dating until a couple of years after school. I was a little older than normal when I started college; I had spent three years in the military. No I wasn't a Green Beret, Ranger or Force Recon: I was just a regular guy serving my country.
I decided to take advantage of the G.I. Bill and get an education; I earned my degree in business administration. Samantha majored in sociology. After school I began working in construction, with the idea of starting my own business someday.
Samantha and I met again at a construction site. Our company was building a parking garage for the building she worked in. She and another female worker had come out to eat lunch at the picnic area between the buildings. Jack and Bud, who worked for one of the sub contractors, approached the girls on a Friday, I guess hoping to set up a long weekend. Samantha told these two that she and Julie were not interested. These apes began to get pushy and a little bit nasty with the girls. As Samantha and Julie started to leave, Jack grabbed Samantha by the arm and pulled her to him. She was trying to pull away and told him to let go and that he was hurting her.
I was walking thru the picnic area and heard the discussion and sort of drifted over toward them. I don't like guys who manhandle women; I mean I really don't like that; it's just a thing I have. My sister was beaten by her ex-husband and had to sneak out to get away from him. (By the way, her ex was mugged and ended up in the hospital) Jack was going overboard and I thought of my sister and sort of freaked.
"Jack, you might want to let the lady go," I suggested to him.
"Fuck off John, she don't belong to you"
"Don't belong to you either Jack. She asked you to let her alone."
"I'm going to teach this little tease a lesson before I let her go," Jack boasted. "Stay out of it. You don't want any part of this John."
"Jack, pay attention; your mouth is writing checks your body can't cash. I will ask you one more time to let her go and leave."
He dropped her arm, turned, and began to throw a punch at me. I reacted to the attack and Jack found himself on his back holding his nose. It appeared to be broken.
I turned to Bud and asked, "You want some too? No? Get this piece of garbage out of here. I suggest you take him to an ER."
As they left, Samantha came over to me and said, "Long time no see John. You are my slightly tarnished knight protector. I'm glad we met again, especially now."
"Good to see you Samantha. What's it been two years? Well come on ladies, I will walk you back."
We got to their building; Samantha gave me her number and asked me to give her a call sometime. I looked at her nodded my head and said I would.
As I started to walk away I turned and said, "Samantha, when I call you we will talk about old friends and old times for awhile and then I will ask you for a date. Let me cut to the chase. Want to get together tomorrow night?"
She just smiled. "If you did call me, we would have talked about old friends and old times and when you asked me out, I would have said yes. I agree, let's cut the bullshit. Yes I would love to go out with you tomorrow night. Pick me up a 7:00. I'm still at the same place." Samantha turned and entered her building.
The next evening I took her to a bar that serves the best burgers in town. We had a few drinks and got to know each other. After that evening we weren't apart, except for work, for the next 6 months. It wasn't love at first sight; we had known each other at school, but it was love at first date. Seven months after meeting again, we were married.
Like all new couples, we had an adjustment period. Nothing major, small things like me remembering to put the toilet seat down, Samantha learning that I like my work shirts pressed; just little things we learned about each other. Also like most new couples we were trying to save money for a house. Children were part of our master plan, but we wanted a real home first. Because of this we both worked and I was putting in some long hours and an occasional Saturday. Most nights I would get home about 7:00. Samantha was working for the state in social services. Samantha was going to school two nights a week trying to get her Masters; she usually got home around 10:00 on those nights. She also went to Jazzercise two nights a week and usually got home 7:30. We didn't have much time together during the week and had to depend on the weekends for our together time.
We had been married just over 3 years when things began to go south. At least they went south for me. Samantha decided to stop after work to socialize with her co-workers on the one night a week we had free. It wasn't every week, but 3 out of 5. At first she would get home around 7:00. She would be too tired to do anything but shower, press her clothes for the next day and go to bed early. Then she started getting home at 9:00, then it stretched to 10:00. One of those nights, about 3 months into the new schedule, she didn't get home until almost midnight.
"Samantha, don't you feel you're going a little overboard with your socializing?" I complained as she came in. "With your school and Jazzercise, we don't have enough time together and I never get to spend any real time with you. You are usually too tired to talk or anything when you get home. Our sex life has taken a huge downturn. Now you are gone the one night we have together. By the way, what the hell are you doing staying out until midnight?"
"I'm the boss of me, not you," she slurred an answer. "I can stay out as late as I want."
"I see you've had more than the glass or two of wine you said you were having. What else are you not telling me?"
"Nothing, I'm sleepy and am going to bed. We can talk tomorrow."
"Tomorrow you have classes," I reminded her. "Are you going to skip those and go socializing again?" I was being a little sarcastic.
She didn't answer and left the room with all the dignity a drunk can have, stumbling down the hall to our bedroom. "Good night," she yelled at me.
I turned out the lights and followed her to the bedroom. She was stretched out across our bed, still dressed, already dead to the world. Samantha looked like an angle laying there, still the most beautiful girl in the world; at least in my mind. I got ready and joined her in bed. As I lay down she put her arm across my chest and snuggled up to me. She slept, but I didn't very much. My brain was going around in circles, wondering what the hell was going on.
Nothing was said the next morning. I think she felt guilty and embarrassed about her actions last night. I didn't bring it up. It was up to her to make the next move. My concerns had been voiced, rather loudly, last night.
Things improved a little after that. Samantha still "socialized" but cut it back to about every third week. She was coming home at 7:30 or so. As the new schedule continued, the time she came home began to slip gradually toward 10:00, then 11:00 became the normal time. I confronted her again one evening when she came home at 11:30.
"Samantha what the hell are you doing? After we talked last time you compromised and didn't go out as much. You also were coming home at a reasonable hour when you do go out. Now you are back to the same old shit, coming home later and later. What are you doing? You get off work at 5:00. What can co-workers have to talk about for five or six hours?"
"I just lost track of time tonight. I'm sorry."
"How about the other nights you don't get home for 5 or 6 hours? Did you just lose track of time then too? Samantha, whatever is going on, whatever you are doing is damaging our relationship. I think you need to reconsider your priorities."
Samantha looked at me with anger in her eyes. "Are you telling me I can't go out with my friends anymore?"
"No Samantha. As you pointed out before, I'm not the boss of you. You are your own person and responsible for your own actions. Remember actions have consequences and you must be responsible for them also. You are starting to skate on thin ice, where our marriage is concerned. Stop and think about that."
She turned and without another word went into our bedroom, almost slamming the door. I waited a few minutes and decided that was enough for tonight, I was going to bed. The bedroom door was locked. A slow burn started in my chest, as I stood there at the door. I stepped back and thought about putting my boot to the door. Instead I pounded on the door with my fist and not waiting for an answer; I turned, went to my recliner and flopped down. If I was going to get any sleep, I could do it there. I was up and out of the house the next morning before Samantha got up. I didn't want to see or speak to her right then. I was too mad to be around her.
When I walked into the apartment that evening, I could smell dinner cooking. Samantha was at the stove when I came into the kitchen and turned to me, looking embarrassed, and turned back to the stove. I went into the bedroom, showered and changed clothes as I normally do. Returning to the kitchen, I got a beer and sat at the table.
"Home early tonight aren't you? I thought you had Jazzercise tonight." I was being sarcastic again.
"I skipped it tonight," she answered. She gave no apology or explanation for her actions last night. "I opened the door when you knocked on it, but you never came to be bed. Why?"
I looked at her still angry about last night. "You locked the bedroom door. It was obvious you didn't want to be around me, so I slept in my chair," I answered a little sadly.
She didn't say anymore and put dinner on the table. I didn't push the issue. Maybe I was afraid of the results if I did. We had dinner, not speaking more than a dozen words to each other. After dinner, we cleaned up the kitchen and sat and watched TV; around 9:30 Samantha got up and went to bed. No good night, no nothing. It was an evening of almost total silence between us.
Around 10:30, I went to bed also. No locked door tonight. Again I was up and gone before Samantha got up the next morning. I sat in my truck at the job site, thinking of all the things that had been done and said between us. Trying to figure out where we or I had gone wrong. What had happened? At the end of the day, I was no closer to a reason or solution than when I started. I drove home and walked into an empty apartment. Samantha wasn't home. The message light on the phone was blinking. The message was from Samantha.
"I'm going out to dinner with Julie. I will be home by 9:30 or so."
I could not fucking believe she had gone out again. After all the shit that had gone down the last week or so, she was still going out. The hell with that, I'll go out also. I called my friends, Bob and Tom, and we decided to meet at Dooley's. This is not a bar we normally go to, but Bob was making a run on a little honey that went there a lot. So to Dooley's we went.
Dooley's is a bar and grill that serves very good food. They have a live band and dancing three nights a week. Nice place I thought, I should bring Samantha here. I was just finishing my meal, when Bob nudged me and pointed to the dance floor.
Samantha had obviously already discovered Dooley's. There was Samantha and some guy dancing. Now, I normally don't get too worked up about Samantha dancing with another man. However, there is dancing and then there is dancing; if you know what I mean. Samantha was bent over at the waist and the guy was behind her. He had his hands on her hips, trying to pull her into him. She was looking over her shoulder at him shaking her head, but with a smile. It was a very sexy smile in my opinion. It may have been innocent but this dance would not pass the husband test.
The song ended and Samantha stood up laughing. The man put his arm around her shoulders and led her back to a table. There were several women at the table, but he sat down next to her with his arm across the back of her chair. The guy said something that Samantha found very funny. She laughed at him and then leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. That would definitely not pass the husband test.
Samantha never noticed me sitting across the dance floor. I sat there and watched them dance to a few more songs. Some fast, but some slow songs too. They were way too close, if you ask me. Should I go over and say hello? Should I confront her and demand that she leave with me? WHAT? Then I made a mistake. I started to drink.
As I sat there sipping my fourth double Jack Daniels, I thought of the old country song by Gary Stewart. "She's acting single and I'm drinking doubles". That's what is happening. My life has turned into a country western song. I wasn't going to be like the wuss in that song though. I was going to put a stop to this bullshit right now.
Standing up was not the easiest thing for me to do. I was fighting the alcohol for control of my body. I finally got my feet under me and walked across the dance floor to their table. Samantha and the asshole were sitting with their backs to me. As I approached the table, the women sitting facing me became very quite. One gal's mouth formed a big "O" and I heard her say very softly, "Oh shit."
Samantha was talking to the girls and saw their reactions to something behind her. She turned around and saw me as I got to the table. Her eyes opened very wide and she went a little pale. She stood up and took my arm and tried to lead me away from the group.
"John, what are you doing here?" she asked me. She sounded a little afraid.
I pulled my arm away. "So this is what you call having dinner with Julie, is it? Funny, I don't remember dancing with some guy, who is not your husband by the way, as part of dinner with Julie."
The guy stood up and said, "You must be the husband, John is it? It's nice to meet you. My name is...................."
"SIT DOWN ASSHOLE. I DON'T CARE WHO YOU ARE," I interrupted him. "I'm not here to make nice, I am here to get my wife. I'm here to stop whatever is going on before it jumps up and bites my marriage in the ass. You never answered my question Samantha. Dinner with Julie consists of drinking and dancing with some other guy? Is that it?"
"John calm down. This isn't what it looks like. Julie and I were going out to eat and the other girls suggested we come to Dooley's with them. Jim came with the other girls. He works in their department. We were only dancing."
"Yeah, only dancing, but dancing a lot. I counted at least 8 dances. Some very slow ones. Those dances gave you guys a chance to get much closer. I thought a couple of times you two would go get a room." (Now that I'm sober, I must admit I went overboard saying that. Things weren't quite that bad. Have you ever noticed that things said while drunk are not near as witty and profound as you thought after you have sobered up?)
"I'm ashamed of you John. Behave yourself. There is nothing going on her that should worry you," Samantha stated.
"You're ashamed of me? I'm not the one lying to their spouse about where they are going and with whom. I'm not the one making out with someone else. I'm not the one that should be ashamed. That one is on you Samantha. You should remember that you are married and behave yourself."
"I have done nothing to be ashamed of John," she said. Now Samantha was beginning to get angry, I could tell by the way she was getting louder.
"Samantha, I'm not going to argue with you. Get your coat and come home. This evening's entertainment is ending right now."
"I can't leave now. The girls and Jim rode with me and they haven't finished yet; and I won't be ordered around like a child. I will come home when I choose."
"Samantha do you remember our discussion a few nights ago?"
"Yes, I remember you lecturing me about my behavior."
"I didn't lecture; I said that actions have consequences and that you're responsible for your actions. This is a consequence of your actions here tonight. Good bye Samantha, have a nice life"
I turned to the table and said, "Ladies sorry for the interruption. Don't worry, there won't be any more. Samantha could be a free agent soon, and she can go with you at anytime. She may not have a husband to hold her back anymore. Good night ladies."
"You can't be serious John" Her eyes began to show alarm and a little fear.
"I'm as serious as a heart attack Samantha."
"John, please wait. John, John, please," she cried out to me.
Ignoring her, I turned to go back to my table. I barely made it to my chair before my legs gave out. Guess I had more to drink than I thought. "Bob, take me to another bar. I'm in no condition to walk much less drive."
Bob and Tom helped me out to my truck. I was put in the passenger side and immediately passed out. I woke up as the guys got me out of the truck and into my place. They put me in my recliner and left. I decided that I hadn't made a big enough dent in the supply of Jack Daniels in this city and walked down to the little saloon on the corner. The next morning I woke up with a head the size of Texas. Someone had removed my boots and spread a blanket over me. I sat up and wished I had done it slower. My head really, really hurt. I smelled coffee and went to the kitchen for a cup. There was a note propped against the coffee pot.
It said and I quote, "I am very upset with you. We have to have a long talk when I get home tonight, Samantha."
I knew I couldn't function today, so I called in sick to work. (First time in almost 5 years) Samantha was gone so I climbed into bed to sleep some more. That evening, Samantha came home about 6:00. Apparently she skipped Jazzercise again. Of course, with all the dancing the night before she didn't need the exercise. She came into the kitchen and looked at me with a little smile. I must have looked like something dead the cat had carried in.



"You didn't get home until about 3:00," she said. "I woke up when you dropped onto your recliner. I waited for you to come to bed and when you didn't I came out to check on you. You were out of it so I pulled off your boots and put a blanket over you."
"Thanks, but I don't believe I would have noticed if you hadn't."
"Why were you so drunk? You don't usually drink that much."
"After I saw you at Dooley's and we had our discussion; the guys brought me back here. They wouldn't take me to another bar so I walked to Jake's Bar on the corner. I really don't remember much after the first one at Jake's. I guess I'm like a homing pigeon."
"John let me explain, about last night" she began. "Nothing was going on; he is just a guy that works with Julie and me."
"Nothing going on? I saw the kiss on the cheek and the little touches and the flirting, not to mention the dancing. Nothing going on? BULLSHIT," I shouted. "BULLSHIT.
"You can't really believe I would cheat on you, can you?"
"Samantha I don't know what to believe. Our life has gone to shit. You act like you don't want to be at home with me. School two nights, Jazzercise two nights and your "socializing" every other week or so gives me that impression. On those social nights you come home later and later. Sometimes you are drunk. Our sex life has gone downhill drastically. You use the weekends to rest up for the next week; just so you can start this shit all over again. What else am I suppose to think?"
"John, please, nothing is going on. I haven't cheated on you." Samantha was crying now. She wasn't angry; she was sad and a little afraid. "You have to believe me. Maybe I did get a little too friendly with Jim, but I didn't mean anything by it."
"A little too friendly you say? I sat and watched him put his arms around you and hug you tight. I sat and watched him brush your hair away from your face and touch you. Those were the actions of two lovers, not just some guy you are friendly with. I sat and watched all you did with a guy that you forgot to tell me about. I know most of your co-workers, but you have never mentioned him. How many times have you been out with him? How many other men do you meet at Dooley's or other places?"
"Jim is the only male working in our office. I have not met with any other men. I wasn't out with him, and this was only the second time we ran into each other at Dooley's"
"Well, Jim is a lucky guy. He is the only man working with all those women and he just happened to run into you twice. What a coincidence. Well, I don't believe in coincidence".
"It's not like that John. He is just a friend and co-worker."
"Bullshit Samantha, I watched you. I sat there watching you two and thought what should I do? I confronted you, but I was so mad I was afraid I would hit you and kill that son of a bitch. That's why I left when I did. I don't want to hurt you and don't want to go to jail for killing Jim. You asked why I was drunk. That's why. It was the only way to keep from pounding that asshole into the ground."
"Please John, nothing is going on. I have never cheated on you."
"Maybe not yet, but answer this for me Samantha, if I had been with you would you have danced and behaved that way with Jim?"
Samantha hesitated for a few seconds and then hung her head. "No I wouldn't have. I might have danced but not that way and I wouldn't have allowed the hugs and such. You wouldn't have liked it all."
"Thanks for being honest at least. Can't you see? If you knew I wouldn't like it, why would you do it behind my back? I believe you had no intentions of going to bed with him, but what you did showed a lack of respect for me, our marriage, and yourself. These lies by omission are also an act of betrayal. I know your classes are important for you career, I know that the exercise is important for your self esteem and I know you want to let off a little steam to help with the stress. The problem is that you don't want to let off steam and ease all that stress with me. You've practically cut me out of your life!"
"No John, that's not true. I love you. I got into a rut and just didn't think about how I was excluding you. Please just talk with me and let's work this out. Please"
"Samantha, I love you more than anything. More than I should maybe, but I can't continue to live like this. I'm sitting here at home on your nights out, wondering if this will be the night you step over the line; if this will be the night you make out in the back seat of some car or go to bed with some dance partner. I just can't live this way and I won't. I'm not strong enough to take this. Bob will let me bunk with him for awhile until we can work out the legal angels. I'll pack my things and be out in a few minutes."
"John, no please. Stay. Things got out of hand tonight but I have never cheated on you. I would never cheat on you. I love you. I just wanted to have some fun; that's all it was. Please don't leave."
"You can have all the fun you want now. Maybe hook up with Jim or some other guy. I'm gone. Let me know what you want to do about attorneys and such. You can reach me at Bob's."
I packed my things and looked back at Samantha when I got to the door. She was sitting on the couch rocking back and forth, crying. I shouldn't have looked back. I wanted to put my arms around her, hold her, and tell her everything would be alright, but I wasn't sure that it would be. I left instead.
Four weeks have passed and I'm still at Bob's. I help with the expenses and he brings me home when I get too drunk to know what town I am in or what my name is. The first week after we split, Samantha called me four or five times. I didn't answer and erased her messages without reading them. She finally took the hint and stopped calling.
I thought about Samantha and our problems a lot. No solutions, but I did think about them. It should be easy to go on with my life without her, but there is just one little problem, I love her. I mean I love her so much it hurts when I see her around town. Why is it that women seem to handle this shit better than guys? I mean I'm a basket case and she seems normal as can be. I saw her laughing with Julie about something the other day. I don't understand, I haven't laughed or even smiled since I left.
Am I such a wuss that I can't get over her? Should I have stayed and tried to talk thru the problems? We had tried the talking before with no success. Did I leave for the right reasons? Do I have my head stuck up my ass and deserve what I am getting? All good questions, but I don't have the answers. All I have is several bottles of Jack Daniels. My work didn't suffer, but I couldn't say I was even close to being sober during this period. The supply of Jack is rapidly diminishing. I hadn't heard from or talked to Samantha for about three and a half weeks. Then fate stepped in to kick me in the ass.
Bob came home and ordered me to get out of the house and have some fun. His threat to tie me up and drag me out may have been the deciding factor. He is really pissed off at me. Grow some balls and quite feeling sorry for yourself he says. Maybe he's right. If nothing else the bar will have more Jack. The supply at home is almost gone.
So Bob, Tom and I are going out. We won't be going to Dooley's. There are too many memories there for my first time out. We made stops at several bars and ended up at Ernie's. We had hit six bars, I think, and when we got to Ernie's I was feeling no pain. I had decided that I was a wonderful guy and deserved to have another drink. Of course I was drinking doubles and my mental capacity may have been compromised. (In other words I was slurring my words, having double vision, swaying when I walked, drunk)
Ernie's is a nice bar and grill. It's much like Dooley's but on the other side of town. I was sitting at a table next to the dance floor when my world crashed down around me. There on the dance floor was Samantha with Julie and some dude.
My heart began to pound and I thought it would jump out of my body. Julie said something to her and Samantha laughed out loud. (Remember my comment about laughter and her looking normal) She didn't look normal, Samantha looked beautiful. I don't believe she had ever looked better. Of course I looked like I had died and came back to life, like one of those movie zombies. Just the way I wanted Samantha to see me. I decided if she does see me I will be laid back and cool so she won't see how much I am hurting.
I ordered another double and Bob told me I had reached my limit. "Have they run out of Jack?" I wanted to know. "Hell I can drink Jim Beam in a pinch.
"No you have had more than enough to drink and I'm cutting you off," Bob told me.
I leaned in close to Bob and said "If you don't get me a drink, I will kick you in the balls. It will make you mad and we will have a big fight. The owner will call the cops and we will be arrested and taken to jail. Do you want to spend the night in jail? GET ME A DRINK, ASSHOLE."
At that special moment between two friends, Samantha saw me, stopped dancing, stared at me, and with a little half smile started to walk across the dance floor toward me.
The guy that was dancing with Samantha and Julie pulled at her arm to keep her from coming over to me. She tried to push him off. He pulled on her again and tried to force her to stay with him. Trouble was the woman he was forcing himself on was my Samantha. Like a shot, drunk or not, I was at their side.
"You might want to let the lady go," I suggested. (Seems like old times. I have to get a new line.)
"Who the hell are you? Are you the ex husband? Well she has already left you, so stay out of it."
"I'm not the ex; we are still married asshole," I told him. That's when the fight started.
It gets a little hazy from there on. I remember hitting the guy with my right hand and then a left. A few kicks may have been administered too. I also seem to remember something with furniture. After that everything is just a blur. I woke up in my recliner. So here we are at the present.
I groaned as I got out of my chair. I looked around and Samantha was sitting on the couch looking at me. She had a look on her face I couldn't figure out. A little smile tugged at the corner of her mouth and then broke into a big grin as I sat down beside her.
"My tarnished knight protector saves me again. You really look like hell," she told me.
"You should see the other guy, I think. What is going on? Why are you here? Last thing I remember, you were trying to pull me off some guy. Is he the one that did all this damage to me?"
"No, he really didn't have much of a chance to do any damage. Aside from a couple of punches he got off, he was mainly your punching bag. You caused most of the damage to yourself. You threw some chairs and three of those big tables at him. Hit yourself in the face with that last table. Oh, by the way, Ernie said you are never to come back to his place. You tore it up pretty good."
"Back to my questions please. Who, what, why, and can I have a little hair of the dog?"
Samantha handed me a cup of coffee instead. "When Ralph (apparently that was the asshole) grabbed me and got out of line, you told him to let me go. He said something about you being the ex, and of course being the macho guy he is, refused. I thing the crack about you being my ex started the fight."
"Sorry I jumped your boyfriend. He must be alright, judging from my condition." (I wasn't really sorry).
"He isn't my boyfriend. I just met him today. Ralph is on some committee and is in town only for today. He goes back to Boston tomorrow. Julie, two other girls and their guys decided to have some dinner and a few drinks to blow off a little steam. Julie asked me to come. She said I had spent way too much time feeling sorry for myself and need to get out of the house. It was the first time I have been out socially since you left. Julie invited Ralph to come along as it would have been impolite not to ask him to join us; I guess he thought he was my date. He isn't hurt too bad, but he won't be entering any beauty contests in the near future. He is going to have a bad limp for awhile, and he won't be dancing anytime soon either. You left your mark on him. In fact you left several marks on him to be exact."
"Why are you here?"
"You weren't really hurt too bad, but you were so drunk I didn't think you could walk on your own much less drive. Bob and I brought you here, bandaged the cuts on your hand and dumped you onto your chair. We gave you a beer to keep you from drinking more Jack."
"Same question, why are you here? Maybe I should ask why I am here."
"John, the problems between us have gone on long enough. It has just mushroomed out of control. You were right about my actions not passing the husband test. I was mad because I thought you wanted to control my life and I had a lot of stress. I now realize that most of the stress was self made. I am sorry. I want to be able to pass the husband test and I want the husband to be you. Please John, come home. I miss you, I love you and I don't want to be away from you anymore. Please John."
I had been thinking the same thing; that I loved her and didn't want to be away from her any longer. I said, "We need to iron some things out, but yeah I want to come home. I love you too, and I can't see my life being any good without you."
She was smiling and crying at the same time.
"Samantha can I have another Jack? I really do need a little hair of the dog."
She just started laughing, climbed onto my lap and kissed the alcohol off my mind.
Six months have gone by and things are pretty good. Samantha finished her classes; she says no more for a while. It takes up too much home time. She still goes out socializing, but only with me. We try to get out every couple of weeks for a date night to help ease the stress that can arise in a marriage and in life. Her buddy Julie and her boyfriend join us sometimes at Dooley's. Samantha will only dance with me no matter where we are. We haven't gone back to Ernie's; I don't think I am welcome there yet. Samantha's Jazzercise has been cut down to once a week. She still wants to exercise for now, because she will have to stop soon. We are going to have a baby, due in about 7 months.
Life goes on.
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There is very little sex in this story. A story of an unexpected love that grew and grew, and the aftermath.
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*
I am sitting here in the waiting room of our local hospital hoping for good news. As I wait, I think back to what has brought me here. This is that story.
Hi there, I am Charley. I just turned 26 years old, am in good health, and I am in pretty good physical shape. At 6 feet 1 and 210 pounds, I am a little over average in size. My face wouldn't launch a thousands ships, but it wouldn't sink any, either. I'm a decent looking guy you wouldn't be ashamed to be seen with.
I am married to Bobbie (Roberta actually) who is 24. She is very lovely, at least I think so. Bobbie is about 5 feet 8 inches, weight of 130 with long auburn hair and green eyes. She has a smoking body, all and all a very nice package. It wasn't always that way. I will get into that statement a little later.
We met while going to college and believe me it wasn't love at first sight. I was sort of a jock; second string basketball, second string running back on the football team, but starting second baseman for the baseball team. All and all not bad, but I wasn't a big man on campus (BMOC), although I was a big man in my fraternity. You see, I was one of only about ten members not on academic probation.
Our fraternity was sort of like Delta Tau Chi (That's the fraternity in the movie "Animal House". The ones that were always on double secret probation). We didn't mean to be such screw ups, it just sort of happened that way. There was a general attitude that college was for having parties, not for getting an education.
I had other ideas about education but I still liked to party a lot; so I did both. Good grades, a well rounded history in student activities, and being a fraternity member (Even Delta) would show up to my advantage on my resume. Employers look for that sort of thing in applicants for entry level positions.
My appetite for parties and loyalty to a frat brother is what put me in the position I am in today. Let me explain.
Most of our frat was at the mixer given by the girls of Tri Kappa sorority and doing our best to make it the hit of the season. I was in attendance and holding court on my throne. That means I was at a table with some of my frat brothers trying to drink the place out of alcohol of any kind. (except schnapps, I can't stand it). My frat brother, James, who is also my best friend was asking for my help. It seemed he had a chance to have cardinal knowledge of a certain coed by the name of Judy, but she had a roommate with her. He needed me to bird dog the roommate and keep her busy while he explored the frame of the beautiful Judy.
"Charley, you owe me bud. Remember Gloria last semester? Who was it that kept her best friend busy inside while you took Gloria outside to show her the back seat of your car? Return the favor please."
"You right James, I do owe you for your help with Gloria. However, Gloria's best friend was hardly a dog. In fact, I think I should have stuck with the friend. Gloria was not the stuff fantasies are made of. She was not as turned on as she acted once we got out to my car. Her whole act was just a tease and I went home alone. You got to nail the friend that night, so it was I that actually did the favor."
"Come on Charley, give me a break here. I need your help."
"Okay, I was just busting your chops a little. Where is this roomy of Judy's?"
James pointed to a girl standing by herself on the other side of the dance floor. "That's her with the dark green jumper. See her?"
"Son of a bitch. She has got to be the homeliest girl in the entire school. You can't really expect me to squire her around can you? It would ruin my reputation. People would laugh at me."
"You owe me Charley. How about it? Will you help out your best friend or not?"
"Okay, okay, but this makes me one up on you. You big ass."
"Great, see you later." James went to gather up his prize for the night and left me to handle her roomy.
If you haven't guessed by now the roomy was Roberta. (The Bobbie part came later). She wasn't a dog by any means, just unkempt if you know what I mean. The hair was dull looking and stringy, she was wearing glasses, and she wore no make up at all. There was no fashion sense at all. The green jumper she wore was almost floor length and out of date by at least 10 years. Oh well, I had promised.
I walked over to Roberta and offered her a cup of punch from the buffet table. I introduced myself and asked her name. She seemed a little shocked that I was talking to her. She told me her name and we chatted for a few minutes. Really, I talked and she gave one or two word responses. Boy do you owe me big time James, I thought, this gal is barely awake. I continued to try and get her to open up a little and being the charming fellow I am, she started to warm up. The music was soft and slow; so I ask her to dance. She was a better at talking than she was at dancing. After about a minute of stepping on each others toes, we decided to sit at a table and talk some more.
I suggested a drink to break the ice a little. After a couple of hours of sitting, talking and drinking we were so settled it was a miracle that we could walk. She was drinking because she was nervous and I was drinking because I was with her instead of some little honey. The more I drank, the better she looked. (There is a country song by Mickey Gilly, called "The girls all get prettier at closing time" that explains this phenomena). By the time I offered to walk her back to her apartment she looked hot to my alcohol infected brain. The evening got a little hazy after that.
The next morning I woke up around 10:30. My right arm was asleep and I couldn't seem to move it. I looked over discovered a body laying on my arm. Who the hell is that, I thought? She rolled over on her back and I was staring at Roberta. What the hell went on last night? How much did I have to drink? I couldn't remember anything but bits and pieces of the previous evening.
Roberta slowing opened her eyes and looked at me. She screamed and jumped out of bed. She screamed again when she realized she was nude. "What am I doing here?" she demanded. She looked around for her clothes; when she couldn't find them she started to freak out again.
"Don't scream again, my head is pounding," I pleaded. "Use my robe, it's on the door behind you."
She turned around, grabbed my robe and put it on. When she turned around I saw maybe the best ass at school. The robe was a little large on her but at least she stopped screaming. "What went on last night? What did you do to me? Did you take advantage of me?"
"Hold it, stop. I remember us having a pretty good time, once you took off that jumper. As far as me taking advantage of you, it may have been the other way round. We came to my room to get some music cds you wanted to borrow. When we started to leave, I gave you a little kiss and the next thing I knew I was on my back on the bed. You were on top of me trying to take off my shirt. After that we just did what comes naturally."
(Let me add here, that when that ugly jumper of Roberta's came off, it uncovered one of the best bodies I have ever seen. For a little while that body was all mine. I had made the most of my opportunity).
"I don't believe you. Your must have seduced me. I would never do anything like that."
Roberta clothes had been thrown around the room; as we were talking she had been picking them up. She went into the bathroom and dressed. She came out fully attired and went to the door. She turned a last time and said, "You keep your mouth shut about this, you hear me?"
"I don't want anyone to know about this either. My reputation would never recover."
She slammed to door on the way out which didn't help my head at all. Guess she was pretty worked up. I got out of bed, finished my morning routine, and went looking for James. He wasn't in the frat house, so I called his cell. He answered right away.
"Hey Charley, what the hell went on with you and Roberta last night? I'm at Judy's and Roberta just came crying saying something about she was ruined."
"We had a lot to drink at the mixed and came by my place. Woke up in bed together and judging from the evidence and what little I can remember we had a hell of a sexy night. Why should she be crying, I'm the one who is going to be laughed at by all the brothers?"
"Charley you don't understand. Her parents are very strict and now that she isn't a virgin anymore, Roberta thinks she won't be able to ever go home to them."
"I'm sorry for her, but everything we did was consensual. She wasn't force to do anything. In fact she was very enthusiastic and took the lead several times. Tell her I won't say anything about last night. No one else has any need to know what happened."
"Okay Charley, I hope this stops right here, but I don't have a good feeling about it."
Maybe James was physic or something. Two months later as I came from my last class of the day, I found Roberta sitting on the steps of the Delta house waiting for me. Oh shit, I thought when I saw her; this doesn't look good.
"Hello Roberta. I haven't seen you around campus lately. How are you." Things were a little awkward.
"I'm pregnant Charley and I don't know what to do. It has to be yours. I was a virgin until that night. I called my family to tell them and my dad called me whore and a slut and hung up on me. When I called back the next day, my mother told me that she no longer had a daughter."
I didn't know Roberta that well. I didn't really like her, except for that banging body; but when I heard about her family I felt a deep anger start building in my chest. How could parents treat their daughter that way? She needed help and support from her family; they just tossed her out like she was garbage. Those assholes!
"Roberta, I will help you in anyway I can. What do you need from me?"Do you want to have the baby, do you want an abortion, what do you want?"
"Charley, I can't get an abortion, I just can't."
"Okay Roberta, I'm here for you. When do you want to get married?'
"Married? You don't want to marry me; you and I don't love each other." Roberta got up to leave after saying that.
"Roberta, there is a song that goes "What's love got to do with it?" Those words fit this situation. The baby and you need support, at least until after the birth. If you want a divorce after the baby is born, I will give you one and pay child support. At least the baby will have a name and a chance at life. So what do you say, will you marry me Roberta?"
"Why would you do this Charley? I didn't come here to trap you or anything, I just wanted you to know."
"This won't sound very flattering, but here goes. My dad is pretty old school and he taught me the values that his father taught him. One of the most important things I learned from Dad is you are responsible for you own actions. Also you always face up to your responsibilities. Us being pregnant is a result of my actions. I will do what is right, because that's what I believe. This isn't only for you and the baby, but for me too."
"You are a good person Charley. Okay let's get married. The sooner the better as time is a major consideration." She seemed to come alive and a beautiful smile lit up her face.
I called my dad and mom and gave them the "good"news. As always they were very supportive and wanted to know how they could help. Of course, I got a few "Oh Charley how could you be so careless" and other pearls of wisdom, but then they jumped in to help with both feet. When I told my mom how Roberta's parents had treated her, she said that poor little girl. Mom then took over. She called Roberta the next day and talked for hours. Between Mom, Judy, and Roberta they had a wedding planned and set up in one week after the big news. My family came into town and got to meet the bride to be in person. Roberta was an instant hit with both of my parents.
For two days before the wedding, I didn't see Roberta. We talked on the phone a few times but no personal contact. Thanks Mom. I thought that since the damage had already been done sexually speaking, I might talk Roberta into a rematch. I know, I'm an ass, so sue me. She was fantastic that night so you really can't blame me for trying.
The wedding took place in a little chapel that was almost too perfect. Flowers and decorations turned it into a fairy land. My father was my best man and Judy stood up for Roberta.
As my dad and I stood at the altar waiting, he turned to me and said, "I am very proud of you son. You are facing your responsibilities like a man. Just wanted you to know how I felt."
"Thanks Dad, I'm just doing what I was taught. Thank you for that too." God were we sappy, both of us had tears in our eyes. Then the music started. I was about to get married.
I turned to face the church and then saw Roberta coming down the aisle. There may have been prettier girls on campus, but if so I hadn't seen them. Roberta was stunning. She actually had on a wedding dress.(It was my mom's) Her auburn hair was beautiful as was her make up .(My mom's work, that's why I didn't see Roberta for two days). Apparently she had gotten contacts as her glasses were gone. All at once, I began to think this marriage wasn't such a bad idea.
My dad had called Roberta's family to introduce himself and invite them to the wedding. Her father refused to have anything to do with her or her wedding, calling her a Jezebel and harlot. Roberta was given away by James. As she took my hand and we faced the minister, I said to her, "Bobbie, you are so beautiful I can't believe you are real."
"Bobbie, she asked?" Her smile again lit up her face and melted my heart.
"Yes. You are much too beautiful to be a Roberta," I answered her.
It was a very small reception with just the wedding party and a few select friends. I kept my frat brothers away, by promising to buy the keg at the next party. The last thing we needed was those wild men at the reception. We passed up on any type of honeymoon, considering the circumstances.
We spent the rest of the weekend moving into our new apartment. I must have the best parents in history. My dad and mom picked out a small apartment close to campus for us and paid the rent and utilities for a year. The baby would be born before the lease expired. I also would graduate about the same time and decisions about where to live could be made then.
I spent the next seven months going to classes, working and taking care of Bobbie. She finished her semester of classes and then dropped out. She had her hands full being pregnant,taking care of me, and making a home in our small apartment. Bobbie took better care of herself after we got married. She would comb and brush her hair, wear a little make up, and began to wear more flattering clothes. Those clothes soon turned into maternity wear, but no more floor length ugly jumpers.
Bobbie always had a meal cooking or ready when I got home. She made sure that there was always beer in the fridge and the little snacks that I like were always on hand. ( I gave up the hard stuff after what happened the night I met Bobbie). Life wasn't too bad during that period of time.
I believed Bobbie was in love with me from our wedding day on. Probably because I stepped up when her parents left her high and dry and took care of her. Something strange and wonderful happened during those seven months; living together and waiting for the baby. I fell in love with my wife.
I had gotten married because it was the right thing to do and to face my responsibilities. Love wasn't involved at that point. I didn't know Bobbie well enough to even like her, much less love her. That all changed during that seven months prior to the birth of our son. I couldn't wait to get home, no more stopping for a beer after work or classes; my wife was waiting for me and I wanted to see and be with her.
Our son was born almost exactly to the day nine months after that wild night. Bobbie had a few problems with the birth, so I wasn't in the room; Sorry for the problems but I didn't miss being in the room at all, I'm squeamish about stuff like that. Both Bobbie and the baby turned out fine and we had a family. We named the boy "Raymond James"; Ray after my dad and James after the drunken bum that pushed us together that first night.
Bobbie got back on her feet pretty quickly after the problems she had. Things had gotten back to normal, as normal as they can be with a new baby. About a month after bringing Ray home, I noticed a growing tenseness in our happy little home. Bobbie seemed nervous and a little sad; the only time she seemed normal was with the baby. She didn't come to greet me at the door or kiss me hello like before. She used to always grin or laugh at my poor attempts of humor, but not now. I had read about something called "postpartum depression" and wondered if this was what was wrong. I talked to my mom and she said to not pressure Bobbie, just be there for her. Mom's advice seemed sound, so I followed it for six more weeks and then couldn't stand for Bobbie to be so unhappy. Against all advice and suggestions , I confronted Bobbie.
"Bobbie, is there something bothering you.? You seem sad, withdrawn, and unhappy," I asked her one evening after dinner.
"No, I'm fine. Everything is okay. I guess I'm just tired."
"Everything is not fine. What the hell is going on? What did I do or not do to cause you to react this way? Please talk to me Bobbie."
She hung her head and tears started to drip off her cheeks. Bobbie seemed to be miserable and sobs began to shake her body. Finally she got hold of herself and looked at me. I had never seen anyone that sad or hurt.
"I'm just waiting for the day you say you want a divorce and leave Ray and me," Bobbie told me.
"What? What the hell are you talking about? I'm not leaving you guys. Where did you get that idea?" I was getting a little worked up.
"When you ask me to marry you, you said you would support me at least until the baby was born and he had a name. Well Ray has been born, he has your name and I am waiting for you to go. That's why I've been so sad."
"GO? GO? Are you nuts? Why would I go. You and Ray are the lights of my life. Look Bobbie I guess I haven't told you, I thought you knew. I love you, and now Ray, more than anything. I couldn't leave; it would be like cutting out part of my heart. You are stuck with me."
Things got much better around our place after that, starting with that night.
Bobbie had gained some weight while pregnant (about 35 pounds) and had not lost it. It seemed to bother her, as she had always been slender. I wanted to help her, but you have to be careful how you approach a weight problem with a woman. Especially your wife. My wonderful brain came up with a plan. Guess I hadn't killed all the brain cells with alcohol after all.
After dinner one evening, I grabbed my gut and said, "Jesus, I have gotten as big as a house. I need to get back in shape. Thing I will look into a gym around here. Maybe we could get a family plan and you could come too. It would get you out of the house a little and give you a break from being a mommy 24/7. Judy would love to babysit, and if she doesn't I will make James do it. What do you thing?"



(See how my diabolical mind works. No mention of fat or weight just a motivation to get out. Sometimes I even impress myself.)
My scheme worked like a charm. We began to use the gym two nights a week. Actually I started to enjoy it for myself. I started to lose the love handles and get back to my fighting weight. Bobbie really took to the gym. She started going with me, a little hesitate at first: then she started to see results and became serious about her workouts. The gym had a day care center, and Bobbie would take Ray with her. She would go on the two nights with me, and sometimes she would go on her own during the day. The "baby weight" began to melt off.
After two weeks Bobbie had lost 10 pounds and started to firm up. I decided to give her a reward for all her hard work. I sent her to a all day spa for a complete styling makeover and to be pampered. I took a day off to watch Ray so she could really relax and enjoy. When she was done for the day she called and Ray and I drove over to pick her up. Leaning on the fender of the car with Ray in his carrier at my feet, I looked up and a vision of beauty walking toward me. Bobbie looked so great it made my heart pound and my eyes water up.
Bobbie came to me and asked, "How do I look? Do you like it?"
I sputtered and stammered and finally got out, "You look wonderful."
"Thank you, and thank you for my reward. I had a wonderful day being pampered, prepped, and fawned over by the spa. Let's go home so I can show you the total makeover."
"What I see here is total, I think," I stated.
Bobbie leaned close to me and said, "I had a bikini wax, not just a bikini was but a Brazilian wax. There is not a hair on my body below my eye brows."
"Let's go. What are we waiting for? I can't wait to see if I approve of this procedure." By the way, I did approve, very much so.
Bobbie continued to bloom: working out at the gym with me and on her own, learning how to style her hair from Judy and my mother, and also getting tips on how to dress from them. She had started taking some classes again, most were for practical reasons than working on a degree. They were mostly classes concerning property and real estate. Bobbie had mentioned she might like to try working in that field after Ray started school. Things were going extremely well. Ray was a good baby; always happy with very little crying and a joy to be with. My job was going good, I was now a buyer and inventory control manager. We had bought and moved into a three bedroom home by this time. The apartment had been nice, but this was our first home.
When Ray started school, Bobbie ask me what I thought about about her going to work. I believed it would help her to grow and was all for it. I knew I would have to help around the house and with Ray more, but I could handle the extra load.
A small realtor hired Bobbie. The company handled mostly residential properties but did dabble in commercial real estate also. She became involved in the commercial side. Again, Bobbie seemed to blossom. During dinner she would talk about her job, the people she worked with and how interesting it all was. All the aspects of commercial real estate just fascinated her. She would talk on and on about this deal or that building code and many other things about her job. Sometimes she realized I wasn't getting a word in edge wise and apologize for talking so much. It didn't bother me and I told her so. I was glad she was enjoying her work. It gave her something to talk about besides the baby or a soap opera or the little problems around the house. As I said before, she blossomed and grew as a person.
Bobbie had been at the agency for 5 months when the company was bought by a nationally known realtor. Things began to change about 3 months after the buy out. My wife didn't talk about her co-workers or the work very much anymore. She also seemed a little more tense and when I asked, she would say nothing was wrong, she was just tired. I seemed to get on her nerves with my little jokes; this was a surprise as she had always laughed and groaned at my jokes and puns before. She seemed to be on a roller coaster in her moods at home. One day she was on edge and snapped at me and the next couple of days she couldn't have been more loving. One day she wouldn't want to be near me or talk to me anymore that she had to.The next she couldn't touch me or tell me how much she loved me enough. All and all, it was a strange life we were living. One day she would be a caring, loving, and and a joy to be with. The next day she would be a moody and short tempered bitch that I didn't want to be around.
She had long since lost the excess weight but liked the sleek and toned body her workouts at the gym gave her. Bobbie stopped going to the gym; she stopped going with me or on her own. Our sex life had also suffered during this period. We still had sex, but it seemed to be more of a chore for her than a pleasure to be enjoyed. The frequency also declined.
I thought, oh well, it's the new job and responsibilities that are causing the stress and moodiness. The good days must mean things were going well at her job; the bad days mean things weren't going as good. Ray and I quietly tolerated the bad days when Bobbie was less than a nice person and looked forward to the good days when she was the lady we loved. I thought things would even out and we would be the perfect family unit again. This situation had gone on for about a month, when it came to a head.
I had taken Ray to Mickey D's for an early dinner. Things at home were on the "bad" cycle and I knew Bobbie wouldn't be cooking that night. Ray had a happy meal and I had the joy of watching him be excited by the toy that came with the meal. After he had finished eating, we went to the play area as we always did. He didn't want to leave me side and seemed very clingy. "What's wrong buddy, don't you want to play?"
"No daddy, I just want to be with you. Daddy why doesn't mommy like us anymore?" His question floored me.
"Mommy still loves us Ray. Why did you ask me that?"
"Mommy is always mad about something and she doesn't play with me anymore. This morning she told me to leave her alone, that she was busy."
"Don't worry buddy, mommy still loves you. She has just forgotten that she does. I will reminder her tonight. Okay?"
"Okay Daddy. Can I go play now?"
I nodded and he ran to join the other kids playing in the big plastic balls. My son's mental process was wonderful. Got a problem? Go to dad and he will fix it. Problem solved, let's go play. My stomach was beginning to churn and I felt anger like I had never felt form in my chest. I thought I would blow a fuse, but then calmed down. Ray was with me and I needed to stay calm for him. I would handle the problem this evening, after he was in bed.
Ray and I went home and played together for a while, before Bobbie came in. It was about an hour later than she normally got home. I remarked that is was a long day and asked her if she wanted something to eat. She just grunted a no, went to change her clothes, returned to the living room, flopped down on the couch and turned on the T V. There was no greeting to Ray or me, she just ignored us. I played with Ray for another hour or so and then gave him a bath and put on his pajamas for bed. Before he went to bed, he went to say good night to Bobbie. She just patted him on the head and said good night. No hug, no kiss, no attention for the boy. I put Ray to bed and waited for a half an hour; then I confronted Bobbie.
"What the hell is wrong with you? You can't be bothered to show a little love to Ray, not to mention me? We need to talk about what is going on with you before it mushrooms into something really bad."
"I'm just tired. This has been a hard week at work and I'm distracted. Nothing is going on and things will get better soon."
"Bullshit, I have heard this song and dance for the last month. Now, I'm tired. I'm tired of this whole situation and it comes to an end tonight. If that job is stressing you out so much that you ignore your family, then quit."
"Quit, quit? How can you ask me to quit? I am about to be promoted and get a big raise. I can't quit now, now when I'm starting to make good money and be appreciated for my work. I just need to push a little more and I will have my own department. How can you ask me to quit now?"
"It's easy. If I have a choice of you making more money and us having our happy family back, I choose our family. Look at your paycheck and look at mine. We don't have to have your salary; my check can pay for everything we need. The money you make is nice to have but I would rather have our life back than to have the extras that your check can bring us."
"So that's it. You are jealous of my success and want me to be dependant on you for everything."
"God damn you Bobbie. That's not it. No one is more proud of what you have accomplished than me, but your preoccupation with your job is ruining our life. You are too stressed or busy for your son. You are too stressed or busy for me. Is your success at that place worth losing your child and husband?" This shit can't go on, we need to solve this problem while it can still be solved. Ray needs his mother back and I need my wife."
"Oh God, Charley. I'm sorry, I didn't realize things had gotten that bad; I promise to do better. There is a big reorganization going on at the agency and I want the new department being formed. Please just let me get thru this push at work and things will be back to normal. Please Charley, I need your support for a little longer."
"Bobbie I love you and have always supported you. Okay, I will chill for a while. Remember what I said, things are bad. Ray and I would rather have our Bobbie back than some department head. Get your act together honey."
"Thank you Charley. Let's go to bed and see if I can do something to help make it up to you."
I was up for that, in more ways than one.
The tension around our home did disappear, or most of it, after our talk. Bobbie was still stressed and a little moody at times, but she didn't let it spill over into her interaction with Ray or me. Our home was very close to normal again. We were back to normal for about seven weeks, then things started going south again. This time I was more aware of the changes. I had learned my lesson earlier and wasn't going to let the problems build to a breaking point again.
First change I noticed, Bobbie became more stressed out. She tried not to let it show, but she was moody and very quite. Then she started to go back to the gym, but by herself leaving me to babysit Ray. I suggested we go together as the gym had a daycare center. She said she preferred to concentrate on her workout without the socializing with me or anyone else.Her previous workouts had only been for a hour, sometimes 90 minutes. Now Bobbie would be gone for 3 or 4 hours, "working out" and be didn't want to talk much when she came home.
Second change I noticed was Bobbie's make up. She had always felt that with make up "less was more" and had a natural look. Now she was using a lot more make up, more lip gloss, rouge, eyeliner, mascara and other things I know nothing about. She didn't look like a slut, but it sure wasn't the natural look anymore.
Third change I noticed was the way she dressed. Bobbie had always worn slacks,nice tops, and sometimes a slack suit to work; she would wear shoes with low heels with her slack outfits, she was on her feet a lot and they were comfortable. Now she had started to wear skirts and blouses. The skirts weren't overly short, around the top of her knees, but they weren't slacks. Her blouses would have the top two or three buttons undone and offered a small amount of cleavage. The heels she wore were called CFM pumps in some circles. No way they would be comfortable if you were on your feet all day. She didn't dress like a slut by any means; it was just a bit more sexy than before.
Fourth change I noticed was the time spent away from home. Bobbie left work around 3:30 and picked Ray up from the after school day care. Now most days, she would call to say she was going to be late and ask me to pick him up. I got off work at 5:00 so Ray was at daycare for an extra hour and a half. Bobbie would usually get home about a half an hour after Ray and I. There were a few times she didn't get home until 7:00 or 8:00. I always ask her about being late and she always said a big project had come up at work or some such excuse.
Fifth change I noticed: When the new company took over, a new manager was brought in to run the agency. Bobbie had at first talked about the changes he was making. Jack was stream lining the agency and getting rid of the "deadwood" as he called it. She seemed to admire his business sense and knowledge. No mention had been made about Jack for the last few weeks. I ask her about him once and she made some off hand remark and that was it.
Okay, what do we have here? Moody swings, more make up, dressing in a more sexy manner, not wanting me at the gym with her for the 3 or 4 hours she would be gone, staying late at work more often and no mention of Jack, the super new manager. These all added up to something I couldn't believe of her. Was Bobbie having an affair and cheating on our marriage? I didn't want to even think that was what was going on. I trusted her, but the signs were all there. There is an old saying, "Trust but Verify"; I intended to follow that advice.
Bobbie's normal night at the gym was Wednesday, so the next gym night, I had Judy babysit with Ray, (remember Judy? She and James had moved in together and were talking about marriage). I went to the gym to "verify" her attendance. Okay, I went to spy on her and see what was going on or who she was meeting.
She was working out, but with an intensity I had never seen before. This was no easy work out like before. I wondered if she was going to enter a contest to see who could work out the hardest. In addition to her work out, she was taking a self defense class. This class alone was a very hard work out. What the hell?
Okay, I had verified her story about gym night. What about the late nights at work? That was the next item to check out. I waited until the next time she called and said she would be very late and decided to "verify" again. I call Judy and James and they stepped up to the plate to help again. I had to be infringing on their lives but they helped anyway.Don't you just love good friends?
Around 6:30 I drove to agency office Bobbie worked in. Most of the building was dark, but one office in the back had light showing thru the window. The shades were down and I couldn't see into the room. That wasn't going to stop me; I was going to find out what was happening in that office. One of my frat brothers had been very talented in picking locks, it came in handy for stealing tests and such; he had given lessons and I paid attention in class. I went to a side door and picked the lock, opened the door and stepped inside. There security alarm had not been set yet as someone was still in the offices. I listened first, then moved toward the back office and peeked around the side of the door.
The office was more like a large conference room with a long table. On that table were a lot of papers, plot maps, blue prints, and photos. Jack and Bobbie were standing together on one side of the table. I couldn't hear what Jack was saying, but he was certainly pitching something. Bobbie leaned over to read some paper and Jack stepped to her side and put his hand on her shoulder. She moved away to another part of the table and began looking at a something else. Jack again came to her side. He looked down at what she was reading, said something to her and covered her hand with his. Bobbie pulled her hand away and again moved to another part of the table. Jack followed her this time too. You have heard stories of a boss chasing a secretary around the office, well this was sort of a slow motion chase around that table. Every time Jack would get close to Bobbie and touch her or say something to her, she would move away from him to another part of the table.
Finally Jack seemed to have Bobbie cornered between the end of the table and the wall. He reached out and put both arms around her shoulders and gave her a long hug. Bobbie seemed to be frozen, she didn't move other than to hang her head a little. I decided this had gone on long enough. If she welcomed these advances by shit head, I was going to confront her; if she didn't want his advances, I was going to confront him, physically. Neither of them saw or heard me enter the room. Before I had taken more than a couple of steps, Jack leaned over and kissed Bobbie on the cheek. She came unglued and pulled away from him. She hit him in the nose, hit him in the throat, and then kicked him in the groin. Every time she hit him his hands would go to that spot. His hands dropped to his groin, Bobbie stepped to the side and kicked the side of his knee and he dropped to the floor.
I was almost all the way across the room by now, I had started forward quickly when I saw the kiss. Now I could hear Bobbie yelling at Jack. My wife certainly has a colorful vocabulary I didn't know she had. She berated him for touching her, for the sexual pressure he had put on her, and all using some of the choicest language I have ever heard. Man or woman. He was called everything but a human and then she kicked him in the groin again. After the final kick she turned away from him. I guess she was going to leave. When she turned she saw me standing there and just froze.
"Oh shit," I heard and then, "What are you doing here?"
"I came to get you to take a break and eat a light supper with me," I told her. See I didn't kill all my brain cells with alcohol, I came up with that answer right away. Guess it's a good thing I came, considering."
"How did you get in? The doors are all locked, I saw Jack double lock them."
"He must have missed the side door, it was open and I just walked in." Of course I didn't tell Bobbie that I had picked the lock. "What is going on Bobbie? Is this your idea of a late business meeting or is this monkey business? What the hell is happening?"
"I'm sorry you saw what happened, but I'm glad you're here. I know it's a trite saying but it's not what you think, really it isn't. Please let's go home and I will tell you everything. Please."
"Okay, I'll go by and pick up Ray and meet you at home. Within the hour Bobbie, not a minute later. Okay?"
"Okay see you at home."
Ray was already asleep when I got to James and Judy's place and they suggested he go ahead and spend the night. They said they knew Bobbie and I had some talking to do. How did they know that? Guess Bobbie and I aren't as clever as we thought. Thank God for good friends.
I must have got home right after Bobbie as she had just taken her blazer off and was removing her high heels. I heard her mumble something about not having to torture herself with those anymore. She went to the kitchen and got a couple of beers and followed me to to the family room. We sat down facing each other.
"Okay fill me in on what I saw and everything else," I ordered.
"Charley, what you saw tonight has been coming for a long time. I thought I could handle everything myself, but tonight things came to a head and I just blew up. Sorry, I'm pretty sure I lost my job tonight."
"I don't give a shit about your job. If losing that job will make our life better than it has been lately, good riddance. We don't need the money that bad. Talk to me."
"As you know, when Jack came to manager the agency, I was pumped up. Finally someone who wasn't part of the good old boy network. I was impressed. Just shows you first impressions are not always the way things really are. Jack had been there for about two weeks and called me into his office. He said he was going to weed out the deadwood and make the office more efficient. He wanted me to be "nice to him" and he would see that I wasn't part of the deadwood." It wasn't said in so many words, but the implication was there.



"Why didn't you tell him to fuck off and quit? You don't have to put up with stuff like that. That's sexual harassment, you could have his balls."
"Watch your language please," Bobbie requested.
"Me, watch my language. After what I heard at the office, I may have you wash your mouth out with soap."
"Yeah, I guess I was a little excited. Sorry."
"Go on with your story please."
"After that first meeting, he keep making suggestive comments to me, but never when anyone else could here. It would have been his word against mine. I felt that the head office would believe someone who had been with the company for years over a women on the job for just a few months. That's why I never actually thought of pursuing a sexual harassment complaint. It began slowly but the requests for me to stay late began. I got out of some of them, by using the gym, and your and Ray as excuses to keep them at a minimum, but I couldn't get out of all of them. I worked so hard at the gym because I was so frustrated. He kept dangling the chance to be the head of the new department in front of me. As you noticed I became stressed out and very moody at home. I am so sorry about that Charley. You are a saint for putting up with me."
"Not a saint, just a guy in love with his wife. I would probably had let it ride for a lot longer, except for your actions toward Ray. Those actions and Ray asking me why you didn't love us anymore, forced me to confront you."
"Ray asked that? Oh,my God, I had no idea I let it get that bad. My poor baby. My poor babies, both of you. I'm so sorry Charley, please forgive me."
"Go on with your story."
"Well, after our talk, I made an effort to be more cheerful at home. I was, wasn't I Charley? Jack came to me about a month after our talk and suggest I wear dresses and skirts around the office. His logic was that I would be meeting important customers and should dress to impress, as he said. I could see the logic; I didn't have to like the double standard but I could understand it. That was when I started to wear skirts, blouses, and heels. Damn, I hated those heels. He also asked me to use more make up to enhance my face, he said. After a couple of weeks, Jack told me I should were shorter skirts and lower cut blouses to charm the clients. I told him that our agency and talent would have to charm those clients and I wasn't going to put on a peep show for anyone. I listened and acted on some of Jack's "suggestions" because the big reorganization was about to be made. I thought if I did the work, the head office would see how good I was and give the new department to run.
"Tonight was to put the finishing touches to the plan and submit it tomorrow to the head office. Jack followed me around the table touching me, saying I should be glad to work "under" him, let's go to his private office and discuss his plans for me, and that I should be nicer to him. He said he could make or break my career. When he cornered me and put his arms around me, he made the first solid offer. Nothing hidden, all out in the open. Jack told me that if I would sleep with him, he would make sure that I got the new department to run."
"I stood there with his arms around me trying not to react. It was my hope that if I just stood there he would back off a little. When he kissed me, I blew up. All my hard work, all those extras hours, all those days and nights fending him off; all of this and that asshole had the nerve to actually kiss me. The next thing I knew he was on the floor moaning in pain. I guess I snapped. Well that brings you up to date on my actions over the last few months. I'm really am sorry Charley.
"Why didn't you come to me for help or advice when this started?" I asked.
"I wanted to do something on my own. Don't you see. I had never stood on my own in anything. When we met and I got pregnant, you were there to take care of me. A lot of guys would have used money to meet their obligations, but not my Charley. You offered yourself, not money, but you. A lot of guys would have just said tough luck girl and booked. Not my Charley, you stepped up, took responsibility, and made everything okay. You see, I have been taken care of by you and your family, so I never had to stand on my own. I wanted to accomplish something by my work and talents. Can you see what I mean?" Bobbie looked at me begging for understanding with her eyes.
"I understand, but you had Ray and took care of him and me after his birth.That was something on your own."
"Yes I gave birth to our beautiful son; but for some months after his birth it was you, your mom, and Judy that took care of me. I was so down because I thought you were going to leave me. I had fallen head over heels in love with you by that time and couldn't bear the thought of losing you. Then you professing your love for me and Ray just brought out the sunshine again and I got better. It was still you taking care of me."
"Yeah, well, I was stupid for not telling you that I loved you earlier. I thought you would know by the way I acted. It would have been better to tell you."
"When you did tell me, it meant even more. You not only told me you showed me. The scheme to get me to work out to lose the weight was typical of the love you have for me. Instead of saying, hey you need to lose that weight gain, you came up with a way to make it seem like it was a family thing. Yeah, I knew what you were doing and I loved you even more because of it."
"So much for the plans of men. I thought I was being so slick about that."
"Well so much for the plans of women too. Mine didn't work out quite the way I thought it would. I'm glad it's over and we will just do the best we can from here on. No more of this moody stuff and all that. By the way, what were you doing there tonight?" I don't believe that bull about a supper break either."
Again, I wasn't as slick as I thought. "Truth is I was spying on you."I guess I shouldn't admit this, but I watched one of your workouts at the gym, amazing. I also saw you in your self defense class; after tonight I guess you passed with honors." I didn't like the changes going on, the way you dressed, the make up, and the working late. I decided to put an end to what ever was going on. One way or another, tonight was to be the finale of the whole thing. I was going to kick his ass or kick you out if you were having an affair."
"Seriously?"
"As a heart attack. I had the chorus and the song was over as far as I was concerned. Tonight was it."
"What now, Charley?"
"We go back to our lives and raise our boy. However tonight we have a unique opportunity. Ray is at Judy's for tonight and we have the house to ourselves. Give you any ideas?"
Bobbie started to laugh and take off her clothes as she headed to the bedroom. I was close on her heels. It was our mission to make up for all the loving we had missed over the last couple of months. We didn't make up for it all, but we sure put a dent in the deficit. Bobbie decided not to go to her office the next day and I called work and took a vacation day. We spent the morning together, then went and picked up Ray. Bobbie spent the rest of the day getting close to her boys again.
I let a week go by before I took the first step of my plan. A call to Bobbie's office, or former office, gave me the info that Jack was in meetings all day. I talked to Grace, an old timer that had helped Bobbie when she first started at the agency, and found out that Jack was really just sitting in his office. I thanked Grace for the help and asked her not to tell Jack I had called.
After getting an okay from my boss I took the rest of the day off for personal reasons. My personal reason was that I wasn't going to let that asshole, Jack, get away with what he tried to do. When I showed up at the his office, his secretary tried to tell me he wasn't in. I told her I was Bobbie's husband and Jack could talk to me or talk to the police and our attorney. His choice. Almost at once I was taken to the conference room, the same room where I observed Bobbie doing her impression of Ali on Jack. I waited about 2 minutes and Jack walked into the room.
"Hey asshole," I greeted him. "You better have a seat, this is going to tough on you."
"What are you talking about?"
"Do you remember the night Bobbie kicked you ass? Do you remember when you told her she had to sleep with you to get the promotion she deserved? Do you remember that night, asshole."
"I remember the night when Bobbie attacked me for no reason."
"So that's the way your going to play it, huh?" Well let me enlighten you Jack. Bobbie had a tape recorder going the whole time. All your comments made that night are on tape. Now what do you have to say, shithead?" This way all a colossal bluff that could blow up in my face. There was no tape, but I had to make Jack believe there was for my plan to work.
Jack seemed to deflate then. He hung his head and shook it back and forth. "What do you want?" he asked.
"You ready? Maybe you better take notes, because if all of these demands aren't met you will be out of work at the very least. There may be jail time here too, not sure about that but we can let the police worry about it."
"Okay, okay, I get it. You have me by the short hair here. What do you want?"
"Here we go Jack. You will call Bobbie and apologize for your actions; and you better be convincing. You will tell her that if she will come back to the agency she will be made manager of the new department. She deserves it anyway. Next you will contact the head office and demand to be transferred to another office, I don't care where. You can use personal reasons to get it approved. Next you will name Grace as your replacement. The head office will listen pay attention to your recommendation. You with me so far Jack.
"Yes, anything else?"
"No that's about it. Let me tell you the alternatives if you don't follow my requests. Bobbie and I will sue you and the company, using the sexual harassment laws, for everything my blood sucking leech of an attorney thinks he can get. Check him out, he has quite the rep. His name is James Dooley. (My frat brother, my friend, and Judy's fiance). After that you will be lucky to get a job washing cars. In addition, if you don't do all this, I will give you a beating that will make your daddy hurt. If you think Bobbie hurt you that night, you are in for an education of pain from me. Do you understand you piece of shit?"
"You win, I will do all those things you asked. How do I know you won't use the tape anyway?"
"I give you my word, the day you leave town call me. You can meet me on you way out of town and I will give you the tape. We will be all square then. One last thing, no one is to know about what went on in our meeting today. I don't want Grace, Bobbie, anyone in this office or the head office to know about this. This is a deal breaker so be careful. Give me ten minutes head start and then call Bobbie."
About 45 minutes later my cell phone rang. I looked and saw the caller was Bobbie. When I answered she was crying and talking so fast I couldn't understand her. I got her to calm down and got her to tell me nothing was wrong with her or Ray. Telling her to wait that I would be home in 15 minutes. I wanted to see her face when she gave me the news. I had to remember to act surprised. Bobbie was so happy she could hardly get out the words.
"Charley, Jack called me and said he was wrong and that he was sorry. He asked me to come back to work and offered me the new department, said I should have gotten it anyway. He is also going to transfer out of this office so I won't have to work with him, and he is going to name Grace as his replacement starting tomorrow. Isn't it wonderful? I'm so happy. I finally did something on my own. Oh Charley, hold me." At this point she began to cry. I took her in my arms and let her get it all out.
"That's great honey. I'm so proud of you; all you hard work paid off after a few little bumps. Go call my mom and dad, they will want to here all about this."
Bobbie finally step out of my hug and went to call my mom and dad. I was sure James and Judy were going to get a call too. I stood there trying to keep the look of satisfaction off my face. Bobbie needed to believe in herself and didn't need to know my part in all this. My thanks was the look on her face and her being as happy as she was.
Ten days after my meeting, Jack called me to tell me he was leaving town today. I made arrangements to meet him at the diner out by the interstate to give him the tape. I pulled into the parking lot by Jack's car and got out. He came over to meet me and asked for the tape. I took a tape cassette out of my pocket and stripped a section of the tape out of its holder; then I lit it with a lighter. Tape is very flammable and it burned right away. I then ground it into the dirt.
"Satisfied Jack? By the way there is one more little thing."
"Yeah, I'm satisfied. I don't know what else you want, I have done everything."
"Just this Jack." I hit him with a right cross that Mike Tyson would be proud of. He didn't stagger, or take a step back; he dropped like he had been hit with a wrecking ball. I stepped over him and looked at him. His nose was bleeding and possibly broken, his top lip was starting to swell already, and apparently he had bitten his bottom lip. All and all, he was quite a mess.
"I just couldn't let you get away with putting hands on my wife. Now we are done. You can go now, if you're able. Good bye Jack, don't come back." (That was another thing my dad taught me, you never let anyone shit on you or yours).
There was one more part of my plan that wasn't going be as easy as Jack. I told Bobbie I had to go on a short business trip. This wasn't unusual so she wasn't upset or suspicious. I made a trip to her home town and met her parents. I introduced myself, at first they refused to talk to me, but I won them over.(I told them I would sit on their front porch and knock on the door every ten minute until they agreed to see me). They finally let me in, it took almost an hour. I told them that as a young man I had done a bad thing, had sex with their daughter while we were both drinking and got her pregnant. My father raised me to be responsible for my actions and I had married Bobbie. They didn't know she went by Bobbie now. At first I had just wanted to meet my obligations to her, but as the months went on I fell in love with her. When our son Ray was born, I was the happiest that I had ever been. I had brought several things with me to show them. I showed them our marriage license, and a current picture of Bobbie, sorry Roberta. There were pictures of Bobbie and I, Bobbie, I and Ray, and several pictures of their grandson Ray. I asked them to forgive a wayward young man that had grown into a good husband and father. Before I left, both her mother and father had thawed a lot and promised to answer any letters Bobbie, sorry Roberta would write. It was time to heal the wound. The pictures of Ray did the trick I think. I have written them a few times to keep them up to date.
A story with a happy ending. Everyone got what they want, except Jack. Bobbie had turned herself into a beautiful women, wife, and mother. She got the job she had worked so hard for, even if there was a short delay, and had a great son. I had married a girl out of duty and found myself deeply in love with a woman. I had a family I was happy with and proud of. It's not quite the end; we, Bobbie and I, got something else we wanted. A new addition to our family.
So here I am in hospital reliving the story of how I got here. I am waiting to hear about our new daughter and my wife. Yes, Bobbie got pregnant again, I think it was the night of the big blow up over her job. Anyway Bobbie is having a few problems again and I am waiting for news. I break out of my trance as I see a nurse coming toward me.
"How are they? How is Bobbie? Is everything okay?" I babbled on and on.
"Everyone is just fine. No problems, we decided to take some extra precautions after the trouble your wife had last time. You daughter is just fine and very beautiful. So relax, it will be a few minutes before you can see them."
I turned to the people in the waiting room with me. Facing me are my mom/dad, James and Judy, Grace and her husband and someone Bobbie won't expect to see. Her mother and father are both here. They finally decided they have punished Roberta and themselves long enough. Ray has met them and is happy to have another Grandpa and Grandma to spoil him. I am waiting to be allowed to see my Bobbie and our new daughter. Bobbie and I will have to name her soon. I sort of like Emily Judith, after my mom and Bobbie's best friend.
Life goes on.
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First there is no sex in this story. If that is what you want, I suggest you look elsewhere. I don't know if the story belongs in a loving wives or romance category. No matter what category it goes into it's either a good read or it isn't. I haven't got an editor, it is very hard for me to ask someone to do all the work that there is in editing. Hope you enjoy the story.
I have a theory that I will bring forward in this story. As usual with my stories, it is based on true life. The happenings described took place several years ago (I don't like to think how many) while I was in college. The story got longer than I intended, but the characters took on a life of their own and wouldn't let me stop. Comments and suggestions are welcome. Thanks and enjoy.
*
My name is Rich, actually it's Richard, and at the time of my tale I had just turned 22. At 6 feet 1 inch and about 200 pounds, I was about average in size and looks. I was and am a decent looking guy; I wasn't turn your head and stare handsome, but you wouldn't turn away in fright. I was a senior in college; studying business administration with a minor in psychology. It goes without saying that a back ground in psychology would be of great help in my chosen career in sales. I wasn't sure what to sell at that point, but selling is what I wanted to do. I felt it was the quickest way to make enough money to get a "take this job and shove it" fund. The name I gave my fund is courtesy of Johnny Paycheck, a country music star at the time of the story. A 'take this job and shove it" fund is pretty much what the title says. If I had this fund in reserve, I could tell my boss to "take this job and shove it" and not worry about money. I know, maybe a stupid idea; but I was young and I knew everything.
I decided while I was in college that a fraternity would help maximize the party experience that I wanted to sample. The networking possible with the frat alumni could also be a big help after graduation. I pledged and joined a local frat and became an upstanding member of the party scene. My frat brothers were just that, frat brothers. We were all friends and a very few were close friends. Most of the guys were friends because of the frat. The only time we hung out was at fraternity activities; our private lives were pretty much private.
I had been out of town on a hunting trip which ended early due to a snow storm. None of the animals I was hunting were stupid enough to come out of their cozy dens. I was the smart one as I was sitting out in near zero temps waiting for them. (And they say man is the smartest mammal). Anyway, I came back to town on Saturday, just in time for a sorority dance being held that night. I should have stayed gone.
Our "sister" sorority, Delta Zeta, was holding a king and queen type dance with voting to determine who would be the king and queen of the dance. The frat was obligated to go as one of the Deltas was running for queen and one of our brothers for king. If we didn't show up in numbers, the Delta and our brother would not be elected. According to the Deltas this was the worst thing that could happen, except maybe the total destruction of the world.
I had planned to be hunting and had not gotten a date for this dance. The president of my frat heard I was back in town and called me. I don't know how he knew I was back. Chuck, the pres, told me I needed to come to the dance to vote for the Delta and our guy that were running for king and queen.
"Don't have a date, Chuck," I told him. "Didn't get one because I wasn't going to be here. It's too late to find a date; the dance starts in 6 hours. Guess I will have to pass. Have a good time Chuck"
"We have a date for you Rich. Emily from the Deltas didn't plan on being here either, but her plans fell thru also. You guys can go together." Chuck was being very helpful.
"I don't know her except to nod at in school. She has never spoken 10 words to me, even at the mixers we have with Delta. Why would she want to go with me? Why would I want to take her?"
"It's not a real date. You each pay for your own ticket and once you get there and vote you don't have to stay together. She wants to go to support her sorority sister for queen. You should go to support your brother."
"Alright Chuck, enough with the guilt trip already. I'll go." It was obvious I wasn't going to get out of this. I could see all kinds of problems with this date. These types of dates are never as simple as planned. I thought it was a disaster waiting to happen.
"Good pick her up at 7:00 and you can be at the dance by 7:45. Walk in cast your ballots and then you don't have to see or talk to each other until time to leave. Here is her address, and remember 7:00."
"Yes sir, Mr. President, sir."
I had a few hours before my command performance so I decided to eat, clean myself up, and then take a short nap to recharge my batteries. I had driven for almost 12 hours to get back home. Maybe I should have stayed overnight somewhere and gotten home later; then the coming fiasco at the dance would not have occurred. As I lay down to nap, I looked at the clock and saw I had about 4 hours before I had to pick up Emily. As usual "Murphy's Law" reared its ugly head. I has set my alarm to wake me in 3 hours; this would give me plenty of time to get dressed and pick up my date. Of course the alarm didn't go off. When I finally woke up, I realized I only had 30 minutes to get dressed and get to Emily's. I didn't have her phone digits so there was no way to call her. Rushing to my car, I was carrying my sports coat, tie, and trying to button my shirt. If I had a little luck, I wouldn't be more than 15 to 20 minutes late.
AT 7:20, I stopped in front of Emily's place; jumped out of the car and sprinted to her front door. Emily was not a happy camper at the moment. She had been crying a little and was totally pissed off.
"Where have you been? You could have called, I been sitting here thinking that you decided not to come. Why aren't you dressed? You can't go looking like that. Now we are going to be very late." All of this in rapid fire with no room left for me to answer.
"Shut up. I'm here now so let's go. My alarm didn't go off, it wasn't intentional and I am sorry. If we hurry we will only be a few minutes late. They won't count the votes until about 9:00 so we have plenty of time." All of this to defend myself, with no room left for her to interrupt.
We looked at each other for just a second and then went out to the car. She really wanted to berate me some more, but could see I would not put up with anymore of her crap. We got to the dance at the lodge hall and as we walked from the parking lot, I finished putting myself together. Got my shirt buttoned, tucked in, tied my tie, and put on my jacket; all before getting to the entrance. I was proud of my accomplishment. Emily wasn't so proud; she kept muttering that I should have been dressed when I picked her up and other things. I ignored her mumbles.
I handed our tickets to the pretty little freshman at the door and we entered the main hall. We got our ballots, marked them, and put them in the ballot box. Not one minute after that Emily left me to go to one of her sorority's tables. Getting her to the dance was apparently all I was needed for and I had been dismissed. It didn't bother me a bit; it was just a little sudden. Oh well, life goes on. Where's the booze? That was my next thought and I headed for the bar. Thinking maybe I owed Emily a bit more of an apology, I got two drinks and walked over to her table.
Setting one of those fruity type drinks in front of Emily I said, "I really am sorry for being so late. Again it wasn't intentional and I didn't mean to insult you. Please forgive me." Pretty nice of me, I thought.
Emily nodded her head, gave me a small smile and picked up her drink. I was forgiven and felt better. Her sisters began to talk about me as I walked away. Asshole was probably the nicest thing I heard. Still don't understand why they were upset. The deal was Emily and I come to the dance and vote. We got to the dance and voted, mission accomplished. What was all the static for?
I later found out (about a month later) that Emily had a small crush on me. She was shy and that's why she didn't talk to me very much; sure didn't sound shy when she was chewing me a new one. Our date was to be her chance to get over her shyness and get me to notice her. Just a tip, leaving me at the door after about 5 seconds was not the way to make me notice her. The sisters felt I hadn't shown the proper respect by being late, showing up half dressed, and telling her to shut up. That was what the static was about.
Looking around and spotting my fraternity's table, I headed over and helped myself to the bottle of Jack Daniels sitting on the table. Then I said hello to the brothers and their dates. I was the only one alone, except for Emily. No problem, there were enough other "dates of convenience" at the dance that I would have plenty of dance partners if I chose. Really, I was thinking about having a good time and not too much about hooking up. Remember, I hadn't planned to be there so I didn't much care.
I need to introduce one of my frat bothers here. It's important to the story that you know more than just his name.
Please meet Steve, better known as "Bear". He was more a force of nature than a person. Bear stood 6 feet 6 and checked in at 255 pounds or there about. He wasn't small man. Never a shirking violet, he was usually involved in whatever uproar was going on. In fact, he was the cause of the uproar most of the time. Bear and I were frat brothers and only really good friends under the influence of alcohol. We were friends a lot during those days.
He was actually a nice guy and a good man to have at your back or your front or on your side. However, Bear did drink a lot and his personality would change as he drank. At first he was very friendly and fun loving, a good guy to party with. The more he drank, he changed and became an angry person. Believe me; Bear angry is not something you want to see. Especially if you are the one he is upset at. If he continued to drink, he became very quite; this was the dangerous time. He could go off at any second and for no logical reason. One time, he was in his quite mood and I saw him rip a door off its' hinges because it didn't open as quickly as he thought it should. When Bear was in his quite mood he was to be avoided as much as possible.
I was at the frat table talking and drinking with my brothers. Bear was in his jovial state and very funny. He got a calculating look in his eyes and stared at me for a minute. Bear came over to my side of the table, put his arm around my shoulders, and said he had a favor to ask of me.
"What do you need Bear?" I had seen him looking at me and I didn't like the sound of this at all. Trouble is coming; I could feel it like a cold rain down my shirt collar.
He explained that his girl Janet likes to dance, but he couldn't fast dance. At most of the parties or dances they went to, Bear spent the evening chasing other guys away from her. She would get angry at him because he wouldn't let her dance.
"I want you to dance the fast ones with Janet and I will take care of the slow dances," Bear explained. That way she will get to dance a lot and he would not have to worry because he trusted me. You're not really on a date, so you're a free agent tonight. What do you say, Rich."
"Bear, Janet doesn't care very much for me since I quit dating her friend Sue. In fact she told we to go to hell and do it quickly. I don't think I can be your wing man in this.
There were a lot of things running thru my head. First of all, Janet was a tease of the greatest magnitude. She had maybe the best body at school and liked to show it off. Picking a victim. She would date the guy for a few weeks, lead him around by the nose with an unspoken promise of carnal knowledge and then drop him and move on to her next sucker. She didn't like me because she hadn't been able to snare me in her trap yet. In addition I had dumped her friend, Sue. Sue was just like Janet; not quite as sexy but not bad. I dumped Sue before she could dump me. Next, Janet liked to flirt and come on to other guys even when on a date. That was a fight waiting to happen with most men, but especially with Bear. She would be this little innocent thing and act like she didn't know what she was doing. Bullshit, she knew exactly what she was doing and what she was causing. She was a female snake.
"No problem, buddy. I already talk to her and she said it sounded good. Her exact words were, I get to dance with two good looking guys tonight," Bear informed me.
"Okay Bear, I will help you keep an eye on your girl. Remember, you asked me to dance with her. Don't get all bent out of shape when you see me doing what you ask me to do. You have a tendency to react badly to things when you get drunk. I'm on your side buddy just remember that. Okay?"
"No problem and I appreciate you helping me. You're my buddy and my brother, I knew I could count on you and I'll buy all your drinks tonight "
Something told me I should just leave and go home, but I didn't listen. The whole time Bear and I were talking, Janet was standing on the other side of the table watching us with a predatory gleam in her eye. Her little mind had a plan and I was the focus of that plan. I knew she would tease me, flirt with me, and do whatever she could to get to me. She thought of me as a puzzle she hadn't solved yet. I would be strong and not fall for her shit.
The first three songs were of the faster type, Janet and I danced to all three. There was no dirty dancing and we hardly touched each other. Bear took over for the next couple of songs as they were slow ones. I watched them dance and hug and hump to the songs; She really had her hooks into Bear. The poor slob doesn't have an idea that he is just the latest flavor of the month. He is in love.
Trouble started about an hour later. Bear had gone outside to partake of some moonshine someone had brought. Janet and I were jumping around to the music; the song ended and the next one was a slow one. I took Janet's arm and started back to the table to wait for Bear.
"I want to dance, I don't want to sit and wait for Bear." Janet said as she pulled away from me. "If you won't dance with me, I'll find someone else."
"Janet if you do that, Bear will be really upset. You don't want to hurt Bear, do you?"
"I don't care. If he cared about me, he wouldn't still be outside. I'm going to dance."
"Okay, I'll dance with you until Bear comes back." Bad move on my part, but what could I do? If she danced with another guy, Bear may kill him and turn on me because I didn't stop it. So I danced.
At first I held Janet like you did in dance class in grade school, almost at arm's length. She let that go for about 10 seconds and then plastered her body to me and I could feel her rubbing up against me. See, a disaster was about to unfold. She got one of my legs between hers and pulled me in even closer. In spite of my good intentions, I was starting to become arouse. You know what I mean. Janet could feel what was going on and increased the pressure. You have all heard of guys thinking with their little head. I have a theory as to why it happens.
I call my theory the "Big head Little head" scenario; the big head being the brain and the little head being the penis. My premise is that men don't have enough blood in their bodies. When a man gets sexually aroused his penis will enlarge. This is cause by an increase in the regulation of blood flow into and out of the penis. If more blood is sent to the penis, it means that there is less blood for the brain (big head). That is when the penis (little head) takes over the thought process. When the "little head" takes control, all logical thought and reasoning are abolished; leading to all kinds of trouble. My experience is a case in point.
Janet did her best to arouse me and it worked. The little head took over and I started to hold her tighter. My hands roamed down to her ass and I cupped her cheeks. I began to kiss her on the neck and then her lips. See, the little head took over and all my good sense went on vacation.
One of my frat brothers was dancing close to us. He leaned over to me and said "Dude, Bear is very big and he is drunk. Be careful."
Looking over at him, I replied, "Bear isn't that big." It didn't help my logic circuits when Janet grabbed my erection and rubbed it. See little head doing the thinking. As I explained before, Bear is huge and not a nice drunk. Out of the blue, my big head (my brain) made a comeback and helped me to realize what I was doing. Was I crazy or did I just have a death wish?
I pulled away from Janet and looked at her. She had this smile of victory on her face; she was so proud of herself. I had finally let myself go with her. Right then I felt a huge hand grab my shoulder and spin me around. It was Bear and he had seen Janet and I rubbing bellies among other things and he was not a happy giant. He grabbed my jacket to hold me and drew back his right hand. I'm sure he planned to knock my head completely off my shoulders. I had to think fast to avoid being killed.
"I'm going to kill you Rich," he told me with conviction.
"Why would you hit me? I was doing you a favor and taking care of Janet for you. Remember you asked for my help."
"Yeah, but you were only supposed to dance fast with her. You and her were practically screwing right on the dance floor."
"Think about it Bear. Who would you rather Janet be with? Me or one of the other guys here. I mean, I know she belongs to you and they just don't care. They would just try to get into her pants. So I dance a slow one with her while you were gone; I was protecting her for you."
Bear had let go of my jacket by this time. I begin to think I just might get out of this alive. You see, Bear is not the sharpest tool in the shed when he has been drinking. He had been drinking hard at this party. I looked at him, held my arms out to my sides and sort of shrugged my shoulders.
"Are we good, Bear?"
"I see what you mean Rich, I guess. Yeah, we're good buddy, sorry for grabbing you."
"No problem," I said. "Guess I'll go on home, now that you're back. See all you guys on Monday. Good night." I started to the door, not running but walking fast. I wanted to get out of sight before Bear's mind could make any sense of all that talking I had done. I knew I didn't have much time.
As I got to my car, I dropped my keys and had to search for them for a couple of minute. When I stood up, there was Bear and a few other people next to my car. Oh shit I thought. He figured it out quicker than I thought he would. Bear grabbed me again and threw across the hood of my car. He began to cuss at me. At least he wasn't hitting me, yet.
"Bear," I yelled at him. What are you doing? I thought we were good?'
"We were until Janet told me what you did," he answered. "She told me how you grabbed her ass, rubbed up against her, and kissed her." You told her to ditch me and meet you at your place. I'm going to pound you into the ground."
I looked up at Janet and she had a shit eating grin on her face. She was going to see that I was punished for not dating her. Bear picked me up; I mean he was actually holding me off the ground. Maybe a sucker punch would make him let me go long enough for me to get away. Boy was I wrong. You know how some animals are so big that if you shot them you would just piss them off. That's how Bear was when I hit him. I just pissed him off. I caught him with my best shot and he just shook his head and began to beat on me. After the first few punches I was almost out of it. Suddenly I was on the ground again, as Bear had let me go. I couldn't understand why he had stopped hitting me; it wasn't anything I had done to make him. I look up at him to see why he had stopped.



It was Emily; she had slapped Bear's face to get him to stop. She was standing between Bear and me, and told Bear that he was wrong and get a grip on his temper.
"I'm going to kill the little shit," he said as he started to push her out of his way. Bear was past rational thought.
"Bear, your girl is the one that caused all this," Emily said as she stepped in front of him again. "I heard her say she was going to dance with some of the other guys, if Rich didn't dance with her. She was the one rubbing up against him. All he did was try to keep his word to you."
Janet had to get her mouth going and said, "Bear that's not true, you know you're the only one I want to be with. Don't stop, get Rich."
Bear growled, he actually growled, and tried to pushed Emily away. Every time he moved to get around her, Emily would move in front of Bear and start yelling at him again. At any other time, it would have been really funny. This little 5 foot 6 girl holding off this giant of a man. As I said, at any other time it would have been funny; right then all I wanted to do was get out of there without being hurt anymore.
He finally got tired of trying to move pass Emily and backed off a little. Bear looked over Emily's head at me and said, "I'll finish with you later punk."
The excitement was over, so the audience wanting to see blood decided to go back to the lodge hall. They were laughing and talking about how Bear had did a number on me. Emily was kneeling beside me with tears in her eyes.
"Don't cry Emily, I'm okay or will be tomorrow. Right now I'm a little shaky but I'll be okay."
"You are really hurt and I'm going to take you to the hospital." No debate from you. We are going and that's final."
Emily drove me to the emergency room and after the doctors had a look at me, I realized I had been hurt more than I thought. They found I had two bruised ribs, my left eye was almost swollen shut, and my lips looked like ground beef. After they taped, bandaged, and put stuff on my cuts, Emily drove me home. She helped me into my house and to the couch.
I must have passed out and when I woke I felt a weight across my legs. It was Emily; she must have stayed with me and fell asleep. Her face was very pretty as she slept. Funny, I had never noticed how pretty she was. Maybe getting my head bounced around had improved my vision. I tried to sit up and groaned at the pain.
Emily woke up when I moved and smiled at me. "Don't get up; I will get anything you want for you."
I laughed and said, "You can't get this, I need to use the restroom. I walked to the bathroom pretty well, pretty well for a 100 year old man that is.
When I got back I asked her why she had stayed with me all night. She answered she didn't have a ride and didn't want to take my car and leave me without transportation. We continued talking until about 2:00 and I took her home. She was right, I couldn't have driven last night, and I barely made it today. Lucky we had the next week off of school; some kind of teacher meetings and seminars. The time off would let me heal a little.
During that week Emily and I spent 3 or 4 days together. Nothing really romantic; just getting to know each other. I asked her out for that Saturday as our first "real" date. We went to a little coffee house that had some very good rhythm and blues music. A very gently kiss good night was as far as it went.
My week off was over and I had to return to classes. I wondered if there would be any further consequences over the fight with Bear.
The first person I saw as I crossed the parking lot to the school was Janet. She was walking, holding hands, with some jerk from Sigma Chi. Sigma was our rival frat, and there was no love lost between us. When Janet saw me she just smiled at me and cuddled up to the Sigma asshole.
What the hell? Where is Bear? Does he know about this? Dozens of thoughts were running thru my head. Oh well, Janet is not my problem. I continued on to my first class, the rest of the day was pretty normal. Except, I kept seeing Janet with this jerk and it began to get to me. What bothered me wasn't that Janet apparently had thrown Bear over, but she had gotten him to kick my ass before she did. I couldn't just let that go. She had used Bear to get back at me because I wouldn't come running when she crooked her finger. I thought of a couple of old saying and calmed down a little. "What goes around comes around" and "Karma is a bitch, with PMS.
More on Karma and payback later.
The next week, the school officials warned the frats that we were all on thin ice. There had been too many uproars involving the "Greeks" on campus. These fights and disturbances were causing problems with the town and could not continue. We had be warned. So be it. Hypocrites, the school was all for the fund raisers, charity work and good will services the "Greeks" provided, but we had been warned.
Mr. President Chuck called a special meeting of the frat right after the last class. If the school hadn't given us a warning, I don't think he would have called the meeting. He was trying to save face for the frat and make it seem that we were concerned. Bull shit. I thought I knew what the agenda was going to be and came prepared. Attendance was mandatory for all brothers. Chuck called the meeting to order. He recounted what had happened at the dance, in a slightly abbreviated form. The leadership council of the frat had met and decided on the following sanctions.
Bear must write a letter to the frat and the Deltas apologizing for the fight. He would be suspended from fraternity functions for one month and could not wear anything showing the frat logo during that time. He must stand in front of the whole fraternity and apologize to me and the brothers.
Chuck asked Bear, "Do you understand these sanctions and accept them?"
"Yeah, Bear said, "I understand and accept them." He stood up and turned to me and continued, "I'm sorry Rich. I was drunk and lost my head. Please let's put this in the past." He looked sort of pleased with himself.
"Just like that, huh? You try to kill me and then say you're sorry and everything is supposed to be okay. Well FUCK YOU BEAR. Forget about it, no way, no fucking way. If you can't handle you alcohol, and you can't, quit drinking. We all tried to tell you about Janet, but you were thinking with your dick and wouldn't listen. To make it worse, now your little girl friend has dumped you and is running around with that asshole from Sigma Chi. You know you almost killed me and maybe would have if Emily had not stepped in, all for nothing. I know I stepped over the line with Janet and I am sorry I did, but I didn't deserve what happened to me."
"Yeah, your right. I over reacted big time. Please let's just shake hands and let it go. I am sorry"
"In case you didn't hear me the first time, FUCK YOU BEAR; I'm done. I'm done trying to keep you from breaking things, breaking people and going to jail. All with the excuse, I'm drunk. I'm done listening to you cry about Janet or some other girl screwing you over and trying to help you get past it. We aren't friends anymore; I don't want anything to do with you.
"That's enough guys," Chuck jumped in and then continued," In addition, Rich you must write the same type of letters to the frat and the Deltas. You must also stand and apologize to the brothers for your part in this fight."
He turned to me and asked, "Rich, do you understand these sanctions and do you accept them?"
"Yeah, I understand. The council is a bunch of chicken shit weenies. Accept, hell no I don't accept. A overgrown psychopath goes on a drunken rampage, almost kills another brother and all you do is require a couple of letters and an apology. He doesn't even have to mean it. Look at his face; he's glad he got off so easy. I knew you guys were going to roll over to save the fraternity embarrassment so I came prepare."
I walked to the front of the room and looked at all the brothers. "Apologize my ass," I stated. I laid a sheet of paper on the desk. "Here is my official resignation. I looked up the bylaws, you have to take my name off the frat rolls if I formally resign; do it now. Here is my frat pin, my frat medallion, and my member card. I don't want to play anymore. Fuck you all." I left the room and the frat.
There were guys in the frat that sympathized with me about the fight but they hadn't stood up at the meeting to voice their feelings; so fuck them too. I felt that if you didn't support me then you were against me. The next few weeks until graduation were a little lonely for me. I wouldn't hang out with any of the frat brothers at school. I had few male friends outside of the frat. The girls of Delta Zeta, Tri Kappa, and the other sororities were pretty much done with me too.
The only one who stood by me was Emily. Go figure, a girl I hardly knew had not only saved my ass but stood with me against my so called brothers, her friends, and sorority sisters. Her sisters told her to stay away from me and that she was being disloyal to the Deltas. She told them to go fuck themselves, that they were as bad as my frat and quit the sorority.
So there we were the two outcasts, depending on each other for company. This was a perfect scenario for a romance to blossom. Right?
Maybe so but it didn't happen. Emily said we were good friends and she loved me but wasn't in love with me. Emily was a sweetheart, and in her I thought I had found a kindred spirit. I was a disappointed but kept my thoughts to myself.
Around six weeks of this almost solo existence, out of the blue I got a offer for an interview for a sales position. I had applied to several companies hoping for interviews after graduation. That was in a couple of weeks; apparently one of them didn't want to wait. An appointment was scheduled; I dressed to impress and went to the meeting. I really didn't expect to get the job then, but it was a foot in the door for later.
I was shown into an office for the interview and when I saw the man I was to meet, I begin to grin. For the first time in several weeks, I had something to feel good about and smile. The man stood up and shook my hand. It was Jackson Henley, an alumni of my school and more importantly, an alumni of my old fraternity.
Jackson had graduated about 3 years before and had stayed active in the fraternity alumni association. The association came to a lot of the frat's functions. It was supposed to be a way to network with brothers already in the work place. It was really just a way for the alumni to party and get a chance to meet the new crop of coeds. Whatever, I was really glad to see Jackson. He was one of the few brothers that was really a friend.
"Hello Rich, how the hell are you? What's all this about you telling the brothers to go fuck themselves and quitting?"
"Hey Jackson, is that what this is all about? If so, I will save us both time and leave. I won't change my mind or how I feel about those assholes."
"No, this is a real interview for a real position. I was the one that suggested we contact you. We have an opening for a sales person for a new department and I think you are just who we need. Interested?"
"Sure, I want to hear more. What would I be selling"
"We are setting up a computer time share system. It will start with accounting and inventory control. Other software will be available very soon; things like medical billing, research data bases and others as they are developed. Interested?"
You have to realize that at the time of the story (late 1960s early 70s) that no one had personal computers. No desk tops, no lap tops, no wifi, no Internet; none of the modern computers or software had been developed yet. There wasn't even a "world wide web" yet. I know sounds like the dark ages, but that's the way it was then.
Jackson explained that companies would subscribe to the services they needed and be allotted time on a huge main frame for their business. This would be more expedient and cost effective than buying, running and maintaining their own main frame. The expense of buying and staffing a main frame was very large. They would pay handsomely for the use of "our" computer.
"Your job will be to find companies that can make use of our services and convince them that it is their best interest to subscribe with us. We are in on the ground floor and there is no ceiling as to how far this can go. What do you say Rich? You on board with us?"
"One more question. How much do I get?"
Jackson laughed out loud. "I should of told you that first, knowing you. You could always sell almost anything to almost anybody, so it's more about the money than the product."
I nodded in agreement and said, "How much?"
"Okay; to start you will get a monthly draw of $1000, paid bi weekly, against commissions. The commissions, less your draw, will be paid on the 1st of every month. The commission will be 10 per cent of the monthly subscriber fee for each company you bring in. You bring in a company that pays $1000 a month; you get $100 a month for as long as they are with us. There will be a quota of at least one new company a month; this will start after a 2 week training period. A bonus will be paid for over 5 companies a month. You can take the bonus in cash or stock in our company. How about Rich? I need an answer before you leave, there other people that want this job."
"Okay, I'm all yours. When do I start?"
"You just did. Go down to personnel and get all paper work straightened out. See you on Monday at 9:00 for our first training session. Now get out of here and let me get back to work."
I left his office walking about 3 feet in the air. A entry level sales position usually didn't pay any draw and nowhere near the commissions possible here. I was in the big time without having to pay my dues to get there. Production was necessary, but I was being paid very well to produce. The only drawback is not graduating with the rest of my class. I would get my degree, but no ceremony. Who cares? There wasn't anybody in my class that I cared enough about to worry about.
The only person that I did care about was Emily. I called her at her job and told her I had great news and asked if she was free that evening. She told me she got off at 5:00 and to pick her up in front of her office.
I had about 3 hours to kill before meeting Emily, so I went to my local watering hole to have a couple of beers and celebrate a little before meeting Emily. As I walked in, I saw a group of students celebrating also; The end of the school day was probably their reason for celebrating. There were 3 guys and 6 women, all from another college close by. I walked past them to the bar and one of the girls, a redhead, watched me as I took a bar stool. Smiling at by beer, I thought about the meeting that afternoon; I wondered how I had lucked into that job.
"Where's your side kick today?" The redhead asked me.
I looked around to see if she was talking to me. When I realized she was I answered, "Emily's at work today. I'm going to me her at 5:00. Who are you?"
"I'm Elaine. I saw you at the dance and at the fight after wards. I came outside with everybody else and saw this giant beating on another guy. It wasn't until I saw you today that I realized it was you. It was really funny the way your lady jumped in front of the bozo and made him back down."
"It must have been a riot, but I was too distracted by my bleeding to notice. That was the start of our friendship, Emily and I."
I offered to buy her a drink. After all I had been without female companionship ship for several weeks. Not thinking about anything that day, but maybe a future meeting in a more romantic setting. The redhead was really hot. We continued to talk, laugh, and flirt with each other. At some time we decided to sit in a booth. The jukebox was playing and after several drinks we were dancing. I don't remember who asked who to dance. Things were going really well, I mean really well, and I lost track of time.
Remember my theory of the "Big Head, Little Head" scenario?
We were in the back seat of my car, partially undressed and trying to break the shocks on my car when I realized it was going on 8:00. Oh shit, I was 3 hours late to pick up Emily. Another 10 minutes wouldn't change anything, so I finished our business. I got dressed as quick as I could and ran into the bar to call Emily. (Remember the time frame, no cell phones). There was no answer so I ran back to my car and drove like crazy to her house. No lights were on when I got there and no one answered my knock on her door. I knew her parents were out of town and I couldn't leave a message for her. Not knowing what to do and knowing I had screwed up big time, I just sat on the front steps of her house thinking. I must have had a lot to think about as I was still there at 10:00 when Emily got home. She came of the walk and stopped in front of me.
"What are you doing here Rich," Emily asked?
"I am so sorry Emily. You don't deserve to be treated that way. I had such an amazing day, I was celebrating with a couple of drinks and just lost track of time. You are my only friend and I'm very sorry. Please forgive me."
"You forget all about meeting me because you were celebrating? Surprised you could drive over here, if you had that much to drink. I'm still mad at you. You stood me up and you don't do that to a friend."
"I know and again I'm sorry. It wasn't just drinking that caused me to be late. I ran into a redhead, Julie, from Williams College and she bought me a drink. Then I bought her a drink and things sort of snow balled from there. I sort of got distracted and forgot about the time." As soon as I said that, I knew it was a mistake.
A word of advice here for you men out there. Don't ever tell one woman that the reason you were late was another woman. I don't care if you are just "friends"; it will not be taken well.
Emily looked at me like I was some kind of scum. Tears began to well up in her eyes. Then she started to berate me in a loud voice and for a long time. She was pissed. I might have gotten away with being late, but not for being late because of another woman.
"You wouldn't treat one of your frat brothers this way," Emily accused me.
"A brother wouldn't make this big of a deal about it," I answered. Wrong thing to say again, dumb shit.
"Leave, now. Go away and don't come back. Don't call me or come to see me. We are done and I don't want to see or talk to you again." Emily yelled at me. She walked around me and into her house, slamming the door behind her.
She had a right to be mad, but Emily had gone over the top on me. I felt very bad that I had stood her up and sad that our friendship appeared to be over. Standing there, I realized that I had more than friendship in mind when I thought of Emily. Did I have love her as more than a friend? Maybe I did, but right now it looks like I had just fucked that up by allowing myself to follow the "Big Head Little Head" scenario. Shit, now what? I tried knocking on Emily's door, but she ignored me. I went back home and thought I really need to get control of the "Little Head". It had already caused me to lose my frat brothers, get my ass kicked royally, and probably lose my best friend. This had to stop.
I thought about the times and places that I had allowed the "Little Head" to rule and made plans to change my life style. No more bar hopping, watch how much I drank and with whom, and generally keep myself in check. I was starting a new life and job; I needed to change my outlook to be a success. I made plans to curtail my drinking and behave myself.
What is the adage? "Men plan and the gods laugh."
Emily didn't return any of the numerous calls I made, so I wrote a letter to her. In the letter, I again apologized for standing her up. I told her about the job and gave her the phone number. I ask her to call or come by my place so we could talk thru this; I told her that I missed her and wanted my friend back. I told her I didn't understand why my being with a woman made her even madder.



Was Emily just mad because I was 3 hours late or was she mad because I was with another woman? She had told me she loved me but wasn't in love with me, so why the uproar over a woman. Men are blind and sometimes very dense. I was just a big, dumb, clod and didn't have a clue. At this point it is obvious to the reader that Emily had either changed her mind about being in love with me or had lied to me to start with. Of course, being the stupid idiot that I was, I had no idea and wasn't smart enough to figure it out.
Technically the only thing I did wrong was be late. We weren't involved romantically and the woman should not have any bearing on this. How little we mortal men understand the female of the species. Men are so dumb when it come to understanding the way women think, that it is a miracle the human race hasn't died out.
Three weeks into my training at the job, Emily finally called me at work. She left a message and asked me to stop calling or writing her. Let me alone and quit trying to contact her, she had said. She wanted to forget about me and get on with her life. I read the message and thought; well that sure puts a period on our relationship.
Time past and I had been with the company for about 10 months. There were three salesmen and the other two were getting one to two new accounts a month. Finally, I was the star at something; I was getting two to three new clients every month, a couple of months I had four. In my eleventh month, I signed up 7 new customers, I was King. The cash bonus I received was very nice, but the stock options were much better. I now owned part of the company. A person will almost always work harder for themselves than someone else. I felt I was squatting in tall cotton. (Sorry my country roots showing up there).
Jackson decided that a big party was needed. Both to celebrate my accomplishment and to motivate the rest of the employees. The party was held at a local hotel in the lounge area. The employees were encouraged to bring their partners, spouses, significant others, or dates. In total there was about 20 people at the shindig. As hard as I was working, I hadn't had time to meet a new lady or ladies in my life: so I came to the party solo. I also had been following my plan to curtail my party going and walk the straight and narrow.
We had been in the lounge for about an hour and a half, when someone tapped me on the shoulder and called my name. I turned around and there was Janet, in all her glory. She looked fantastic, even sexier than in school.
"Hello, haven't seen you in forever Rich," she greeted me.
"Hi Janet. How have you been? What are you doing here tonight?"
She gave a sort of smoldering look and answered, "Just here with some friends from school and work. Why don't you join me?"
Notice, join me, and not join us. She was trying to do it to me again; trying to lead me on with an unspoken promise and then laughingly shut me down. I had seen it before with other guys.
"Won't your Sigma Chi guy object to me joining the group?"
"Ron is history. I dropped him a couple of months ago," she informed me. "He couldn't keep up."
"Janet, I don't think it would be a good idea. The last time I was with you I was nearly beaten to death. I have no wish to repeat that experience. You're a dangerous woman."
"Come on Rich that was a long time ago. Can't you forgive a mistake made when I was young and dumb? I've grown up Rich and matured past all that."
"All right, I forgive you, it was a wild time in both our lives and I guess we all did some things we aren't proud."
I didn't really forgive her or feel the way I said; I just didn't want to talk to her any longer. I thought Janet would leave, but no such luck.
"I'm so glad we had a chance to talk," Janet told me. "Could you do me a small favor Rich?"
"What?" I didn't like the sound of this; too much like the "old" Janet.
"The older man sitting at our table is my boss, Bill. He is a Sigma Chi alumni and knows Ron very well. Bill asked me about breaking it off with Ron and I told him I had meet someone else and was getting engaged; it's the same thing I told Ron. If Bill found out I just dumped his frat brother and lied about why, it could affect my job."
"Where do I come in and what is the favor you want?" I was beginning to see where this was going.
"Come over to the table with me and pretended to be my fiancé," Janet said. "I told Bill my boyfriend was at a business dinner tonight. When I saw you, I thought this could all work out great. Please, Rich, come over for just a few minutes. If I don't produce a fiancé soon it could cause me a lot of problems. You can use the business diner as an excuse and wouldn't have to stay too long."
I looked at Janet as she waited for my answer and she seemed to be very nervous. "Sure Janet, I'll come over for a little while. Not too long though."
Janet smiled, hugged me and grabbed my hand to lead me to her table. When we got to the table Bill stood up to greet us.
"Bill, this is my fiancé Rich," Janet introduced us. "Rich this is my boss Bill Roberts."
"Nice to finally meet you Rich," Bill said. "Join us and have a seat."
I sat down and looked at Janet and said, "Whoa Janet. What this fiancé bull? When we met at the sorority mixer and hit it off you were dating some guy; Ron was his name I think. I told you then I didn't want to get together unless you were single. You called me the next week and said you dumped the guy and now we could hook up. I never mentioned marriage or anything more than having a good time.
Janet sat there with her mouth open; she couldn't believe what she was hearing.
I stood up and told Bill I felt that I was there under false pretenses and thought I had better leave. As I turned I bent over and said in Janet's ear, "Karma is a bitch."
The argument and loud voices started behind me. I could hear Janet going but, but, but, as Bill left the room. I went back to my group with a huge smile on my face. Finally, I got my payback. It felt good.
About an hour after Janet and her group left, I was dancing with one of the female associates of my company. I was holding her pretty close and trying not to let the "Little Head" take over my thought process. The alcohol had been flowing freely all evening; after our dance, she was pushing herself against me and for just a second I was tempted. I stepped away from her a little and for the first time the alcohol and the "Big Head Little Head" scenario did not control me. Victory is mine, at least for that night. I gave the girl a little hug and walked to the bar, more to celebrate my victory than to get any more to drink.
I was leaning against the bar nursing a soft drink and noticed three women walk into the lounge and sit at a booth. This lounge was unbelievably lucky for me tonight. One of the women was Emily; the other two were her mother and sister.
Emily, my one time best pal and confidant. I hadn't seen her for a little over a year. She looked really good. My heart started to race a little and my hands started sweating. Hold on, I told myself; the last thing you heard from her was to go away and leave her alone. What makes you think she wants to see you now? Oh well, nothing ventured, nothing ventured.
They were waiting for someone to take their drink order and talking to each other about some play or something. I walked over to their table in a roundabout way so Emily couldn't see me coming. "Can I get you ladies something from the bar?" I asked.
All three looked up at me and I heard Emily say, "Oh shit."
"Emily, such language," her mother scolded.
"Hi EM," I said. What a great opening comment. Silver tongue devil, aren't I?
"Hello Rich, how are you?" she responded.
"Is this the Rich you are always talking about?" asked her sister.
"Why me?" Emily said hanging her head in embarrassment.
"Hello ladies, my name is Rich," I said to introduce myself.
"Hi, I'm Elizabeth, Liz. I'm Emily's mother and this is her sister Elaine."
"Very nice to meet you both. You've been talking about me Emily? Why," I asked her.
"Please, later, when we can have some privacy. I will call you," Emily said trying to get out of an embarrassing situation.
"No way Em, I think I know you. You won't call, nor return any of my calls. What gives?"
Elaine jumped into the conversation and said, "Emily talks about you a lot. She says she missed her chance with you by being too shy. She said she should have......"
"Hush Elaine," her mother said. "That's enough, it's personal and for Emily to decide if she wants to tell Rich. Now keep quite."
Emily's face was very red by now. She gave a look to her sister that should have burned Elaine to a crisp, and then hung her head to avoid my eyes.
"Come on Em, I was your best buddy at one time. If you have something to say to or about me, please tell me."
"I can't, not here in front of everyone. Please, I will call you I promise." She still hadn't raised her head or looked at me.
"Em, I don't want to cause a problem. However, I am going to say my piece and then you can decide if you want to call me. Look at me Em."
Emily did raise her head and looked me in the eye.
"I love you Em. I guess I have since the "fight night". You backed Bear down, and then took care of me. You got me to the hospital, but you didn't stop there; you got me home and stayed to nurse me. The more time I spent with you, the more I wanted to be with you. Why do you think I stopped going to the bars? I knew you didn't like drunks, so I stopped. The drinks I have had tonight are the first ones since the night I was three hours late, except for a couple of beers once in awhile."
Liz was all eyes. Looking from Emily to me and back to Emily. It looked like she was watching a tennis match. Emily was still looking me in the eye, like she couldn't believe what I was saying.
"We spent several weeks as company for each other after that and you became my best friend. I was trying to think of a way to tell that I wanted to be more than your friend. Then you hit me with "I love you, but I'm not in love with you" crap and burst my bubble. I should have told you the way I felt about you right then, but I was afraid I would lose your friendship. If I couldn't have you as my girl, at least I would have you as my friend. Not what I wanted, but better than nothing. I wanted you in my life anyway I could have you. Sorry, I'm rambling. Haven't talked this much, except with clients, since that night I stood you up."
"Rich, I........" Emily began.
"Hush Em, it's still my turn. I'm going to have my say and then I'll leave you alone. Until then, just sit there and listen. I guess you could get up and leave; I won't try to stop you but if you stay you are going to hear it all. Embarrassing or not."
Liz said, "You couldn't drag me out of here with a tow truck. I want to hear this and maybe I'll understand why Emily has been acting like a zombie for the last year."
Elaine jumped in and said, "Me neither, I want to hear all of this."
"Mother, please!" Emily cried.
"Em, sit there and listen or leave, there are no other alternatives," I said.
Emily just looked at me in resignation and sat there.
"Okay, moving on. After you basically saying we were just friends, I made myself think of you as one of the guys. I treated you like I would have one of my male friends. It was the only way I could stand to be around you and not grab you, kiss, and hug you. It was a defense mechanism I know, but it worked. Until the night I stood you up because I was with a woman. If you had been a guy friend, you would have called me an asshole for making you wait, but would have understood. Your reaction that night should have told me something, but I was caught up in my celebrating too much to see it."
Emily's eyes had began to tear up when I first said I loved her, now tears were sliding down her cheeks.
"I only have a couple of more items, Em. After that I'll leave and you guys can go on with your girl's night out.
She nodded her head for me to continue.
"In case I haven't been plain enough, I am telling you that I love you. I think we could have something great together. We should explore our feelings and see if we can have a life together as lovers or just as friends. Either way, I want and need to have you in my life. That's it, I'm done. I will leave you ladies now. Nice to have met you Liz and you too Elaine. Thanks for listening."
I stood up to leave and for the first time since I had started, Emily spoke directly to me.
"Don't I get a chance at a rebuttal," Emily asked?
Nodding my head, I sat back down and gave her all my attention.
"First, I sorry Rich," Emily started. "If I hadn't been so shy and introverted, maybe the last year wouldn't have been wasted. The days and weeks after "fight night", as you call it, I came to love you too. I saw the real you after you got away from those assholes in the fraternity. You were better than that, and I saw that you were. I couldn't tell you, because I thought you would never want to be with someone like me. And I didn't want to lose your friendship either. Those weeks were some of the best I have ever had. I didn't know......"
At this point I stood up, pulled Emily out of her seat and kissed her hard. I just stood there holding her and felt the tears coming. Yeah, I know, big macho guy, crying over a girl.
After a couple of minutes, I turned to Em's mother. "Sorry Liz."
Liz had tears in her eyes too and had a big smile on her face. "Don't worry about it. You kids run along, you need to speed some time together. Finally, maybe my house won't seem like a morgue anymore." She was laughing as she said that.
As Emily and I left, we passed my company's table. I looked at Jackson and said, "Thanks for the party Jackson, see you on Monday."
He nodded at me and remarked, "You are the best salesman I have ever seen. See you on Monday."
That was ten years and two children ago. Things have gone good for us. I stayed with the company, accumulating bonus and stock options. About five years in, I read and researched the coming technology that would allow smaller main frames and the beginning of personal and network computers. The world wide web was coming to the forefront. The writing was on the wall; our company was going to lose it market place. Not right away, but in the next few years. By this time, I owned a lot of stock. I sold it back to the company and made a lot of money. It wasn't enough to live the rest of our lives on, but it was enough that we didn't sweat the small stuff. (Not much of the large stuff either)
I took off for a year; Emily, Liz, our two kids, and I traveled all over the U.S. that year. Liz was our built in babysitter on the nights Em and I wanted a little romantic alone time.
When the year was over, I decided to go back to work. I got a job in sales with a company that was offering a system of networking computers and personal computers. I was very successful with them.
Remember, I am the best salesman around.
Life goes on.
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It's Saturday night at the bar and I am sitting here waiting to get my ass kicked, again. Wait, I hear the ass kicker coming in now. This will be the third time in seven weeks that it will happen and at the same bar. Why don't I change bars you ask? I will answer that question by telling you my story. Here goes.
My name is Jack (Jackson really, after my dad), I am 24, 6 feet 2 and about 220 pounds. I have a fairly buff body, but the muscles are from working, not the gym. Although I do run about 3 miles two times a week to help keep in shape. I am fairly good looking, no movie star but not too bad either. I work in a stocking warehouse, as assistant inventory manager. As a stocking warehouse we take deliveries from manufacturers and set up loads for shipping to their local customers as needed. I'm supposed to be at a desk, but there is always something on the floor that I have to help load and ship. My job is a lot more physical than the title implies.
Now, let me introduce you to Karen, my ex-fiancée, my significant other, my soul mate, and the reason I am getting my ass kicked on a regular basis. Karen is also 24 and tall for a woman at 5 feet 11; she is slender, not thin, and well endowed. (She has big boobs). She works for an insurance company as a claims adjuster.
At the time that the ass kicking began we had been dating, and then engaged, for 2 years. Karen and I met as freshmen in college and really didn't date until the last half of our senior year. We joined the same study group as freshmen. Our study group continued all through college, so we spent time together for 4 years. After our first semester in the group, we became friends as well as study partners. When the group paired off to study different subjects, Karen and I always seemed to be pushed together.
I didn't have any really close friends in college, just a few beer buddies. Guess I studied too much to become a full fledged member of the party pack. It wasn't that I was a stick in the mud or anything; it was just that my family and I had worked hard to be able to send me to school. I thought an education was more important than being a party animal. A few beers at the bar across from the campus were about the extent of my wild times in college.
However, the guy that I was closest to, or at least occasionally hung around with, was Chuck. According to Chuck, he is a ladies' man of great ability. I wouldn't know; I didn't spend that much time with him.
Karen and Chuck met at the beginning of our senior year and started to date, pretty much exclusively. After their dates, Chuck would tell the pack members and me about the wild sex they had that night. Every date was the same, a great sexual adventure. I didn't believe him, but it could be. Karen and I were study buddies and casual friends, but I didn't know her sexual preferences. Anyway it wasn't up to me to protect her reputation. Although I did warn Chuck about his ravings a couple of times; I explained to him there would be hell to pay if Karen found out he was talking about her.
Chuck, two of his cronies, and I was sitting at a table in the bar. He was regaling us with the latest episode of wild monkey sex. I glanced over his shoulder and saw a trio of girls headed our way. Something about the way they were walking didn't make me think they were going to party with us. Karen was leading the crew and she looked pissed.
"You rotten son of a bitch," Karen screamed at Chuck. "How dare you spread your lies?" She continued for about three minutes, never once stopping her harangue and never once giving Chuck a chance to answer. "If my brother was here, he would rip off your head and shit down your neck."
"I don't know what you are talking about Karen. I haven't said anything about us. Have I guys?" Chuck was looking at the three of us at the table. Both of his buddies shook their heads and agreed he had said nothing. That left me. Karen and her posse, Chuck and his pack, were now staring at me waiting for my answer. I was between a rock and a hard place; caught between two friends. One of the friends I was beginning to really like and the other was just a drinking buddy. You can probably figure out which is which.
This was a problem for me; you see I don't lie. I know what you are thinking, but it's true. It's not because of moral issues, well somewhat. Lying requires a lot of work and concentration to be good at it. You have to remember what you said, to whom you said it, and where you said it. Different people will have to have lies customized for them. See what I mean? It's a lot of work. I don't like to work any harder than I have to; so it is just better to tell the truth. Truth is usually the best policy; I know, an old adage, but valid just the same. In addition, my dad had instilled some old school ideas in my head. One of these ideas was that your word is your bond; another way to put it was don't lie.
"Well Chuck, you have told us about a couple of dates and mentioned spending the night at Karen's place."
Chuck looked at me in disbelief and said, "Some friend you are."
"If you don't want a truthful answer don't ask me the question," I replied.
Karen turned back to Chuck and yelled at him, "You piece of shit, you have never even been to my dorm room much less spent the night. I have never allowed you to touch me below the neck or above the knee. What other lies are you spreading?"
This time she jumped his ass for a good five minutes. Chuck sat there and tried to answer her, but all you heard from him was but, but, but, over and over. Finally Karen wound down, stepped up to Chuck and slapped him hard. I thought his head was going to come off. She turned to me smiled and she and the crew left the bar.
"Thanks a lot asshole," Chuck said to me, rubbing his cheek. "Why didn't you back me up?"
"I'm not the asshole here, Chuck. You're the one telling all the sex stories about Karen. In answer to your question, I don't lie about or to people, if I can help it. So don't put this shit on me, it's all on you and your big mouth."
Needless to say, Chuck and I didn't hang around together much after that. No big deal, we weren't that close to begin with.
The following week at the study group, Karen asked me to go for coffee afterwards. It wasn't unusual for the group to go for coffee or a beer after class. When I walked into the little diner that we normally went to, Karen was at a table alone with two cups of coffee in front of her. This was a little out of the ordinary; usually there was at least one of Karen's crew with her. I sat down, put a little sugar in the coffee and waited for Karen to say something.
"I wanted to thank you for not lying for Chuck last week," Karen told me. "It wasn't easy for you to go against your friend."
"You're welcome, but you don't owe me any thanks, I just told the truth," I replied.
"It would have been easier for you just to go along with the others. I know your actions may have cost you a friendship with Chuck and I appreciate what you did."
"Again, no thanks are necessary. I just did what I believed to be the right thing. I don't want to hurt your feelings, but I didn't do it all for you; I did it because of what I believe. You see, my dad taught me and my brothers some old school ideas or virtues. Whatever you want to call them."
"Like what?" Karen seemed interested and not just making conversation.
"My dad, and the whole family for that matter, believes that you are responsible for your actions and their consequences; we believe you should accept our laws and authority, but not blindly; and to me, most importantly, take care of your own. That means not only your family but also your friends. I guess these ideas are old fashioned now, but my family still believes in them. That's what I meant when I said I didn't do it just for you. Also I consider you a friend and I couldn't let Chuck dump on you like that."
"I feel we are friends also and still believe I owe you one. Let me take you for pizza and beer tomorrow night as a thank you."
"I would like that."
"It's a date. Can you pick me up at 7:00?"
The next night at 7:00, I picked Karen up at her dorm in my old truck and we went to a little pizza place close to campus. Every college has at least a couple of pizza joints close to school, but this one was more a family type place instead of a college hang out. The food was good, the beer cold, and the company was excellent. I began to wonder if I wanted to be more than friends with Karen.
We had a really good pizza, some beers and great conversation. I don't remember anything of importance that was said but we got to know each other much better. The owner told us we had to go at 11:00, they were closing. We had spent the better part of three hours talking and laughing.
I drove Karen back to her dorm and walked her to her door. I thanked her for the pizza and the company. She gave me a kiss goodnight, just a little friendly peck. At least that's how it started. Time seemed to stop. I know it's an old mushy line, but it's the truth. I don't know how long that kiss was, but it didn't stay a friendly little peck for long. It developed a life of its own, turning into a tongue down your throat and check your tonsils type of kiss. By the time the kiss ended we were both breathing like we had ran a marathon.
Karen looked into my eyes and said, "Oh my god. I need to go. Good night."
With that she rushed into the dorm and I was left adjusting myself so I could walk back to my truck. What the hell just happened? As I walked back to my truck I answered my own question. I had stopped thinking of Karen as just a study buddy and began to realize what a wonderful woman she really was. In other words, I had fallen in love. Oh shit, what do I do now? Should I call her, should I wait for her to call me, what? Sounds like some love sick high school kid.
The next day was Saturday and I had no classes; I wouldn't have to see Karen until our class together on Tuesday and in the study group later on. All day, off and on, I thought about last night and Karen. Finally I decided on a plan of action. I would be friendly and act normal, but I would say nothing about the kiss. Let her bring up the subject if she wanted to. If not, I would act like it never happened. Other than that kiss, she had never indicated any romantic thoughts about me. My plan would keep either of us from being embarrassed.
There is an old saying, "Men plan and the gods laugh." They laughed like hyenas at my plan. Saturday night, I went to my little campus bar for a couple of beers. I was by myself and didn't expect to join anyone. Chuck and his pals were history and I had no one else to drink with. Didn't really need anybody else, I knew how to drink all on my own. I walked into the bar, got a beer and headed for the back and the game room. There right in front of me was Karen and a couple of other girls sitting at a table.
We saw each other at the same time, and I stopped dead in my tracks. Karen sat for just a few seconds, jumped up, ran to me and threw her arms around my neck. I was stunned; so much for all my planning. It is difficult to hold on to an armful of woman with a big draft beer in your hand, so I set the beer down and hugged her back. "Men plan and the gods laugh"; remember that.
That was the beginning of our romance. We were officially an item, a couple, dating, whatever. We weren't sexual for about a month; three and a half weeks to be exact. The first time we were intimate may have been the most perfect I had ever had. After that, sleeping with anyone else would have been a waste of time. Our times together were comfortable, exciting, hot, passionate, and almost life changing; and that was every time and I do mean every time. We couldn't spend enough time together, not just for sex, but for being with and talking to each other. I found myself liking her as well as being in love with her. I was working at a bar to help with college expenses, so our time was limited. We dated for the rest of our senior year and got engaged on graduation day.
We had decided on a fairly long engagement and planned to get married about a year and a half after graduation. This would give us time to put together a little nest egg. Karen was working at an insurance company and I had started at the warehouse. Things didn't work out quite that way.
About six weeks before our planned wedding, I went to a bachelor party for one of the guys in the old study group. I didn't consider him a close friend, but there were only going to be six or eight guys there. Not much of a turn out; so I went to the party to help him celebrate. The party was to take place at a hotel and start about 8:00. I thought a bar or strip club would have been better, but I was just a guest and not a very interested one at that. The first person I saw when I walked into the hotel room was my ex-friend Chuck. He was a close friend of the best man and it was him that had sent me the invitation to the party.
Chuck walked over to me and said, "Glad you came. Jerry (the groom) would have been sad if you didn't. I'm happy to see you too. I feel bad about what happened between us. Should have came to see you and apologized a long time ago. Guess my pride was stopping me, but anyway, I'm sorry. I hope we can be friends again."
"Okay Chuck, no big deal. We can let go of things in the past," I said. I had to say something, but I really didn't care if we were friends or not. I had the only friend I needed, Karen.
The bachelor party proceeded with the usual drinking, porn movies, bullshitting, and ragging on the groom to be. Around 10:00 Chuck answered a knock at the door and two young ladies entered the room. One look at them and the way they were dressed told you their occupation. STRIPPERS. They grabbed Jerry, put him in a chair in the middle of the room and began their act. You have all seen or heard about strippers at a bachelor party. These two didn't do anything new or outlandish.
I wasn't happy being there with strippers. Don't get me wrong, I like looking at the female form very much, and these two were worth looking at. I just didn't think Karen would appreciate me being there with these two young ladies. I had told her, that knowing Jerry, the most erotic thing would probably be some old porn movies.
The rest of the guys seemed determined to drink the county dry, but I had been nursing drinks all night. Just for the record, I had two, count them, two beers since I got there at 8:00. The one in my hand was number three and the last I intended to drink that night. About half an hour into the "show", I decided to leave, but I began to feel a little funny. I was having trouble focusing on things, trouble standing, and slurring my words. If I didn't know better, I would have thought I was shit faced. I didn't have enough to be tipsy, much less drunk. Someone led me into one of the bedrooms in the suite and began to take off my clothes. I tried to stop them, but Chuck told me to relax. They were going to put me to bed so I could sleep it off before I went back home to Karen.
Morning arrived and I woke up with a pounding head. I normally don't get hangovers because I usually don't drink much. This must have been an exception; I had the king of all hangovers. It was strange; I remembered that I only drank three beers last night. I looked at the time, it was 11:00 A.M.; shit, past time to go. I got out of bed and realized that I was totally nude. Lying on the bed next to me was a pair of lace panties and I recalled that one of the strippers had been wearing them. I went into the bathroom and glanced at myself in the mirror as I headed for the toilet. SHOCK, STOP, LOOK. The reflection from the mirror showed a guy with lipstick all over him. I had lipstick and lip prints all over my face, my chest, and down to my groin. Checking, I even saw some on my penis. What the hell? What had gone on last night? The last thing I remember was feeling woozy and being taken into the bedroom; someone was undressing me and telling me to sleep it off. That's it; the lights went out from there.
There wasn't anyone in the hotel suite. I got dressed and went back to my apartment. My shirt and my underwear were missing, but I made it home without anyone noticing the lack of a shirt under my jacket. Thank god, Karen wasn't there. I was able to get into the shower and get rid of the lipstick. After drying off, I got dressed and noticed the message light blinking on the phone. I hit the button to hear the messages, and wished I hadn't.
The message was from Karen. It had come in at 7:20 A.M. She began ranting and raving about me being a cheating S.O.B., the engagement was off, and she never wanted to see me again. What? The message was so long that it quit recording after three minutes. There was more on the second message. Same theme, I was a cheating asshole, she hates me, should have know better, yada yada yada. Same song and verse all over again. What the hell is going on? I had done nothing wrong, or had I? Remembering the panties in bed with me, the lipstick all over me, and the missing clothes, I had to wonder if I had been a cheating asshole.
It didn't feel right. I don't believe I would have cheated on Karen, no matter how drunk I had been. How could I have gotten drunk on three beers anyway? Even if I had gone to the dark side, how did Karen know about it so quickly? Her first message was at 7:20, her next one at 7:35. How had she found out about my supposed cheating by 7:20, when it would have happened about 11:00 or 11:30 the previous night? This whole thing didn't make sense. Something or someone was fucking with me; with both Karen and me.
I called Karen's place and her roomy answered and wasn't very friendly. Sue told me Karen was gone and she didn't know where.
"Bullshit, Sue, you know but you won't tell me. She wouldn't have gone anywhere without telling you. You are her best friend, you are going to be her Maid of Honor and she would have told you so you wouldn't worry. Where the hell is she Sue?"
"I can't tell you what I don't know Jack."
"Okay but if you hear from her ask her to call me please."
I waited for a couple of minutes and called Sue again. The line was busy. I knew she was calling Karen to tell her I had called. Don't know where she is my ass; I got into my truck and drove over to the apartment where Karen and Sue lived. I got out and stood by the entrance to the building and dialed their number with my cell phone. Sue answered the phone.
"Sue I know you know where Karen is. You have already called her to let her know about me calling. I'm coming over to your place to make you tell me where she is. Be there soon." Then I hung up.
As I expected a few minutes later, Sue came rushing out of the building. She had planned to be gone by the time I got there. Surprise, surprise, surprise, I grabbed her by the arm as she went by my hiding place. She squeaked when she saw it was me.
"Sue, enough bullshit. What is going on? Why did Karen leave? What is the meaning of the messages she left me? Please I need your help, the woman I love is accusing me of cheating, she has left town, and I'm in the dark. Please tell me, what is going on? Where is she?" By this time I had tears in my eyes, I was lost.
"Okay Jack. Karen told me that you screwed one or both of the strippers at the bachelor party. She said she had proof and she was breaking the engagement. I saw the pictures she had showing you in bed with both women. How could you Jack?"



"I couldn't, I wouldn't, and I didn't screw anyone at the bachelor party or anywhere else. Sue please, tell me where she is, I need to talk to her."
"Karen refused to tell me where she was going; she was afraid you could charm the info out of me. So she didn't tell me, she just left a phone number so I can call her."
"Is it her cell phone? I have called it already and she has it turned off."
"No, I think it's the phone where she is staying."
"Give me the number Sue. I'll find her and straighten this out."
"I can't, she made me promise not to help you. She would be mad if she knew I helped you."
"I won't tell her, I'll tell her I back tracked the number from the messages she left on my voice mail."
"Can you do that?"
"Damned if I know. If I talk to her and she doesn't believe me I'm screwed anyway. If she does believe me, she will be mad at you for keeping me away from her, so you're screwed too. Give me the number Sue."
Sue handed me an index card with a phone number and the name Karen on it. I checked the area code and it hit me. I know where she is.
"Thanks Sue, I would kiss you, but it would probably just get me in deeper. Thanks, you may have just saved our upcoming marriage."
I ran to my truck, jumped in and started out of town. I knew where Karen was. Karen's brother Randy lives in a little town about an hour west of us. That area code was the code for the district that small town is in. When I got to Moberly, I had no idea where Randy lived. So I started to play detective. I started with a local tavern, but just verified that Randy lived in that town. No matter where I went, all I could find was that Randy lived in Moberly. I couldn't just come out and ask where he lived as the people would be suspicious, and I still wouldn't get the info I needed. They also might inform the police about the stranger checking up on Randy. Then I had what proved to be a brainstorm. I went to get my hair cut. Barbers know everyone and everything in a small town. They are better than bartenders as a source of information.
I got a haircut that I really didn't want. However after forty five minutes in the barber chair shooting the breeze with the old guy cutting my hair, I found out where Randy lived. I immediately went by the house to check it out. It wouldn't do to have Karen or Randy spot me. She might leave again and this time I might not be able to find her.
After two days I realized no one was home. Randy may live there but not at the moment. I had also found out where Randy worked. A phone call to his job got the info that he was gone on vacation for ten days. No need to hang around if they weren't there, so I went back to my apartment. In ten days, I drove back to Moberly and to Randy's place. Now the lights were on and a car was in the driveway. Now what do I do? Should I knock on the door, should I call, should I just go away?
I decided after all my work I had to at least try knocking on the door. Maybe I would get lucky and Karen would answer the door. No such luck. This mountain opened the door and asked what I wanted. I guessed that this giant was Randy. I had never met him and didn't realize he was so big. Now I know why Karen had told Chuck that her brother would rip off his head.
Let me introduce you to Randy, he is an important part of this story. Randy is 6 feet 6, and weighs about 265 pounds. He isn't fat, just big. He had been a pro football player, but had to retire after screwing up his shoulder. His shoulder was now okay, but he couldn't play football anymore. In addition, he is very intelligent. He is Karen's only living relative; their parents were killed in an auto accident when Karen was 14. He was 19 at the time and raised Karen by himself. Okay you get the idea, not only is Randy a giant, he is a smart giant. This was Karen's protector and the one running interference for her. Lord help me.
I told Randy I wanted to see Karen and he replied that she didn't want to see me.
"Yeah, I know who you are Jack. She told me you were the last person on earth she wanted to talk to. Frankly if it were up to me, I would kick your ass so bad, you couldn't talk to anyone. What you did really sucked. You should go."
"Randy, I know who you are too. I don't want to piss you off, but I'm not leaving until I talk to Karen. I didn't do what I am being accused of. You might as well kick my ass, but I'm not leaving."
So that's exactly what Randy did. He beat the hell out of me. If you call about four punches beating the hell out me, that's what he did. Then he called to police and had me arrested for trespassing. The police took me to the station, which doubled as a jail, and locked me up. The next morning, the let me out and told me to leave town. If I came back and caused more trouble they would send me to a jail in the city. I could have fought city hall on this one, but the cards were stacked against me. So I went back home, but I wasn't done yet.
A full court press was needed to get to Karen, so I started one. I called Randy's place every day and left messages. They had the number changed and I couldn't get the new one. I called her cell, but she got a new one very quickly; again I couldn't get the new number. I tried talking to Sue, but Karen hadn't given her the new numbers because Sue gave me Randy's number to begin with. There was one other number I could call. I swallowed the lump in my throat and started to call Randy at his job. I knew this was dangerous, he might come to my house and finish the job of kicking my ass. If he did, oh well. I had to talk to Karen. Randy stopped me calling his work by having the police make a visit to me. If I didn't stop, I was going to jail. I couldn't get to Karen if I was in jail, so I stopped.
The next step was a letter writing campaign. I wrote to Karen c/o Randy's house three times a week. I also wrote to her c/o Randy's job three times a week, but I had to stop those letters, because of the same reason as the phone calls. Karen or Randy would mark the letters: return to sender or no such person and have them returned to me. Didn't make any difference, I just put new postage on them and mailed them again. I spent a lot of money on postage during those weeks. If you send a registered letter, the person has to sign for it. They refused delivery on those types of letters. I was pissing them off but not getting any closer to Karen. I did receive one letter from Karen, a package actually, the engagement ring and a note to leave her alone. Doesn't look good for the home team folks.
Then I caught a break. A guy I knew told me he had seen Karen and some big guy at Smokey Joe's BBQ Palace two Saturday nights in a row. The guy who told me was Jerry. Remember him from the bachelor party?
Jerry told me what happened at the party and for the first time I could breathe easier. I hadn't cheated on Karen. Jerry told me that Chuck had set me up to get even with me for not lying for him, years ago. He said he should have been with Karen instead of me and if I had backed his story he would have been. Jerry told me Chuck had spiked that last beer I had. He then got the strippers to put lip prints all over me. Chuck was going to have the strippers screw me, but I was too messed up to get an erection, so he settled for the pictures. He had the strippers put lip prints on my underwear and shirt to show to Karen also.
After telling me this, Jerry said, "I'm sorry Jack. I didn't know what he was doing. I was so drunk by the time Chuck started messing with you that I didn't even know my own name."
"Its okay Jerry, you were not involved with his shitty plan. I don't hold it against you. Thanks for the information you gave me, it will be a big help. Thank you very much."
"If I see Chuck should I say anything to him about our conversation?" Jerry asked.
"Yeah, tell him karma is a bitch and this time she has PMS. Tell him Hell is coming his way and I'm coming with it. Then you better pray for his soul."
The next Saturday night, I was sitting at the bar in Smokey Joe's waiting for Karen and Randy. They didn't show. The following week, I was there again. I saw them come in and get a table. After they placed their order, I walked over to the table. Randy had his back to me and Karen was sitting across the table from him. When I got near them, Karen looked up and realized who was standing by their table. Her jaw dropped and her eyes opened wide.
I looked at Karen and said, "Honey, we really need to talk. I know it looks bad, but I can explain everything. Please talk with me."
She just shook her head and answered, "How did you find me? There is nothing to talk about. Go away and leave me alone."
"Come on Karen, even a criminal gets to defend himself in court. Don't I deserve at least that much consideration?"
"You don't deserve anything," she said. "You hurt me and broke my heart. Leave me alone."
Thank god the chairs at Joe's had arms on them. Randy was so big he was having trouble getting out of his chair because of the arms. That was the only reason I got to talk to Karen as much as I did. Sadly, Randy was able to get up out of the chair just as Karen told me to leave her alone.
"I told you before, she doesn't want to talk to you," Randy said as he started at me. "Get the hell away from her, you little shit."
"Randy you are the one guy in the world I don't want to piss off, but this is none of you business. Stay the hell out of it or there will be trouble."
A bit of advice here, never tell an angry 6 foot 8 giant that you are going to cause him trouble. Randy hit me so hard; I think my dad got a headache from it. I heard Karen scream and that's about all I remember until I woke up in jail. The cops let me go in the morning and told me Randy wasn't going to press charges for attacking him. They told me to leave town and not to come back.
"Bite me," I told them as I walked to my truck. Really smart, I had Randy and the cops on my case now. No matter, I now had a plan of action; possibly a painful plan, but a plan never the less.
The next two Saturdays, I was at Joe's hoping Karen and Randy would come in again. No luck, they didn't come in. While sitting at his bar on the first of these Saturdays, I told Smokey Joe my story. He didn't have a problem with my guerrilla tactics as long as I paid for any damage and he wished me luck. He did tell me Randy was very stubborn and that I had my work cut out for me.
The third Saturday saw me sitting in my usual place at Smokey Joe's bar. Almost healed from the last beating, I hoped I would have better luck this time. I heard Randy talking before I saw them. They took the same table as before. Joe whispered, good luck, buddy. I walked to their table just like before. As I got there, Karen looked up and said oh no, not again. Randy turned and said you have got to be kidding me. He was having trouble getting out of his chair again.
"Karen we need to talk. I thought you loved me and you aren't giving me a fair chance here. Please let me explain."
"There's no need to talk, I saw the pictures. Pictures of you with two women. I hope you had fun, because it cost you our marriage. Go away and leave me alone."
By this time Randy was standing and started toward me. He was saying something about ripping out my throat so I couldn't talk. I didn't quite catch it all.
I held up my hands to stop him and said, "Randy give me one minute and then you can kick my ass again. Guys, I'm not stopping. Don't care how many times Randy beats the hell out of me, I'm not stopping. I will keep coming back Karen until you talk to me. If you have me arrested, I will get out of jail sometime and I will be back again. If you put me in the hospital, when I heal I will be back"
Randy looked over to Karen; she shook her head. "She still doesn't want to talk to you Jack. You had better leave before you get hurt again."
"Please Karen, just ten minutes," I pleaded. She didn't even look at me. I turned back to Randy and said, "Okay, come get some big guy."
I ducked under his first punch and hit him in the throat with a good shot. He grabbed his neck and sort of staggered. Hey, I got a chance here, I thought to myself. Yeah right. His second punch missed my head but hit my shoulder and knocked me down. Then he grabbed me with those big hands. He walked me to the door, hit me on the side of the head, and threw me out of Joe's. I made it to my truck before I passed out.
Okay, that brings us up to date as I sit here. It has been two weeks since the last confrontation. Karen and Randy have come in and sat at their usual table. I'm beginning to think Karen is wavering about not talking to me. Why else would she and Randy keep coming to Smokey Joe's? There are other BBQ joints around. She knows how stubborn I can be and that I will keep coming back.
Karen's eyes widen as I walk up to the table. Randy was sitting in a chair without arms and had no trouble standing up this time. He looks at me with a little smile on his face. I just stare at Karen.
Before I can speak Randy says, "You are a persistent little shit, aren't you?"
"Randy I told you I would keep coming back. The only way to stop me is to hurt me so bad I never recover or kill me. Your choice big guy or Karen you could agree to talk to me for ten minutes."
"She still doesn't want to talk to you, Jack," Randy told me. "Just give it up before I have to really hurt you, please."
I think Randy was coming over to my side or at least had gained some respect for my stubborn streak.
"Randy, I have taken it easy on you up to now. I know you love your sister and are just protecting her. However, I am getting the hell beat out of me here and I will have to start defending myself. I'm not saying I can stop you, big guy, but I am saying you are going to hurt more than you have before. Please just stay out of it."
"Jack, your mouth is writing checks you body can't cash. Leave or this is going to get serious."
Oh well, I tried. "Take your best shot, big guy," I told Randy.
The first time Randy and I danced, I hadn't really expected him to hit me. The second time, I thought that my punch might make him realize, that I wasn't going to go easy. That punch did not have the desired effect as he kicked my ass anyway. This time, I had to do what I could to get him to back off. I couldn't take many more beatings.
In both of our previous encounters, I had just stood there as Randy advanced on me. Not this time, I started to move around to his left. He sort of turned with me but he kept getting his feet tangled up. Finally he roared, I mean he actually roared like a lion or something, and charged me.
I let him come to me and as he did I ducked under his outstretched arms and stepped to one side. When I got beside him, I kicked the side of his leg right at the knee. He went down on his stomach. He landed hard. (I had learned a few things at the bar where I worked while in school.) I was one of three bouncers. I watch the veterans and learned.
From that point on, it was just a world of pain. Randy got up and started for me again, he was moving slower but he wasn't stopping. I tried my best Mohammad Ali impression, you know "float like a butterfly, sting like a bee", but I had neither the speed nor the talent to make it work. Oh I was stinging like a bee but I floated like a drunken elephant. I don't know if I was hurting him but I knew he was really hurting me. Finally winded, tired and bleeding, we both paused for a moment. That's when Karen started yelling at us.
"Stop, oh please stop. You are going to kill each other. Stop this now," she demanded.
"All I want is ten minutes Karen. Randy can sit in on our talk, if you want. TEN MINUTES KAREN. Talk to me, or we can do this all over again."
She looked at me and then at Randy. Randy just shrugged as if to say, I'm good. Karen said, "Okay, ten minutes and then you'll leave?"
"Yeah, ten minutes and then I'll leave. No questions while I'm talking though. I need the full ten minutes. I will answer any questions after I'm done. Okay?"
I went to the bar and got two bar towels and some ice from Joe to make ice packs with. I put one on Randy's knee and used the other on my face.
I sat down across from Karen and she said, "Go ahead."
"Karen, you say you have pictures to prove that I cheated on you. Well, I have a witness to prove those pictures were faked."
"Who would do such a thing?"
"Remember, no questions until I'm done," I reminded her. "Jerry is my witness." I informed her of what Jerry said about the night at the bachelor party. "Call him, if you like. Believe me; Jerry's story about that night has answered a lot of questions for me."
I continued to talk until my time was almost up. "That's it, I have told you everything," I said. "Now I will answer any questions you may have."
"Why would Chuck pull such a dirty trick on us? It doesn't make any sense."
"Remember what Jerry told me? Chuck believes you two would still be together if I had backed up his story the night you broke up with him. I don't know if he just wants you for himself or revenge on me, maybe both. Also, who brought all the so called proof to your attention?
"Chuck called and brought the pictures and stuff to my place at 11:00 the night of the party." "Why would Chuck want to tell you about the party so late at night? He didn't want me to have a chance to explain what went on to you." What questions did Jerry's tale answer for you? What didn't you know before?"
"Well, I decided to leave when the strippers came in. I knew you would not appreciate me staying. I never made it to the door; all of a sudden I was so drunk I couldn't walk. So how did I get so drunk on just three beers and I didn't even finish the third one? What happened to my underwear and shirt? I could understand the underwear missing, but not the shirt. Jerry's story also explained how you found out about the party so quickly. The most important question I asked myself was how could I cheat on you? I don't believe I could ever get that drunk."
Karen was sitting, watching and listening to me. She had tears in her eyes. I heard her say I don't know, I just don't know, and my heart sank. She didn't believe me. It was time for me to leave. I had my ten minutes and more, it was all I could do.
I reached across the table and took Karen's hand. Randy sat up and leaned forward. I held up my other hand to him to stop him. I slipped the engagement ring back on her finger.
"Take me at my word or take it off Karen. I have just one more thing to say. I HAVE NEVER LIED TO YOU. I DON'T LIE. You know that. I explained why to you before, and it's one of the reasons you fell in love with me. I AM NOT LYING NOW. You should have talked to me in person before running off. Call Jerry if you have to." I paused trying to think of anything else that should be said; decided I had said it all.
"I'm done, Karen. There is nothing left to say and I can't take anymore beatings. I need to go to the ER now; I think my nose is broken. Good bye Karen, I love you."
With that I got up and left. My cell phone began to ring after I had driven about thirty miles. It was Karen, I shut the phone off. There had been enough phone calls and letters. If she wants to talk she knows where I live. I know I had gone through all this to talk to her so why wouldn't I take her call. In my mind she should have accepted my story when I told her, not several minutes later. I know stupid pride, but I deserve instant gratification; I had earned it the hard way. I drove back to my home, put more ice on my face and collapsed into bed.
The next morning, after my ears quit ringing and the Advil kicked in, I sat and thought about my ten minutes. Could I have said anything else or more. Didn't think so, I just told the truth without embellishment; that's all I can do. I went to the ER and had my nose checked out, it wasn't broken. They did want to keep me to work on the rest of my beat up body but I walked out.



I returned to my place, took a few more Advil, and napped for a couple of hours. It was 12:30 when I woke up and I was hungry. That's a good sign; maybe I won't die after all. I took a shower, being very careful with the bruised parts of my body and face. Getting dressed, I headed out to get some lunch and maybe some liquid pain killer. As I got to my door, someone knocked on it, hard. It was more a pounding than knocking. What the hell? I opened the door to find Randy standing there. He didn't look in the best of moods. I took a step back and looked at him for a short time. "What now Randy," I asked? "Maybe you think you didn't do enough damage to me yesterday; after all I am still walking. What the hell do you want?"
"Could I talk to you for a minute, please? Karen is going crazy and I can't calm her down. I thought that together we might get her to settle down."
"I must have rattled you brain yesterday if you think she wants me around. You heard her; she wants me to leave her alone. Karen hasn't tried to contact me or make any response to my explanation; it's obvious she didn't believe me. So tell me again, why should I help in calming her down?"
"After you left the bar, she was really upset. When you wouldn't answer your phone, she really freaked out," Randy told me. "I tried to get her to mellow out, but she was really hurting. She said that she should have known you wouldn't cheat on her, especially with those two lowlifes. My sis berated herself for not confronting you in person; she said she should have never run away. The whole time she was crying so hard, I almost couldn't understand what she was saying. I had to take her home and put her to bed."
"Randy I did everything possible to get that face to face time with her. You know I did. The phone calls to your house and your job, the letters that I just kept resending after you guys returned them or refused to accept delivery, and the one you enjoyed the most, the beatings at Smokey Joe's. Unless you want to dance some more, get the hell away from me, or as Karen said LEAVE ME ALONE. I have had enough of you two."
"Who are you trying to kid, Jack?" You're hurting as bad as she is."
"Maybe, but she is the one who........."
"Does it really make any difference? She was wrong and made a mistake. That didn't stop you from loving her. If you didn't love her, you wouldn't have tangled with me. Not just once, but three times. Let me tell you something else. I could have really hurt you, but the second time we saw you at Joe's, Karen told me to take it easy. Just so you know I did take it easy on you. She didn't want you to be hurt too badly. She loves you too. That's why she is freaking out right now."
"That was taking it easy on me? She still hasn't tried to contact me. What does that tell you?"
"How can she call you when you have turned both off your cell and home phones? Is she supposed to use smoke signals? Don't get all high and mighty here Jack; you have made it hard to contact you since you left the bar."
"Randy, I didn't lie to her. I told her the truth and she didn't believe me. I have never lied to Karen; she should have accepted my explanation. There have been enough secret phone numbers and enough phone calls. If Karen wants to talk to me, she knows where I live. She could have come here just as easy as you did."
"She thinks she has lost you, since you won't accept her calls. Last night as I put her to bed she said she had to find Chuck."
"Chuck, she's going back to Chuck now? Well shit, that says it all. That asshole ruins my life and he ends up with my girl. Ain't that just special?"
"You don't understand. She's not going back to him, she going to beat the hell out of him. Karen went to bed mumbling about getting payback on Chuck. I think she may make him into a soprano. She knows she did something stupid, but he's the one that set up the whole thing. At least call her and tell her to come see you."
"Don't think so big guy. I TOLD HER THE TRUTH LAST NIGHT; I'll say it again, if she wants to talk Karen knows where I live."
Randy stared at me intensely and then said, "I'm going to give you a good piece of advice. You may not want to listen to me, but I'm going to tell you anyway. Don't let your pride screw up something that could be wonderful. Ask yourself; are you better off with Karen or without her?"
I looked at Randy and was thinking about his advice. He stood up and walked to the door. When he got there he turned to me and smiled. "Just think about all the great make up sex you guys can have if you get back together," Randy said and walked out the door.
Randy hadn't been gone for 30 seconds when I decided he was right. I was better with Karen than without her and I was being a stupid ass. I jumped up and followed him out. I caught him on the street as he was getting into his car.
"I will follow you back to your place, Randy." I told him. "You're right, I'm happier with her than without her."
As we started to return to Randy's place, Karen drove up and stopped near us. She jumped out of her car and ran to where I was standing.
"Jack, Jack, please forgive me, I......" Then she broke down, sobbing so hard she could hardly breathe.
I stepped over to her and took her in my arms. What I said to her isn't important; she just needed to know I was there. Karen stopped crying in short time and just held onto me. After talking softly together for a few minutes, she was almost back to normal. We stepped apart and looked around; Randy was leaning against his car. He was smiling like it was Christmas; I think I saw tears in his eyes too.
Karen composed herself and then said, "You and I really need to talk, but afterwards we need to find Chuck. He's gonna find that payback is a bitch." Randy added that he was all for finding the guy that had caused his little sister so much misery.
"Hold on you blood thirsty twosome. What's going to happen if we find him? I asked. I'll tell what will happen, one or maybe all of us are going to jail. I doubt Chuck would bring charges against Karen. You know damn good and well he would against Randy or me."
Karen and I agreed we had more important things to do than search for Chuck. Randy went along with us; I'm not sure he agreed, but he went along. We had a wedding to plan; actually we had to redo everything as we had missed our original date. More importantly Karen and I had a lot of makeup sex to get started on.
Five weeks later, we were married. Randy walked Karen down the aisle and my dad was my best man. Sue was her maid of honor or whatever that is. I was as happy as a puppy with two peters, oops can't say that, I was very happy. We moved into my place for a little while and then found a nice house to rent. Later we bought that house.
For those readers who think I wimped out with my speech about waiting for revenge and being worried about going to jail: cool your jets. That's what I told Karen and Randy. I put on a man hunt that would have made the FBI proud. He was nowhere in town or in any of the towns close by. I spent what spare time I had looking for the jerk. About four or five weeks after I really started to look for him, I ran into Jerry. You remember Jerry, my buddy, my pal, the guy that saved Karen and I. He told me that he had given Chuck my message about karma and me telling Jerry to pray for Chuck's soul. Chuck made one of the best moves ever. He left town. Not only did he leave town, he left the country. He enlisted in the Army and got out of Dodge. Smartest thing he has ever done. If Karen, Randy, or I had found him, he may not have survived as a whole man. Randy had once told me what he was going to do to Chuck. It wasn't pretty.
Anyway, that was five years and two children ago. Karen and I had a son eighteen months after we got married. We named him Randal Jackson, after Karen's brother and my dad. Two years after Randal, we had a daughter, Melissa Sue. Melissa after Karen's mom and Sue after Karen's old roommate.
One year after we were married, I was promoted from assistant to inventory manager. Two years later I was made manager of the entire warehouse. I got a big raise, a company car, and stock options and all kinds of neat stuff. Karen has been promoted a couple of times at the insurance agency also. Things are good. We have a great marriage, two wonderful kids and a nice income to take care of us. What more could you want, right?
Remember Karma. Well it raised its' ugly head a little over three years after our wedding. I had to interview an applicant to join us in the inventory division of the warehouse. As manager I had to approve any additions to the team. My secretary brought his application in and the guy followed her into my office. We were both stunned. It was my old pal Chuck.
He recovered and said under his breath, oh shit. Then to me he said, "I didn't know, I'll leave."
"Sit down Chuck. I need to look at your resume for a minute and then we can talk."
"What do you mean? You won't hire me after what I did. I'll just go and not waste anymore of your time."
"I'm the manager; I'll decide who I will hire and what is a waste of time. At least in this warehouse. Give me a minute."
Chuck sat down very tentatively and waited for me. I was thinking a mile a minute. This could be excellent, I could get my revenge. Then it was like a light going off in my head. After Chuck had joined the Army and I hadn't been able to find him, I had pretty much forgotten about him. I had still been angry with Chuck (angry, hell, I was killing mad) but I had nowhere to go with it. So I put it out of my head and got on with my life.
Now the anger was back, but it just messed up my brain. Did I want to let that anger screw me up or should I let it go? I had gotten what I wanted: Karen and a family. Why should I let the anger affect the good place I was in? I know, all that lovingly philosophical, turn the other cheek, and the world is round we'll get there type of tree hugger bullshit. It was true though. I had won, Chuck lost. Period. That was good enough for me.
I interviewed Chuck for about 45 minutes and decided he would be a good fit for the team. All things considered, I thought he could be an asset for the company. I just had to turn the knife a little, I couldn't help myself.
"Chuck, what you did to Karen and I was maybe the worst thing ever done to either of us. If Karen, her brother Randy, or I could have found you back then, well you wouldn't have liked the outcome. We all do stupid things when we are young and I'm willing to think of what you did as such. You've got the job, if you still want it. I will be your direct supervisor.
"Thanks Jack. After I joined the Army, I was able to look at my life in a different light. I was a real ass and I am sorry. Take it for what it's worth."
"Before you accept the position, hear this. I am your boss and will be on you like white on rice if you screw up. No bull shit with the girls in the office or the guys in the warehouse. One complaint and you're gone. I'm going to watch you like the FBI and at the first screw up you're gone. This is a three strike work place and you already have two strikes on you before you start. Do you understand?"
"Yeah, Jack, I understand," Chuck answered.
"On the other hand, do the job for me and you will get raises, bonuses, and promotions as they are warranted. Your choice, what do you say Chuck?"
"I'll take the job Jack and thanks."
I dreaded to tell Karen about Chuck. Sure that she would into her search and destroy mode and I would have to calm her down. What a surprise. When I told her she said about the same thing I had. We all did stupid things when were young and full of piss and vinegar. She said she had forgotten about him. How nice, I thought.
About 2 months after Chuck came to work for me, there was a little incident I found interesting. Chuck was doing a good job and worked well with the rest of the team. Then one Monday morning when he came to work, he didn't look all that good. He looked like he had gone ten hard rounds with George Foreman. Chuck had a split lip, a black eye and several other bruises and scrapes.
"What the hell, Chuck, what happened," I asked?
"I went to Smokey Joe's Saturday night and some guy named Randy was there. Never having met him, I didn't know who he was. He sure knew who I was thought. After introducing himself as Karen's brother, he gave me a little touch up. He told me it was to show me, in a small way what should have happened to me. Then he said that this was a very small piece of karma. Made me think of what you told Jerry years ago. If this was just a small piece, I'm glad you guys didn't find me. Anyway it's all good, we had a beer together and I left on good terms, I hope," Chuck finished his story.
At the end of the second quarter of the year, our company had a little party. We were having a good year, and the owners wanted to thank all their people. Employees and a guest were invited to a big bash at the Hilton. Karen and I got all dressed up and went to the party with Randy and Sue. I had wrangled an invite for Randy. We entered the ballroom and almost the first person we ran into was Chuck. He saw us, smiled sheepishly and came to meet us. It was the first time he and Karen had met, since he had left town.
"Hello Karen, you look very nice tonight," Chuck said to her.
"Hi Chuck, I have been looking forward to seeing you." Karen delivered a right cross to Chuck's jaw that would have done justice to Mike Tyson. Chuck almost went down. "Now I feel much better. Good to see you Chuck. Come dear, out table is over there."
We left Chuck standing there and went to our table. I was almost in shock and Randy was laughing like a maniac. Karen leaned over, kissed me, put hand to my face, and smiled at me.
"I know what I said about mistakes made in our youth, but I just couldn't face him without some payback," she said. "I'm sorry if I embarrassed you."
"Not a problem, I just don't want you mad at me," I told her as I laughed.
Randy and Sue are now an item and things may be getting serious between them. I hope so; they both deserve someone good in their lives. Karen and I are expecting another child, guess it happened the night of the company party. It was a wild night, in more than one way.
To quote a favorite writer of mine: Life goes on.
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There is no sex in this story, if that is what you want I suggest you go elsewhere.
This is a story about an older man and two much younger women, the relationship they form and his ultimate reward. I'm not sure how to categorize this story. I guess its best just to say it's a story.
This is a little different tale than I have written before. I hope you enjoy it. Appreciate the comments, both good and bad. It is the only way a writer knows if his work is worthwhile. On with the story.

The snow storm was getting worse. It was about ten miles to the next town and I began to wonder if I would make it. The Ford F250 I am driving is four wheel drive, but even the big truck was having a hard time staying on the road.
The snow storm was almost blizzard like and there were short periods of white out. These conditions made visibility minimal at best. I literally couldn't see much more than thirty feet in front of the truck. I had slowed to five mph trying to stay on the road.
As I drove, I thought of why I was here in the middle of a small blizzard.
My name is Patrick Ryan O'Rourke. (Not Pat, Patrick). My wife would kick your butt if you called me Pat. As the name indicates I am of Irish descent. I am 59 years young, well I don't really know about the young part. Young is not how I'm feeling lately.
At six feet even and 195 pounds, I have a fairly athletic body. I'm no Sean Connery, but I'm not an ogre either. You wouldn't be ashamed to be seen in public with me. My hair is sort of salt and pepper, with more pepper than salt. The beard I wear is just the opposite; it's mostly gray. I go into these details so you, kind reader, know what you have to work with.
I am medically retired from the United States Marine Corp. I was a Marine lifer for twenty years and was mustered out with a medical discharge. I am also retired from the security and surveillance field after another twenty years. I am drawing two pensions and medical disability check.
A word about my disability pension; I was medically discharged after being wounded in some third world shithole of a country and the retirement was not my choice.
My retirement rank was as a Gunnery Sergeant E7. I probably would have retired as First Sgt E8 or Master Gunny E9, but I had a bad habit of telling young officers to get their head out of their ass. I kept getting busted down in rank.
Always made it back to Gunny, but I would again open my big mouth again and miss out on the next promotion. I am currently unemployed. My pensions, disability, and other investment income gives me a pretty much do what I want life style. That's not a bad thing.
My wife Molly and I were married for 35 years. I say were because she was killed in an auto accident a year ago. It was the day after I retired and we were on the PCH (Pacific Coast Highway) driving north from San Diego. We were going to take a couple of months to drive up the coast and into Canada and then east across Canada to Quebec.
We never made it past L.A. A large truck lost control, rammed our car from the rear, and then rolled over us. I was seriously hurt, but Molly was crushed and died at the scene. Still trapped in the wreckage, I was holding her hand when she smiled at me, whispered "I love you" and passed away. The light of my life had just gone out.
I spent about three months in the hospital, had two surgeries on my left leg and one on my left arm. The driver's door of our car had done a lot of damage to that side of my body. The prognosis was good and I eventually regained about 90 per cent usage of both limbs.
Part of the investment income, I mentioned before is the settlement I received from the trucking company. Their driver had been drugged up on speed and he was trying to make up time on his delivery run.
This cost the company a lot of money, I mean a lot of money. They settled out of court to keep their drugged up driver out of the media. It didn't work; they paid me all that money and I still went public and raised as much hell as I could. Didn't do any good but it made me feel a little better.
When I was released from the hospital, I had to spend three months in rehab, and then several more months getting back to normal. After I regained the almost full, use my left side, I resumed my life. I took some of the money and bought a big Ford pickup.
My idea was to finish the trip Molly and I had planned; but with a bigger vehicle. I made it from Southern California to Oregon, before I ran out of steam. It wasn't the same without Molly. I enjoyed the country I drove through, but I kept thinking how much she would enjoy this and it took the wind out of my sails.
I decided to suspend the trip and drive home to Arizona. My plan was to head east through Idaho and then south through Utah. It was getting pretty late in the season and the people I was staying with suggested that I retrace my steps and go back south on the PCH [Pacific Coast Hwy.].
They were worried about snow in the high country going the route I had chosen. My Ford can make it through anything I told them and took off. I made it to Brian's Head Resort near Cedar City, Utah and ran into a snow storm. This is where I started my tale.
The big Ford must have hit a patch of black ice and it started to skid toward the shoulder of the road. I was going to ride it out when I saw two people in the truck's path. Hitting the gas and turning to wheel as far as possible, I was able to swing the truck around and miss the two figures.
When the truck stopped, I jumped out to see if they were okay. I wasn't okay; I was shaking like the proverbial leaf in a storm. I yelled to them asking if they were okay. Silence from them both.
Now I had a chance to get a better look at the two people I almost ran over. They both were wrapped up in what looked like blankets. One was taller, about 5 feet 6 I guess. The way the taller one stood and was checking over the other made me think it was a female. The shorter one was about 5 feet 2 and sorta hanging on the taller one.
"I'm sorry; the truck hit some ice and skidded right at you. Are you okay?" Still no answer from either of them.
"What are you guys doing out here in this storm?" Again not a word.
"Look you can't stay out here, you will freeze. Come get into my truck and I will take you where you need to go."
The smaller one tried to pull away, but the taller of the two stared at me intently. The tall one said "Okay, but no funny business."
They both climbed into my truck, and sat squeezed against the passenger door. I got the truck turned around and head back toward the town I had been trying to get to. I turned the heater on high to help them warm up. They must be freezing being out in that storm, I thought.
"There's hot chocolate in that thermos if you guys want, it will help you warm up. My name is Patrick O'Rourke by the way."
The taller one grunted thanks and opened the thermos, poured some into the cup and handed it to the other one. The cup of chocolate lasted almost 30 seconds. Another cup was poured and the biggest one pulled back the blanket and the parka hood to drink. My god it was a woman or a girl but the light wasn't good enough to tell her age. The other one unwrapped herself and proved to be a younger girl.
A little aside here; there is a scene in the movie, "The Magnificent Seven" where Chris, played by Yul Brynner, is asked where he's from. He gestures over his shoulder with his thumb indicating behind him. Then asked where he's going, he points with his forefinger in front of him.
That's what I got when I questioned my riders. No info just gestures, indicating they came from back there and are going that way. Strange I thought. One would think after the close call on the road, they would be talkative and excited. What I got the most was silence.
"Look, I am going south to Arizona, but I can drop you off in the town up ahead. You can stay there until this storm blows over."
"Can we go," the taller one asks.
"Go to the town, sure." I answered.
"No, I mean, can we go to Arizona with you? We won't be any trouble and we have money. We can help pay for the gas and food."
I was stunned. Two strangers, girls at that, wanted to go to Arizona with me. Well, maybe not with me, but away from here anyway. I wondered what was going on. There was something under the surface here and did I want to get involved?
It took another hour to get to the town. I was thinking the entire way about my very quiet guests". I saw a diner that was open and decided I should eat, so I stopped. The girls just sat there as I got out of the truck, taking the thermos with me to refill.
"Come on girls, you can't stay out here. The truck won't offer much shelter without the heater running, so come on into the diner. I'll spring for dinner or supper or whatever it is."
Slowly and cautiously the two got out and followed me into the diner. I slid into one side of a booth and they sat across from me. There was only two other customers in the diner; they looked like truckers sitting out the storm. After a couple of minutes the girls took off their blankets and parkas and I got my first good look at both of them.
The bigger of the two was about 16 I guessed. She wasn't really pretty, but sorta wholesome with the girl next door look. The smaller one was a few years younger. It was obvious they were related, the family resemblance was very strong.
After the waitress had taken our order, I turned back to the girls and said, "Okay, what's the deal ladies? Why were you on the road in this storm and why do you want to go to Arizona with me? And by the way, who are you?"
The older one answered, "This is my sister Alyssa Kelly. We need to get away from here and I thought we could go with you. I have a little money and can help with the gas. I'm a good driver and could help; after we get out of this storm, anyway."
"What is your name, young lady and why away from here? It must be something serious to make you try to run away in this storm."
"My name is Molly Kelly," she answered.
I almost fainted when she told me her name. MOLLY! It seemed too much of a coincidence for her to have the same name as my wife. I must have heard her wrong. "Molly?'
"Yeah, I was named after my grandmother. The reason we need to leave is sort of personal, mister."
"If I'm going to be taking two young girls across state lines, I think I have a right to know why. Even if it is personal; so talk."
Molly told me a sad and horrifying story. She was 16 and Alyssa 13. They were living with their step father, Ralph Henning. Their mother Alice had been killed, in of all things, an auto crash two months ago.
They had stayed with their step father because they didn't have anywhere else to go. Their mother had a sister Jennifer somewhere, but the girls hadn't seen or heard from her in over two years.
Ralph had been sexually abusive to Molly for over a month now. No intercourse but he fondled and pawed her almost every day. He watched her dress and bathe then touched her in places that no young girl should be touched.
Molly felt she could stand it because she and Alyssa needed a home. There were no other relatives and Molly didn't think she could support them. Then things got worse.
Ralph started to pay attention to Alyssa last week. He would stroke her arm or breast or butt when she walked by him and try to catch her changing clothes or in the bath.
Earlier today, he told Molly she would have to be nice to a couple of guys tonight and he would take care of Alyssa while she was busy.
Molly knew what he meant and decided no home was better than what they had. So they ran away and that's when I came into the picture. They didn't care where I was going just as long as it wasn't here.
I don't believe in fate or any of that type of stuff, but this scenario really stretched the laws of coincidence. I mean a girl in trouble with the same name as my late wife.
She and her sister were left alone when their mother was killed in a car crash, just like my wife. I had goose bumps the size of golf balls. I stared at the girls as they ate their dinner. Finally I sighed; I had made up my mind. Fate or coincidence or whatever, these girls needed help.
Help is what my wife and I had done for thirty years together; it is a hard habit to break. Don't even know if I want to break it. Their situation sounded like something out of a bad movie, but I was going to help them get out of Dodge.
When the girls finished their food, I told them, "Go to the bathroom, wash up, use the toilet, wrap up, and meet me at the truck. I guess you gals are going to see Arizona. I will get some food to go and more hot chocolate while you are gone."
They both looked at me with tears in their eyes and started to babble. "Thank you, we will be a big help" and on and on. I couldn't really understand most of it, they were talking so fast.
"Go on, get going. We aren't going to stop except for gas until we get closer to my home. Don't want this Ralph to track us down. Now git!"
I bought some sandwiches, packaged snacks, filled the thermos and headed for the truck. As I left the diner, I heard one of the truckers ask the waitress if the girls were Ralph's kids. The waitress replied that yes that was Molly and Alyssa.
I thought, oh shit, we have got to boogie. The girls met me at the Ford; we climbed in and beat feet out of there. I told the girls about the waitress knowing them and that we needed to get as far away as possible as quick as possible. I hoped my skills are up to the speed I was driving in this storm, because snow or no snow we needed to get some miles behind us.
I kept an eye on my rear view mirror for the next three hundred miles, watching for a sign of pursuit. As far I as I could tell no one was after us. Using secondary roads, we continued south on U.S. 89 to Arizona. We took 89A at Sedona to my home in Prescott.
I don't know if we got enough of a head start that Ralph couldn't catch us or if we were just lucky or some divine intervention kept him off our butts. Don't know don't care. We made it to my house without problems; well I did have to stop more than I wanted to so the girls could use the restroom, but other than that we made good time. You know how women are.
To help pass the time on the drive I learned more about the girls. Their mother, Alice, and Ralph had only been married for two years when she was killed. Molly and Alyssa couldn't understand why their mother had married him to begin with.
Alice had told them she needed someone to help with the living expenses. She didn't seem to love Ralph, but did like him. At least for the first year, then he became abusive to their mother.
Ralph was not a nice man. He started to hit Alice and yell at her a lot. He also complained about having to raise the girls. He didn't appear to be too broken up at Alice's death. Maybe because of the insurance money he received.
I told them about my wife and me, our years together and the accident that killed her. Then I explained the trip I was on that brought the girls and me together. Molly thought it was "cool" that she and my wife have the same name. Molly, Alyssa, and I had become friends; at least friends of convenience, if nothing else.
My house is an old hotel, just off Whiskey Row in downtown Prescott. The bottom floor houses an upscale restaurant that leases the space from me. The upper two floors have been converted into two large apartments, one on each floor. My wife and I bought the place at a bankruptcy auction about 20 years ago, when I retired from the Marines.
The restaurant was thinking of leaving because of the auction. Before the sale we talked to them and made them an offer they couldn't refuse to get them to stay. We froze their rental cost for a period of ten years. That lease paid the mortgage and a lot of the cost of the conversion of the top floors to apartments.
All and all, the place didn't cost us much more than the down payment. My wife kept one of the apartments for our use and rented out the other. We used the apartment as our base; we traveled a lot with my job in security.
When Molly died, I quit renting out the top floor apartment; I just didn't want the hassle. After ten years we gave the restaurant the same deal for another ten years. I would continue the same lease rate for as long as the restaurant wanted to. Other than maintenance and utilities, the place cost me nothing and the lease was a good source of income.
I got Molly and Alyssa settled into the top floor apartment. They had their pick of three bedrooms and two private baths. The girls had been living in a four room shack, with one bathroom. My place was the lap of luxury in comparison.
After the girls had two days to acclimate to my home and town, I took them shopping. They only had jeans, sweatshirts, heavy cold weather boots, and parkas. The clothes were too heavy and hot for our climate in Prescott.
Women must be born with the ability to enjoy shopping. These girls weren't women yet, but they had a great time trying different things on and debating which items were best. We spent the better part of the day going to different stores and the girls trying on clothes.
I had the feeling that this was something new for them. If so, they took to it like ducks to water. For the first time, I saw actual smiles and heard laughter from those two.
In the end, I spent about five hundred dollars on the girls and had to almost force them to take the things I bought for them. They didn't have anywhere near that kind of money and said they didn't feel right in letting me spend that much. I told them the experience of watching them and their smiles were worth the expense.
The next day I took Molly and Alyssa to a ladies spa at a nearby resort. I had set it up while the girls were shopping yesterday. I went in with them, told them they were getting the works, and I would pick them up in five hours.
I was setting in front of the spa in my truck waiting for the girls to come out. Two very pretty young ladies came out of the door but I didn't pay them any attention. That is until they walked up to my truck and said hello to me. My god, it was Molly and Alyssa.
They had changed so much that I hadn't recognize them when they came out. All the way home the girls talked about what had been done at the spa and their new clothes. When we got to the house, they both thanked me with a hug.
Molly and Alyssa were in the kitchen the next morning when I got there. They had fixed breakfast for all of us and were waiting for me. Molly said she wanted to talk to me. I told her go ahead.
"Why are you doing this, Patrick? I mean, you saved us from the storm, fed us, and helped us get away from Ralph."
"You needed someone's help and I was there," I answered.
"Okay, I can maybe see the ride to town and some food, but why the rest of it. You brought us to your home, gave us a place to stay, and now the clothes and spa. Why?"
"It's what my wife and I did our whole life together. We didn't ask why or should we when someone needed our help; we just helped. It's the way we lived and the way we were. I don't see any reason to change because Molly is gone."
"You could have left us at the diner or turned us over to the sheriff instead of taking us with you. It would have been easier for you."
"Yeah I guess so except when I tried to go to sleep. I would have known that the real problem, Ralph, had not been taken care of. Just to ease your fears, I'm not Ralph. I'm not planning on bothering you ladies in that way. I don't molest children."
"We know that much Patrick. You're too nice of a man for anything like that. You are like a big bear, a big teddy bear."
"I have one other reason for helping and it's a little weird, so don't freak out on me. Molly and I never had children, we wanted kids but it didn't happen. If we had, your mother Alice would have been about the right age to be our daughter. That makes you young ladies about the right age to be my granddaughters. That's how I think of you. Like I said, it's weird



Molly and Alyssa looked at each other and I saw tears welling up in their eyes. They both turned to me and said, "Thanks Grandpa." The girls grabbed me in a big family type hug and I had a hard time seeing through the tears. I must have gotten something in my eye.
I have no excuse for what happened soon afterward. The only thing I can say is my ignorance caused a storm to come to my home.
The girls couldn't just sit around my place, they need to go to school; both because of their education and they needed friends their own age. What I should have done was hired a tutor and home schooled them. Hindsight is 20-20, believe it.
I contacted Shirley, a family friend. She worked for the school system as a high level administrator. I explained about the girls, where they came from and their story. Shirley agreed to help get them into school without any hoopla and to keep it as quiet as possible. Problem was the principal at the school contacted the girl's former school for their records. He didn't do it to cause trouble; he was trying to help the girls by getting them into the right grades.
The principal at their old school was a fishing buddy of Ralph's. He of course called Ralph and told him what was going on. Now Ralph knew where the girls were.
I don't believe that Ralph really cared about the girls, except as sex toys. Plus he wanted them at home so he could draw aid from the state on the two motherless children. It was more money for him to piss away and not have to work for it. That's my theory anyway.
The first sign of trouble was about six weeks after the girls started school. They both came home from school all worked up, scared, and almost crying.
"Molly, what is wrong? Why are you guys so upset?
"Nothing Patrick, some boy was teasing us," she lied.
"Bullshit Molly, you are a lot of things but a good liar isn't one of them. What is going on?"
"Alyssa and I saw Ralph going into the school office this afternoon. We are just upset that we will have to go back with him."
"You stepfather was at the school? How did he find you? I need to call Shirley and find out what is going on. You ladies go change and start dinner while I call."
"Shirley, this is Patrick," I said when she answered the phone. "My girls told me they saw their step father at school today. What the hell is going on? I thought you were going to keep this quiet."
"Patrick, I'm so sorry. Mr. Bolton, the principal, contacted their old school for their records. He was just trying to help the girls, but it lead their step father to them. I guess they will have to go back with him until something can be worked out through the courts."
"My girls are not going back with that asshole. I don't care what the courts say. If they go back he will be pimp them out within a week. No damned way. You hear me, no way."
Shirley said, "I will stall him as long as I can. You had better get some legal help. Stay within the law Patrick, don't try your Semper Fi Marine logic on this one."
I laughed, "You know me too well Shirley. Okay, I'll get an attorney and do this the legal way. At least at first, but I told you before, my girls are not going back to that asshole. I don't care what the courts decide; that son of a bitch is not getting his hands on them again, period."
The next day, I told the girls they shouldn't go to school for a few days. At least until I can solve this problem with Ralph. It didn't break their hearts to miss school. I called an attorney, an old friend of mine, and got an appointment for 9:00.
"Molly, Alyssa, I'm going to see a lawyer so I'll be gone for awhile. Lock up after I leave. You have my cell number so you can call me. The attorney's office is only a few blocks from here; I can be back in less than 5 minutes if you need me. Okay?"
"We'll be okay Patrick. Don't worry. The T.V. works so we'll be okay," Molly said. "We trust you Grandpa." Then she and Alyssa both giggled.
Jake Summers was the attorney I went to see. He was also a retired Marine. Jake had been in Judge Advocate's Office while in the Corps. We had met at one of our Marine company reunions. I walked into the outer office, there was no one there. He yelled from his office to come on in. He rose from his desk and walked to meet me and shook my hand.
"Hi Patrick, how are you?" What can I do for you?"
"Hello Jake, I'm fine." I filled him in on what was happening, my history with the girls, and what I wanted.
"You have no standing legally as far as the girls go. No blood relationship. However, this Ralph has no standing either. This is going to be interesting if nothing else."
"No standing, what the hell? I saved them from a child molesting asshole and I have no standing. What kind of shit is this?"
"Take it easy Patrick. We're not completely unarmed here."
"Are you going to help me Jake?"
"Semper Fi, Patrick. Besides, I haven't tweaked the local courts nose in some time. This is going to be fun."
"I'm not interested in fun; just put a stop to this shit Jake. I'll cover all the costs and your fee; just send me a bill when it's over."
"Don't worry about that; if I work it right the state will have to pay on this one."
My cell went off and I picked it up. It was the manager of the restaurant on the ground floor at my place. He told me there was a strange guy sneaking around in back of the building. The car the guy was in has Utah plates on it. I thanked him, told Jake I had to ditty mao. (Means get going fast). About half way home, my cell rang again; it was Molly. Ralph had climbed the fire escape and was trying to open a window.
"Molly grab Alyssa, get into my bedroom and lock the door. No one short of a swat team can get in there. Don't come out until I tell you to. I'm 3 minutes away, be right there."
I slid the truck to a stop in the front and sprinted up the stairs to my apartment. As I entered my place, I could hear a window break in the dining room. I keep a .45 Colt over the door, in case of a home invasion. I grabbed the Colt put it under my belt in the small of my back and walked into the dining room.
Ralph was crawling through the window into my house. I guess it was him, I had never seen the asshole.
"Son, you are about to make a bad career move. I suggest you go back the way you came. This is the only warning you'll get," I told him.
"Screw you old man. I'm Ralph Henning and I came to get my daughters. Where are my girls?"
"Two things. First, they are not your daughters or your girls. You never adopted them, so you are not their father."
Ralph got through the window and stood up facing me.
"Second, you are going to be really embarrassed to tell the sheriff that this "old man" kicked your ass. Last warning, it would be in your best interest to leave."
He yelled and started for me, throwing a round house right. I won't go into the details of the altercation here; I will just tell you the results.
It took almost ten seconds and poor old Ralph was finished. He was sitting with his back against the wall to hold himself up. His right shoulder may have been dislocated, his nose was bleeding profusely possibly broken, and his left knee was starting to swell. The "old man" as advertised had kicked his ass. I heard a police car with its siren screaming pull up in front of the building. .
I walked to the door and waited on the sheriff to come up the stairs. Nodding at him, I pointed to the dining room and followed him into the room.
"What going on Patrick? Molly called me. Who is this guy?" The sheriff, Bob Smalls, asked me.
"Don't know who he is, said he's Ralph Henning. I caught him breaking into my house. I asked him to leave, but he attacked me. I had to defend myself Bob."
"Did you have to beat him so bad?'
" I blocked his first punch and only hit him twice after that. Believe I'm within my rights to defend my home."
"Yeah you are, but the medical bills for him are going to cost the county a lot. Couldn't you have taken it a little easier on him?"
"I did take it easy on him. He's still breathing isn't he? I slowly pulled the Colt out and showed it to Bob. "I could have just shot him, I guess."
The sheriff got Ralph to his feet and led him down to his car. Bob turned and said, "You'll need to come down and sign a complaint this afternoon."
I nodded and went to my bedroom; knocking on the door I said, "You can come out, he's gone."
They rushed over to hug me. "I thought you would be hurt, Grandpa," Alyssa said. "How did you stop him?"
"He fell coming in the window and hurt himself. The sheriff got here before he recovered."
"It's not nice for me to say, but bullshit Patrick," Molly laughed.
Things settled down for a few days. One morning as I was walking to my truck a man approached. He asked, "Patrick O'Rourke?"
"Yeah, what do you want?"
"You have been served," he said. He handed me an envelope and walked away.
It was a summons to appear in the question of custody of Molly and Alyssa. The custody hearing was set for the next day. I had no intention of letting the court take the girls away. I called Jake right away; he was aware of the summons and was prepared for the hearing and told me not to worry. My door bell rang and the sheriff was standing there when I opened it.
"What do you want Bob?'
"I'm sorry Patrick, but I have a court order to pick up Molly and Alyssa and take them to a foster care facility until the custody hearing is over."
"Bob, I don't think I'm going to..............."
"Stop right there. Don't make any threats; that way I don't have to arrest you. Come on Patrick, be smart for once. One on one you can take me, but you can't take the whole department. Please just go along. It will work out for the best."
I stood staring at him and thinking. He was right; nothing good could come of me going all Semper Fi on him. The girls needed me there in court, not in jail. I just nodded at him and went to get the girls.
It was really hard to explain to Molly and Alyssa; it was even harder to get them to go with Bob. I promised them that they would never have to go back to Ralph. I told them it didn't make any difference what the courts decided, they would not go back to that monster. The girls left with the sheriff; I went to my bar and poured a large bourbon. Thinking about it I decided the girls needed me sober. My door bell rang again.
"Did you forget to get my balls, Bob?" I yelled at the door.
There was a woman standing there looking surprised. "Excuse me," she said.
"I'm sorry, thought you were someone else. How may I help you?"
"Are you Patrick O'Rourke," she asked?
"Yeah, that's me."
"Mr. O'Rourke, I have come a long way to see you. My name is Jennifer Riley." At the blank look on my face she continued, "I am Molly's and Alyssa's aunt. My sister Alice was their mother. I just found out you had them.
I was in shock. "I thought the girls didn't know where you lived or anything? How did you know they were with me?"
Jennifer answered, "I didn't even know my sister Alice had died until I ran into a mutual friend. My friend said Alice had been alone in the car when it crashed. It reported that she was survived by a husband and two daughters. I couldn't leave the girls with Ralph so I went to their house to bring them home with me. No one was there and I checked around in town.
The waitress at the diner had written down your license number but didn't give it to anyone as she hates Ralph. It seemed strange to her that Ralph's step daughters would be with a stranger. That license number is how I found you Mr. O'Rourke."
"Come in Mrs. Riley, Molly and Alyssa aren't here. They just left with the sheriff. Let me tell you what has happened."
"Left with the sheriff? Why, what have they done? I need to go to them."
"Please, calm down. They aren't under arrest; they are wards of the court. Come in and let me explain before you go running off in a huff. Give me ten minutes. Please."
She studied my face intently and said, "Okay ten minutes, but then I'm going to get my nieces. No funny business Mr. O'Rourke."
We went to the bar area of my game room and I offered her a drink.
"White wine would work. Maybe it will help calm my nerves; and it's Miss Riley. Call me Jenny."
I fixed her drink and made myself a weak bourbon and water. Then I told the tale, from nearly running the girls down in the storm, to the diner, and the reason I brought them with me to Arizona. The story took around 30 minutes.
"Molly and Alyssa told me they didn't know where you were or how to contact you. If they had, I would have taken them to you before dragging them across three states. I was trying to look out for two young ladies that needed help Jenny."
Jenny again studied my face intently before replying. "I believe you. You have a kind face and your eyes light up when you mention the girls. It's obvious that you care for them very much."
"I guess I really didn't know how much they had grown on me until Ralph showed up."
"Ralph's here? How did he find them? I have to get them away from that drunken sot. I have to go to the girls now."
"Hold on Jenny the girls are not with Ralph; they are in a foster care facility. There is hearing tomorrow to determine who should have custody of the girls. I have my lawyer working on it and intend to fight to keep them away from Ralph. I made Molly and Alyssa a promise that they would not have to go back to Ralph and I will keep that promise legally if I can but in other ways if I have to. They will not, I repeat will not, have to live with that animal."
"What do you mean, legally or in other ways?"
"If it comes to it, I will load the girls in my truck and take off for parts unknown. Don't believe the law can track me. If I have to I will take them to Canada or Mexico. Doesn't matter, they are not going back to Ralph. Period."
"I know you love those girls, it shows; but why would you give up your home and your life here to protect them?" Jenny asked.
I told Jenny about fate or whatever that brought the girls and me together. Molly and my wife's shared name. How I thought of them as the granddaughters my wife and I never had and reminded her again about my promise to the girls.
"However, now we have a trump card to play tomorrow," I told Jenny.
"What card? What do you mean?"
"Jenny you're the trump card. You are a blood relative and should have the custody. Much more so than some asshole step-father; more so than an adopted grandfather even. We are going to put a stop to Ralph's plan."
She began to smile then, for the first time since we had met. Then she started to giggle. "I think Ralph has run into more than he knows," she laughed. "He knows some of it. He broke into my house yesterday to get the girls and I had to show him the error of his ways. Don't be surprised at his appearance when you see him tomorrow; he is a little the worse for wear."
Jenny laughed out loud, shaking her head at the idea of Ralph biting off more than he could chew. She and I discuss strategy and decided to keep her presence quiet until the hearing. We would spring her just before the judge would make his ruling.
"Guess I had better find a hotel for the night," she commented to me.
"No need. You can stay here in the girl's apartment. That's the one on the top floor. It was basically just their bedroom and bath. They spent almost every waking hour here in my place. You are welcome to stay over. We can have dinner at the restaurant downstairs and we won't have far to go to get home."
We spent an enjoyable evening at dinner and then had a couple of drinks at my place. Jenny went up to the girl's place about 11:00.
The next morning I awoke to the smells of breakfast. She had made coffee and breakfast for us. We talked some more about the hearing and our plans for her surprise appearance.
"Patrick I want you to promise me something. No matter how it goes, I want you to promise me you won't do anything to Ralph."
"Why?" I didn't want to make that promise.
"If you do something drastic to him you may end up in jail. I think you could help Molly and Alyssa more if you were not locked away. Please, promise me."
"I will make this promise. If Ralph does nothing to provoke me, if he makes no threats toward you or the girls and if he behaves himself; he will leave my town healthy. If he doesn't behave himself, he will pay a heavy price. That's the best I can do."
I called my lawyer, Jake, and told him about Jenny. He laughed and said how much fun it was going to be, to pop Ralph's bubble. Then it was nearly time to go.
We both went to our rooms and dressed for the hearing. I put on a suit and tie for the first time since my retirement party. Jenny came down dressed in a nice dress. We went to the courthouse in my big Ford. I could have taken a car but I had the truck packed and ready to run if the need arose.
The hearing was set for 9:30. When I entered the courtroom at 9:15 I was alone. We were going to surprise everyone with Jenny at the right time, so she waited in the hall. Molly and Alyssa were sitting with a sheriff's matron at a table near the judge's bench. The girls saw me, dodged around the matron, and ran to me. We stood there hugging each other for several minutes.
Ralph and his attorney came into the room. He saw me and the girls hugging each other and frowned but didn't say anything. My buddy Ralph didn't look too good. His nose must have been broken, it was all bandaged up and he had two black eyes. His right arm was in a sling and he was walking with a decided limb. Looked like someone had kicked his ass.
I sent the girls back to the matron and sat at the table with my lawyer Jake who had just arrived. While waiting for the judge Jake rewrote some notes now that he knew about Jenny. The judge appeared at 9:30 on the dot.
He opened the hearing by explaining why we were there; as if we didn't know. The hearing was to determine who should have custody of the underage girls Molly and Alyssa Kelly. He went on to say that their mother had died in an auto accident and there was no blood relative available to take responsibility for the girls.
Ralph Henning, their step-father had petitioned the court for custody as their closest relative. In addition, a Mr. Patrick O'Rourke had petitioned for their custody as a friend of the court.
"Does that about sum it up gentlemen?" You may proceed with your case gentlemen."
Ralph, through his attorney, stated he had raised the girls as his own during his marriage to their mother. After her death he had continued to take care of them as they had no other relatives. The attorney said that one Patrick O'Rourke had persuaded the girls to run away from home. Mr. O'Rourke had crossed state lines with the juveniles and should be held accountable for his actions. Mr. Henning feels the girls should be returned to the loving home he had provided.
Jake, my guy, told the court that the only reason that I had given Molly and Alyssa sanctuary was their report of child molestation by their stepfather. Mr. O'Rourke felt the girls were in danger and did what he could to deliver them to safety. In addition Mr. Grant is an alleged felon. He was arrested for breaking into Mr. O'Rourke's home.
This allegation resulted in more debate. These arguments are not direct quotes; they are just what I remember and there was a lot more. A bunch of whereas and the law dictates, further mores and other legal mumbo jumbo.
Jake stood and said to the court, "Sir, we do have one witness to call please. The witness has just come to my attention."
This brought an objection from Ralph's attorney.
The judge banged his gavel for order. "Call your witness, Mr. Summers. "We call Miss Jennifer Riley," Jake had the bailiff call out.
The door to the courtroom was opened so hard it hit the wall. It was an accident, but it got the judge's attention and he looked up.



Jenny came striding down the aisle pushed through the little gate and took the stand. She was sworn in.
When Molly and Alyssa saw Jenny, they stood up and tried to run to her. The matron held them back. I motioned for them to stay put.
Jake then asked Jenny to inform the court who she was and what she was doing there.
"My name is Jennifer Riley and I am Molly's and Alyssa's aunt. I ask that I be given custody of my nieces as I am their only blood relation. Let them stay with me until Molly is 18 and then she can make her own decision. Later when Alyssa is 18 she can do likewise."
The judge said, "I hesitate to give them to you as I don't want them to leave the jurisdiction of this court. I wish to keep an eye on the girls until they are 18."
"That won't be a problem sir," Jenny answered him. "I have moved to Prescott and have already established myself. I have rented an apartment on Gurley Street (my house in case you were wondering). In addition, I start as a paralegal for Mr. Summers on Monday. You see I have a local residence and local employment and we are in your jurisdiction."
The judge asked Jake if Jenny was going to work for him. I nudged Jake and he said yes sir. It sort of blindsided Jake about the job, but I would cover the cost of Jenny's salary if necessary. Didn't think I would have to as he needed help in the office.
"It is the order of this court that the custody of Molly and Alyssa Kelly is awarded to Jennifer Riley. Miss Riley will be their legal guardian until each girl attains the age of 18. It is so ordered. Court adjourned.
Molly and Alyssa ran to Jennifer. All three were hugging, crying and trying to talk at the same time. I watched them through my tears; I must have gotten some in my eye again.
Ralph began to rant and rave at the judge, at his lawyer, and at me. I stepped toward him but the sheriff, moved between us.
"Mr. Henning, I suggest you get in your car and head back to Utah. You have just about worn out you welcome here," Bob told him. "Mr. O'Rourke hasn't signed a complaint against you for breaking into his house. YET.
I'm going to have a drink with my friend Mr. O'Rourke to celebrate the judge's ruling. It should take about an hour. If you are still here after an hour, I will arrest you. Do you get my meaning?"
Ralph left the courtroom at a run. I guess he decided Arizona didn't agree with him.
I loaded all three of the ladies into my truck and drove home. They helped me unload my get away supplies. I told them to go on up to Molly's and Alyssa's and now Jenny's apartment and have a reunion.
Early evening found all four of us at the restaurant downstairs for dinner. I ate there a lot for two reasons. The food was very good and I usually didn't have to pay for dinner.
The staff had sort of adopted the girls and always made a big fuss over them. After dinner Molly and Alyssa were tired so they went up to their bedrooms. Jenny stayed at my place for a night cap.
We talked about the hearing and other things. Among other things I learned that Jenny is a trained legal secretary. Maybe I won't have to front her salary after all.
I also found out that Alice, the girl's mother, was Jenny's younger sister. Jenny is 47 and is 10 years older than Alice. Around 10:30 she started to go join the girls. She stood took a couple of steps and then came back. Putting her hand behind my neck, she pulled me down and gave me a kiss.
"Thank you for helping my family. It means a lot to me."
"No thanks necessary. After all they are my adopted granddaughters." I laughed. "Good night Jenny."
After she left, I poured myself a bourbon; I needed it to ease the stress of this day. I thought about Jenny and how brave she was to follow her nieces across three states to find them. She had no idea what kind of man had them, but she came for them anyway.
I found myself thinking of her as not only a friend; but also as a woman. It was the first time I had thought of another woman in that way since my wife was killed. I was sure my Molly would have approved of Jenny and of the way I was feeling.
The next few weeks slipped by and spring came to our town. It's great time of the year. Almost every weekend Jenny, the girls, and I would go fishing, hiking, camping, or just for drives in the mountains.
As the days past I began to like Jenny more and more. We all usually ate the evening meal together, mostly at my place or the restaurant below.
Several times Jenny and I went out together to discuss the girls. These 'dates' made me realize that I was developing feelings for her. I didn't say anything to her because I wanted her to be with me because of her feelings, not out of gratitude.
Steve, the restaurant manager, almost became competition for Jenny's time. He had asked her out several times, but she always gently turned him down. He asked me one day why Jenny wouldn't go out with him. She seemed to like him a lot and he couldn't understand her refusals. I reluctantly told him I would see what I could find out, in a roundabout way.
A couple of weeks later I was at Jake's office doing some business. Jenny was running an errand and was gone. I mentioned that Jenny had not accepted any invitations for dates from Steve or anyone else. I told Jake I was puzzled. I knew she liked Steve but she kept turning him down.
"You have got to be the dumbest Gunnery Sgt, I have ever met. There is a reason Jenny turns down every date from anyone. You idiot."
"Why the hell are you insulting me Jake? What reason?"
"I always thought all that fighting and gunfire would scramble your brain. I was right. You big dummy, Jenny is in love with you. That's why she won't go on any dates, she waiting for you to get your head out of your ass."
"Your crazy, we're just friends; because of my helping Molly and Alyssa."
"I bet you a thousand dollars that if you ask her out on a real date, she would jump at the chance; a date to talk about things besides the girls. I will bet you another thousand that she jumps your bones before the month is over."
"You better lay off that firewater Jake; it's rotting your brain. I have to go."
All the way back home I thought about what Jake had said. Could it be true? Did she love me? While in the Corps, we were taught to adapt, adjust, and overcome; maybe I needed to adapt my thinking.
That night the girls were at a sleep over at Sheriff Bob's with his kids. You know it's almost incestuous how close everyone is in a small town; well at least in ours. When Jenny came home and started up to her apartment, I call out to her. I invited her to go to dinner with me; she accepted and said she would be back down in about 45 minutes.
Jenny knocked on my door in 40 minutes and I took her hand and led her down stairs. Walking past the entrance to our restaurant, I guided her to my truck. She looked surprised.
"I thought we were going to dinner," she said.
"We are, but to a special place. Jenny I want this to be a real 'date' for us; I don't want it to be just a routine meal at this place and don't want to talk about Molly and Alyssa. If you don't want to go on a real date with me, it's okay; but now is the time to say so."
She looked at me for a minute, gave me a smile and said, "Where are we going?"
The next day I wrote Jake a check for a thousand dollars.
That officially started our courtship. We still took Molly and Alyssa down stairs to eat, on the weekend adventures, and on some of the drives. However, we made time for just the two of us too. Romantic evenings spent getting to know each other better, dancing, and snuggling on my balcony. I wrote Jake another check for a thousand dollars before the month was out.
Three months after our first official date, as close as I can remember it, we called the girls to a meeting in my game room. They came into the room a little hesitantly, not knowing what was going on. Jenny and I were already seated at the large table.
"Ladies I need to talk to you about your future here. Jenny has decided she wants to adopt you both. She loves you and it would make things easier for all of you. How do you feel about her being your mother?"
After getting a nod from Alyssa, Molly said, "That would be great. We love you too, Jenny."
"There is one other thing to discuss tonight. I am going to have to resign as your grandfather when the adoption goes through."
Molly and Alyssa looked at me and tears began to form. "Why Patrick" What have we done?" Molly asked.
"Don't be mean Patrick, tell them," Jenny ordered me.
"Jenny and I are getting married and I can't be your grandfather anymore; I'm going to be your father. Jenny and I are going to adopt you after we are married. Is that okay with you guys?"
Then the floods came. There were tears all over the place from three females. I watched through my own tears, must have gotten something in my eyes again.
Three years have passed and life is good. Molly and Alyssa still live in the top floor apartment. Molly is going to college here in Prescott and Alyssa is going to high school and making all the boy's life hell.
I am very happy; maybe I have found peace after losing my Molly. It sounds morbid, but Jenny went with me to Molly's grave. I sort of introduced them and told Molly all about Jenny. Jenny wasn't freaked out about it and seemed to understand why I needed to do it. Jenny and I visit Molly at her grave once a month or so.
All and all, I think I got a fantastic reward for helping two young ladies in a snow storm.
As one of my favorite English authors says Life goes on.
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My name is Jason Raymond Russell. I am 26, decent looking, and have a good job. It is Sunday morning and I'm having a second coffee while reading the Sunday paper. A large two column picture caught my eye. As I stared at the picture, my mind was lost in thought. Two years had passed since we parted and seeing the woman's face in the picture still hurt me.
Who could cause such a reaction, you ask? That is my story.
I was living and working in a small college town that had four colleges in it; I was 23 years old at the time. Two of the colleges were girl's schools; one was a state university, and one large business college. There were lots of pretty young coeds, what you might call a target rich environment.
One of my buddies was in between semesters and was working at our place to earn enough money to finish his education. Jim was also a member of one of the fraternities at the state school. He and I were each other's wing man on many a mission.
Our mission was to have carnal knowledge of as many of the young lovelies as possible. We were very good so our targets seldom escaped.
Jim and I were at a sorority mixer and having a great time. There was free booze, free snacks, and an abundance of coeds. I was doing a scouting mission to see which of the young ladies was to be the lucky one for this evening.
Let me say at that period of my life I was a bit of a conceited ass. In my mind, I was a god's gift to women. I had the moves, looks, and attitude to be successful with a lot of the college girls. I lacked the sincerity to have a meaningful relationship. At that time of my life that was okay though.
I spotted a likely candidate, a cute petite redhead, and was just about to make a move when Jim grabbed my arm. He steered me toward a group of girls standing off to the side of the party. They seemed to be watching but not partaking in the festivities.
In the middle of this group was an outstanding example of the desirable college coed. She was poised, well dressed, had a nice figure and her face was beautiful. I asked Jim who she was.
"That is Gloria Preston," he informed me. "She is untouchable. Gloria goes to Williams College (one of the girl's schools) and never dates the same guy twice. The few guys that have taken her out swear she is gay or a cold fish. None of them got as far as holding hands with her and you can't have her either."
"She's not gay," I told Jim. "Watch her look at the men as they walk by. She is totally checking them out. I think she is just very guarded and a little picky. She won't become too deeply involved with just any man."
"Wow, Dr. Phil, you have her all figured out without even talking to her," Jim laughed at me. "You are amazing sir. No on second thought, you are full of it."
"Do you know any of the other girls in that group?"
"Yeah, the blond is Donna Mason. She goes to UM like me. We had a couple of classes together," Jim answered. "We went out on a few dates but there was no real spark so we quit dating and stayed friends. Why?"
"I'm going to prove that Gloria isn't gay or a cold fish. Your part will be to introduce me to Donna. I'll take it from there."
"Okay, but you are wasting your time Jason," Jim warned me.
We walked over to the group and Jim said hello to Donna. After a short conversation with her he introduced me. I said hello and Donna introduced the rest of the group. There were four other girls, but all I remembered was Gloria. When Jim, Donna, and I began to talk, I would include the other girls, but not Gloria. I ignored her. If she joined in, I would listen and then turn away from her without an answer or comment.
As an example, when Gloria told me she went to Williams, I said yeah and went back to talking to Donna and the others. She was getting a little upset.
Jim and I said good bye to the group and started home. When we got back to my car Jim shook his head and looked at me.
"You sure made a great impression on Gloria. You didn't say a word to her and cut her off when she tried to join in. I can see your plan. You are going to piss her off so much that she will screw you just to get your attention. Great plan."
"Oh ye of little faith. My plan is working fine." I explained. "Look every guy Gloria has ever met has told her how pretty she is and tried to make moves on her. She is not used to being ignored.
It will get her interested. Gloria will begin to think; why isn't this guy after me? What's wrong with me? She won't be able to stand it, then Gloria will come after me. It's in the bag."
Jim laughed at me, and then said "good luck."
"Do me a favor; find out more about her for me. I need to know where she eats, gets coffee, shops and anything else you can get. Will you help me?"
"Sure buddy," Jim said, "I'll get the info from some of the sorority sisters and have the goods in a couple of days."
I thanked Jim and then drove home. Two days later Jim gave me a report. He told me all the things that I wanted to know about Gloria and I set my plan in motion.
Starting the next evening and every spare minute I had, I sort of hung around whatever place she was. If Gloria was at the coffee shop, I would go in and get a drink and leave. If she was at the sandwich shop eating, I would stop in and get something to eat. I would even try to be around when she was shopping. All this ground work went on for three weeks. It didn't happen every time or every day that she went out but it did happen enough that she began to notice me. That was the plan.
First contact came at the coffee shop. You gave and received your order at the counter. I was in line waiting my turn when Gloria got in line behind me. Turning around I nodded at her as I pretended to look behind her at something else. She smiled at me.
I looked at her again and said, "Hi, I think we have met before but I can't remember you name. I'm Jason Russell."
"I'm Gloria Preston. We met at the Delta Zeta mixer last month," she replied.
"That's right, now I remember, you were with Donna Mason. Sorry I'm not very good with names."
We both got our coffee and she invited me to sit with her. I hesitated, just for effect, and then joined her at a patio table.
Gloria gave me a little smile and said, "What are you doing Jason?"
"What do you mean?"
"Come on Jason, you have been damn near stalking me for the last three weeks. Everywhere I go there you are. The same coffee shop, the same diners, even at the mall, there you are. Don't try to deny it; it has happened way too much for coincidence. You're following me, why?"
I looked at her and then confessed. I told her that it was my plan to get her to notice me.
"Again, why?" she asked.
How much to tell her? At this point I think that truth was the best way to go. Well maybe not the whole truth.
"Gloria, I want to get to know you, take you out and spend time with you. I figured that every guy that met you fell all over themselves trying to get your interest. They would tell you how pretty you are, how nicely you dressed, and anything else to flatter you.
All of them were trying to get you to keep them for more than one date. I don't want to be just another guy to you. So I made this plan to peak your interest in me.
I felt that if I played it cool and didn't fawn all over you, I might have a chance to really get to know you.
"Jason that's maybe the craziest thing I even heard," Gloria responded.
"Yeah, weird huh? Well I won't bother you anymore. I'm sorry if I scared you so please don't be angry. I'm really not a psycho."
"I'm not mad, I'm flattered. No one has even gone to all that trouble just to get to know me. Usually, they ask me out and sometimes I say yes. They're all the same. They think I'm pretty and that's all they see.
Guys seldom see or want to know about my thoughts, my goals, or my mind. You're different. Here's my address, pick me up at 7:00, take me to dinner" she ordered as she gave me a card.
"Yes my lady," I replied with a smile. Mission accomplished.
That evening on my way to pick up Gloria, I had a talk with myself. Okay, I thought, you've got a foot in the door. Don't blow it by being like all the other guys she has dated and dumped.
Keep your head in the game, no matter how great she looks. Talk to her and pay attention. Make her believe you really care about her politics, philosophies, and goals. You have to stand out from the rest to keep her.
I pulled up to the apartment building and Gloria came out to meet me at the truck. Before I could get out to open her door, she jumped into the truck. We went to a little Italian mom & pop place that I found. It wasn't a college hang out and much more intimate. It was a nice time where we talked about a lot of different things and something strange happened.
The plan called for me to pretend that I cared about what she was into however as the night came to a close I realized that I really did care. This girl was amazing, at least to me. That was sort of a scary thought for a player like me. I wanted to see more of her and not just as a score. I really liked this girl.
We were sitting in the car in front of her place and I decided to come clean. I didn't know how she would take the whole truth, but I wanted this to go further. I thought I had to tell her everything.
"Gloria, I need to tell you something. What I said earlier today about not wanting to be just another guy was entirely true. However, at the time I said all that stuff it was an adaptation of my plan.
Now after spending the evening with you, I realize that the part about getting to know you and spending time with you is actually the truth. I just didn't know it this morning. I'm sorry I did that. I have found that you are much more than just a pretty face and I do want to spend more time with you. I guess I blew it. Thanks for going to diner with me and I guess I'll see you around."
I was totally dejected; I had found a girl that actually caught my interest and my schemes and plans had lost her. Damn, I am such an ass sometimes.
"My goodness, when you get to talking you just don't stop, do you" Nice speech, but what makes it nicer is I think you really mean it. Tonight you have been different than I thought you would be."
I looked at her, puzzled. "What do you mean?"
"I checked you out. You have a reputation in our little community, Jason. You're a player and a good one, according to most of the girls I talked to. None of them had any complaints, by the way, except that you aren't into relationships. I know you ignored me at the mixer on purpose. It was part of this plan of yours."
"Oh hell," I groaned.
"No one has ever gone to all this trouble to meet me and get me to go out with them. It is very flattering. Let's see where this takes us. No more bullshit though. Okay?"
So started our time together. Almost every night of the week we were together. It was a whirlwind of diners, movies, and college parties. During all this I developed real feelings for Gloria. I don't know if I was in love, but it was definitely more than a just a strong like.
We were going out so much that I finally had to cut back some. My bank roll just couldn't handle 20 to 25 dates a month. The third time I begged off on an invitation to do something with Gloria she wanted to know what was up.
"Remember what I said when we started dating? No bullshit Jason. What is going on? You've turned me down for three dates in the last 10 days. Tell me all about it," Gloria demanded.
"I'm sorry Gloria. It's a macho male thing. I just can't afford to take you out as much as we have being doing. I'm just a working guy here. My salary isn't very large yet. Right now it doesn't leave a huge amount after expenses. It's not that I don't want to see you; I just can't afford to take you out somewhere almost every night. I'm sorry."
Gloria took my hand, smiled at me and said, "You ass! You should have said something. We don't have to spend money every time we go out. There are museums, galleries, walks by the river, and more that we can do. We can spend some evenings at your place or my place and just watch TV. You don't have to spend money every time."
"I guess I was embarrassed by my lack of money."
"Tell you what, we will go out to eat or a movie or whatever twice a week. You pay one time and I will pay the next. The other nights we will do the free stuff and just spend time together. No arguments, that's the way it will be. Unless, and I just thought of this, you just want time away from me?" Gloria stated.
"No way. I would spend every night with you. I really want to be with you," I answered.
So that's the way it was. Shortly after that we were walking by the river one evening and the stars must have been aligned just right. We made love that night, right there on the river bank.
It was almost perfect, except for the mosquitoes. We really didn't notice the bites until we were in the shower at her place later. That was the first night that I stayed all night in her apartment. It wouldn't be the last.
The next morning I left Gloria in bed and left to go to work. My truck wouldn't start. I ran back up to the apartment to call a taxi and she asked what was wrong. I told her about the truck and that I was calling a cab. She said it's not necessary, that I could take her car and threw me the keys.
"It's in the basement garage in space 27. When you get off work run by your place and pick up some clothes and then come back here. You can shower and get ready here. It's my night to pick the place and my turn to buy. See you around 5:30. You better go, you'll be late." Gloria said as she kissed me.
I went to the basement garage to get her car. Hope it's not one of those little roller skates on wheels, but I guess I couldn't be picky right now. It wasn't a roller skate on wheels.
Parked in space 27 was a 1 year old Corvette convertible. It was even my favorite color for a Vette, candy apple red. I thought I might have the wrong car, but the license plate said "Glory 1". Holy shit!
Jim and the rest of the guys saw me pull into work in the Vette. He asked me about the car and I told him it was Gloria's.
"I admit it. You are the best there is, great one," Jim kidded me. "How did you get her car?
"My truck wouldn't start and she told me to take her car. I had no idea she even owned a car, much less a Vette," I answered him.
I was the envy of all the guys at work and walked a little taller that day. After work I met Gloria and we went to dinner. She told me to drive her car for a while as she didn't use it very much. Now I had a Corvette to drive. I basically moved into Gloria's luxury apartment. It beat the hell out of the dive I was living in.
We split the cost of the dates. It just seemed like every time we went to a fancy and expensive place to eat, it was Gloria's turn to pay. I'm not sure how she worked that out. She began to buy me presents. I tried to tell her it wasn't necessary but she said she liked to buy things for me.
Gloria bought me four or five suits so I could take her to the high class parties she was invited to. The suits cost about five hundred dollars each. Nice rags.
One Sunday afternoon while on a picnic, I told Gloria I felt uncomfortable accepting all the gifts she bought me. I also told her I felt funny letting her pay for all the fancy places we went to.
"Don't you want me to be happy, Jason?"
"Sure I want you to be happy, Gloria," I answered her.
"It makes me happy to give you things. I like going to the "fancy" places and I like going with you."
"Gloria, how can you afford all this?"
"I'm in school on a full scholarship and I have a small trust fund to pay expenses," Gloria informed me. "The fund isn't much, but with the scholarship it's enough to enjoy myself. Please Jason, don't feel uncomfortable. Let me be happy."
If I had been a man of principle I would have stopped taking her gifts, driving her car, and living in her plush apartment. Two things stopped me from showing those principles. One: I wanted Gloria to be happy and if made her happy to buy me things, I would let her. Two: I liked being pampered.
I was having a great time with Gloria. Not only did I get to drive a Vette, got really nice presents, and attend fancy places; I was doing it with Gloria. I was beginning to go past like and getting closer to love. This gal was everything I could ever want in a partner.
I thought some more about the car, the presents she bought for me, and the money she spent on our dates, I wondered where she got her money. I got on line and did a little research to get some information.
Surprise! Gloria had money. I don't mean just comfortable, I mean rich, go to hell, type money. Small trust funds my butt. It seems that her father and uncle owned controlling interest in the largest stock and pet feed company in the country.
According to the Internet, the company was worth in excess of 50 million dollars and Gloria is the only heir to the fortune. My girlfriend is an heiress.
It didn't make any difference to me as I was already falling in love with her before I knew about the money. If it didn't bother her it sure didn't bother me.
We continued living together, going out, and just having a good time for eight months. Then my world came crashing down around my head.
It was Saturday morning; I had finished my shower and managed to nag Gloria into getting up. We had planned a picnic with our friends for later in the day, but we didn't have much time to waste.
Being out pretty late last night, we had almost over slept. The door bell rang and as I finished putting on my jeans I answered it.
The man at the door asked, "Is Gloria at home?"
"Yeah, she's in the shower. Can I help you?"
"You must be Jason," he said. "Could you tell her I'm here please?"
"Sure, who are you," I asked?
"I'm John Sterling, her fiancé," he answered.
I ask him to come in and wait. That I would tell Gloria he was here. I tried not to show it, but I was stunned. Her fiancée? What the hell? I went into the bathroom to tell Gloria.
She had just got out of the shower and when I came in she grabbed and kissed me. Gloria asked if we could skip the picnic and go back to bed.
"Gloria, there's a guy named John Sterling in the living room. He wants to see you and he says he's your fiancé. What's going on honey?"
"Oh hell," Gloria responded. "Get dressed and take him to the coffee bar downstairs. I'll call you when I'm ready."
"Gloria, what the hell? Your fiancée? I think we need to talk."
"I know, but right now I need to get dressed. I will explain everything to you later."
I went back to the living room, told the guy what Gloria had asked and escorted him down the coffee shop on the main floor. I was stunned and didn't have any idea on how to react. He looked at me with compassion.
"I know all about you Jason, so don't start freaking out. Gloria's dad and I have known about her little romance for some time. We thought the time had finally come it put an end to it.
Gloria and I will get married, but she keeps delaying it. She has hooked up with three guys, including you, in the last two years. If it's any consolation, you have lasted twice as long as anyone else."
"Why do you put up with that? I mean she is your fiancée. Don't you care that she lives with other men?"
"Well, you're the only one she has ever become sexually involved with or moved in with. She must care a lot about you. That's why we decided to put a stop to your affair.



Look Jason, you seem like a pretty good guy so I'll give you a heads up. You can parley this break up into a large sum of money. I am authorized to offer you 5 thousand dollars to just walk away."
I couldn't believe it. They were going to give me a lot of money to dump Gloria. I stared at the floor for a minute. My mind was in a whirl, what to do? Before I met Gloria, being the player I had been, I would have taken the money and run. Trouble was I was falling in love with her. I would rather have her, money or no money.
My cell phone rang. It was Gloria and she asked me to send John up to her place. She said she would talk to me after talking to him. Gloria noticed my hesitation and said that she would only be 20 to 30 minutes and then we would talk. I sent John up to her.
I had to wait 30 minutes to find out if my life was going to be flushed down the toilet. It was 27 minutes later when John came out of the elevator. He walked over to me.
"I'm leaving Jason. Please consider the taking the money. You deserve it for what you are going though. Gloria wants you to come up now. Good luck Jason."
He left and I got into the elevator. Gloria was waiting with the door opened. She looked at me with a sad little smile and then hugged me. I didn't know what to do or what to ask. We sat down on the couch.
Gloria started with, "Jason, I'm very sorry. I didn't mean to mislead you or to hurt you. If nothing else, believe that."
"So I'm history, is that it Gloria?" I was getting both mad and scared.
"You were just supposed to be just a distraction for me Jason, but you sort of worked you way into my heart. I may even love you, but we have to stop this. I have to go home and do my duty to the family. Please don't hate me. I really have developed feelings for you. But it's time for me to go home."
I just sat there as Gloria started packing. She had one more surprise for me. She handed me an envelope that seemed a little heavy.
"That is the title and keys to the Corvette. I don't want it around. It would only remind me of you. The keys to the apartment are in there also. The lease is paid for another year, so you might as well make use of it. I know you don't want to take either, but please make use of them and think about me once in a while. Good bye, Jason."
So here I am, two years later, reading the society page about the wedding of the year. Gloria Preston and John Sterling were wed at etc etc etc. There were several pictures of the happy couple, except Gloria didn't look all that happy.
I still have the Vette but I no longer live at the apartment we shared. Two months after Gloria left me, I received a letter from the John Sterling. Inside was a check for 5 thousand dollars. I was tempted to cash it for about zero seconds but the check was sent back.
Across the front I had written "SEND GLORIA... keep your damn money".
Gloria did her duty as she saw it. I hope she can find some happiness because I sure haven't been able to.
QUOTE: Life goes on.
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But ever since you said good-bye
I've been out here on the wind
And baby you would be surprised
All the places you have been
(Everywhere by Tim McGraw)
*
It's tough to drive with both double vision and tears in my eyes, so I pulled my truck onto the shoulder of the country road. Just because my life sucked, was no reason for me to kill someone. The double vision was caused by alcohol and the tears by abject sadness. What could have caused me to drink as much as I did and brought tears to my eyes? That's the story I will tell here.
My name is Woodson Allen Connor (Woody to my friends),and I'm 24. I'm pretty much just an average guy; six feet even, 195 pounds and in decent shape. Not really handsome, but you wouldn't be ashamed to take me out in public. My story began in my junior year of college.
I met Jessica in my Poly Sci class. She was very pretty, in the girl next door way. I would never have had the nerve to do more than just nod and say hello, but she approached me. Apparently she enjoyed my debates with our professor. In my mind, this guy was somewhere left of Karl Marx in his political beliefs. I was about three steps to the right of John Wayne. You can see the problem. There wasn't one class period that we didn't butt heads. Jessica found this extremely funny.
"You really let old man Johnson have it tonight," Jess said to me. "Hi, I'm Jessica Hampton."
"Yeah, I know. I mean nice to meet you," I stammered. I'm not the smoothest guy around women. "I'm Woody Connor. He deserved it; him and his totally off the wall radical ideas," I preached.
Jess was laughing at me. She calmed me down with, "Take it easy, I'm on your side. I understand your ideas and agree with you."
I couldn't resist repeating what I had said in class. "If you take money from the people who are working hard and give it to the ones that don't work, two things happen. The non-workers won't do anything to help themselves; they will just wait for more hand outs. The workers will stop working as hard. Why bother if the government is going to take what they earn and give it to the non-workers? In the end the whole country suffers.
There I go again. I'm going to have to learn to save my preaching for Sundays," I laughed at myself. Somewhere I gained a little nerve and said to Jess, "Would you like to get a coffee or drink and talk some more?"
"I can't, I have another class. We could met at the student union, this evening though. How about 7:00?
"Great, see you there," I answered.
That meeting was the start of the most amazing time in my life. Jess and I talked until they threw us out at closing. She and I just seem to fit, you know?
We started going out on actual dates every week or ten days. That soon developed into more dates until we were spending almost every evening and some days together. Her apartment or mine, most of our nights were spent together. We told our friends that it wasn't financially sound to pay rent on two apartments so we decided to move in together. I don't think we fooled anyone about our reasons to live together. I know it sounds hokey, but I don't think any two people were even as happy and as much in love as Jess and I.
Our families lived within 100 miles of each other, so we used the spring break to meet and spend time with the two families. My dad and mom loved Jess from the start and her family took me into their hearts right away. Her family decided that since I belonged to Jess, I belonged to them too. My family felt the same way about her. Both of my brothers and my sister wanted to know what kind of drugs I was giving Jess to get her to love me. Very funny guys. Jess and I started to talk about marriage and kids; it was just a matter of picking the right time.
There is a soliloquy by a character in one of the Greek Tragedies, I don't remember which one. He says that the Gods don't want man to be too happy. If men are too happy they won't have to pray to the Gods for anything. Then the Gods will take steps to make sure that man doesn't get too happy. That must have been what happened to me. We were at my parents and Jess realized she had left her lap top at her mom and dads'. My dad and I were going to play golf one morning and Jess decided to drive back and get her lap top. It was about a two hour drive each way and she should be back around noon. About 7:00 the next morning Jess kissed me good bye, told me she loved me, and left for her parents'.
It was two o'clock and I was getting a little concerned about Jess. She should have been back by now. I tried her cell several times but the calls all went to voice mail. I had called her mom around 1:00 to ask what time Jess had left. Her mom told me Jess had left around 10:30 and should have been there. Now I was really beginning to worry. I tried Jess' cell one more time; it was answered by a voice I didn't recognize.
"Hello?"
"Hello, who is this? Is Jess there?"
"I name is Julie, I'm an E.M.T. This phone was on the seat of the wrecked car."
"Wrecked car? Was Jess in an accident? How is she?" I rambled on.
"Wait just a second," Julie said. Another voice, a male, came on the line.
"This is Officer Thompson of the state police. Who is this please?"
I identified myself and asked again about Jess. He informed me that Jess had been in an accident and was seriously hurt. The office said a drunk driver had forced her off the road. They were transporting her to the hospital. He gave me the info on where and which hospital.
"Is Jess alright? How badly was she hurt?" I had to know.
"Mr. Connor, she was hurt very badly. The doctors will do everything they can, but you better get to the hospital ASAP," the policeman told me.
I yelled at my dad to tell him what happened and ran out to my truck. My dad tried to get me to wait for him but I was already in my truck and moving by that time. I believe I broke every speed law ever written getting to the hospital. It still took me over an hour to get there. I ran into the emergency room, asked about Jess, and was directed to ICU recovery. The nurse there told me Jess had just come out of surgery and I could see her in about twenty minutes. I was pacing back and forth in the waiting room, with tears running down my face, when the nurse told me I could see her.
Jess' face was unmarked except for a small scrape on her forehead. If it wasn't for all of the tubes and wires attached to her, she could have been sleeping. The nurse told me she was resting comfortably and should wake up any time now. No sooner had the nurse said that, than Jess started to stir. I went to the bedside and held her hand as she woke up.
When she opened her eyes I said, "Hiya sweetie. I love you."
Jess smiled at me and then looked around. She asked, "Where am I? Is this a hospital? What happened?"
"Whoa kid, one thing at a time," I told her. I explained about the accident, where she was, and told her she would be fine. Jess looked less worried as I talked to her. I told her to take it easy and rest.
"I am tired, maybe I will just rest for a little," she said and then fell asleep again.
The nurse had brought a doctor into the room and I started to ask all the questions you would expect. The main question being, "Will she be alright?"
The doctor faced me and explained, "Mr. Connor, I really shouldn't be telling you anything. You are not her next of kin and aren't even family. However she woke up on the way to surgery and kept calling for you. Miss Hampton has a lot of internal injuries. We have done everything possible at this point.
"She'll be alright thought, won't she?"
"I just don't know Mr. Connor. She has a ruptured spleen and other injuries. I hate to be insensitive, but her chances are 50-50 at this point. We will just have to wait and see."
Going back into Jess' room, I pulled a chair over to her bed, sat down, and held her hand again. I was still sitting there an hour later when my dad and mom came in. Before I had time to tell my folks what was going on, Jess' parents came in. The doctor returned and filled everyone in on the situation. I just sat and held her hand. He told us it would be sometime before we knew anything and suggested we get some food and some rest. Both sets of parents tried to get me to go eat and relax for awhile. My answer was the same to both of the families, I WAS NOT LEAVING JESS, PERIOD. If she woke up I was going to be there for her. My mom and dad and Jess' parents went to get something to eat and to relax for a few minutes.
While they were gone, Jess woke up. I had fallen asleep holding her hand; she lifted her hand and stroked my head. That woke me up. I was excited to see her awake. She smiled at me and it reminded me of the smile she gave me when we woke up together in our apartment.
Jess stroked my face and said, "I love you so much. Never forget that."
She closed her eyes and died.
I didn't know what to do. I think I mentally went away for awhile. The nurses and a doctor came in and started to work on Jess. It was no use. She was gone. By the time the families came back to the room, I was already in my truck getting away from the hospital.
That's what I meant when I said I went away for awhile. I began to notice my surroundings about three hours and 180 miles later. I had no idea where I was or how I got there. At a crossroad was a small tavern, I decided to stop and get a drink. I hoped it would help me to understand or accept the destruction of my world. I know it all sounds very melodramatic, but I was in pain. My world had ended with Jess' death.
The first drink didn't help, nor the second, nor the several after that. I kept seeing and hearing Jess say she loved me and then she was gone. I had been at the bar for about two hours when the bartender told me to leave my keys on the bar. He felt I was too drunk to drive and he said he would call me a cab from the nearby town. As he turned to make the call, I left, jumped in my truck, and burned rubber down the road.
About ten minutes later the double vision, my crying, and my thoughts of others made me pull over onto the shoulder of the road. I turned off the truck and just sat there, hurting. I didn't know if I could stand this pain in my heart.
I must have passed out. My first thought was, where am I? It was daylight, around noon I would guess. I had pulled off the road about 10:00 last night. I thought it was the sunlight that had awakened me and then I heard the tapping on my truck window. I turned and there was a police officer knocking on my window. When he saw that I was awake he asked me to get out of the truck. I wasn't far enough around the bend to disobey the cops.
"What are you doing here son?"
"I just parked here last night because I was getting sleepy and thought it best not to drive."
"Sleepy or too drunk to drive? I got a call from the Crossroads Tavern about a young man that was drinking heavy and took off when Sam asked him for the keys. You fit the description."
I looked him the eye for a few seconds and said, "Yeah that was me. I didn't want to give up my truck and didn't know where to have a taxi take me. So I boogied. I got this far and decided I shouldn't be driving and pulled over. I must have fallen asleep."
"I wish everyone would think like that after a drinking binge. You look like hell, but you seem to be sober now. You got some I.D. son?"
After looking at my license the office said, "Well I can't arrest you for D.U.I. since I didn't see you driving drunk." He smiled at me and gave my license back. "You're free to go son, but stay off the road when you have been drinking. You hear?"
"Yes sir," I answered. I was free to go, but go where? Home didn't feel like a place I wanted to be right then and going back to school was not an option. Maybe I should just follow the road west and see where I end up. I know I didn't need my family, Jess' family, and all our friends trying to console me. The last thing I needed or wanted was their good intentioned sympathy.
I stopped at a truck stop just before getting on the interstate to head west. Eating breakfast, I knew I had to call my parents as they were probably worried about me. When I made the call, my dad answered the phone.
"Hi Dad. It's me."
"Are you okay? Where are you?" He sounded relieved to hear from me.
"Yeah, I'm okay. I just had to leave; I couldn't stay after Jess died." I started crying again. I was sure he could hear me as he was silent. He waited for me to go on. "Sorry, can't seem to get over the fact that she is gone."
"Where are you and when are you coming home?" He asked me.
"It's not important where I am right now and I'm not coming home anytime soon. I need to be by myself for awhile Dad," I replied to his questions. "The last thing I want is people being nice and saying how sorry they are and all that stuff. I know they will mean well, but it will just eat me up. You understand?"
"Okay son. I think you need to be here with people that love you, but I can understand your feelings. Is there anything you need or want?"
"Tell Mom I'm okay will you. I don't want to talk to her right now. She will just start crying and asking me to come home. I just can't stand that right now. Also, call the Hamptons and let them know I'm okay please. One other thing Dad, don't send anyone to look for me, okay?"
"Okay, Woody. You mom is going to be hurt that you wouldn't talk to her. Are you sure you can't talk to her?"
"You're right, but talk to her before you put her on the phone will ya? I know she's worried about me, but I don't need to be mothered right now." He told me to hold on and I heard him talking to Mom. She came on the line.
"Woody, are you okay? Are you coming home?"
"I'm okay Mom, really. Don't know when I'm coming back. It may be awhile. I will call you guys just to let you know how I'm doing. Don't worry, I'll be okay."
"Okay, honey. Remember we love you and are here for you. Come home soon." I could hear her crying as she hung up. I was crying too.
Okay, talked to the folks and let them know I wasn't hurt or dead. Now what? I finished my breakfast and on the way to my truck I saw a help wanted sign on the garage side of the truck stop.
Why not, I thought? I'm a pretty fair jack leg mechanic and know something about diesel engines; maybe I should stick around for awhile. The man in the office looked up as I entered and I asked him about the job. He was the boss, name of John Price. He and I talked for about 30 minutes and after the question and answer period, I left the office with the job. I was going to be his grunt in the garage. He told me I would be doing oil changes, injector cleaning, and washing the trucks. Anything I could do or learn would be my duties, plus whatever else he needed to be done. Works for me.
My compensation included the use of a 2 bedroom trailer behind the garage to live in. I also could eat 3 meals a day at the diner. After a few days eating at the diner, one of the waitresses expressed an interest in getting to know me better; very much better. I wasn't ready for that; there wasn't room in my heart or mind for any woman other than Jess. The work wasn't that hard but there was a lot of it. I was putting in 3 to 4 hours of overtime a day. John asked me to work most Saturdays too. It was okay with me; it kept my mind too busy to think about Jess. I had been there for about 3 months and the work was becoming routine. That was a problem, the less I had to think about on the job the more I started to think about Jess. I began to see Jess as I washed a truck or at night sitting in front of my trailer. It was time for me to move on; I needed something new to keep my mind occupied.
John came to the garage on a Saturday just to check things over and to give me a break if I needed it. That was the morning I told him I was leaving and I gave him a month's notice. He was sorry to see me go, but understood why I had to leave. He and I had talked before and he knew my story.
One month later I was driving west again. Passing through Kansas, I got a job with a widow who needed help harvesting her spring wheat. I didn't know much about wheat, but I could drive and repair the machinery that was used to do the harvesting.
The widow was Diane Harness, she was about 40 years old. Her husband Rich has been killed about a year ago. He was driving a tractor on a hillside and it tipped over. Rich was thrown and the tractor rolled over him. Diane had twins, Joy and Roy that were a little younger than me, about 20. They were hard workers, but the farm needed another hand. That was me.
The job was only supposed to last for about 3 weeks but I stayed on for 2 months. After the wheat was in, there were machines to repair, maintenance around the farm, and the summer crop to plant. Again, I was kept busy. The only bad point was that driving the combine across the fields was not too challenging. Once you got the basics down, it was just keeping a straight line. After a few days, I began to think of Jess as I was driving. I would see her just in front of the combine as I was driving. That was the hard part.
I lived in an apartment over the barn. It was clean, comfortable, and free. Joy had a boyfriend named Charley, sort of, and he wasn't too happy with me living and working so closely with her. I had never thought of Joy as anything but a hard worker and a friend. Joy and I had become close; she was almost like a niece to me. My mind wasn't ready for any kind of romantic thoughts right now.
I told Diane that I would finish out the month and then I was moving on. She and I had discussed my situation and she understood why I had to leave. My last night at the farm we all went into town for dinner as a going away party for me. We went to a bar and grill that also had a dance floor and live music. After dinner we stayed to listen to the music. I didn't want to go to dinner, but Diane had been good to me and I was grateful to her.
Diane finally got me on the dance floor for a couple of numbers. Joy just had to dance with me too. That's when Joy's boyfriend, Charley got jealous. I guess he thought I was cutting in on his girl. Charley walked over to us on the dance floor.
"Just what do you think you're doing Woody? Trying to steal my girl, is what it looks like," Charley challenged me. "Why don't you get your hands off her and get going?" He put his hand on me and tried to push me away from Joy.
Joy jumped between us and told him, "Don't be an ass, Charley. We're just dancing, that's all. This is a good bye party for Woody; he's leaving tomorrow."
"Good thing he is leaving, it wouldn't be healthy for him to stay around," Charley boasted.
"Charley, I don't want any trouble. Joy is a friend, that's all," I explained.
"Friend my ass, you're trying to get into her bed, you drifter," he accused.
"That's a lie. You've no call to talk about Joy like she is anything but a lady. I suggest you apologize to her."
Charley made a big mistake then, he threw a punch at me. I blocked the punch and knocked him down. He was more surprised than hurt and started to threaten me as he was getting up.
"Charley, your mouth is writing checks you body can't cash. Back off. I'll leave, like I said I don't want any trouble."
Of course, Charley's pride had been hurt and he wouldn't back off. Things got ugly after that. He swung at me again and apparently I snapped when Charley hit me. The next thing I knew there were three guys pulling me off of him. I released a lot of the rage and pain I was carrying due to Jess' death, but I don't remember what I did. Charley was chewed up pretty bad, but wasn't seriously hurt. The sheriff showed up, but the witnesses all said I was defending myself. After apologizing to Diane and Joy, I didn't wait around for morning. I left that night.



Again I was heading west, not know where, but heading west. I worked at garages, farms, truck stops and even a catfish farm for the next year. The call of the wild was answered and I worked in Washington for two months for a logging company. Too wet and rainy up there for me; that's why I came back after only two months. The money was fantastic, but you have to be a drunk or a duck to enjoy the weather.
Every two weeks or so, I would call my folks and let them know I was alive and well. Each time I talked to Dad, I made him promise not to come looking for me. I wasn't ready to go back home. Not yet. I still would see Jess just in front of the lights of the truck as I drove the highways or across an open field at sunset or in the orchards at the end of a row of trees. In Washington, she was with me on the inspection trips I made of the trees to be cut. That was another reason for me to come back south.
A little aside here: When I said I saw Jess, I didn't mean I actually saw her. I wasn't hallucinating; it was just that in the quiet times I thought about her. I thought about her a lot. She was always in my heart. As I thought about her, I would see her in my mind's eye. I would relive and remember out time together. It was wearing on my soul.
I decided to leave Washington and drive south along the coast. I had gotten as far west as I could go; I was at the Pacific Ocean. I choose to travel the secondary roads most of the way as it was a great way to see more of the country. I was traveling along U.S. Route 101(Pacific Coast Highway) just north of Astoria and saw a vintage 69 Camaro on the shoulder of the road. The car's hood was up and a little smoke was coming out of the engine compartment.
I slowed down and noticed a woman and a small child standing in front of the car. Without thinking about it, I pulled off the road and stopped behind the smoking car. I got out of my truck and walked to the front of the Camaro to offer my help to the woman. The woman was very nice looking and I would guess at least two years younger than me. I later found that she was 22. She was about 5 feet 8 with a slender body. The child had to be her son, the family resemblance was easy to see.
She looked a little frightened as I stepped around her car. "Hi there, having car trouble I see." I said, trying to put her at ease. I didn't get any closer to her. "My name is Woody Connor, can I help you with your car?"
"I don't know what's wrong with it. It sort of shuddered and then stopped and smoke started coming out from under the hood." She looked like she was trying not to cry.
"Take it easy, Ma'am. I'm a decent mechanic so maybe I can get it going for you. Worse case, I can drive you and the boy to the next garage. They can get the car towed into their shop for you."
"Well, I don't know," she muttered in scared voice.
"If you don't want to ride with me, I can go to the garage and have them send a tow truck for you. I hate to see you and the boy waiting on the side of the road, is all. Maybe we won't need a tow, let me look at it."
She nodded and stepped further back from the car. I waved the smoke away and looked under the hood. The problem was very clear, the main radiator hose had a large hole in it. The engine had overheated and stopped; the leaking coolant caused the smoke.
"I can fix this good enough for you get to the next town, it's supposed to be about ten miles. I'll follow you to the garage to make sure the car doesn't stop again. The garage can put a new hose on in a few minutes and you'll be on your way."
I used some duct tape to wrap the hose and cover the hole. I started the engine and used the water from my cooler to refill the radiator. The Camaro lead the way and I followed them to a service station that did repairs. The shop said it would take a couple of hours to fix; they didn't have a hose for a 69 Camaro and would have to have the hose delivered.
"Can I drive it the way it is?" She wanted to know.
The mechanic said she couldn't drive it very far. The tape wouldn't hold the pressure and would split. "You would be stuck on the road again," the mechanic told her.
"How much is this going to cost," she asked.
The mechanic gave her an estimate. She just shook her head and said she would have to take her chances. Apparently she didn't have the money. Her son had been waiting and tugged at his mother's skirt and told her he was hungry. She told they would eat when they got to grandma's house.
"I never did get you name," I said. "Like I said before I'm Woody Connor."
She seemed a little flustered and answered, "I'm Kimberly Reynolds and this is my four year old John Jr."
"Look Mrs. Reynolds, I wouldn't feel right letting you try to drive that car. Let me pay for the repair. I can also get you and John something to eat."
"Thank you, but no Mr. Connor. I couldn't repay you for some time; I just can't allow you to spend the money."
I looked at her for a couple of minutes. Kimberly looked like she was at her breaking point. She didn't know what to do. Car needed repaired, son hungry and her too probably, and all alone on the road. I talked to the mechanic and got him to give her a better deal and paid him.
Kimberly saw me pay the bill and objected, "I can't let you do that Mr. Connor."
"Mrs. Reynolds, with all due respect, that's my money I gave him. I earned that money and no one will tell me how or where I can spend it." I gave her a big grin and picked up her son.
"What are you doing? Put him down," she ordered me.
"John and I are going across the street to the cafe and get something to eat. We are both hungry. You can join us, if you want." I started across to the cafe and got half way across the street before she caught up to us. In the cafe after ordering, she told me again she wouldn't be able to repay me for awhile. I told her not to worry about it right now, just eat something.
I handed her a card with my name and my parents address on it. "Mrs. Reynolds if you feel you have to pay me back. This is my address, when you get to grandma's you can send the money there."
She took the card and started to make promises about repaying me. I held up my hand to stop her; I tapped the card and told her when you can. No hurry.
"Why are you doing this, Mr. Connor? I mean we are strangers," she wanted to know.
"There are three things I want for helping you Mrs. Reynolds," I told her.
Now she was suspicious. "What three things?"
"First: You call me Woody, Mr. Connor is my dad. I call you Kim or Kimberly. Second: Tell me your story. What are you and John doing here with little or no money." I waited for her to answer.
"You said three things," she said suspiciously. She still didn't know what to think about me.
"The third thing: Don't repay me, pay it forward. There was a movie a few years ago that gave me the idea. Instead of repaying me, sometime in the future you pay it forward and help someone else who could use a hand."
"Okay, Woody and Kim it is," she said with a big smile. "I think pay it forward is a good idea also. My story huh?"
Kim told me her husband John Sr. had been killed about eight months ago. John and Kim were living in Kermit, Texas. He and his brother owned a small drilling company. There wasn't enough work for a small company so he had been working as a rough neck on an oil rig outside of Midland. There was a blow out on the rig and he and two others were killed. It was a wildcat operation so there was no insurance. She stopped to dry her eyes and gather herself. I had worked at a drill sight on an oil rig, so I understood what she told me.
She said things were rough financially at home, but she was making ends meet working as a waitress. Her husband's brother Randy got it into his head that Kim should remain in the family and marry him. Kim didn't think so, but Randy didn't want to take no for an answer. He wouldn't leave her alone and she had no family of her own to help her, so she ran. "What about the police? Can't they help you?" "The sheriff in our area is a hunting buddy of Randy and so is our Police Chief; neither would help me. In Texas, women don't have a lot of legal clout, at least not out in the boonies where we lived." "So what now Kim? Your car will be fixed soon; where will you go?"
Kim had been on the road for about three weeks when we met. She was just traveling trying to find somewhere safe. She had thought Astoria would be a good place, at least for a few days. Then she would go to her grandmother's. "I think I'm going to stay here for a little while if I can get a job. It looks like a nice town," she answered me with a little smile.
Kim and John were finishing their meal, I went to the cashier to pay. The lady, Julie Adams as I found out, smiled and we chatted as she accepted my payment. I asked her if she knew of any one in town that needed a waitress. She told me that one of her girls was leaving for college and she would need to replace her in the diner. I explained about Kim and the lady told me to have Kim come talk to her.
After we finished eating, Kim, John and I stepped outside.
"Kim I don't know what kind of job you're looking for. But if you are looking for a waitress job, you need to go back inside and talk to the lady. Her daughter is going back to school and she needs a waitress. I'll take John with me to check on the car."
She smiled at me and touched my arm in thanks. I watched Kim and Julie talk for a minute. Then I picked up John and went back to the garage. The car would be done in an hour or so. I asked the mechanic about a nice motel nearby and he directed me to a place about a block away.
Kim came back from the cafe all smiles. She skipped up to me and said she would start at the diner tomorrow. Julie told her to bring John to work with her until she found daycare for him. Kim was excited and sort of hugged my arm as she told me. I told her about the motel and that I would front the cost until she got her first paycheck.
"Don't even try to refuse, Kim. I'm not doing it for you; I'm doing it for John. I can't have my buddy sleeping in the back of a car. You can add the money to the pay it forward account."
I arranged for the garage to bring Kim's car down to the motel for her. I took Kim and John to the motel, got them a room. It was too late in the day for me to start driving again, so I got a room too. The three of us took a little tour of Astoria that afternoon and had dinner together. I said good bye to Kim and my buddy John that night as I would be leaving at daylight. Kim thanked me again. She gave me a hug and I went to my room.
The next morning at daylight, I stopped at the cafe for coffee. I thanked Julie for helping Kim and drove south from Astoria. About five miles out, I noticed a big pickup parked on the side of the road. The driver was out of the truck talking on his cell phone. He was standing in the road and I slowed down to see if he needed help but he shook his head at me and waved me on. As I drove past, I noticed a logo on the door of the truck. The logo was a drawing of an oil derrick and underneath the words: Reynolds Drilling. I was ten miles down the road when it hit me.
Damn, that had to be Randy. I couldn't believe that him being this far from Texas was a coincidence. He had to be after Kim. Damn it, I couldn't leave her to face him alone. I know I didn't owe her anything, but for some reason I didn't want Randy to force her into a life she didn't want. I drove for another mile or so and made a u turn to return to town.
I had kept to myself these last two years with a couple of exceptions as I didn't want to too close to people. Then why was I getting involved in Kim's life? Maybe because I admired her courage, packing up her son and leaving her home rather than give in to Randy. Maybe because I didn't like to see anyone forced to live a life they didn't want. Maybe because I was finally starting to heal a little. Whatever, I couldn't let Randy force Kim back to Texas.
As I returned to Astoria I saw that Randy's truck was no longer on the side of the road. I knew where he was headed and felt uneasy. There was a storm brewing and I was going to be right in the middle of it. In the middle by my choice I had to admit, but in the middle just the same.
I made a turn off the main road so I could come into town from a different direction. The motel was on the other end of town and I came in from that way. I stopped at the motel, but Kim's car wasn't there. Checking at the office they told me Kim had went to the cafe to start work. Damn, I had hoped to catch her before she left the motel. I wanted to warn her about Randy.
There was nothing left to do but drive to the diner and hope Randy hadn't found Kim yet. That hope was dashed quickly, Randy's truck was parked in front of the cafe. I sat for a few seconds trying to decide how far I wanted to go with this. My dad and brothers always said "go big or go home". It was time to go big.
Trouble had already began by the time I walked into the diner. Randy was holding Kim with a big hand on the back of her neck. The side of Kim's face was red and starting to swell. Julie was on the floor a few steps from Randy. She had blood at the corner of her mouth. The phone was torn off the wall. That must have just happened as Randy was yelling at Julie when I came in.
"Nobody is calling the cops. Just sit your ass down and be quiet. I'm not done with Kim yet," Randy almost yelled.
It was obvious that friendly persuasion wouldn't work here. Time to step up or step out. Step up it had to be. You have all heard the old adage, "It's not the size of the dog in the fight, it's the size of the fight in the dog". That is a lot easier to belief if the guy your facing isn't six feet 5 and about 270 pounds. Randy was a giant.
I'm not a little guy at 6feet and I had a hard body from all the hard work I had been doing for the last two years. BUT GET REAL. Randy was 5 inches taller and 75 pounds heavier than me. A head on, one on one confrontation was not the smart thing to do at this time. The few fights I had on my two year tour of the country, taught me one important thing. The guy that got in the first good lick usually won the fight. I had to get in that first good lick or I stood no chance against Randy. Oh well, go big or go home.
Randy hadn't seen me yet. I picked up a chair, stepped close to him and hit him on the side of his leg right at the knee. He went down hard, releasing Kim as he fell. As he laid on the floor in pain, I gave Kim and Julie orders.
"Kim go to John, make sure he's okay. Julie here, use my cell to call the police or sheriff or whatever. Get them over here now. I'm going to have a talk with our friend here." Both women started to move, following my orders.
I went over to Randy. He was still in a lot of pain, enough pain that he was paying more attention to his knee than to me. I kicked him in the head to get his attention. I know not very sporting but I was pissed off that he had hit two women.
"Let me tell you how it is Randy. Kim and John belong to me now. They are mine. Don't ever think about following us or bothering her again. Can you hear me Randy." He nodded his head.
"Good boy." I continued, "I'm sure you're going to spend some time in jail, for hitting Julie if nothing else. When you get out, go back to Texas. Forget you ever knew Kim. Are you still listening, Randy?" He again nodded his head.
"You're lucky it's me that's here. My older brother would have just shot you in the back of the head. One more thing to think about. One of my brothers is the chief of police and the other is a sheriff's deputy. So remember that if you decide to follow us. Do you understand what I'm saying Randy?" I think he got the message.
The sheriff came charging through the door just then. It effectively stopped my discussion with Randy. That was okay, I was about to run out of bullshit anyway. Randy was arrested and after Kim, Julie, and I told the sheriff what happened he was carted off to a holding cell. The sheriff said Randy would probably get two years in jail for the attack.
I checked on Julie and Kim to see if they were seriously hurt. Kim was holding John and shaking a little but seemed to be okay. Julie was just pissed off. She swore the next time she saw Randy she was going to finish what I had started. What a gal.
"Kim, I'm sorry about that 'you belong to me' line, but I thought that would impress Randy more than anything else I could think of."
"That's okay Woody. I understand," she replied. I thought I heard her mumble under her breath, "just wish it were true."
I must be hearing things. "Don't know how you feel about this, but I think it would be best if you and John moved on. Randy might get out on bail or he might just get a fine instead of jail time. If it's up to the sheriff Randy will go to jail, but it's up to the courts. Anything could happen. What do you think, Kim?"
Kim looked thoughtful for a few seconds and said, "I guess you're right Woody. If Randy found me here, he would find me at my mom's. I just don't know where to go."
"I have an idea about that, my lady." I smiled at her to put her at ease with my suggestion. "We could get a car trailer for the Camaro, hook it up to my truck and you and John could ride with me."
"Ride with you? Where too?" She was lost.
"Come home with me, Kim," I asked her. "I mean not with me, but to my home town. It's a nice place and you would be closer if you needed help. My family would help you get settled with a job and a place to stay until you decided what to do. What do you think?"
Kim searched my face. "I thought you were, if not running away, at least staying away from home." We had talked a lot during our driving tour of Astoria, so she knew my situation.
I had thought about that before I made the suggestion to her. Better than two years had gone by since I lost Jess. It wasn't that I didn't still miss Jess, it was that I had come to grips with the fact that she was gone.
Okay now we get a little weird. The night before I left Astoria I had a dream about Jess. That wasn't unusual, but in this one Jess told me it was time to get back to my life. She said I had mourned her for long enough. In the dream she smiled at me and gently touched my face. That was when I woke up.
Surprising to me, I had begun to have feelings for someone besides myself. I felt there was something special about Kim and her son when I first met them. I guess that was one reason I let myself get so involved in her business. Helping them I found I cared about someone besides myself.
"I was, and running away is close to the truth. It's time to stop running and go home. I want to see my parents and the rest of the Connor clan. Been away long enough. So, want to see Arkansas, Kim?"
John spoke up and put his two cents in. "Want to see Arksaw mommy. Want to go with Woody."
Kim laughed out loud and told him, "Okay John we'll go with Woody and see Arksaw."
The next morning Kim, Julie and I went to the sheriff's office and signed complaints against Randy. Kim and I gave depositions and the sheriff told us we probably wouldn't have to come back for the trial. We loaded all of Kim and John's stuff into her Camaro and loaded the car onto a rented car trailer. Our little wagon train left Astoria for "Arksaw" around noon. We had a long trip, almost 2500 miles, and this time I stayed on the Interstates as much as possible. The company did make the time pass quickly. There is a lot of pretty and interesting country on that trip.
You can make that trip in 35 to 40 hours if you drive straight through, but not towing another car. We put in 10 to 12 hour days, but only about 8 of those were traveling. Kim didn't feel comfortable driving with a tow and I felt 8 hours was enough. The other four hours consisted of rest stops, potty breaks, food stops, and stops whenever John saw something interesting. I didn't care, I was going home and another couple of days wouldn't make any difference.



The day we left Astoria I had called my parents and told them I was coming home. My mom answered the phone and began to cry when I told her. Dad got on the extension and wanted to know if I needed money or how he could help. Typical Dad. I told them both about Kim and John, although not the whole story. The overage minutes on my cell would have been out of sight if I had. I just explained that Kim and John were friends that needed a little help. Mom said they could stay at the house, that there was plenty of room now that my brothers had moved out The trip took a little over six days. When I pulled my truck into the driveway at my parent's place, the whole clan was there. Kim watched with a smile on her face as I was hugged and greeted by about 20 people. My parents, my brothers and sister, aunts, uncles, and to my surprise 2 new nephews and a niece. The nephews and niece were babies but I had to hug them too.
I introduced Kim and John to the immediate family. For the first time I saw John act a little shy. He was sort of hiding behind his mother's leg. I guess it was all the people and the noise. My dad got down on his knee in front of John and asked him if he would like to see a baby horse. John nodded his head vigorously and that was the last of the shyness. The rest of the family welcomed Kim.
While my parents were showing Kim to her room, I unloaded the Camaro. We got Kim and John moved into the largest of the spare bedrooms. I had an apartment over the garage and took my things to it. My room hadn't changed much and I was glad to be back. It felt comfortable. That night my parents, Kim and I were sitting on the front porch enjoying the cool evening. John had been put to bed, against his wishes. I told all of them the tale of my travels for the last two years. I didn't go into great detail, just where I had been and how I had supported myself. When I got to the part about meeting Kim, I did go into more detail.
"Woody was wonderful," Kim told my parents. "He just took off and helped John and me. I mean we're strangers and he jumped in and saved us."
My dad gave a little chuckle and said, "His reasons wouldn't have anything to do with you being a very pretty girl, would they?" He laughed out loud at the look on my face.
"C'mon Dad, it wasn't like that. I didn't even see her face until I walked around her car," I tried to defend myself.
"You mean you don't think she's pretty?" Dad loves to kid with me. Mom jumped in and told him to quit teasing me.
Kim was laughing at me the whole time. She said, "I know you're just teasing, but I really don't think it makes any difference to Woody. He saw a woman and child that needed help and did so."
She turned to my parents and complimented them, "You both have done a good job raising him, he's a fine man."
I had to stop this before my face got any redder. "Okay, I'm Superman, but then my folks always knew that. Seriously I just did the right thing. Let's drop this."
The ladies finished their tea and decided to call it a night. Kim said good night, Mom kissed me and then my dad and followed her into the house. Dad had waited for the women to leave before asking his next question.
"How are you Woody? Don't give me any bullshit. You told your mother you were fine, so she wouldn't worry. I want to know how you really are. Give it up son."
"I'm doing better Dad. I think I can finally find some peace now. After two years I believe I can accept what happened. I hope so, I need to get on with my life."
I went on to explain to my dad about seeing Jess everywhere. How now I was feeling a little guilty because I didn't think of her as much. Was I being disloyal to her? I didn't want to forget about her, but I couldn't go on running away either.
"You not being disloyal at all. You're coming to grips with you grief and moving on. It's not good to live in the past, son. After a pause he asked me, "So have you told Kim how you feel about her yet?"
The question startled me. "What'da you mean, Dad?"
"Don't teach your dad how to suck eggs, boy. I can tell by the way you look at her, that you are half ass in love with her. You should tell her."
"You're full of it Dad. I'm going to bed, good night," I said as I walked off the porch. My father just laughed at me like it was the funniest thing in the world and went into the house.
The next three weeks was a matter of getting Kim and John settled in. John loved the place. Why not? There were horses, cows, and dogs to play with. How cool for him. Kim seemed to like our place too and looked at ease for the first time.
I got a job as a mechanic at the farm machine dealership. My mom and dad convinced Kim she could find something more lucrative than being a waitress. She said she had no training as anything else, but was willing to learn.
My dad convinced the owner of a local real estate agency that Kim would make a top notch office manager trainee. The agency also offered Kim a nice house to live in. The agency owned the house and because of some legal mumbo jumbo had to keep it for a year before they could put it on the market. Kim was in the right place at the right time. The agency told Kim that if she would house sit and take care of the place she could stay there rent free.
Way to go Dad, good job. Of course the fact that the real estate agency was owned by my sister and her husband was just a fortunate coincidence.
I had gotten used to sitting on the porch with Kim and John after dinner and was at sort of a loss when they moved into the agency's house. The evening porch sitting still went on with my folks, but it didn't seem the same. I realized that I missed Kim and John more than a little.
Kim and John came to my parent's for Sunday dinner almost every week. I wasn't always there due to travel for my boss. Five weeks went by before I was at home on a Sunday. John was really happy to see me. I think Kim was happy to see me too, at least she was smiling at me a lot.
After dinner, mom and dad took John to see the new calf and Kim and I took a walk around the property. We stopped down by the river to watch the sunset. After a few minutes talking, I found myself kissing Kim. I don't know how it happened, one minute we were talking and the next we were kissing.
"Kim, I know I have no right to say this but I'm falling for you. I admire your courage in leaving your home to protect John and yourself. The nights sitting on my parent's porch were some of the best evenings I've had for a long time. I hope you feel something for me too. Maybe we could spend more time together to see where it can go. What do you think, Kim?" I finished my little speech.
"There is no need to spend more time together Woody. No need to see what may come of it." Kim dashed my hopes with that statement.
"Oh, I see," I responded. I let my head hang down, I felt a great loss with her answer.
Kim continued to talk, "There is no need Woody because I already know where this is going. I already know how I feel about you. I have been waiting for you to say something since I moved into the house. What took you so long?"
That night was the start of our "courtship" and Kim, John, and I spent most evenings together. She and I would sit on her porch after John was put to bed and talk. We would talk about our lives and get to know each other better. The romantic or sexual part of the relationship developed slowly. Neither of us were in any hurry.
Kim had to fully get over the death of her husband and I had to finish healing after the loss of Jess. We "dated" for a year and didn't rush ourselves.
I was sitting on Kim's porch one evening, holding John. We had let him stay up with us and he had crawled on to my lap. He had only been there for a few minutes until he fell asleep. Kim went inside to get his bed ready and I was waiting to take him to bed.
Over three years had passed since Jess left me. I was thinking of her and could see her in my heart. Jess seemed to smile at me, blow me a kiss, and wave good bye. Then she was gone. It was like she knew I was happy and could leave me.
Kim called to me, I took the boy into his room and put him to bed. She and I stood looking down at John. I put my arm around Kim and pulled her to me.
"I love you Kim and I love John. I want for us to be a family. Will you marry me?"
She smiled and with tears in her eyes she answered me, "I hoped you felt the same as I do. Been waiting for you to ask me that question. I thought I would have to ask your dad to give you a push forward. Yes, I will marry you."
"I want to adopt John, what do you think about it?" She just nodded yes.
The rest of the evening is private and will remain just between us.
We were married in two months. Dad walked Kim down the aisle and my mom was her matron of honor. My oldest brother was my best man. I had called Jess' parents and let them know I was okay and back home. They came to my wedding too.
That was two years ago. Kim's house cleared the legal problems and we bought it from my sister. We will have to add on at least one more room because John will have a little sister soon.
I still think about Jess now and then. However, I haven't seen her the way I used to since that night on the porch. I have Kim in my heart now and she is all I can see.
Quote: Life goes on.
No matter where you choose to be
In my heart I'll always see you
Everywhere.
(Everywhere by Tim McGraw)
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This is the story about the most important summer of my life. The summer that I finally became a man and realized who I am.
It was My Corvette Summer.
Hi there. Nice to meet you. My name is Francis Xavier O'Reilly. Frank to my friends and Francis to my dad and mom when I was in trouble. I was called Francis a lot growing up. I had a very adventurous childhood. I'm 26, six feet and 195 pounds. Not a big lad, but solid. As you can tell by my name I'm of Irish and Catholic decent. It's not really important, but I'm proud of my heritage. I was 21 at the time this story began. The time frame for my story is the early 70s.
I enlisted in the military right out of high school. After serving three years in the goddamn stupid army, I mustered out. I had planned to make a career in the military, but became disillusioned and disgusted with the service. I had gotten out in April and planned to start college in June. I was going to the summer session to get a head start.
A little aside here: I have nothing but respect for the everyday soldiers. The grunts, noncoms, and lower echelon officers do a great job in trying circumstances. They are heroes in everyday life. God Bless Them. It is the big brass that disgusted and disillusioned me.
I was stationed in Germany. A Major ordered my First Sergeant to get a squad together for a run to the base garbage dump. When we loaded the truck we realized that we were loading food that was still good. It should have been used, not thrown away.
The reason the Major wanted the food dumped was to maintain his food budget. The food to be dumped was surplus. In the military and other government agencies, if you don't use this year's entire budget and have a surplus, the next year's budget will be decreased. This stupid way of budgeting is the cause of a lot of waste.
The First Sergeant and the rest of us thought it was stupid to dump perfectly good food. We, as a squad, decided to take the food to a local orphanage. The Sarge was smart about it, he called the local TV station and they sent a news crew. This is called cover your ass. The Major wouldn't dare raise hell with us, we were celebrities. This incident is why I left the goddamn stupid army.
Sorry, pet peeve. Back to my story.
As I said, I had gotten out in April. This was May and a couple of friends, Sal and Tony, and I were at a drive in just hanging out. It was a Steak n Shake if you must know. The deal was you go there to eat in your car and then just hang out. You could see friends or make new ones and have a good time. Cheap, harmless fun.
I was driving my "new" car that I had bought with the money I received when I got out of the service. It was a cherry 57 Chevy convertible. A car pulled in next to me and Tony said to check that out.
Looking to my left, I saw an older model Corvette, 56 I think. The driver was a very attractive female. I asked Tony, "The car or the chick?"
"Both," Tony answered. "They are both awesome."
I took a closer look and yep, Tony was right. The car was pristine and the girl or woman was even better. She had long blond hair styled in a ponytail. The tail stuck through the back of the baseball cap she wore. Very sexy to an ex-soldier boy or to any red blooded young man for that matter.
She placed her order with the car hop. (In those days' people, usually girls would come out to your car to take and deliver your order). Then she did the coolest thing. The glove box area had been taken out and a record turntable had been installed. She placed a LP record on the turntable and played it. So cool. We were still fighting with 8 tracks and bad radio.
After the car hop brought the woman's order and left, I heard her say, "Damn, no ketchup."
This was the opening I needed to meet her. I got out of my Chevy, grabbed the ketchup from our tray, and walked around to her side of the car. "Your wish is my command," I told her as I gave her the squeeze bottle of ketchup. Corny I know, but it got a smile from her along with her thanks.
I squatted down to talk to her. Her name was Robin Stiles, 26, from the Chicago area, and was on her way to California. No reason, she just wanted to see California and the Pacific Ocean. To an impressionable young man she was a goddess.
We had been talking for about 20 minutes when Robin invited me into her car. She said she didn't want my knees to buckle on me when I stood up. I laughed and got into the passenger seat. Of course, my knees were screaming at me as I stood up. I think I hid the pain pretty well.
Robin was a widow, her husband, Brad, was killed by a drunk driver three years ago. She told me six months ago she decided to take some time for herself and go wherever the wind blew her. The Corvette had been her husband's pride and joy. Robin thought he would like the fact that the car was making the trips that they had planned to take together.
I was mesmerized by her and hung on her every word. You see, I didn't know what to make of or how to handle a woman like Robin. I could hold my own with the girls in high school and around the neighborhood. I had some fine experiences in Germany and other places the army had sent me. But I had no experience with someone like her. The army had taught me how to be a soldier but had neglected to train me about women like Robin.
Our conversations went on for about two hours. Finally, Robin said she had to try and find a cheap motel for the next few nights. This was Wednesday night and she was going to stay in town until Monday. Then it was on to the west coast and the ocean.
The one thing (well one of the things anyway) that my First Sergeant had yelled at us about in combat training was that we should adapt, adjust, and overcome. I adapted and adjusted from that awestruck young man to a take charge guy. "Robin, why don't you stay with my folks and me?" I suggested hopefully. "I mean no funny business or anything."
"Frank, I couldn't impose on your family. Besides don't you think you should check with your parents first?"
"Dad is always kidding me about bringing home strays and....... "Not that you're a stray, I mean......" This woman flustered me just being there, much less talking to me.
Robin was laughing at me and said, "Take it easy, I know what you meant."
I told her about our four bedroom house. That only two bedrooms were being used since by brother had gotten married last year. I also told her that my dad would like to meet her, if for no other reason than her Corvette. He has a thing about classic cars. Robin agreed to stay with us, if it was okay with my parents. This was before cell phones and I didn't want to call my folks anyway. Seek forgiveness, don't ask permission. That was something else I learned in the army.
"Tony, take my car and drive Sal home. Then come to the house. I will ride with Robin to show her the way," I was giving orders just like my First Sergeant. Tony lived across the street from me and he could get home after dropping my car off.
If Robin hadn't already won my heart, she did with her next question. "Would you like to drive, since you know the way?"
I was in heaven. A beautiful car to drive and a beautiful woman next to me. It couldn't get any better than this. I would find out later that it could get better. The trip to my house took longer than usual. I didn't want to stop driving the Corvette nor did I want the magic between Robin and me to stop either. I least I felt like it was magical.
My dad was on the front porch waiting for us. Tony had already dropped off my car. He had knocked on my door, handed my dad the keys to my car, and told Dad that I was bringing a chick home with me. Ergo, my dad waiting on us.
Robin and I parked the Corvette in the drive and I took her to meet my dad. From the look he gave me, I began to think this wasn't my best idea ever. After the introductions, Dad surprised me. I have never seen him be so charming. Maybe it was because Robin was gorgeous or the way she presented herself. Probably it was that Robin was a woman and not some airhead young girl.
Robin met my mom and they went into the kitchen to talk. It was decided that Robin should have the larger of the two empty bedrooms. Dad crooked his finger at me and went outside to the front porch. Oh shit, I would rather have my sarge on my ass than to have to face Dad.
As soon as we closed the door Dad asked me, "What were you thinking Frank? She seems to be a very nice person, but we don't know anything about her."
"Dad, you have always taught me to trust my instincts. That's what I'm doing here."
"Are you trusting your instincts or you Johnson?" (For those of you who don't know what a, wait; you all know what I mean. Never mind.)
I told Dad her story. Robin being a widow, it was her husband's car, taking the trips they had planned, all of it. He calmed down after I told him about it.
Dad looked at me and gave me a little smile. "I guess I keep forgetting that you're a man now Frank. I know one of the reasons you helped her is how she looks. Can't fault you taste. By the way don't tell your mother I said that. But I know the other things you told me was also part of your reasoning. Good job, son."
For the next few days, Robin and I were inseparable. I showed her all the highlights of our city. I also took her to some of the spots that the locals went to, away from all the touristy places. One of the best parts was that we took the Corvette and she let me drive.
The only downer during our tour of the city was running into Gerry. Gerry is the girl that I had dated most in high school. Nothing was ever said about going together or boyfriend girlfriend type stuff. We just enjoyed each other's company, and we had a few dates when I came home from the army.
I had never touched Gerry below the neck or above the knee and the few kisses we shared were not the "I heard the bells ring and the earth shake" kind. Even so, it was a little awkward running into her while I was with Robin.
Gerry wasn't her normal upbeat self, but she was always a little shy around new people. I figured that was the problem. After the introductions were made and small talk exchanged we continued on our way. Robin smiled at me and said, "You know that girl is in love with you, don't you?"
"Gerry? You're crazy, we're just buddies and went out together once in awhile. Usually we were with a group, so it's not like that," I told her.
"Maybe that's what you think, but I'm a woman and know about these things. Gerry is in love with you. It hurt her to see us together," Robin said with a little sad voice.
We dropped the subject there. A strange feeling ran through me as I had watched Gerry walk away. I shook it off and went back to trying to impress Robin.
Saturday we went on tour of the brewery, something I hadn't done to do before. I hadn't been of legal age and couldn't make use of the sampling room so I hadn't gone. We went on a morning tour and had lunch at a German place nearby. That evening I took her to my favorite Italian place for an early dinner. A mom and pop restaurant that served things family style. Whatever you ordered was brought in big bowls and you served yourselves. Just like at home. We had a fine meal and a good time.
When we got home we were alone at the house. Mom and Dad left a note that said they had gone to a concert in the park and wouldn't be back until midnight. Robin took my hand and led me to her bedroom. She gave me training that the army hadn't. I began to learn how to handle a woman like Robin.
I thought, as all young me do, that I knew my way around. It was a little bit of a shock to find out how much I had to learn. Let's just say I was an avid student. I was sneaking out of her room about 2:00 A.M. and ran into my dad. He didn't say anything, but he did give me that little smile again and shook his head.
The next morning I was checking out my car. It had been neglected for the last few days. My dad came out to talk to me. I knew I was in for a lecture, but I didn't care, it was worth it. Go ahead Dad, have at it, I thought. My father surprised me again. Not one word was said about last night in the hallway.
He asked me how the Chevy was. That car was one of his passions too. He also asked about school and was I going work while going to school. Everything except what I thought he was going to ask about.
Finally I couldn't take it anymore. Maybe I was waiting for the Inquisition or maybe I just wanted to brag a little. "Okay Dad, let's have it. Why did you really come out here?"
Dad gave that little smile again and asked, "Are you in love with her?" Then he went on before I could answer. "You know she's older than you"
"I know she is older and I don't know if what I feel could be called love. Right now we are just enjoying spending time together. She's leaving tomorrow so how I feel about her is academic, isn't it?"
"I just don't want you to get hurt Son," Dad told me. "I know you're not a boy anymore but Robin would turn any man's head and break any man's heart."
"Let it go Dad. I have to. It's been great meeting her and I don't mean because of last night. I have never had such a good time with a woman. It's been the time of my life," I told him sadly.
We let the conversation turn to my Chevy and Robin's Corvette. Dad and I were both big fans of classic Chevys. He told me breakfast should be ready and we went back to the house. In the kitchen Mom was putting the food on the table and Robin was helping her. We all sat down to eat and talk and enjoy the food and company.
Robin tried to help Mom with the dishes, but Mom chased her out of the kitchen. Mom told her she had a long drive to start tomorrow and that Robin should take it easy today. Robin and I went for a walk down by the river. We stopped at a little gravel bar and sat down.
We were staring at the water and then Robin dropped a bombshell. "Come with me tomorrow Frank."
"What?" I was shocked.
"Come with me. You're good company and a good driver. I could use both. Not to make your head swell, but I like you and I could use a friend on this trip."
My first thought was, I can't go I'm starting college next month. Next what would my folks say? And the last thought I had was, hell yeah I want to go.
"I don't know Robin. I'm starting classes next month and I have already put college off for three years," I replied.
"Would another few months or even a year make any difference in the long run?" She prompted.
I told her that I would have to talk to my parents. Not to get their permission but just to get their input. She looked at me, nodded and smiled.
"I'm leaving about 9:00 in the morning. I won't say any more, the invitation is open until then. I'll remember you fondly if you decide not to go. Thanks for our time here, Frank." She leaned into me to give me a kiss.
When we got back to the house, Robin went up to her room and I headed for the kitchen. Dad and Mom were at the table having coffee. I poured more for them, got a cup for myself, and sat down with them.
"What's on your mind Frank? Dad knew me too well.
"Nothing, why would you ask that Dad."
"You have never sat down with us other than at meals. Ergo, something's on your mind."
I sat for a minute more and then told them I was thinking about going with Robin. Going into the army had put off college for three years and I told them I didn't think another year would cause a problem.
"Are you telling us you're going or asking our permission to go?" Dad usually cut through the bullshit.
"I'm just trying to tell you how I feel and to get your ideas on this," I answered.
Dad, Mom, and I discussed, debated, and looked at the trip from all angles. After an hour, I made my decision. I was going. Before going up to my room I thank them both for their help.
As I left the kitchen I heard Mom asking Dad how he could let me go with Robin. She talked about college and that I had just got home. I don't think Mom really understood.
Dad told her that a little more time before I had to grow up wasn't a bad thing. He said any man in his right mind would want to go on this trip with Robin. He also said that I would regret it for the rest of my life if I didn't go on this adventure. He also told Mom that I was over 21 and they couldn't stop me. My dad is pretty cool sometimes.
I was in bed trying to get some sleep and the door slowly opened. Robin came into the room and climbed into my bed. "I want to spend tonight with you Frank. Go with me or stay, I want one more night with you," Robin whispered.
"Go," was all I said.
The next morning I quickly packed duffel. The Corvette didn't have a lot of luggage room. Jeans, T-shirts, underwear, socks, shaving kit, and a jacket was about all I packed. Dad and Mom hugged Robin and told her to be careful and come back to see them. Mom embarrassed me when she told Robin to take care of her baby. Then it was my turn to be hugged. I waved good bye as I got behind the wheel.
Westward ho the Corvette. We didn't have a time table just a general destination. That was definitely the way to travel. If we saw something interesting, we stopped or took the side trip. Some days we drove for hours and some days if we liked where we were, we didn't drive at all. I had money from my savings and college fund and Robin had money from I don't know where. Money wasn't a big problem for us. We planned to camp out a lot, stay at hostels, and sleep in the rest stops.
If you drive straight through from my town (St. Louis) to California, you can make the trip in about 34 to 35 hours. It took us longer than that just to get to past the Rockies. We took side trips, we would stay at a town because we liked the looks of it, and sometimes we would stop so we could spend time together out of the car.
I won't tell you about the whole trip. We saw Denver, Colorado Springs, and Pikes Peak. Before we left Colorado we spent three days hiking the Black Canyon of the Gunnison. We saw the Grand Canyon and Hoover Dam and even took tours at both of them. We stopped in Las Vegas for a couple of days. Not so much to gamble but to see some of the shows. During the whole trip I called home every ten days or so and sent post cards from all the places we went to.
It took us almost three weeks to get to San Diego. We found a little place inland to rent for a while. Balboa Park, La Jolla, and Mission Bay were a few of the places we saw. We spent a lot of time on the beaches, and my favorite beach was Black's beach because it's a clothing optional beach. Robin looked spectacular.
During this whole trip Robin and I were almost like newlyweds. I can't speak for her, but I enjoyed the exploration of her body and mind much more than the country we passed through. I was in heaven.
We explored San Diego for two weeks or so, then drove north on the Pacific Coast Highway. Wonderful country along that road. The grandeur of Hurst Castle at San Simeon, the beauty of Big Sir, the country club atmosphere of Monterrey Bay and of course San Francisco. It had taken almost four months to get there.
If you remember the quote by Mark Twain, "The coldest winter I ever saw was the summer I spent in San Francisco" you will understand why we stayed at a bed and breakfast. It was here in "The City by the Bay" that the dream trip came to an end.
We had dinner at Fisherman's Wharf, like all the tourist and came back to our room. After our nightly exercise, I fell asleep. It was about daylight when I woke up to see Robin sitting cross legged on the bed staring at me. She was nude, but something in her face kept me from enjoying the view. "What?" I asked with a tentative smile.



Robin sighed. Then she handed me an envelope. Inside was an airline ticket back to St. Louis, my home. "I'm sorry Frank, but our time together is over."
I was stunned, mad, sad, and confused. All at the same time, plus I felt like crying like a little boy. I looked into her eyes as they began to fill with tears and asked, "Why?"
Robin began to explain through her tears. When her husband died she was a wreck for a while. There was a man Ron, a friend that helped her to control her grief and get on with her life. They spent a lot of time together, he fell in love with her and she thought she loved him. He asked Robin to marry him, but she was afraid of getting too close to anyone, afraid to lose anyone else. That was when she decided to begin her journey.
"Now it's time for me to go home, Frank," Robin told me. "I have loved being with you and sharing the adventure, but I need to go back and start my life. I guess it's sort of strange but being with you made me realize you can't live in fear of losing someone. You have to get all the time together you can. Can you understand? Can you forgive me for leaving you?"
I had tears in my eyes too. "There isn't any need to forgive you. I knew this couldn't go on forever, but I had hopes," I said with a sad smile. "You will always have a special place in my heart Robin."
We grabbed onto each other and just held on for a while. My plane didn't leave until 6:00 P.M. so we spent the rest of the day snuggling together. I guess trying to hold on as long as possible.
She drove me to the airport and wanted to come to the gate with me. I told her it would be too hard to sit and wait for the plane with her beside me knowing I was leaving her behind. I watched her drive away.
It's about a six hour flight to St. Louis and we didn't land until after midnight. I hadn't told my parents I was coming home and took a taxi to my house. No one was awake of course so I sat on the front porch most of the night. When I heard someone in the kitchen, I knocked on the door.
My dad, tousled hair and sleep eyes opened the door. When he saw me he grabbed me in a bear hug and shouted my name. "Frank's home," he yelled up the stairs.
Mom came down the stairs so fast I thought she might have jumped all the way down. It took a few minutes for the hugging and kissing to get done. Mom was crying of course. We all went into the kitchen for coffee and the story I had to tell.
As we sat down at the table, the questions started. Where's Robin? Why didn't I let them know I was coming? Was I staying this time? Again, where's Robin? I held up my hand to stop the questions.
I told them the story of my adventure. Starting with pulling out of their driveway all the way to San Francisco and all the places in between. When I got to the part about San Francisco, I broke down and started crying. I guess I wasn't as grown up as I thought.
"I knew the trip couldn't go on forever, but I'm depressed that it is over," I said as I composed myself.
My dad saw I was really hurting and hugged me to his chest. Just like he used to do when I was a little boy. Mom was there too, rubbing my back and saying, get it all out, that's it and other things to soothing me.
I finally was able to compose myself and finish the tale. I told them about Robin's good bye and why she had to go home. Steeling myself a little, I told them that I understood and wished her good luck. I think Robin found herself on her journey and will be okay now. I hoped she would find someone to love again. Robin is too good of a person to be alone anymore.
After the breakfast that Mom insisted on cooking, I wandered out to the front porch. My dad followed me and we sat in the rocking chairs and listened to the river for a short time.
Dad looked at me and said, "You've grown boy. Whatever happened on your trip, you've grown up. I guess I can't call you a boy anymore. Do you love her son."?
"Yeah I do, but not in the way you mean Dad. I love her, but I'm not in love with her. Do you know what I mean? Robin opened my eyes to a lot of new things and new ways to look at the old things I already know about. She taught me to think and not just be. In spite of the sexual relationship, I almost think of her as my teacher. I know that's kinda weird but that's how I feel."
I had been on the go for over 24 hours. Too much on my mind to sleep on the plane. The fatigue almost overwhelmed me as I went up to my old room. I slept until the next morning but felt good when I got up. I felt good until I remembered why I was home. Robin was gone.
Knowing that nothing permanent could come of our relationship didn't lessen the sadness that it was over. I don't know how long I thought my adventure would last, but it had ended too soon for me. I came to realize that the feelings of loss I had was because of the great time I had been having. It was time to grow up and get back to real life.
It was early October and I made plans to start my college classes with the start of the new semester in January. In the mean time I got a job with a local garage working on cars. I was a better than average shade tree mechanic.
I found I liked the work. The army had taught me discipline so I was always on time and always worked hard. My boss learned he could count on me and with my mechanical ability he soon had me helping to run the place.
January rolled around and I changed most of my classes to late afternoon and evening ones. That way I could keep working at the garage and go to school. I didn't have much time for socializing but did manager to meet with Tony and Sal for beers or whatever on some Saturdays.
Things were drifting by, I wasn't happy but I wasn't unhappy either. I just sort of was. I was driving my dad's old truck to school and work because I had sold my 57 Chevy to pay for school. That was before I got the job at the garage. The guy I sold it too wasn't open to the idea of selling it back to me. I could have floated a loan from my folks for school but I wanted to make it on my own.
My birthday was in April and two good things occurred that day. My big day was on a Saturday and I was at home helping Mom get the house ready for my party that night. Somebody started playing "shave and a haircut" with the door bell and I went to answer the door. The guy at the door was dressed in a coverall and had a clip board in his hand. He looked like a truck driver.
"Got a delivery for Frances Xavier O'Reilly. He here?" The guy asked.
"I'm him, I mean I'm Frank O'Reilly. What delivery? I didn't order anything," I informed him.
"Don't know about you ordering it, but I got a delivery just the same," he answered. "Sign here," He handed me the clip board.
"What are you delivering? I asked as I signed the paper work.
He pointed over his shoulder. Sitting in the driveway with a big red bow on the hood was Robin's 56 Corvette. The driver handed me a large envelope and told me that there was a letter inside. He left before I could ask any more questions.
I didn't know what to think or how to react. Crossing the yard to the car, I felt like I was seeing an old friend again. I had spent a lot of days and had driven a lot of miles in that Corvette. I opened the envelope and inside found the keys to the car, the signed and notarized title, and a letter in Robin's handwriting. It read:
Dear Frank, Couldn't resist the Frances Xavier thing, sorry. I know how much you hate to be called Xavier.
I am giving you the Corvette for several reasons and I will try to explain them. You and I had a great adventure. I don't know anyone who has ever had a greater one. During that adventure you were my companion, my lover, and most of all my friend.
Frank you helped my come to grips with my own life, and like you I grew up during our travels.
Ron and I are getting married this summer. You made me realize that you couldn't go through life afraid of what you might lose. You must enjoy your loved ones for as long as you can.
Finally, I believe my husband would like and approve of the car belonging to someone that would treasure it the way he did. One last thing, if you haven't already, look up Gerry. You'll both be the better for it.
Thank you Frances, I love you, and God Bless.
Love always,
Robin
I was able to finish the letter before the tears came to my eyes, but just barely. Robin was right, I would appreciate the Corvette. It was a classic, but mostly it would remind me of her and the places it had taken us. That evening at my party, the second good thing happen.
My mom, I believe it was her, invited Gerry to my party. It was just like my mom to play matchmaker. I was surprised at her being there especially after the way I had treated her. When I had gotten home from the army we had gone out once or twice. Once I met Robin, I hadn't called her or tried to see her. The only time I had seen her was when Gerry ran into Robin and me. I hadn't even called her after my adventure with Robin had ended. I was surprised at how glad I was to see her.
When Gerry came into the house, I went to her to say hello and thanked her for coming. Tony and Sal came in and pulled me away from her. They wanted to know the scoop on the Corvette in the driveway. It was almost an hour later before I had the chance to find and talk to Gerry again.
"I'm really glad you came Gerry," I told her. "Believe it or not, I have missed talking with you."
Gerry said with a little smile, "I thought you were all broken up over losing your girlfriend. What was her name? Oh yes Robin isn't it?" Gerry was being a little catty.
Women are masters at putting a man in his place and/or cutting him down to size. It must be a female instinct. "Ouch, that's a little harsh, don't you think?" I returned her smile. "It's wasn't like that Gerry."
We walked to the back of the yard and I tried to explain what happened to her. I told her Robin's story, told her about our travels, and that I had learned a lot about myself and life in general.
"Gerry, I apologize for the way I treated you. I had thought of you as a friend or buddy, not as a girlfriend. I didn't know my own mind. When Robin and I ran into that time, it wasn't until you were walking away that I realized how much I cared about you. I'm sorry I didn't realize that sooner than I did."
I had been looking at the ground as I talked, afraid to meet Gerry's eyes. When I finished talking I finally looked at her. She had tears in her eyes and was smiling. Maybe there is still a chance for me, I thought.
"Could we sort of start over, Gerry? I would like very much to see if we could develop into more than friends."
"I don't know Frank. You hurt me a little even before Robin. We won't even talk about the whole Robin thing." She hesitated for a minute making me sweat. "We're already friends; maybe we could start from there. A ride in the Corvette would be a good start," she said laughing.
We spent the next hour or so going into details about the country and places I had seen. My mom called us in, it was time for the presents and cake. All and all, it had been my best birthday yet.
The next morning as I was leaving my dad was sitting on the porch. "Where you headed this morning?"
"I going to pick up Gerry and take a ride through the country side," I replied with a smile.
Dad grinned back at me and told me, "Take it slow Son." He was talking about more than my driving. My dad is a pretty smart guy sometimes.
Gerry was waiting in front of her house and ran to the car. We weren't going anywhere in particular, just spending time together.
Maybe my Corvette summer doesn't have to end. I have the Corvette and maybe I have the girl too. I feel lucky.
Quote: Life goes on.
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"I was sitting on the porch in my overalls
As she packed her things to leave
She changed her mind, when she couldn't change me."
(Montgomery Gentry)
*
Hi there. Let me introduce myself. That way you will know what you have to work with as a reader.
My name is Jackson Hunter. Jack to most everyone, except my mom when I am in trouble. I got called Jackson a lot as I was growing up. You see I had a rather adventurous childhood. I am 24, a college grad, stand 6 feet 2, and weigh 205 or so.
The family Hunter, at least our part, consists of my parents, my two older brothers (James & William) and Alyssa, my baby sister. Don't let her know I called her my baby sister; she hates that. I am actually younger than she is but I'm taller.
The family is not rich, but is fairly well to do. My parents are hard working people and have always lived off of their earnings. However, there are trust funds set up for college, start money, and investments. These funds are courtesy of my great, great, Grandfather James and his son William. They made their money in land speculation. They are who my brothers are named after.
After college I used some of my trust fund to buy a ranch close to Greer's Ferry Lake in Arkansas. Okay, it was really a large farm (500 acres), with grazing rights on another 1000 acres of government land. I own it so I can call it a ranch if I want to. I started to raise beef cattle. Hired some people who knew what they were doing and I learned from them. I was working hard, making a little money, and having the time of my life. Everything was going great, and then I met Melody.
Melody Samuels was a reported for the largest T.V. station in the state. She came from Little Rock to do a feature on the troubles the ranchers and farmers were having with the extremely severe weather that winter. She had been told by people at the station, that I was the one to talk to. Our Sheriff introduced her and she asked if she could spend a few days with me. Melody wanted to learn about the problems we were faced with and what we were doing to overcome them. I wasn't too excited about the prospect.
"I'm not sure that's a good idea, Miss Samuels," I told her. "Why don't you stick to some interviews and go back home?"
Melody informed me, "I need to see the problems firsthand so I can make a better report. You can call me Melody."
"You better find someone else then. I'm not interested."
"Why not Jack? I was told that you have one of the bigger spreads and that your methods were the best. I need to get this story."
"I, I, I, that's all you know. All you want is a story. Did you ever think about the families that may lose everything? Report about that." "WOW. What brought all that on?" Melody was surprised at my outburst.
"Sorry, I usually don't preach until Sunday," I answered with a grin. I hesitated for a minute and said, "If I let you come with me you have to understand some things. When I go out to check on the cattle, sometimes I have to stay overnight. I have three or four small cabins set up just in case. The weather is going to be a stone bitch and I won't be able to run you back to town if things get rough."
"I can handle that, Jack."
"Not in those shoes you can't. If you want to go with me be at my place at 6:30 tomorrow morning, Sam. You need to get clothes for this weather though."
"Sam? My name is Melody."
"Not to me. You're Sam and that's it," I laughed at her.
Sam met me at my ranch house the next morning; with the proper clothes I might add. We jumped in my truck and started on our inspection. It was snowing lightly when we left the house. We were as far from the house as we could get and my truck just stopped. I'm a fair mechanic, but the problem was beyond me and it had started to snow much harder.
"What are we going to do? Can we call for help?" Sam wanted to know.
"No service out here and the CB radio is on the fritz too," I told her. "We are going to have to hike to the closest cabin and wait for the weather to clear. It's about 4 miles and we need to get going. This snow is getting heavier and the temperature will drop as the sun goes down."
We made good time to the cabin. I have to hand it to Sam, she was a trooper. She didn't whimper, complain, or bitch, she just walked. After three hours we got to the cabin as the temperature dropped steadily until it must have been in the low teens. If we had been in the Rockies, I would have called this snow storm a blizzard. A little aside here: Hiking cross country is not the same as hiking on roads or trails. We made very good time for the conditions and the terrain.
We stepped inside and Sam just sat down on the floor. She was about done in so I started a fire in the fireplace and pulled Sam over in front of it. I always had extra clothes in the cabins and I made her get out of her wet socks and jeans. Very nice body, of course I was just checking her for frostbite. Yeah, right. Even very cold, she looked lovely.
The cabins are always well stocked so I was able make some coffee. Our dinner was canned beef stew and some canned fruit. The cabin had a working CB radio and I was able to call the house and let them know where we were. Sometimes, I'm so smart; to think of well stocked cabins with radios. My foreman would be out to get us as soon as the weather let up.
We spent two nights at the cabin. During that time about all we had to do was sleep and talk. I know what you're thinking, but there was no sex. We didn't even kiss, but we did get to know and like each other. My foreman showed up for us after two nights. We were almost sorry to see him.
When we got Sam back to town she said to me, "We stayed two nights at your place. Come to Little Rock and I will return the favor. Here's my card with my cell number. Call me."
I may be a country boy, but I'm not some stupid hayseed. The call was place three days after she left; had to give her time to thaw out. She told me to pick her up at the station Friday, after she did the news. That was the start of our romance.
Little Rock is about 55 miles from my ranch, as the crow flies. Of course I'm no crow so I had to drive about 70 miles to get there. Still close enough that we got to spend 2 or 3 nights a week together. We became an item. Sam would come to the ranch and spend a long weekend and I would return the favor in Little Rock. Our time was filled with fun, passion and growing closer.
We were in bed in Sam's apartment on a Saturday morning and her boss called. He told her that a big public relations firm in L.A. had seen some of her televised reports and were very impressed. They were offering her a position with them and they wanted an answer by next Tuesday. Sam was so excited but at the same time sad. If she took the job, she would have to move to California. It was a great opportunity but she loved her life here. Sam had grown to love me, the ranch, and our life together.
As much as I hated to admit it, I knew something like this would happen. It killed me, but Sam was too talented to stay in Arkansas. There were bigger things on the horizon for her, and I knew it. I was in love with her but I couldn't hold her back.
"What are you going to do Sam, turn it down? This is what you have been working for your whole career. The big time. You have to take the job."
"What about us? I don't want to lose you; I just found you."
"I know it sounds hokey, but if we are meant to be together, we will be. I'm a great believer in karma," I told her. I don't believe in all that crap, but I had to make it easier for Sam. Guess that's what you do for someone you love.
Sam called the P.R. firm on Monday and accepted the job. One week later she was gone; moved to the west coast. Our last week together was both wonderful and at the same time heartbreaking. During that week Sam tried numerous times to get me to move with her. She argued that my foreman was already handling the day to day operation of my ranch. I could fly back two or three times a month to check up on things.
"I'm a rancher Sam. Good or bad that's what I have decided to do with my life. I wouldn't fit in out there. What kind of work could I do? No, I'll stay in my world and visit yours'. That is if you want me to."
She said, "Of course I want you to visit. Not just for a weekend though. Come and visit for two weeks or a month."
I agreed to come to visit when she got settled. That's what I did. I would fly to California every two months and stay for 2 to 3 weeks at a time. This went on for a year and a half. Then Sam got a big promotion.
Sam didn't have as much time to spend with me after the promotion. She had to work late several nights until 11:00 or so; not every night, but at least once or twice a week. If we had been living together it wouldn't have been a problem, but I was only there for 7 to 10 days, so it was a big deal. It was always some show or movie opening that cut in to our time. I was of course invited to take her to these affairs and for some of them I did don a tux and join her. I wasn't really happy with all this Hollywood stuff but went along because it was Sam's job and she needed my support not my criticisms.
As I said, I was only with Sam for 7 to 10 days every two months or so. All of the late nights at work, the parties, and the PR functions were seriously cutting into our time together. I loved Sam and guess I would have gone on this way for a long time. That is, until the big gala for a major motion picture studio. It was a party to celebrate a movie they had just released, that was a box office smash.
Sam asked me to go to the party with her and I reminded her that it was going to be one of my last two nights in town. I told her I wouldn't be back for three months or so; things were happening at the ranch that needed my presence.
"Can we skip this one Sam? I would like for just the two of us to spend my couple of night together."
"You make it sound like we will never see each other again. Jack, I can't miss this one. Our company, mostly me, was responsible for all the promotional ads that helped make the movie a financial success. I really need to be there. Please Jack, come with me," she pleaded with me.
I took a cup of coffee and went out to the patio to think. When Sam had gotten this job offer, I had supported her. I didn't want her to go to California, but I knew it was important to her. If I had held her back, she would have stayed in Little Rock for me. She also would have come to resent me, so I encouraged her to take the job. I couldn't ask her to do less than her best at her work. She needed my support again, not me pouting.
As I came back into the house, Sam was on the phone. She was talking to her boss, trying to get out of going to this big party. I motioned to her to put him on hold.
"Sam, this is very important for you, so let's go to the party. Tell your boss we will be there."
She told her boss, hung up, and ran to me. Sam jumped into my arms and kissed me. She suggested that since we had 3 hours before we had to leave that we take a long shower together.
Cleanliness is next to Godliness; at least that's what I was taught at home. I thought it was a wonderful idea. It was a good thing we had the 3 hours, we took a very long shower. Boy, were we clean!
I'm not into fashion and stuff, but I must tell you how Sam looked. She was absolutely stunning. Her hair was upswept and her makeup was perfect. The dress was a sexy but classy floor length lavender gown. It showed a lot of cleavage both front and back. Obviously she wasn't wearing a bra. If she couldn't have launched a thousand ships, then the Greeks were all gay.
We arrived at the big deal and Sam was immediately whisked off by her boss to meet some big shots with the studio. It left me on my own, so I found one of the bars. I stood at the bar for about 50 minutes. Taking my second drink with me, I started to look for Sam, I wasn't a happy camper. I understood she had to make nice with the big wigs, but that was no excuse to leave me alone for almost an hour.
I found Sam outside on the patio with her boss and some other man. I walked up behind the group. Apparently she was being introduced to him. I think his name was Bishop. He took her hand and pulled her close to him, kissed her on the cheek and ran his hand down and fondled her rear. She pulled away from him, smiled at him, lightly slapped his hand and told him to behave. In my mind it wasn't enough of a response from her and at any other time and place I would have knocked him on his ass.
Her boss noticed me then and said, "Oh shit. Melody behind you."
Sam turned and smiled at me uncertainly. Either she didn't know how much I had seen or she didn't know how I would respond or maybe both. It was obvious that she knew I wouldn't approve.
I took the three steps to Sam and told her, "I'm leaving. You stay and enjoy your friends and the party."
"Jack wait, let me talk to you. You don't have to go, stay with me please." I just shook my head at her and started to leave.
As I turned to leave, this guy Bishop put his hand on my arm. "Young man you must stay, we don't want to upset our Melody," he ordered me.
"Mister, I suggest you take your hand off me." I waited about five seconds and said, "I won't tell you again, get your hand off me."
Bishop must have seen the threat in my eyes. He dropped his hand, turned to Sam and said, "Melody, who is this young man?"
I was still hot and looking for a fight. Looking at Sam I told her again, "I'm leaving. If I don't there will be a scene. I won't take anymore of this crap. Good bye Sam."
"Jack wait, please. Let me talk to Mr. Bishop and explain. Then we can talk and I can find out what's bothering you."
"This isn't the place and you don't have the time for me. If you did, you wouldn't have left me alone for almost an hour. Any explanations should be to me about Bishop and the others. I should be the one that counts. I'm going Sam; it's the best thing to do."
"Alright, I'll see you back at my place. I should be home around midnight," Sam told me. She looked a little guilty, maybe my crack about being alone for an hour had hit home.
"No Sam, I'm going back to the ranch. I can't stay here anymore, not even for you."
Sam was stunned. She tried to get me to wait for her, but I had decided to go back where I belonged. I loved Sam, but I couldn't live in the world she had made for herself. Sometimes, love just isn't enough.
I might have overlooked the late nights at work, the parties and gala affairs, but I couldn't get past the hugs, kisses, and fondling that was going on. I know it's silly but I felt that she was cheating on our relationship. These affectionate people and their actions wouldn't pass the boyfriend test. Yeah I know we weren't engaged or married, but when did logic ever mean anything when it came to being in love.
Checking with the airlines, I found I couldn't get a flight until early tomorrow. I packed my bags to go to a hotel tonight. I didn't want to stay at Sam's place. Sam came rushing through the door just as I was calling a cab.
"What are you doing? Where are you going?" She questioned me. "You left in such a hurry I couldn't catch up with you. I saw your cab pull away but couldn't stop you."
"Told you Sam, I am going back to the ranch."
"I thought you meant you were going home after your visit, not tonight. You can't get a flight until tomorrow anyway, stay here tonight," she pleaded with me.
"I'm going now; I can't stay here with you. If I stay here we will just argue and maybe destroy the good memories we have. I have to go, Sam."
"Okay, I'll call you next week and we can plan things to do on our next visit. The big push is over at work and we can have more time together."
I was going to tell her I wasn't coming back, but chickened out. That was something that was going to make her cry and I didn't want to face that. It would also turn into a big argument and I definitely didn't want to go through that tonight. I would probably say things that I shouldn't. Sam hugged me very tight and kissed my cheek as she said good bye. The last thing I heard as I closed the door was, "I love you Jack."
It was already 1:30 and my plane was to take off at 5:30 so I just went to the airport. I could wait there just as easy as at a hotel, besides I wasn't going to sleep anyway. I arrived at the ranch the next afternoon and was soon back in the swing of being a rancher. The work help keep my mind off the situation with Sam. The nights by myself were tough.
Sam called my cell the day after I got home. I saw it was her and let it go to voice mail. I did the same thing the next six or seven times she called. Okay, so I'm a coward. I just didn't want to take the final step and break up with her. I didn't have the guts to talk to her as it was not going to be pleasant.
About the fifth day home, the phone at my house rang about 7:30 in the evening. If I had caller I.D., I never would have answered it. It was Sam. I guess the running away from the situation was over. After saying hello, how are you and how is everyone at the ranch, the real questions started. Why haven't you called me? Did you get my messages? Don't you owe me the courtesy of returning my calls? She was pissed, and I have to admit rightfully so. I had been a total ass by not calling her. What can I say? I was just putting off the inevitable.
Then Sam started telling me about her plans for my next visit. I interrupted her before she got too far into the plans.
"Sam, I'm not coming back to California," I told her.
Dead silence, and then a tearful, Why?"
"I can't live like you do. Not that it's wrong, it's just wrong for me. I want to spend time with you, not with a bunch of movers and shakers. "I love you, but you can't change me. I'm what I want to be and I'm happy with my life. Not as happy as I would be with you in it, but I'll just have to live with that."
"Why the sudden decision? I thought we were having a good time and cared for each other," she said.
"Sam I do care for you, but it came to a head at the last party. I saw Bishop kiss you, hug you, and put his hand on your ass. You just laughed it off, like it was nothing. Maybe it was nothing to you, but it was to me. I know we aren't married or even engaged, but you were my woman and that didn't set right with me."
"How would you suggest I handle it Jack? Should I have slapped the hell out of him? That would have a great effect on my job," she said in her defense. "It doesn't mean anything Jack. People in this business are always hugging and kissing, it's like shaking hands in Arkansas. It's not even considered sexual. Are you jealous?"
"I'm not jealous Sam; I'm pissed off. You run off and leave me for almost an hour. I went to your party for you and you ran off and left me. You don't have to hold my hand all the time, but you showed a lack of concern by leaving me alone for that long. Then, when I come to find you, you're letting some asshole grab your ass and get away with it." I felt the anger and disappointment start to surface. "Jack again it means nothing. The parties and events are part of my job. I can't pick and choose what I'm supposed to be doing. I can't ignore the socializing; it's also a part of my job. I can't change my job."
"I know Sam. Good bye, I love you," I said and hung up. It wasn't jealousy; I just didn't like other men touching my woman. I couldn't live with the situation in California and it wasn't acceptable to me. Sam had changed after her promotion. She was more "Hollywood" now and I didn't like that either.



I guess Sam called me two or three nights later, but I quit answering the house phone and my cell. It was painful for me to think too much about her. I kept busy with the ranch during the day and did the best I could at night. I knew I should quit pouting and talk to her, but I was hurting. The only way to lessen the pain was to try not to think about Sam. Fat chance. Ten days later attending a cattle auction and rodeo in Dallas, I ran into an old college buddy. I was there to look and maybe buy a couple of breeding bulls and Rich was there to get background on the rodeo. The rodeo was going to L.A. and Rich worked for the PR firm that was doing the advertising. He was fascinated to find out I really owned a ranch.
We had dinner together and I found out he worked for the same company as Sam. He was in a different division, but knew about her. He asked why I was interested and the whole story came out. The hardest part was to tell him about my reaction to the grab ass that was going on.
"You way off base there pal. Melody is right, what you saw is just the normal greeting that goes on in Tinsel Town. It really doesn't mean anything. I know a little about Melody and she isn't sleeping around or anything. The rumors are that she is an ice queen except for the guy that visits her regularly. I had no idea that it was you doing the visiting."
"I never believed she was sleeping around or anything, Rich. What you call normal doesn't set well with me. If I was around and saw it happen again, I don't know if I could control myself."
"Well if you give up on her, the men in Hollywood will be grateful. There will be a stampede of guys wanting to get next to her. Think about it Jack. It's obvious you love her. Don't let her get away."
We said good bye and promised to keep in touch. I had a lot to think about on the flight home. Sam deserved her position and I couldn't ask her to give it up, but I didn't want to live her kind of life either. My thoughts went round and round. My flight land in Little Rock and it took me a little over 90 minutes to get home. I made my decision on the drive home.
I decided that any amount of time with Sam was much better than no time with her. I love her too much to let Hollywood come between us. If I saw the overly affectionate greetings, I would just grit my teeth and bear it. As I drove past the house to the garage, I noticed I had a visitor. Sam was sitting in my rocking chair on the front porch. I was surprised and excited to see her and I stopped the truck and ran to her.
"Got room for a weary traveler," Sam asked? "I don't know how I will pay you because I'm unemployed at the moment."
"What? Unemployed? Why?" I just kept on asking questions.
"When you refused to answer you phone or call me back, I decided I would have to come to you. You certainly weren't going to come to me. I told my boss what was going on and that I needed a few days to come see you. He told I could have the time off in a couple of weeks, but not now. So, I quit and came anyway." We were married the next month at the ranch. It was a big shindig and it seemed like the whole county was there. My friend Rich was the only Hollywood type invited.
That was almost four years ago. We now have two sons and Sam has become a rancher's wife and says she is enjoying learning about the ranch. However she got her old job back in Little Rock after the boys were born. So Sam is still a celebrity type.
I guess she changed her mind when she couldn't change me.
She said I guess when you love someone you just gotta let it be
Yeah, she changed her mind when she couldn't change me
(MONTGOMERY GENTRY)
QUOTE: Life goes on.
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The return address on the letter transported me back in time. It read Gloria Sterling, St. Louis, Mo. I hadn't heard from the bitch for four years. What could she want? Why was she writing me? Hadn't she screwed with me enough back then? Four years ago Gloria and I had a "thing" for a few months.
I was working in the college town where she was going to school and met her through a mutual friend. I had used this elaborate plan to get close to her but she knew exactly what I was doing and called me on it. That was how our relationship started. It ended after eight months, when Gloria's fiancée came to our apartment.
I am Jason Raymond Russell and I'm now 28. At the time that Gloria and I met, I was 24. I had been a player with the ladies until I met her. Once I met her, no other woman could get or hold my interest.
Gloria was heiress to the largest stock and pet food company in the country. Her father and uncle owned the company and she was the only heir to the fortune. That wasn't why I loved her. I didn't know about the money until near the end of our relationship.
I thought we were in love and would be together for a long time. That idea was flushed down the tube when her fiancée showed up at our apartment. His name was John Sterling and he told me she had these little affairs all the time.
When Gloria left me she told me that she did care for me, maybe even loved me. But she had to go home and do her duty and marry this Sterling guy. Now using hindsight, I think she just wanted a boy toy for as long as she could have one. I was that boy toy, at least one of them anyway.
Her fiancé told me I was only one of three or four such guys. She had given me some going away presents. I had five or six expensive suits, a great watch, a year's lease on her luxury apartment and a year old Corvette. Pretty good pay for the time I spent with her. I would have rather had Gloria.
Two years after we parted I saw the story and pictures of her marriage in the society page. Even after two years it had still bothered me. I hadn't quite gotten over her at that time. When Gloria left, I pulled into a shell. I ate, slept, went to work, and then went home to start the cycle all over. I wasn't a player anymore; I didn't have the heart for it. I wasn't having a lot of fun. The only time I went out was to a coffee bar once or twice a week.
About three months after Gloria left me and went back home, I ran into a very pretty young lady, Donna Mason, at the coffee bar. I already knew her, Jim one of my co-workers, had introduced me to her and she had in turn introduced me to Gloria. Donna knew all about Gloria and I and that Gloria had dumped me. I hadn't really planned to do more than just nod at Donna. In a way I had used her to get close to Gloria and I wasn't proud of myself for doing so.
"Hey Jason, how are you?" Donna surprised me with her greeting. "I haven't seen you around lately. Don't you like us anymore?"
"Hello Donna, I guess I don't travel in the same circles anymore," I replied.
"You know just because Gloria is gone, doesn't mean you can't come to the parties anymore. Jim and I, among others, miss you."
"To be honest, I haven't felt like joining you guys. I'm still a little groggy over Gloria's leaving and I'm a little ashamed about the way I used you Donna." I have heard that confession is good for the soul, but I felt like crap telling her that.
Donna smiled at me and said, "Don't worry about it, I don't. I knew why you wanted Jim to introduce us. Your eyes kept glancing at Gloria and I realized then that she was who you were after." When she finished, she laughed at the look on my face. "Come on you can buy the coffee and tell me all about what happened."
After we got our coffee, Donna took my arm and sort of led me to a booth in the back. We spent more than an hour talking about Gloria and me. Somewhere during that discussion I started to come back to life. I begun to think I was going to "live" after all.
As Donna was getting ready to go back to her dorm said to me, "I think Gloria made a big mistake in leaving you Jason. I also think you need to get your head out and go on with your life. Give me a call sometime." With that parting shot she left.
She was right; I was acting like a little boy that lost his favorite toy and was pouting. It was time to grow up, straighten up, and get on with my life. I called Donna a few days later and we went for pizza and beer. It was a very enjoyable time. We began to see each other, more as friends than anything else. I can't pin point when the relationship changed from friends to something more, I just knew that it did.
I was still living in Gloria's apartment as the lease had another 3 months before expiring. If I was ever going to get over her and get my head out, I needed to get a place of my own. Donna had invited me to her dorm several times, but refused to set foot in my place. I finally got it through my thick skull, why.
I rented an apartment over the garage at an elderly lady's home. Maintenance around the house, such as painting and taking care of the yard was part of my rent. Donna helped to get my place comfortable and livable. In addition I sold the Corvette and got a Mustang. Out with all the baggage I had been carrying.
Donna and I dated right up to her graduation, a period of nine months or so. We didn't run wild nor did we rip each other's clothes off and have wild monkey sex all the time. The intimacies we shared were special. The relationship grew and was not just about the sex.
Our time together was more quality than quantity. But I was having a hard time fully committing to Donna and our relationship. Guess I was still hung up on Gloria. The night after her graduation, Donna brought it all to a head.
"Jason I have been waiting for you to get over Gloria. I had hoped you would, but I can see that you are still thinking about her." I started to interrupt but she put up her hand. "No don't deny it. You are holding back and we both know why." She hesitated and then said,"I have accepted a good job in San Antonio and I'm moving there next week."
"I thought you were going to work and live in St. Louis," I questioned her. "Then we could see each other on weekends and such."
"I was going to do that, but I can't anymore. We can't and I won't continue like this. You are still thinking of Gloria half the time and I'm getting short changed in our relationship. I won't go on. If you ever get over Gloria come and see me." Donna left the next week and I didn't even get to see her to say good bye.
There is an adage that says, "You don't know what you've lost until it's gone". I guess it's true, maybe that's why it's an adage. It didn't take long before I realized how much I cared for Donna. I didn't know if I was ready to love her, but I did know I missed her a lot.
Three weeks after Donna moved I wrote a letter to her. In it I told her how much I missed her and hoped she was doing okay. Nothing much, just letting her know I was thinking of her. Instead of a return letter, I got a phone call. That was better than a letter. After that call we would talk on the phone two or three times a month and maybe write every month or so.
I asked Donna a few times about coming to see her. Her answer was always the same, "Have you got your head back in the game yet? Until you can truthfully say yes, there is no need to see each other."
Our calls continued for about two months and something new begun to happen. I would get her voice mail more frequently and have to leave a message. When and if she returned my call, I didn't mention her being out at night more. I didn't feel I had the right to question her. This continued for a month.
Then I called Donna a little late on a Friday night, about 11:30. To be honest, I thought if I called at a later time I would get her and not the answering machine. I got the machine. The next morning I called her again at 7:00, I was becoming somewhat of a stalker I guess. A man answered the phone.
"Oh, er er is Donna there?" I was a little shocked and wondered why a man answered her phone. Who is this guy?
"Yeah, but she's still sleeping. If it's important I can wake her up or I can take a message." He was trying to be helpful, which just pissed me off even more.
"No, no real message, just tell her Jason called and I won't bother her again."
"You sure Jason? I can wake her up if you want me to. She needs to get up anyway. We have to shower and get dressed, because I have a plane to catch." He actually sounded like a nice guy.
"No, it's not necessary. I don't think it would matter anyway. Thanks and good bye." I hung up. Real smart, jerk face, you should have just asked her to call.
I guess I thought after my little tantrum Donna would call me back right away. It didn't work out that way. Two weeks went by with no call. I guess I'll have to face it, we are history. That's just great, absolutely great. First Gloria leaves me for dead and now I have lost Donna too. I know, losing Donna was my own fault but that doesn't make it hurt any less.
Three weeks to the day after my last message to Donna, she called. It was 10:00 on Saturday morning and I was still in bed. The previous evening I had decided to see if I could still drink as much as I used to. I can't. My head was throbbing when I answered the phone.
"What?" I yelled into the phone.
"My, aren't we a ray of sunshine this morning?" Donna said laughing. "Are you okay Jason?"
"Donna? Is that you? Why are you calling me?"
"You don't have to bite my head off, you know. I haven't heard from you in over two weeks and I wanted to make sure everything was okay,' she told me.
Oh hell I'm sorry. I guess I'm hung over, no wait I know I'm hung over. My head is pounding and my mouth tastes like old sweat socks."
"Its okay, now why haven't you called?"
"I did, about two weeks ago early on a Saturday morning. Your boyfriend answered the phone. I gave him a message for you," I answered.
"I never got a message and I.......Wait my boyfriend? What do you mean my boyfriend?
Donna sounded puzzled. "When was this again?"
"It must have been on the 13th. The guy said you were still asleep, but he could wake you up. You and he had to take a shower and get him to the airport. I told him to tell you I had called." Since she hadn't gotten the message, I wasn't going to tell her about my little temper tantrum.
"I'm so sorry Jason, I never got the message. That wasn't my boyfriend that was my stupid brother Bill. He has been staying with me for the last month. Wait until I get hold of him, I'll teach him not to give me messages."
"Your brother?" My mood changed for the better.
"Yeah, Bill was staying with me while he worked on a project here. He finished his work and went back home."
Okay dummy, I thought to myself, now is the time to tell her how you feel. Enough of this friendship bullshit. You have nothing to lose but some phone calls that make you feel worse than you did before anyway. I had made a decision.
"Donna I need to talk to you about something important. Have you got some time right now?"
"Sounds serious, sure I have all day. Go ahead," she responded.
So, I spilled my guts. I told her that I didn't know how much I cared for her until she left. I told her that I had my head on straight like she said. I told her that I could truthfully say that I didn't love Gloria. Finally I said, "Donna remember you telling me that you couldn't go on the way we were? Well that's where I'm at; I can't go on like this. If you don't want to be more than friends then let's stop the torture. At least it's torture to me. So what do you think?"
Donna was quiet for a moment and then said, "I think you should come to San Antonio next week end."
"I don't want to wait, I'm on my way. See you soon." I called my boss and arranged for some time off. I made the two hour drive to St. Louis and jumped a plane for San Antonio. Donna met me at the airport.
"How did you know what flight I was on?" I was surprised that she was there.
"A little research online. There are several flights from St. Louis but this was the first one. I was going to meet each plane until you showed up," Donna informed me.
The next month was wonderful. I spent the weekends at Donnas' or she was my place. I found that I had moved on and was ready to commit fully to Donna. My company had a division in a suburb of San Antonio and I was able to transfer there. I moved in with Donna and life was good. There was some adjustment but the transition went smoothly.
Donna and I were married and started our new life together. We had only been married a short time when I saw the pictures of Gloria's wedding. That was the only hint of a problem in our marriage and that was mostly in my mind. I didn't know if I should mention the story to Donna or should I keep quiet about it. If I said something would she think I still had feelings for Gloria and if I said nothing would she think I was trying to hide feelings for Gloria.
I put down the Sunday paper and looked at Donna, she was making breakfast. Maybe I should defuse the situation and not let it develop into a problem. "Hey babe, here is a story about Gloria's wedding. I guess John Sterling finally got her to do the deed. About time he pulled in her reins."
Donna looked at me with a little smile and said, "I know, I opened the paper to that story and left it for you." She almost laughed at the surprised look on my face. "I wanted to see how you handled it. You passed with flying colors by the way."
Gloria and our relationship was never mentioned again. That is until I received that letter four years after she dumped me. As I said before, what does the bitch want? I opened the letter to see why the hell she was writing me. Especially after all this time.
The letter was in Gloria's handwriting and read:
Dear Jason,
It's been a long time and I know you are wondering why I'm contacting you now, after all this time. The truth is that I couldn't take it anymore. Even though I fought the temptation for years, I finally had to contact you.
When I left you I did so because I had too. If I hadn't gone home, my father would have quit paying the bills. After my father's ultimatum, delivered by John, I had to go home and grow up a little. I enjoyed my lifestyle too much to give the money up. I delayed the marriage for two years but at last decided to go ahead with it.
Being married didn't change anything and I still live the way I want. I just have to be careful and discrete. John is my husband in name only, but he doesn't mind. As my husband he is ensured of a life of leisure. He also has his outside "interests" and is also very discrete.
My problem is that I have never forgotten you, Jason. I told you when I left I really cared for you. That hasn't changed. Time has only made me regret my decision that day. I should have talked you into moving to St. Louis. We could have continued seeing each other on the side sort of.
I will be in San Antonio next month for one week and thought we might have lunch or maybe dinner to rehash old times. I would love to take a ride in the Corvette with you. What do you think?
Please let me know your decision before the 21st of next month. If we are going to meet, I will have to adjust my schedule. Hope to hear from you soon.
Love,
Gloria
I was totally shocked. Also, I was totally pissed off. She had dropped me like a bad habit and now she wants to just waltz back into my life. I was right four years ago. She was a round heel bitch that just got caught by daddy. Not only no, but hell no. The only question was should I tell Donna. That evening Donna was about an hour late getting home. After dinner we sat out on our deck and I handed Gloria's letter to her.
"What's this?" she asked me.
"Look at the return address and then read the letter honey," I told her.
Donna looked at the return address and read the letter. As she read, her face started to get red. Red as in anger, red as in I'm going to kick some one's ass, red as in are you going? She finished the letter and fixed me with her stare. She was pissed.
"Hold on just a second," I ordered her. Donna was about to explode. "Now read this letter."
The letter read:
Dear Gloria,
It was really nice to hear from you after all the years. I'm sorry but I sold the Corvette about six months after you left. Never mind that, it would be nice to see you.
My wife, Donna, and I would love to join you for dinner and a few drinks. When you get into town, just give us a call and we will meet you. Our number is listed below.
Thanks for thinking of us and hope to hear from you soon.
Bye for now
Your friends,
Jason & Donna
When Donna finished my letter, her face was still red. This time it was red because she was laughing so hard. Finally she quit laughing and leaned over to kiss me.
"That is a great way to tell her to go to hell. Very devious lover. I'm proud of you. You did make one small mistake though," she informed me.
"What was that?" I thought it was perfect.
"I was late getting home tonight because I was at the doctor's." She paused until I motioned with my hand, come on. "If we did meet her I wouldn't be having any drinks with you guys."
"Not that we are going to meet her, but why no drinking for you?"
"Pregnant women shouldn't drink alcohol. It's not good for the baby."
The rest of the evening was spent cuddling, discussing which bedroom to turn into a nursery, and name for babies.
Strange, we never did get that phone call from Gloria.
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I was in love. At least I thought I was. In hindsight, it was probably just lust and an infatuation with the girl in question. Everything would have been okay if I had stood strong in my beliefs. Everything would have been okay if I hadn't been afraid of losing my girl. The lack of standing up for my beliefs and a fear of losing my girl friend led to that very thing; the loss my girlfriend. We would still be dating and probably engaged, if I had just accepted what she did.
My name is Ron Beckman, 26 years old. I am average at 6 feet 1, decent looking, and in relatively good shape. I'm no movie star, but you wouldn't be ashamed to be seen with me.
I met Donna in college when I was 21. She was a little heavier that the fashion gurus suggested as the perfect build. Donna had a Marilyn Monroe like figure rather than the skinny fashion model type. It suited me, I had always felt a woman should feel like a woman and not like another guy. Donna has natural blond hair, an outgoing nature, and sort of a 'what the hell' attitude.
Donna was dating several (3 or maybe 4) guys when I first met her. We were in a few classes together and met in the study groups. I had known Donna for about two years before I asked her for a date. By this time she was dating just one guy, Brian Johnson. He was good looking, rich, arrogant, and a big man on campus. Did I mention that he was arrogant? In other words he was everything I hated.
Donna told me that he was a little upset that she would dare go out with someone else while dating him. Donna informed him in very clear language she was a free agent and could do what she wanted, because she hadn't made a commitment to anyone.
I found that I really enjoyed Donnas' company and not just for her good looks and body. She was intelligent and fun loving. (Don't forget she was very pretty.) We seemed to hit it off very well, and one date led to others. Donna wouldn't date during the week as her education had first priority on school nights and she counted Sunday as a school night. That left just two nights of the week available to spend time together, and Brian got one of those. Brian would take her out on a Friday or Saturday and I would take her out the next night. She would seldom date either of us two nights in a row.
I was going out with another young lady as Donna refused to stop dating Brian. Barbara was the sister of a classmate and we really had good times together. She was tall, slender, freckles, and auburn hair; a true Irish lass. Barbara was a little more serious and a little more mature than Donna. She wasn't a student and held down a full time job.
Donna wasn't overjoyed to find out that I was squiring around another girl. Sitting together in the student union after class one day, she asked me what I was doing. "What am I doing about what?"
"Why are you dating another girl," Donna wanted to know.
"The same as you Donna, I'm having fun," I answered. "You can't expect me to sit and wait for the one night a week I get to see you, can you?"
"If you care for me, you will wait your turn to see me," Donna said.
"You're joking, right? Seriously, I'm supposed to sit at home until you can find time for me." I was being very sarcastic. " I really like you Donna, but I am not going to be at your beck and call waiting for you to tell me it's my turn now. Especially while you're still seeing that ass Brian."
"Why do you need to go out with that girl?"
"Why do you need to go out with Brian?"
"Brian is fun and likes to be with me," Donna answered.
"Ditto Barbara," I responded. "I enjoy my time with her and I'm not limited to one night a week. This conversation is a dead end Donna. You have no right and a lot of nerve asking me to stop dating other people. Until you decide to be exclusive with me, I will continue to enjoy spending time with other girls. That includes Barbara."
Donna wasn't happy with my comments and told me so. I believe she was waiting for me to apologize and agree to quit dating others. That wasn't going to happen any time soon. I really liked her but I wasn't going to be her puppet. She left the table in a huff. I thing I had made her mad.
Her parting shot was "If you can't see things my way I don't think we should go out on Friday." Now I know I had made her mad. That effectively broke our date for the next night. If I had maintained that attitude, my life would have been a lot easier.
Saturday night I was at my apartment settling down with a pizza and some beer. I was going to spend an evening alone with the boob tube. It was 7:30 when my phone rang and I saw that it was Donna. Surprised, I answered her call.
"Hello Donna. What's up?"
"Hi Ron, I have good news, but you have to get a move on. Brian had to go to some family thing at the last minute and isn't available. I have tickets for the new musical that opens tonight and you can take me. Now hurry up and get over here," Donna informed me of my good fortune.
"You have to be kidding me Donna. You don't really think I would go for this, did you? You broke our date last night and now expect me to save you because Brian broke his date with you. This has got to be some kind of sick joke."
"No Ron, I wanted to be with you and I shouldn't have broken our date for last night. Now we can be together tonight. Then we can get back to normal next week."
"You're not as smart as I thought Donna. The more you talk, the more you dig a hole for yourself. Let me explain in small words for you. I like you very much but I will not be a date toy for you anymore. If we continue to see each other it will be just you and me. No dating other guys and no Brian, just me. Got that? Only you and me. See you around, kid." I hung up before she could say anything else. Enough already, no more of the dating merry go round.
After the phone call, I thought of sometime my dad had told me. He had met both girls at different family functions. I had taken Donna to my cousins wedding and reception. Barbara and I went to a family BBQ at my dad's summer cabin. Donna wasn't the type to rough it like that and I think my family made her uncomfortable. Barbara liked my family, especially my dad, and didn't care what we did as long as we had a good time.
Donna was a formal dance, musical theater, fancy dinner, and movie premier type of date. Barbara was almost anything to have fun type of date. Hikes, picnics, Easter egg hunts, whatever; she always seemed to have a good time.
The BBQ was winding down and Barbara was helping with the clean up. My dad and I were flaking off with a couple of beers supervising the women as they worked. He looked at me and told me " Barbara is the pick of the litter. She will always have your back and be a rock to lean on."
"You met Donna," I said to Dad, "What do you think about her?"
"This is gonna piss you off, but remember you asked. Donna is the type that will always be there when she needs you. If you look in a dictionary at 'High Maintenance' it will show her picture."
"Come on Dad, that's not fair," I exclaimed.
"You asked, and that's what I see," he finished. "Anyway it's you life and you need to follow your heart. Sermon over."
A word about my dad and me. We have always been close without having to overwhelm each other. When I was 16 or 17 I knew it all. My dad was old fashioned, out of touch, and didn't know anything about modern society. At least that was what I thought. By the time I got to be 21 or 22, it astonished me to see how much my dad had learned in just a few years. God we were really dumb as kids.
Back to the story, I didn't hear or see Donna for about a month after that Saturday phone call. (Three weeks, 2 days and about 8 hours, not that I counted) She called on a Thursday and asked me to meet her at the coffee shop at 7:00. This must me important, I thought, she never goes out on a school night. At 7:20 Donna walked over to my table and sat down. I had almost left twice because she was late. Typical Donna, everything revolves around her.
"Hi Ron, sorry to be late," was Donnas' opening. "I have done a lot of thinking and I miss our time together. Can we start seeing each other again?"
"Just like that Donna? For a month I don't see or hear from you and now you want to get back together again?" I replied.
"I've been doing a lot of thinking. When I left you at the student union, I was mad, that's why I broke our date. Then when you wouldn't see me that Saturday, I got really frustrated. It did make me stop and look at things in a different way. I realized that if I could date others you should be able to date others too. I let my pride keep me away from you this long but I decided I rather see you than have my pride. So here I am."
I sat for a minute, thinking about how I should answer her. There was no doubt that I wanted to spend time with her, but did I want to go back to all the bullshit of the dating merry go round? I didn't believe I wanted to put myself back in that miserable situation again. "No Donna we can't go back," I informed her.
"Oh please Ron. Why not?"
"I would like very much to spend time with you Donna. I just don't want to be one among the many. If we start dating again you will have to drop the others. We will be going steady or be exclusive or whatever you call it. There will be only you and me with no outside parties involved. That's how it has to be."
Donna looked at me and finally responded, "I'd like that Ron, just you and me. I'll tell Brian tomorrow night that it is our last date."
"Whoa, just a second. Did you hear what I said about it being just us? What's this about Brian and tomorrow night?"
"We have a date for tomorrow and Brian will be out of town until tomorrow afternoon. It wouldn't be fair to call him at the last minute to cancel."
"I don't like this at all Donna. We are not even back together yet and you are already going to date someone else."
"This is different Ron, and after Friday night, I will be all yours. I'll tell Brian then that I won't see him anymore."
"Why is it okay to break up with him during the date and it's not okay to cancel the date? I don't see the logic here."
"It's just that I can break it to him more gently in person. After all I still want him to be my friend. It's no different than before, when I dated you both. Except this will be the last time. Please Ron."
I didn't like it one little bit, but I agreed she could see Brian this one last time. I wasn't real happy with this last date but I was afraid she would go anyway. Then I would have lost her again. Maybe that would have been the best thing that could happen.
After that last date with Brian, things went really well with Donna and me. We spent every weekend together and I even saw her on a week night sometimes. It was six weeks into our commitment that the next problem jumped up and bit me in the ass.
Donna called me on Wednesday and told me she couldn't go with me on Saturday to my dad's birthday party. I of course wanted to know why.
Donna said, "I have to go to a charity affair with Brian."
"WHAT? A charity affair with Brian, what are you talking about? We are not supposed to be dating anyone else and now you want to go out with Brian again. I don't think so Donna."
"Brian and I had planned this date before you and I became a couple. He has been in Europe with his family since that last night. He has planned on me to go with him and doesn't have time to get an appropriate date now."
"Bullshit, he knew you and I were going together that night. You told him then that it was your last date with him. He has had six weeks to get another date. You're not going."
"Well, you see I didn't tell Brian we were done on that last date. He was leaving for Europe the next day and I figured when he got back he would know about us. I forgot about this charity thing until he called me today.
"Looks like he'll have to go alone or take his sister or something. I can't force you to not go on this date; it has to be your choice. If you want to stay with me, you won't go. Just remember you are responsible for your actions. If you go with him, we are done."
"Oh please Ron, don't be that way. It wouldn't be fair to back out on Brian now. I don't want him, I want you, but I have to keep my word to him. I've already told Brian that it was strictly platonic, that I was just going save him embarrassment. Please Ron; it's just this one time."
"Fair to him? What about being fair to me? I let you be 'fair' before and that was supposed to be the last time. Now this is going to be the last. How many more dates with him are you going to remember? You know, just to be fair to good old Brian. How about being fair to me? You promised to go to my dad's party that night."
"Ron, I'm sorry. I really have to go with Brian, please understand. I'll stop by you place after wards and we can spend some time together. It shouldn't be late."
"Don't bother Donna. You heard what I said; if you go with him we are done. Your choice."
Back at my apartment, I paced the floor. I couldn't think of anything else to tell Donna that would change her mind. Then I realized it had to be her choice. If it wasn't by her choice it would only cause trouble between us later. I went to my dad's party alone. After the presents, food and birthday cake my dad motioned for me to join him outside. We walked out on the deck with a couple of beers.
"I thought you were bringing Donna," Dad remarked.
"She had other plans, Dad. I think we are through."
He studied me for a few seconds and waved his hand for me to explain. I told him about Donnas' first last date with Brian and about the charity ball she went to tonight. "I told her that if she went it would be over between us and she went anyway Dad. Nothing to do but shine her on. It will always be something and I will always be expected to accept whatever it is. I think I'm done."
"Easy to say, hard to do Son," Dad told me. "If you love someone it's hard to give them up. Personally I don't think you really love Donna. The problem is you do think you love her. It makes what you need to do much harder, but I'll be here for you if you need anything."
My dad as usual had my back. It made it a little easier, but not much. I said my good byes and got to my apartment about 10:00. A hike out by the lake was planned for tomorrow, early. I thought I would veg out for a little before going to bed. The boob tube was showing some kind of fancy ball or something. I got a beer and was going to change the channel when I realized the ball was the one than Donna and good old Brian were at. Though it was torture, I had to watch and see if I could catch a glimpse of Donna.
Sure enough there they were. The TV camera was panning across the patio at the country club. Donna and Brian were sitting on a bench at the back of the patio behind some shrubs. The shrubs hid them from the patio entrance to the country club but not from the view that the camera was showing.
I must not understand the definition of platonic. I thought it meant with an absence of romance or sex. They were trying to swallow each others' tongue. Either that or Brian was checking the condition of Donnas' tonsils. He was also apparently checking for lumps in her breasts. Brian had the top of her dress down and was playing with her breasts with one hand and the other was up under her skirt.
It didn't fit any definition of platonic that I had ever heard. It also broke my heart. On our dates, I wasn't allowed that much lee way. I hit the button to record the pictures. They would be my proof when I confronted Donna.
The TV scenes I had seen justified my concerns about this 'last date. I didn't know what to do. Should I go to the country club and confront them? Should I go to Donnas' place and wait for them? I decided the best course of action was to go to bed. Donna and I were done. Her actions, both going with Brian and her 'platonic' wrestling with him, had finished us. Around 12:00 my door bell woke me up. I opened the door and Donna stood there smiling at me.
"What are you doing here Donna?"
"Hi baby, I told you I would come by after the ball. Aren't you glad to see me?"
Her hair was messed up, her makeup was smeared, and one shoulder strap of her dress was broken. It kept falling down exposing most of one breast. She was also drunk.
"No Donna, I'm not glad to see you. Go home, yours or Brian's, I don't care. Just get away from here."
"What do you mean Brian's? Why would I go to his place? You're my man."
"Not after tonight, I'm not. I told you that if you went with Brian, we were through. You went and we're through. Go away."
"Come on baby, let me in. I want to show you that you are still my man. Tonight didn't mean anything. I don't care about Brian."
"Just go away Donna. Don't make me be nasty to you. Just leave."
"What do you mean be nasty? Why would you be nasty to me?"
"Okay, you ask for it. I saw your little grope session with Brian on the patio. It was on TV and I recorded it for posterity. I don't know what you call 'platonic', but that wasn't what I saw. I saw two people doing everything but actually having sex. I guess that happened later; maybe in the car on the way here."
"Baby, it didn't mean anything. A little make out session is all that happened. I promise that's all."
"I'm supposed to believe you why? Our whole relationship is based on a lie. You really expect me to believe you now?"
"What, our relationship based on lies?"
"Look Donna, I've been thinking. Six weeks ago all of a sudden you decided you want us to be a couple. That was after a month of not seeing or talking to each other. Just out of the blue, but it didn't hit me until tonight," I confessed. "Brian had left for Europe and was going to gone for about six weeks. You wanted someone to take you out and picked me. You already had me trained so I was easy. You agreed to my terms to be exclusive, because Brian was out of the picture for a while. You knew back then that you were going to this charity thing with Brian."
"No baby, that's not.......
"Bullshit Donna. That's exactly what happened. I may have been born at night, but it wasn't last night and I'm not totally stupid. Well maybe I am where you're concerned."
Donna was crying by this time. She tried to hug me, denying everything. I put my hand on her chest and stopped her. "You know, my hand on your chest just now is the closest I have even come to copping a feel. Brian sure doesn't have to say that, does he? What else has he touched or played with? Never mind, I really don't care. My dad told me you were high maintenance and I don't want to pay the bill anymore. One more time, go away and leave me alone Donna."
I slammed the door in her face. Going back to bed was pointless; I knew I wouldn't be able to sleep. When the alarm went off in the morning, I was still studying the ceiling. You know that ceiling really needs a paint job. I got up, got dressed and went on the planned hike.
When I got to the trail head at the lake, my dad, sister Lilly and her husband, and my brother Jake were already there. There was one other person there. I was totally surprised and a little embarrassed. It was Barbara.
I felt bad about the way I had treated her. I hadn't called her after our last date and then I didn't tell her about Donna and me. Not a nice way to treat a friend and I was too ashamed to talk to her so I just nodded at her. I made it a point not to get too close to her. I watched her get her gear ready for the hike and watched her walk off with my brother. Oh hell, not only don't I get to make amends, I may have to be a spectator to a romance between Barbara and my brother. Just great, way to go Ron; you big dummy.



Of the two girls I had been dating, I had really screwed up with my choice. My dad had tried to warn me, but I knew what was best. Bullshit. To use an old cliché "Father knows best". As I followed the group on the hike, I began to remember my times with Barbara. If I was with Donna, I had to constantly make sure she was getting what she wanted. If I was with Barbara, we just had fun. If Barbara wanted anything she would get whatever it was for herself. Donna you had to babysit, with Barbara you just had a good time.
While dating Barbara, I had thought of her as a gal pal. That was because I was infatuated with Donna. I realized now that Donna was a prize I had to win. Barbara was just a really great person to have as a friend, if nothing more. Sometimes, I wonder how I managed to survive when you consider how stupid I had been. Now I get to stand by as my brother gets a wonder girl. The girl that I could have been with if I hadn't been so stupid. Except that I was too dumb to know a good, no, a great thing when I saw it.
After the three hour hike, we were all back at the trail head. I was sitting on the tailgate of my truck cooling off with a beer. I watched my dad at the BBQ grill. You see my dad doesn't hike with us. Mom hikes but Dad won't. He stays behind and makes lunch.
Dad said he already knew how to walk and doesn't need any more practice. He walked over and handed me another beer. We sat there for probably five minutes not saying anything. Dad looked at me and said, "So what are you going to do now?"
"Whatta you mean, Pop?"
"I was watching the TV last night and saw an interesting shot of the patio at the country club," Dad told me.
"Ah, now I understand what you meant. Well, right now I am going to finish my beer, drink the one you brought me, and maybe get another one. After that it's sort of up in the air. I may just go shoot myself. The only thing that I know for sure is that Donna is history."
"I know it hurts right now," Dad said, "and it sounds like a line in a bad story, but you will get over this. Trust me."
I gave him a little smile and said, "You know it amazes me how much smarter you are now than when I was 16."
"I had to keep up with you. You can be a handful," Dad responded laughing. "By the way you hurt Barbara's feelings today. You didn't say hello or talk to her at all today."
"As far as not saying hello to her, I'm too ashamed and embarrassed at the way I treated her. As far as not talking to her, I didn't want to horn in on Jake's date. It wouldn't have been cool."
"Jake's date? Is that what you think? Barbara isn't his date. She came because I ask her to. I like her and remembered how much she enjoyed hiking with us. I don't believe she came just to hike with me. Barbara told me before the hike she thought she might get to walk with you. She went with Jake on the hike because you wouldn't talk to her or go near her."
"How can she still want to be around me? I was a jerk to her."
"Yes you were. As far as her interest in you, you will have to ask her. She is over by my truck having a drink, I suggest you go talk to her. You at least owe her the right to shut you down in person."
Like I said, "Father knows best". I walked over to Barbara, said hello and asked if I could talk to her. She agreed and we went back to my truck. My dad had gone back to his grill.
"Babs, I'm really sorry for the way I treated you. I should have explained about Donna and not just quit calling you. Please forgive me," I told her.
She gave me a little grin and said, "I think that can be arranged."
We went to get some of my dad's world famous BBQ. I don't know about world famous, but it is really good. Babs and I went back to my truck to eat. After lunch we talked some more.
"They show some really weird things on T.V these days," she said out of the blue.
I was puzzled and I asked, "What are you talking about?"
Babs gave me that little grin and answered, "I saw the scenes of the patio at the charity thing last night. Of course, your dad mentioned them to me too. I wasn't going to come on this hike until I saw the show last night."
"Why would that show change your mind about the hike." I can be really dense sometimes.
"You quit calling or talking to me after you hooked up with Donna and I was hurt and a little angry at you. I had to ask myself why I was so upset. The answer was easy. I liked you a lot and wanted us to be more than just friends. I know how you think and knew that when you found out about those two you would kick her to the curb. The hike could be my chance to reconnect with you."
"You should have said something to me. I thought you just wanted to be pals." I was really surprised at what Babs was saying.
"What was I going to do, throw myself at you? If you didn't feel the same way, it wouldn't matter and might have destroyed our relationship. Anyway, your dad called me this morning to remind me about the hike. He isn't the most subtle man in the world is he? He told me if I wanted you I should get my butt going and come on the hike. He is a very smart man, don't you think?"
I laughed out loud and said, "He has learned a lot in the last few years."
Babs continued, "Look, I'm sorry Donna hurt you, but I'm not sorry you aren't with her anymore. It gives me a chance to entrap you with my feminine wiles. Or something like that," she laughed.
I noticed that everyone else had left the picnic area. We had been talking for three hours or so. A new relationship began that afternoon.
Almost a year has passed and Barbara and I are still together. We are a couple, going steady, or exclusive or whatever term you like best and have been ever since the day of the hike. I haven't proposed yet, but it won't be long before I do.
You know I gave up a diamond to get a Zircon. You know a Zircon, flashy but fake. I got rid of the fake and got the real gem back. I never gamble now because I have used up all my good luck.
QUOTE: Life goes on.
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I watched the bartender and caught his eye. Holding up my empty glass, I gestured for a refill. This will only be my second bourbon in about two hours. I'm not a light weight when it comes to drinking; but up until one month ago I had way too many mornings wondering what I did the previous night.
My problem had been that lately the more I drink, the more I drink. So I restrict myself to just two drinks now. Anyway, I am sitting here waiting for a friend to come through the door and rescue me.
This is the story that will bring you back to me here on my bar stool.
My name is John Henry Kelly. I am named after two of my great grandfathers. Not really important to some maybe, but I'm proud of my heritage. At 6 feet 2 and around 210, I'm just a little bigger than average. I guess the story really starts as a senior in high school.
By my senior year, I had a reputation as being a little bit fast where the young ladies were concerned. In fact my nickname was Slick. The reputation was justified I might add and I did date, love, and leave a lot of the young females in and around our school.
In today's words, I was a player. Normally most of the young ladies I ran with were players also. There was no harm done to the general population. The one exception to that is the whole reason I'm telling this story.
The county fair opened on the same day as my graduation from high school and a bunch of the graduating seniors went to the fair to celebrate. Lesley Ann Bennett was at the fair too. She was the daughter of Thomas Bennett the minister of the largest Baptist church in own town and I met her coincidentally at the fair. She was and is a very attractive young woman in a wholesome kind of way.
Wholesome until you saw the gleam in her eye and you just knew there was a devil in her waiting to get out. I thought I was just the one to release that devil.
We spent most of the evening together at the fair, but she had to go home with her cousin Jenny. I made plans to meet her again the next evening at the fair. When we met the next night, we just walked past the fair on down to the river. We had already seen the attractions of the fair and I wanted to see the attractions that Lesley had to offer.
Walking together, holding hands, we found a very quiet little beach. It was very secluded and well off the path. We stopped to talk and get to know each other better. Certainly did that, get to know each other I mean. We spent better than two hours hugging, kissing, stroking, and caressing each other. Somehow during those hours, I managed to release the devil residing in Lesley Ann Bennett.
When we left the river bank, Lesley was no longer a virgin. I had lived up to my bad boy reputation and seduced the young lady. Now this part is important; I DID NOT FORCE HER.
I actually tried to slow things down at least three times. I really did try to behave myself. I know it's hard to believe but it's true. Lesley was not one of the typical girls that I ran with. She was a nice young lady and a preacher's daughter. However, the devil had been released and neither of us could resist the temptations he offered.
As usual, by the next day I had pretty much forgotten the words of love I had whispered to Lesley. That was my normal modus operandi. I would say things the girls wanted to hear but I didn't necessarily mean them.
Oh, at the time I might, but it was usually just a way to get closer to certain young ladies. Most of the girls I ran with knew that I was a player and didn't believe all the bullshit I would spout. That was not the case with Lesley Ann Bennett.
Lesley believed my lines and thought she had found the love of her life. She called me the next day and started to babble about when we would see each other again. Lesley also mentioned something about meeting her family, an engagement, and some other very scary ideas. At least they were scary to me.
I tried to be gentle with her. I really didn't want to hurt her and neither did I want or plan to get married right then. Finally she got the message that I wasn't her knight in shining armor and we were not going to ride off into the sunset together.
The next day, the excrement hit the revolving cooling device (or Thethe shit hit the fan). Mr. Bennett came to see me at the garage where I worked part time. He wanted to know if my intentions were honorable concerning his daughter, in other words was I going to make an honest woman of her.
I told him I had no intentions honorable or otherwise concerning Lesley. Mr. Bennett informed me that financial arrangements would be made if I were to marry Lesley. He said a house, car, and good paying job could be provided.
"Mr. Bennett, Lesley is a very nice young lady and we had fun together but that's all it was, a little fun time," I told him.
"You took advantage of a young, impressionable, and innocent girl, John. I intend to see that you live up to your responsibilities young man." Things went downhill from there. He left mumbling something about vengeance, thou shall not fornicate and some other wonderful things.
One week later my boss called me into his office. He told me he was letting me go. I asked why and he said he couldn't afford to keep me. I told him I would take fewer hours or a smaller hourly wage if he wanted.
I wanted to work on cars and this was good experience. Finally he broke down and told me that Mr. Bennett was putting pressure on him. Bennett was on the board at the bank. The bank held the mortgage on the garage, ergo the pressure.
I sat in the office for a minute digesting that information. "Don't worry about it boss, it's time I moved on anyway. You have been good to me and I have learned a lot. Thanks."
The next morning, I packed my few belongings into my truck and headed west. I thought I can always get a job fixing cars and support myself. That's exactly what I did. I found a job in Arizona at a used car lot. Cars would come in needing some work and I would fix them so they could be sold. I was able to fix most of them cheaply, increasing the profit to the car lot.
About eight months after starting at the car lot, one of the owners and I opened our own car repair place. He provided the money and I did everything else. The split was 60-40, the 40 being me. Becoming a partner in this business was quite an accomplishment for a 20 year old boy. Our garage was a big success.
Things went great for about a year and a half; then my share of the profits began to shrink. I talked to my partner about the reduction in profits. He said cost had gone way up and business was down. It didn't ring true. We had so much work that we were booking three weeks in advance.
I ran the garage and knew some things now cost more, but we just passed the increase on to the customer. The increased cost did not justify the shortages my partner claimed. I did some snooping around and I found out that my good old partner had a gambling problem. That's where the money was going.
I showed him the results of my snooping and he confessed. He offered to buy me out when I threatened to get an attorney to get my money. The business was worth more than the 100 thousand he offered, but I just wanted out. I have no idea where he got that money and didn't care. I took the money in cash and ran back to my home town.
It was discovered a couple of years later that my partner borrowed the buyout money from a loan shark. My old partner ended up with broken legs and no business at all when he didn't repay the loan on time.
There hadn't been much change in the old home town. A few businesses gone, a few new ones had opened up. One of the new ones was ice cream parlor and it was the favorite place for the non drinking set and the kids. I don't know why but I stopped by the place because I didn't really care for ice cream that much.
I liked bourbon, but alcohol had been a small problem for me so when I started the car repair business, I had quit drinking and didn't think an ice cream soda would push me off the wagon. The first person I saw as I came through the door was Lesley Ann Bennett. She was sitting on a stool at the counter and had her back to me.
Lesley was with her cousin Jenny. Jenny was the first to spot me and must have said something to Lesley. Lesley turned around and saw me. Her face went red, I thought she was blushing. Wrong again, as usual.
I walked over and said, "Hello Lesley, Jenny. How are you guys?"
The next thing I knew my face was burning and I had a ringing in my ears. Lesley had smacked me so hard; I think my dad got a head ache. Wow, that girl packed a punch. I raised my hand and Lesley sort of flinched. I guess she thought I was going to hit her. I just rubbed my face and looked at her.
"Well there is nothing wrong with your arm anyway," I said. "That's good; see you around ladies." I left the store without getting that ice cream soda. It was an embarrassing situation and that was the only way I knew to handle it. Actually thinking back on it I probably got what I deserved.
The first thing to do was to find somewhere to live. I found a small two bedroom condo to rent. I needed a base of operations until I could figure out what I was going to do. On my third night in my new place my door bell rang. I was just finishing my second and last beer of the day and was talking on my cell.
Who could that be at my door? I opened the door and was shocked; Lesley was standing there. I ended the call and looked at her for a few seconds.
"Can I come in?" Lesley asked.
"Let me get my football helmet on first, then come on in," I answered jokingly. I saw her flinch. "Just kidding, come on in. What can I do for you? By the way how did you know where I live?"
"The company I work for owns the building. The office manager told me about you moving in. There are two reasons I came by."
"And they are?" I questioned.
"First, I want to apologize for the slap. You didn't deserve that and I am sorry," Lesley said sadly.
"Its okay, no apology needed or expected and I probably did deserve it. You said two things, what is the other?"
Lesley hesitated a second and then asked, "Why?"
"Why what," I asked. I was pretty sure I knew what she meant.
"Why did you leave town. I know I spooked you a little, but I thought we could have talked. You dropped me like I had rabies or something. Then you left town. Why?"
"Truth time," I asked? She nodded and I went on. "Your father came to see me. First he tried to pay me to marry you. He offered me a house, car and a job. When that didn't work he pressured my boss to fire me. I had no job and a powerful man after my hide, so I left town."
"My father huh, I might have known. I didn't like you right then, but I thought it was funny that you would leave town. You didn't seem like someone who would run away because of me. I'm sorry; my father had no right to confront you."
"Its okay things worked out, maybe for the best."
"About that night at the river John, I need........"
"Hold on girl, it's my turn now. I have a couple of things I want to say about that very subject. If your dad had not interfered I would have called or met with you to discuss 'things' with you."
"You were going to call me?" Lesley seemed surprised.
"Yeah, I was. Look Lesley we had a good time that night, but I felt bad about it afterwards. You are not one of the bimbos I usually hooked up with. You were special.
If you remember I tried to slow things down a couple of times. You being a virgin, I should not have been surprised at your reaction after wards. I would have liked to talk to you and explain myself but I never got the chance."
"I'm sorry John. I seem to keep saying that, don't I? Well, I am sorry for all the trouble."
"How sorry? Have dinner with me tomorrow night." I said.
"What?"
"Just dinner. Nothing else. I would like to do the explaining I should have done back then. Besides, you're a pretty girl and I'm lonely. What do you say?"
"I don't know. You hurt me."
"I know I did Lesley. I was that guy then and I'm sorry but I'm not that guy anymore. Have dinner with me, please."
She looked at me with a small smile and said, "Okay, but just dinner, nothing else."
The next evening I took Lesley to a nearby town, about 20 miles away to a nice steak house. We spent the whole evening catching up, talking and actually becoming friends. It was the first of many dates. We started off once a week for dinner or a movie. Then it was twice a week, then three times, and finally you couldn't separate us with a crow bar. We spent 4 or 5 evenings a week together.
The relationship turned from just friends to much more; at least on my part. This happened over a period of two and a half months. We were exclusive to each other; in the old days we would have been going steady. Nothing was said about being exclusive. It was just the way things were.
I had no problem dating only Leslie and in fact I was falling in love with this 'nice' girl. We hadn't slept together yet as I was trying to be a good boy. I had gotten a job at a repair shop and was doing fairly well. Between my job and my bank account I was okay for money.
Friday was usually our movie night because they changed the movies every Friday. Lesley said she had to do some things with her mother this Friday and couldn't go. I was beginning to wonder, this was the fourth date she had broken in the last two weeks. Was she getting tired of me or was I just being paranoid?
Just because your paranoid, doesn't mean they're not after you. Remember that.
I decided to go into my snooping mode again. After I was burned in business, I developed a philosophy of "Trust but verify" at times. This was one of those times. Maybe things were fine and the broken dates were just unavoidable. Then again maybe they weren't. I would find out what was what.
There are only three or four places that people can go to in our small town on date night. You could go to the movies, the ice cream parlor, to dinner at one of three places in town, or go to "The Crystal Palace". The Crystal Palace was a bar and grill that had dancing every night and a live band on the weekends.
If Lesley were going out I didn't think she would go to the movies or the ice cream place. The people there knew both of us and would probably say something to me about us not being together. The Crystal Palace was where I would start. There were a couple of other bars in town, but they were small neighborhood type places. No real excitement for daters.
Our date had been for 7:00, so I waited until 9:00 and then pulled into the parking lot at the Palace. There in the front row was Lesley's car. I guess her mother wanted to party. I mean, Lesley was helping her mother tonight, at least according to Lesley. Lesley and I had been to the Palace a few times, but not enough to be regulars. It was unlikely that anyone there would rat her out.
I went around to the back door and entered the building. There is a corner at the end of the bar where I could see most of the place and not be seen unless someone was really looking. I didn't think Lesley would be really looking for me. I sat at the last bar stool in that corner and looked out over the dance floor.
Lesley and Jenny were sitting at a table on the far side of the dance floor. Lesley was wearing a short skirt and a low cut top which showed some cleavage. I would have been upset if Lesley had broken our date just to go with Jenny. It wasn't the broken date, it was the lie she told. As I said, I was upset that Lesley lied to me. What made me want to kick some one's ass were the two guys sitting with them.
It looked like Lesley and the guy she was obviously with were very comfortable together. He had his arm around her chair and his hand on her knee. They were talking and laughing together and my heart was breaking. I watched them for about 30 minutes, how I don't know. They danced 3 or 4 times and the slow ones were the hardest for me to watch.
It wasn't that they were making out, but Lesley wasn't even supposed to be there. Plus it didn't look like this was the first time for them to be together and then I recognized him. It was Bill, the guy she had been dating before I came back to town. I hadn't known why they broke up and I really didn't care. I had Lesley; well at least I thought I did. Apparently I was wrong.
Okay, what should I do, I asked myself. If I go over to their table and confront Lesley there would be trouble. I was so mad that I don't think I would be able to control myself. I could see it in my mind. If I walked over and asked Lesley what she was doing, her 'date' would sure say something. I would bust his head and then his wing man would jump in. His head would get busted too or maybe mine.
I didn't know if I could handle the two of them. I wasn't afraid but I didn't want to get my ass kicked or go to jail if there was a better way. The old me said go kick ass or get your ass kicked, be a man. The new me said okay, but if possible let's find a better way. We can always fall back on ass kicking.
Then I had another thought. Lesley and I were not engaged nor were we married. We were dating, exclusively I thought, but only dating. If we were married, I would kick his ass for messing with a married woman.
I had another thought; the guy wouldn't be there if Lesley didn't want him to be there. So this is all on her. The guy probably didn't know about Lesley and me and if he did he was just responding to Lesley's signals. It wasn't really his fault at all. That doesn't mean he gets a free ride though. I had a plan and if he stayed out of my way good. If not, one of us was going to get a beating.
I waited for the band to take a break, downed the large bourbon I had been sipping, and walked across the dance floor. I stopped about ten feet from their table and just stood there, waiting. Lesley and the guy were laughing at something together and only had eyes for each other.
She finally looked up and saw me there. Lesley did a double take and her eyes got real big. Her hands went to her face and she started to shake her head as if to say no, no. Jenny turned to see what Lesley was looking at and I heard her say, Oh shit.
Lesley stood up and started to walk around the table to me. I just held up my hand to stop her and she sat back down. Walking up close to the table I asked, "Lesley where is your mom? I didn't know she liked this type of place. We could have brought her with us the last time we came here." Lesley didn't know what to say.
I took Lesley's picture out of my wallet and laid it on the table in front of her. I took off and added the St. Christopher's medal she had given me. The belt buckle she had bought for me at the rodeo joined the small pile in front of her. When I leaned over the table to say my piece her 'date' put his hand on my shoulder to stop me. His friend stood up too.
"Stay out of this Bill, it doesn't concern you," I told him. "You really don't want any of this."
"You are upsetting the lady boy, you better leave," he said.
Lesley motioned for him to sit back down and said, "Don't get involved Bill, this is between John and me."
"So this is the guy that tried to steal my girl while I was gone," Bill said. He stood there trying to decide what to do.
"Buddy, you are about to make a very bad mistake. I don't know if I can take you both but I promise you Bill you're going to the hospital if we tangle, no matter what."
He sat down at Lesley's urging then so did his wing man.
"Good move guys. That's it Les. I'm done and gone and so are we. See you," I said. I turned my back and left the bar. I needed to get away while I could still control myself. I had almost lost it when the guy touched my shoulder.



My truck took me back to my condo; it had to be the truck because I don't remember any of the drive. My cell phone had started ringing before I got home, I just turned it off. I knew who it was and I didn't want to talk to her.
When I got home, I took a bottle of Jack Daniels out to my patio and sat down. I decided that I would see who could last longer, the bottle or me. After taking a couple of drinks, I changed my mind. I didn't want to go back to drinking to the point of passing out. Been there, done that, got the damned Tee shirt.
I stepped back into the condo and put the bottle away, two drinks were enough. About an hour after I got home, the door bell rang, surprise, surprise, surprise. I could guess who it was. Looking through the spy hole, I was surprised. It was Jenny and it looked like she was alone.
I was curious why Jenny? Lesley I could understand and almost expected. One way to find out so I opened the door.
"I need to talk to you John... can I come in?"
"What could we possibly have to talk about Jenny? You got what you wanted. Les and I are done. It's what you wanted, isn't it?"
"Your right, I haven't liked you since you dumped Lesley after that night at the county fair, but this is more important than my feelings about you. Lesley is a mess; she is sitting outside in the car crying. She wants to come in and talk to you, but she is afraid to."
"Why should she be crying? She got what she wanted. A few months of me squiring her around until her boyfriend showed back up. Yeah, I know she and Bill were dating before he went to Mexico for a job. I came back home right after he left and Les and I started dating. He was gone about three months and we have been dating about two and a half months. I was a substitute until he could come back. I'm not a total mushroom yet."
"Mushroom?"
"Yeah, you know keep it in the dark and feed it shit. I don't need to talk to her. Tell her we're good. It was fun and now can both go on with our lives. She can be with Bill and not worry about me."
"That's not what she wants, she wants you," Jenny said.
"Ain't gonna happen. I hesitated a minute then said, "Go get her, Jenny, let's get this over with. I've got things to do tomorrow and I need to get some sleep."
Jenny went out to the car and brought Lesley back into the condo. I was sitting in my chair when they came into the living room. Pointing to the couch, I suggested they sit there. Lesley still had tears running down her cheeks.
I sat and waited for Lesley to start. She was the guilty party here and I wasn't going to make it any easier on her. Lesley continued to look down; she wouldn't look at me eye to eye. Finally I had enough.
"Let's get this show on the road Lesley. I've got to get some sleep because I have lots of things to do tomorrow. You wanted to talk to me so talk or leave. I don't care much either way."
"John it's not what it looked like," Lesley said.
"Let me tell you what it looked like to me Lesley. I could be wrong, but it looked like you broke our date to meet this guy. It looked like you lied to me, telling me you were going to help your mother .
It looked like you went to dance and party with Bill. It looked like you let him touch you, hug you and kiss you. All of this done in public and in front of people we both know.
If I hadn't showed up, would you have gone home with him? What should I think, watching you treat him like you used to treat me?"
"It looked like I was a convenient diversion while you were waiting for Bill to get back from his job in Mexico. Does that about cover what it looked like? Is there something I don't understand about you lying to me?
I bet the other broken dates were for the same reason. That would be called lying in my book and dating him is cheating. So tell me Lesley, what part of this do I have wrong?"
"I wasn't going home with Bill. He and I have never been intimate. You are the only one I have ever made love with."
"Tell me why, Les. Why the lying? Why date another man when we were supposed to be exclusive? Tell me why Les."
"Bill and I broke it off when he went to Mexico. You came back to town and were so nice, I started seeing you. I believed I was falling in love with you. Then Bill came back and called me. The feelings I had for him sort of resurfaced. I was going out with him to see if my feelings for you were the real thing. I didn't want any unresolved issues to get in our way John."
"Anything else Les?"
"Tonight was the last time I was going to see Bill. Please John, try to understand. You hurt me once and I felt I had to be sure of my feelings for you," she replied.
I had to stop and get control of myself. I didn't want to scream and shout. I just wanted to express my disappointment and how hurt I was.
Jenny said, "Come on John, it's no big deal. She didn't sleep with the guy. Les was just dancing and having a good time."
"Stay out of this Jenny, or I swear I will toss you out the door. It's none of your business. Just sit there and shut up." I had to take a minute and put my thoughts together. I didn't want to attack Lesley. I just wanted to tell her how I felt.
"Les, I really believe that if you had come to me and explained your feelings I would have allowed you to go out with Bill. It's easy to say that now, but I believe I would have understood. I wouldn't have liked it, but I think I could have lived with it. After what happened between us in high school, I can understand you being a little concerned about me.
"I told you before I'm not that guy that hurt you anymore. I've changed and for the better I think. The thing that bothers me is your lying to my face. Helping your mother my ass! You were out having a party with your old boy friend.
From the way you two were hanging all over each other I don't believe this was the first or the last time you planned to see him either. That's cheating in my book and I won't accept it. I said it earlier tonight Les, I'm done and gone. It's over, so go running back to Bill if you want. You don't have to lie anymore."
Lesley was crying again. She said, "Please John, I love you. I was wrong to lie to you, I'm sorry. Let's go back to the way it was. I know you love me."
"Lesley, I do love you and maybe always will. But your lying has destroyed the trust between us. I love you but I can't forget the lying and cheating. I would always wonder who you were with, if you were late getting home or if you didn't answer your cell. The suspicions would eat us up. Let it go Lesley, it's the best thing for both of us."
Lesley and Jenny left my place and I went to bed but I didn't get very much sleep. Lesley tried to get me to change my mind over the next few days. I refused to even consider reconciliation. My lack of trust would destroy us before long and I finally got Lesley to understand. She wasn't happy about it, but she understood. I think we parted as friends.
The next day I took a big step and went into business for myself. I took the money from the partnership and opened my own repair shop in the next town. I moved there to open the shop because the town was almost twice the size of my home town. I was only about thirty minutes from my home town, so I was still close.
It was a great accomplishment for a young man my age. It was a little tough at first, but soon I had two guys working for me and we were booked at least two weeks in advance. The reason my shop is successful is we get it fix right the first time and we stand behind our service. That was two years ago.
Unfortunately I don't get to work on cars as much as I would like. Now paper work, management, and customer service take up a lot of my time. The downturn in the economy hasn't hurt my business, if anything it has caused an increase in my work.
People weren't buying new cars as much and have to keep the old ones running. Ergo, increased business for me. I had decided to hire another mechanic and an office manager. That will allow me to get back to working on cars.
The shop was closed and I was at my desk trying to get the expenses lined out. I heard someone knocking on the shop's front door. Looking out the office door I could see a woman at the door. I got up and went to the front and yelled through the glass that we were closed.
"Can you just take a quick look at my car? The lights are getting dimmer and I need to get home. Please, I'll make it worth your while." I'm a sucker for a pretty woman. She was tall, slender, had auburn hair, and freckles. The perfect Irish lass. I was lost. I opened the door and told her to come in.
"Thank you, I need to get home as soon as possible. I'm Julie O'Riley," she said shaking hands with me. Her grip was firm, not like a normal woman's hand shake.
"John Henry Kelly," I answered. She is Irish I thought. "Pull it in and let's see what the problem is".
The car was a vintage Mustang convertible. She gave me more information on how the car was acting up. I opened the hood and did my magic, finding the problem in about five minutes. I explained that her alternator was shot and the car was running off the battery. That's what caused the dimming of the lights. I explained that the car would die very soon and not restart.
"Can you fix it, I really have to get home ASAP," she asked.
"Can't fix it tonight since we don't have the parts but I can have it ready by the end of the day tomorrow. You can use the phone in the shop to call your husband to come get you here. I'll stay open until he gets here."
"I'm not married, but I can call a taxi. Will you stay until it arrives?"
I nodded yes and she made the call. She was upset when she got off the phone. It seemed that it was a forty minute wait for the cab.
"Tell you what, Julie, I'll close up and give you a ride home if the wait is a problem for you."
"Normally, I wouldn't let you go to all that trouble, but I do need to get home. My father is at home alone. He will get up and move around if someone isn't there to stop him. He broke his leg in a motorcycle accident and is supposed to stay off his feet so I accept your kind offer. Thank you."
I relocked the shop, got Julie into my truck and took her home. During the thirty minute trip we talked a lot and became friendly. She was an office manager for a realty company. Her mother is had passed awaygone and her father stays with her when he's not traveling. Julie heard my story, at her insistence I might add. All in all the time seemed to go by quickly.
Nice house I thought as I pulled into her drive way. Julie invited me for dinner as a thank you for the ride and she wouldn't take no for an answer. I met her father and we seemed to strike a chord with each other and we became immediate friends. I was sorry I had to leave but I had enjoyed a very good dinner and great company.
The next day Julie caught a ride to my shop to pick up her car. She wanted to pay extra for the ride home but I turned it down. We debated it for a minute and I thought of a compromise.
"Buy me a cup coffee at the diner next door and we'll call it even. After all, I did get a great meal last night as a thank you."
She agreed to the coffee. That was the start of our romance. We found we shared common interests like music (country, classic rock, r&b); the same taste in movies, and had the same ideas about politics. It was amazing, she was the female me and better looking of course.
We had several dates and I was beginning to fall for her... hard. I had been burned before so I made it plain that I wanted an exclusive relationship. She just smiled and said of course. Our time together intensified. We shared camping trips, fishing, movie nights, and just sitting at home talking. It was perfect.
About eight months into our relationship, (7 months 2 weeks & 4 days to be exact, but who was counting) I asked Julie to marry me. She laughed and cried at the same time. And she said yes. We were to be married in six months.
There was 3 months until our wedding, when a bump in the road came along. Bump hell, it turned out to be a mountain in the road.
It was Thursday and I was at the shop closing up, when I had a visitor. Jenny came into my office and asked to talk to me. I was very surprised as I had not seen her since the night Lesley and I broke up over two years ago.
"What are you doing here Jenny?"
"I need your help. Actually Lesley needs your help John. I didn't know who else to ask."
"Lesley and I have been over for over two years. Why call on me now Jenny?"
Jenny asked me to just listen to her. She explained that about a year and a half after Les and I split, both her parents died in an auto crash. Lesley had no money other than her part time job. The house her family was living in belonged to the parish so she had to move. Lesley moved in with Jenny for a while, but Jenny was leaving for a job in another state in six weeks. Two weeks after Les moved in, she and Jenny were at the ice cream parlor and ran into Bill. Lesley had not seen him since the night at the Palace. Bill and Lesley began to date again. Then Lesley moved in with Bill the same week Jenny left town.
Last month Jenny came back to the home town. Her out of state job had closed down due to the economy. She ran into Lesley at the gas station and Jenny couldn't believe the change in her. She had lost weight, had bags under her eyes like she hadn't been sleeping well, and had a big bruise on the side of her face. Jenny asked her what was going on but Lesley didn't want to talk about it and left.
Jenny was watching and saw Lesley around town. Lesley always looked like hell with a new set of bruises, cut lip, or black eye almost every time Jenny saw her. She finally cornered Lesley in the ladies room at the gas station and demanded to know what was happening to her.
Bill had turned into a jealous, abusive asshole. He smacked Lesley around almost every day. If she took too long shopping, didn't get his dinner on time, or just for fun he would slap her around. Lesley had tried twice to leave, but she really had nowhere to go and Bill always found her. She was afraid to go to the police. She is afraid of what Bill would do to her.
Lesley had left Bill again and was hiding out in a deserted cabin outside of town. The cabin had been part of a church camp, years ago and it hadn't been in use for ten years. Jenny wanted me to go get Lesley and help her get away from Bill. Jenny said, "Lesley doesn't know I'm here. I know you don't owe me anything, but you said Lesley was still your friend. She really needs some help. Please John, I don't know who else to turn to."
"I have to think about this Jenny. Don't know if I want to get involved in this, but I will think about it. Give me until tomorrow about this time and call me. I'll have an answer for you then." I was thinking I had to talk to Julie about this before I committed myself to anything.
I knew what I wanted to do, but Julie was part of my life now and she had a right to at least know what was going on. If I did what I was thinking about I could go to jail if things went south or maybe even lose my shop.
That night Julie and I were supposed to make the final decision on flowers and some other stuff. She was going on about flowers and arrangements and whatever. I wasn't paying attention. "Okay John, what is on your mind? You haven't heard a word about the flowers or anything else. Where is your head tonight?" She was smiling when she said this.
"There is a decision I have to make and can't figure out what I should do, Julie. I need your input, but you need to hear the whole story before you say anything. Okay?"
"Sure John, what's wrong? How can I help?"
I began at the beginning all those years ago, starting with the county fair, the time after I returned to town, and the break up with Lesley. Julie wasn't real happy hearing about my old girl friend, but she listened without interrupting. When I finished, I ask her what she thought.
"Let's see, you want to run off and play hero with your old girl friend. In the process of 'saving' her you might go to jail or lose your business. Is that about it, John?" Julie seemed to be angry.
"You forgot about helping out a woman in real trouble. She has no one to turn to and maybe I can help."
"I can't make your decision for you John. You have to do that. Just remember if you decide to help her you are jeopardizing our upcoming marriage and our future together."
"Are you saying that if I help Les that you and I are over? Is that what you're saying Julie?" Now I was a little pissed off.
Julie looked at me for a moment and then sort of hung her head. She was upset and trying to gather herself.
"It's a simple question Julie. A yes or no is all that is required."
"Why do you have to help her," Julie asked in a quiet voice.
"If this was an old buddy from school or work, would you react this way," I countered.
"No, but you weren't in love with an old buddy. You were in love with Lesley. That's the difference," Julie answered.
"The key word in that statement is were; it was a long time ago. You still haven't answered the question Julie. If I help Les are you and I done?"
"I don't know," she said.
I was stunned. I never thought there would be any resistance to my helping a friend in trouble. I thought we would barnstorm on the best way for me to help. The way that I could stay out of jail. I had no idea that Julie would be dead set against me helping Lesley. The old girl friend point had never entered my thinking. I got up to leave and go home. Usually we stayed together, either at my place or hers.
"I told Jenny I would give her an answer at closing time tomorrow. When I have made up my mind, I will call you before I meet with Jenny."
Julie just nodded and turned her head when I tried to kiss her goodnight.
"Really?" I said. I left and tried to slam the door, but it had one of those door closes on it. It was an empty gesture.
The next day I spent most of the morning thinking about the problem. I couldn't decide. The situation with Lesley and with Julie kept going round and round in my head. I decided to work on a car to keep my mind from spinning.
In the middle of a tough engine repair, my mind cleared. I guess letting my mind work on the problem in the background gave me the push I needed to make a decision. I called Julie to tell her my decision and to discuss our situation.
When Julie answered I said, "I'm going to try and help Lesley." She hung up without saying anything. Guess that was a big 10-4 on Julie breaking up with me if I helped Lesley.
Now I had to figure out the hard part; well the hard part was losing Julie. How can I help Lesley so that: First--I don't go to jail and second--Keep Bill from bothering Lesley again? All good questions that I didn't have answers for right now. I had better come up with something quick as Lesley couldn't stay at that cabin for much longer. Jenny called just as I began to flesh out an idea that would meet the criteria I needed.
I told Jenny I was going to help Lesley, but I couldn't do anything until Saturday night. She needed to sneak Lesley over to my shop tonight after dark. I told Jenny to drive to the back of the building and I would let them in. Lesley could stay in the little apartment over the shop. I sometimes used it when I worked really late. She would be safe there until I put my plan into action. They arrived at 9:00 and Jenny was right, Lesley looked like hell.
"Thank you for helping me John," Lesley said. I don't know where to go now, but at least I am away from Bill."
"Lesley if my plan works you will have to testify against Bill in court. Can you do that?"
"Just give me the chance. What's your plan?"
"Don't worry about it. You and Jenny stay here until Saturday morning. He doesn't know you're here and can't get to you if he did. This will all be over tomorrow night. I hope."



I talked to my two mechanics on Saturday morning, told them my plan, and ask for their help. They agreed to help. Oh, what was my plan you ask?
Simple plan, painful but simple. Bill usually went to the Palace on Saturday nights Jenny had told me. I was going to get him to attack me in front of witnesses. The plan was for Bill to be arrested, charged with assault at least, and I would file a civil suit against him.
In addition, when he was in jail, Lesley would file charges for domestic abuse against him. I believed we could get him sent to prison for a long time. At least long enough for Lesley to get clear. The alternative was for me to kick his ass, get arrest, charged, sued, and Lesley would still be in danger.
I know, not the best plan ever, but it was all I had. When I confronted Bill, I would be wired for sound. We had hopes that he would incriminate himself and the tape would provide evidence to get him convicted of domestic abuse.
Saturday morning Jenny was taking Lesley to an abused women's shelter about a hundred miles away. If the plan worked, Lesley would come back to file charges. If it didn't work she would stay at the shelter until we could work out something else. Lesley could always move far away, but she wanted to stay here in her home town. That may not be possible as she had to get out from under Bill's control.
Saturday night I was parked in the side lot of the Palace, waiting for Bill to show. At 8:00 he rolled up in his jacked up truck with another guy. I waited until 9:45 to give them time to down a few drinks, before I went in. I spotted Bill as I walked past the bar; he and his friend were at a table next to the dance floor. If the empty glasses were theirs, they sure weren't nursing their drinks. They were drinking pretty heavy. Good I needed him a little out of control for the plan to work.
I stopped at the bar got a beer and nodded at my two co-workers. They had come into the bar earlier to scout it out. Their part in the plan was simple; keep me from getting seriously hurt or killed. If both Bill and his buddy jumped me my guys were going to stop his buddy from joining in to help Bill. They were also going to try and keep Bill from killing me. I intended to make Bill that mad; it was the only way to get the results needed.
When the band took a break, I walked across the dance floor and stopped in front of and about ten feet away from Bill's table. I just stood there until he noticed me. Then I grinned at him, laughed, and shook my head. That got his attention.
"What do you want John?" Bill was frowning at me and didn't appear anywhere close to being sober.
"Nothing really Bill, I'm just amazed that you have the nerve to show your face in public," I goaded him.
Bill was having trouble with his vision; he stared at me and asked, "What are you talking about?"
"I mean you can't hold onto your woman and you should be embarrassed about it."
"You mean Lesley? I control her alright. She is visiting her aunt over in Moberly and will be back tomorrow. "
"Bill, she doesn't have an aunt in Moberly. She came back to me and I stashed her in a motel outside of town. Looks like I stole your woman and didn't even have to try. You must be some kind of man, your woman left you for me twice. And you say you control her? It doesn't seem to work very well."
"I give her the back of my hand if she steps out of line," Bill admitted. "Lesley is afraid to cross me because she knows I'll put her in the hospital again if she crosses me."
"You must not have hit her very hard because she's with me again."
"I hit her plenty good. She had to go to the ER twice after I touched her up and to the dentist once. I put the fear of god in her those times."
"Really, when was this?" I hoped he was drunk enough to answer. If so I could move on to the second part of the plan.
"It was last June for the dentist. That cost a lot of money. The ER was in August and again in October. She was a believer after that," Bill boasted.
I had the confession recorded and now he had to attack me. "Lesley wasn't a believer for long, she came back to me. She said she wouldn't mind the beatings if the sex had been good, but you couldn't even do that right."
"You're lying," he yelled.
"Nope, she said you weren't very good in bed and that you had a little dink-us."
I guess that last part pushed Bill over the edge. He growled and came across the table at me. His buddy came at me too. The plan was to let Bill get in a few shots and then get out of dodge before I got hurt too bad. It didn't work just that way. His buddy got to me first and landed a punch to the side of my head and I went down. Damn that hurt.
I had been paying attention to Bill and didn't really see his buddy. Then Bill got to me, picked me up and hit me on the jaw. I saw stars and went down again. I was on my hands and knees trying to clear my head when I saw my co-workers grab the other guy.
That didn't stop Bill; he began to kick me in the ribs while I was down. He picked me up and knocked me down again. This time I covered up to protect my ribs. I thought that's enough, where is my backup? If I can get up I will fight back, I couldn't take much more of this abuse.
The Palace employs some of the biggest men I have ever seen as bouncers and three of them arrived to stop the fight. Thank god, I thought. They grabbed Bill and subdued him. His buddy looked around, decided to take a hike and left. One of the bouncers helped me to my feet. He helped me to a chair and told me the sheriff was on the way. I told my friends to get the names of some of the other people to use as witnesses and waited for the law.
The sheriff arrived and ran a short investigation then arrested Bill. He said the charges were assault with a deadly weapon, drunk & disorderly, destruction of private property, and disturbing the peace. Bill had a bottle in his hand when he came over the table and that was assault with a deadly weapon. He also broke the table and that was destruction of private property.
As he was being handcuffed, Bill started swearing at the sheriff and tried once to pull away. The sheriff added resisting arrest and interfering with an officer in the performance of his duty. That's it, just keep throwing charges on Bill, this was good. I was asked to come to the station on Monday to sign a complaint against Bill.
I had an unscheduled appointment at the ER that Saturday night. I had several injuries that needed tending to with two cracked ribs being the most serious. So much for the plan of not getting seriously hurt. Oh well, life's bitch and then you die.
On Monday, I learned that Bill was going to be tried on all the charges the sheriff has mentioned plus a couple of others he had thrown in. Bill was denied bail due to some threats he made against the sheriff and deputies. I contacted my business attorney and had him file a civil suit against Bill. It was a nuisance law suit, Bill didn't have anything. The suit was just to keep Bill occupied and to make him forget about Lesley, at least for the time being.
I also made two calls Monday morning. One I was happy to make and the other I wasn't so sure about. I called Lesley and Jenny, gave them the news and told Lesley she would have to come back and file charges against Bill. This would give us a full house of charges against him. He was going to be a guest of the state for at least five years.
The other call was to Julie. The last time I called she hung up on me. I hoped she had calmed down some and would talk to me. I waited until early evening and called her at home. This wasn't a discussion to be held while at work.
Julie's dad answered the phone. At least he seemed glad to hear from me. He told me that Julie had told him what I was doing. "It's a good and honorable thing you're doing John. Don't let my silly bitch of a daughter persuade you otherwise."
The moment of truth, Julie came on the line, "Hello John, what do you want?"
Really cold Julie. "I just wanted to tell you that everything worked out. Bill is going to prison and Lesley can go on with her life.
"That's nice for both of you, isn't it," Julie told me.
"There is no 'us' as far as Lesley is concerned. She is just a friend that needed help. Can't you understand that Julie? Why is my helping her any different than helping any other old friend?"
"You were in love with her once, that's what is different. Probably still are. The two of you would have gotten married if she hadn't lied to you. This is the old friend you just had to help. At first I didn't understand. If she had hurt you so much back then why you would want to help her now? Now I know it's only because you still love her, John."
"That's not true honey. You are the one I love, you are the one I want to marry and you are the one I want to spend the rest of my life with. Just you. She was in big trouble and needed help."
"I don't see it that way John and I probably never will. I can't marry a man unless I'm sure that I am the only woman he loves. I'm not sure that you feel that way John. Good bye." Julie hung up.
Maybe she will cool off in a couple of days, I thought. I'll call her then and try to get her to see that it's her that I love. Wednesday evening I called Julie again. She answered the phone but didn't seem glad to hear from me.
"I haven't changed my mind John. You knew how I felt before you did this 'mission of mercy' and you did it anyway. That tells me a lot. I think we are done John. Please don't call me anymore." She hung up again.
The next afternoon a messenger delivered a package to me, the envelope had no return address. Inside were Julie's engagement ring and the key to my apartment. Guess that let me know what her feelings were. I tried a few more time to see or talk to Julie, but she refused to answer my calls. I saw her around town and would try to talk to her. She would just ignore me and walk around me. I finally gave up.
The same afternoon, I got a call from Lesley. "Thank you helping me John. I don't know how much longer I could have gone on."
"I owed you that much Les and I'm glad you are free of that asshole. What are your plans now?
Right now I'm at a women's shelter. First I will have to go back bruises and all to make a formal complaint against Bill. Then I'll stay here a few days at least until the bruises fade a little. After that, I'm not really sure yet. John is there any chance that we could get back together? I still love you and want to be with you. I only went to Bill after you left because there was nowhere else for me to go. Please John; I know you still care for me too."
"I do care for you Lesley, maybe even love you a little. But there is no us anymore. That was over a long time ago. I forgave you for sneaking off to see Bill when we were dating. I even forgave you for lying to me. I forgave you but I can't forget it."
"Okay John, I understand, I had to ask you. I won't bother you anymore. Thanks again for saving me John. You're a good friend, "Lesley said.
"Keep in touch Les and let me know how you are doing. If you need anything, give me a call Les. I'll be here for you," I promised her.
Well hell, I had done what I thought was right for a friend but it cost me my fiancé and my future. I spent about a month trying to drink Julie off my mind. My business started to suffer but at that point I just didn't care.
An old acquaintance and a new friend came to tell me that Bill had been sentenced to 5 years in jail. Between the assault charge and the domestic abuse charges filed by Lesley he would be gone a long time.
She also pointed out that I was going to lose everything I had worked for because of my drinking. She said it would be a shame for me to fall apart after doing such a heroic thing in helping an old friend. My new friend also reminded me that I had gotten over Lesley and that I could get over Julie.
She told me that what I needed was a new woman in my life. We discussed my problem and I decided she was right and cut way back on the alcohol. I also decided maybe she was right about a new woman in my life.
I ask her who that could be and she told me that she changed her mind about me when I agreed to help Lesley and that maybe I wasn't such a lost cause after all. Guess we will just have to explore our new found friendship.
I heard that Lesley had moved out of state to live with an aunt and uncle. She is doing very good and is going back to school. She plans to get the education and training necessary to be able to help battered women and children. Until her training is finished, she volunteers at a shelter for women. It was good to hear that she had found a purpose and was going on with her life.
So now you can join me here at the bar as I nurse my second drink and wait for my friend. She has already rescued me from myself. So I'm looking forward to see where this friendship can go.
Here she comes now. You do remember Jenny don't you?
Quote: Life goes on.
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I'm sorry, but I have always been a little cynical and recent developments have only strengthened my cynicism. I am having a hard time trusting people now. Let me explain.
We are the Kelly's, Raymond and Jackie. Our marriage was only six months old when we moved into our first home. A condo in a very nice area and it will do for a couple of years. We have plans for family but for now apartment type living will do.
Jackie is a tall girl at 5 feet 10. She goes well with my 6 foot 3 inch frame. Her hair is auburn and worn long, half way down her back. Green eyes and a slender build complete the Irish girl look that helped win my heart. Me? I'm tall as I said, with a dark complection and in good physical shape. I clean up pretty good. Jackie is 22 and I'm 26.
My wife is an intelligent girl, she married me didn't she. She is smart but very naive and trusts people much more than I do. I am always warning her about being too trusting and tell her it will cause problems in the future. I must be psychic.
The apartment across the hall was empty when we moved in. It was sold about six weeks after we set up our home. The new tenants were two guys, Josh Randle and Franklin Johnson. We met while they were moving personal items into their new place on a Friday. To be neighborly, I helped them move their things into the condo. Josh and I seemed to be carrying the bigger items, but Franklin seemed to limit himself to the small items and not many of them. Josh and I ended up doing most of the work.
Josh was the smaller of the two. He was about 5 feet 8 and weighed maybe 150 pounds. I would have guessed his age at around 40. He was pretty strong though and held up his end when carrying the items that needed two people to move.
Franklin was bigger. He stood 6 feet 4, and that was even taller than me. For a tall man he had a husky build. I think he was about 34 years old. He should have been the one helping me with the heavy items.
The next Thursday, Josh knocked on our door. He invited Jackie and me to dinner at his condo at 7:00 on Saturday. He said that dinner would be both a thank you for my help and a chance to get to know his new neighbors. Good idea, I thought as he seemed like a very nice guy. I checked with Jackie when she got home and she agreed that it was a good idea. I called Josh and accepted his invitation.
We crossed the hall and knocked on their door exactly at 7:00. Josh told us that it would only be the three of us as Franklin had an appointment. He could possibly join us later. I looked around their place and was amazed at how much had been done in just a few days. While at dinner I told Josh how great the place looked. He seemed to appreciate it.
"I decorated it myself," he told us. "Of course I'm an interior designer so it's my thing. What else would you expect a gay man to work at?" He laughed and searched my face for a reaction.
Josh informing us that he was gay surprised me a little. I had never had much contact with any gays. I'm not homophobic but I was surprised at his statement. "Really" I said.
"You didn't know I was gay did you?" Josh seemed to think my reaction was funny.
"Yes I knew, but I didn't know you were an interior designer," I shot back at him.
Josh threw back his head and laughed. "Good one Ray, I think I've under estimated you."
The next two hours were spent just talking and getting to know each other. As we were leaving, Franklin came home and I introduced Jackie to him. . His eyes opened wider and then narrowed as if he were a predator on the prowl. His reaction to Jackie bothered me and my instincts said something was wrong here. I have learned to trust my instincts about people. Jackie of course being naive never noticed the way Franklin looked at her. We thanked Josh and stepped across the hall to our place.
Jackie was very impressed with Josh and his talent. She jabbered on until we both went to bed. I was going to warn her about Franklin, but she began to kiss me and I lost my train of thought. Anyway Josh is gay, Franklin is his roommate, and therefore Franklin is gay. Isn't he? I must have read his expression wrong when he met Jackie.
Ten days after our dinner, Josh invited Jackie and me to attend a fund raiser dinner and dance. "It's not for gay pride or anything, Ray," he assured me. "The proceeds will help an abused women's shelter." He seemed concerned about my feelings about gays.
"Josh, you are more homophobic than I am and you keep making excuses to me. I have never said or thought anything about you except that you seem to be a good person and that you sure know how to cook. Give a rest will you?" I smiled at him because I wanted to put him at ease about my feelings.
I checked with Jackie and accepted his invite. That evening at home Jackie asked me, "Are you okay with going out with Josh."?
"You too? Look, I don't care if Josh is gay. He seems like a nice guy and a good neighbor. That's what I think of him. What he does in private is none of my business. But somewhere, sometime, Josh has been attacked or persecuted because he's gay."
"I think you're right, he has been hurt. What do you think about Franklin? You didn't mention him just now," Jackie said.
"I don't know him as well as Josh. I guess he is okay, we haven't spent as much time with him so I don't really have an opinion on him yet."
"Don't give me that. I saw your reaction that night after dinner at Josh's place. You didn't like the way he held my hand when we were introduced. I saw it in your face and your eyes. What's wrong with Franklin?" Jackie was more observant than I thought, or I was more transparent to her.
I hesitated before answering. Jackie motioned with her hands for me to say something. "Okay, you won't agree or like it but I'll tell you. It started when I helped them move in. Josh and I worked our butts off and Franklin did as little as possible. He would have sat down and watched us if Josh hadn't kept giving him looks. The other thing is the way he looked at you when you met. It was the look of a big cat stalking his prey."
"You're crazy, Ray. Franklin is gay, he isn't interested in me or in women," Jackie said.
"I told you that you wouldn't agree," I said. "Look, I haven't had much experience with gays, but I have been around players and Franklin has the look of a player. I'm not sure he is gay and I want you to watch out for him. You have a tendency to trust people too much."
Jackie was getting mad. "I'm ashamed of you Ray. First for you to think that I would cheat on you and second you are insulting a nice man. A nice man that you admit you don't know very well. Franklin and I had coffee the other day and talked for over two hours. He is charming, intelligent and interesting."
"What? Why did you feel a coffee date with another man was okay?" I was beginning to get angry myself.
"It wasn't a date, he just asked me to go for coffee with him. Anyway, it's not like he would make a play for me," Jackie was a little indignant with me. "And when did it become necessary for me to have to get permission from you to do anything. Am I your slave now?"
"Take it easy Jackie. I haven't accused you of anything, but you must have been uneasy about meeting Franklin or you would have told me about it. All I'm asking is that you keep your guard up around him. Okay?" I put my arms around her and held her to me. Things were still a little cool around our place for the next day or two.
By the night of the fund raiser everything had smoothed out between us and we were back to normal. Jackie looked stunning in a floor length lavender gown. It was low cut in the front and even lower cut in the back. plus she had her hair up off her neck. She looked so good that I had thoughts of staying home and making love. I had bought a new suit so I wouldn't look shabby next to her. We had a good time at the gala. Jackie danced with Josh a few times but most of the time she was with me. She danced with Franklin once, although he did sit beside her at our table and they talked a lot that evening. I didn't like it but kept myself from saying anything.
Josh had ridden with us to and from the party. As we were saying good night in the hallway, I said something about it being strange that he and Franklin hadn't gone together. Josh laughed and then when he saw I was serious, gave me a funny look. Jackie and I went into our place before he could say anything more.
Getting ready for bed, I was wondering if I should say something about all the time Jackie had spent talking with Franklin. She had almost ignored everyone else at the table, including me. If I didn't say anything it would bother me for a long time, perhaps build into something more than it should. If I did say something to Jackie, it would probably cause another argument. I'm not real good at holding things in, sometimes to my detriment.
"What was the deal with you and Franklin tonight?" I sort of hunched my shoulders waiting for her response.
"We were just talking Ray. He works at a hospital and we know some of the same people. I know how you feel about him so I only danced with Frank one time," she answered.
"Now it's Frank? You ignored the other people at the table, including me. Every time I tried to talk to you, your back was turned to me as you talked to Franklin. It was like I wasn't there as far as you were concerned." I was starting to get mad.
"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to ignore you," Jackie said. "But we were only talking.
"I warned you about him before but you just got mad at me. What is worse is that you defended that ass. I'll tell once more, he is a player and will try to seduce you. That's all I've got to say."
"Ray, I........."
"That's enough Jackie. I so mad right now that I might say something I shouldn't. Leave me alone for now." Mad didn't begin to explain how I felt.
We tiptoed around each other for a couple of days. The third evening after the dance, Jackie snuggled up to me in bed and apologized in a way that I had to accept. For those of you that do not get it, we had a very busy sexy night.
Two weeks later Josh invited us to another gala fund raiser but my company was having a diner meeting on that night. What made it worse, it was employees only and Jackie couldn't go with me. I didn't feel right about her sitting at home and told her to go with Josh, if she wanted too. She kissed me, excited about getting all dressed up.
My meeting was over about 9:00 and I made it home about 10:00. Jackie wasn't home yet, but I really didn't expect her until midnight or so. The dinner started at 8:00 and with the speeches and awards the dancing wouldn't begin until ten or so. I was having a cup of coffee and reading reports when the door bell rang at 11:30. I opened the door and Josh and Jackie were standing there. They both looked like they had enjoyed the wine at the party. Maybe a little too much.
"I return your lady to your custody, my lord," Josh said with a bow and flourish. He was smiling.
"Thank you kind sir, I accept the lady." I took Jackie's hand and pulled her to me. "Thanks Josh, you're a good man. Talk to you soon."
Jackie was a little tipsy, not drunk, and just at the happy stage. I sat her on our couch and got her some coffee, laughing at her a little.
"How was the affair? Did you have a good time, honey?"
"Oh yes, it was fun. We had a very good dinner, the speeches didn't take too long, and the band was great. Did you know that Josh is a great dancer?"
"So you danced with Josh a lot did you? Maybe I should worry about him instead of Franklin," I said. I meant it as a joke, but as soon as I said it I knew I had put my foot in my mouth.
"Damn it, there is nothing going on with Frank, although I did dance with him a couple of times tonight. I didn't want you to think I was hiding anything. I told you before he is gay and isn't interested in me as a woman. I'm going to bed. Good night."
Well so much for any loving tonight I thought. Smooth move dummy. I'm not good at keeping things in but I needed to learn to keep my mouth shut sometimes.
Almost every month there was a fund raiser of some kind that Josh would invite us to. I tried to pay our way but he wouldn't hear of it. He said that by us going he had someone interesting to talk to. Josh also said he enjoyed dancing with Jackie. We didn't go to every party but we did go to the important ones.
My wife works in a medical lab doing tests for doctors and hospitals; you know blood tests, drug scans and such. As I said before she is very smart. I'm a medical supply salesman and that's how we met. I was at her lab getting an order and we ran into each other and talked about the supplies I furnished. I took her to lunch and then out to dinner a few days later. That one date led to another and another and soon we were a couple. We lived together for about eight months to test things out and then got married.
My job doesn't require very much travel out of town. Most of my customers are in our city or close enough to visit in one day. When I do have to travel, about five or six times a year, I have to be gone several days at a time. Anywhere from two nights to a week, just depends on the area I had to visit. I would call Jackie every night while I was gone. Usually we didn't have anything important to say, you know just I love you and good night.
On my second trip since moving into the new place, I got a call from Josh one evening. He said he knew it was my fifth day away and I had two more nights before I could get home on Sunday. He and Jackie had been spending most evenings talking, playing cards and watching T.V. together. Josh said that she was a little lonely without me.
"Ray there is a play opening Friday night and an opening night party after wards. I would like to ask Jackie to go but I wanted to check with you first. What do you think?"
"Sure Josh, if she wants to go. I don't have a problem with her going anywhere with you."
"Thanks Ray, Jackie is one of the few people that I can talk to. Her company is always a pleasure. Well, see you on Sunday. Bye."
Later when I call Jackie to say good night, she told me about Josh and the play. "Is it alright if I go with Josh, I told him I would have to talk to you first?"
"I don't mind of you want to go with Josh. I know you're lonely and you deserve to have some fun. You probably won't get home until late tomorrow night, so I will wait until Saturday to call you. Have a good time. I love you."
On Saturday, I called Jackie on the lunch break. "Did you have a good time at the play?"
"Yes I did. The play was very good and the after party was exciting. I met the Mayor and his wife and there were a couple of big time celebrities there. Josh knows everybody that is anybody. I'll tell you all about it on Sunday," Jackie said.
I got home on Sunday and Jackie tried to make up for the loving we had missed all week in one day. She wore me out. While resting Jackie thanked me for letting her go to the play with Josh.
"Josh is a good man and I trust him to look out for you." I couldn't stop my run away mouth and added, "Franklin is a different matter though."
"What is this animosity you have for Frank? He is just a nice guy too. So what are you worried about? Don't you trust me?
"I've told you before Franklin is not what you think. All I have is a gut feeling, but something isn't right about that guy. I think he will put a move on you." I was getting upset that Jackie wouldn't listen to my warning.
"Frank can sense how you feel about him, you know. At the after party on Friday, he mentioned that he didn't think you liked him. And............"
"HE WAS THERE? Why didn't you mention that little fact when we talked about the party?" I was past just being mad; I was on my way to being enraged. "You know how I feel about Franklin and yet you spent time with him and then you hide that fact from me. NOT A GOOD THING, JACKIE."
"I didn't tell you because I knew you would be mad. Franklin was at the party with someone else and we just ran into each other. I only danced with him twice and we had a drink together. That's all Ray, I swear."
"You deciding not to tell me about Franklin is the same as lying to me, Jackie. He has you lying to me and he will get you to do other things. Was he there with another man or with a woman?" She didn't have an answer to that question. "Jackie, I don't want you to see him anymore in any circumstances. If he comes up to you at a party or somewhere, you are to walk away from him. Do you understand?"
"I'm not a child Ray. You can't tell me who I can talk to or who I can have as friends," Jackie told me in an angrily. "I'm a married woman, all grown up mister and I can take care of myself."
"You may be grown Jackie, but if you continue to see Franklin you may not be a married woman for long." There I go sticking both feet in my mouth. When will I learn to think before I talk?
"What is that supposed to mean? Are you threatening to leave me?"
I couldn't tell if she was mad or frightened. Maybe I should defuse the situation but then again I wasn't the one hiding things. "Jackie I love you and I don't want to lose you. I trust you to do the right thing but if you have any more do with Franklin our marriage will be in big trouble. Please stay away from him; he isn't who or what you think he is. I'm asking you to do this as your husband and lover. It's you choice Jackie."
The next morning things were more than cool around the breakfast table. We left for our jobs without even a dutiful kiss on the cheek or a see you tonight. Not a good situation. I wanted to call Jackie at lunch and talk some more about the Franklin problem, but I decided I had made my point last night. It was up to her, whatever she wanted to do. It had to be her choice. My phone rang as I came into the office after lunch, it was Jackie.
"Hi honey," she greeted me. This was a good beginning. "We need to talk tonight; will you be home at the usual time?"
"Yeah, I'll be there about 5:00." The phrase "we need to talk" are four words no married man wants to hear. This could be bad, very bad. I tried to tell myself not to borrow trouble, but it didn't ease my mind much. I actually got home at 4:45 and when I walked into our condo, I could smell dinner cooking. Maybe this won't be all bad, I thought. It was the first time Jackie had made dinner in over a week.
Jackie met me at the door with large bourbon, a smile, and a kiss. Things were looking up. "Maybe we should talk before dinner," Jackie suggested.
"Okay," I agreed and we sat side by side on the couch in the living room. "What's up honey?" This was said with a hope and a prayer.
"First, I owe you an apology. I should have told you about meeting Franklin at the party. It was dishonest not to tell you about it. The reasons I didn't aren't really valid, I should have told you. I also realize that your objection to Frank is not jealousy but a concern for my welfare. Thank you for caring about me that much."
To tell the truth, I was flabbergasted. This was not what I expected when Jackie said we should talk. I leaned over and kissed her.
"I will do what you ask and not spend any more time with Frank," Jackie said to me. "If we meet I will say hello and walk away. Will that be okay? I don't want to be totally rude," Jackie was trying to find a medium we both could live with.
"Yeah, that will work. Thank you," I told her. I kissed her again and then she kissed me. The dinner was forgotten about and we never did eat that night. We were busy. The burned dinner left a hell of a mess in the kitchen though.



Six weeks passed and our life was good. We continued to have little talks and I really believe these talks strengthened our marriage. Jackie and I went out to two more galas with Josh. At both of them Franklin attended and asked Jackie to dance. She turned him down, nicely but turned him down. He tried to get her alone and into long discussions, but she would excuse herself to go to the ladies' room or join Josh and me.
Josh called us and asked us to go with him to the next fund raiser. This one was a benefit for some children's cause and sounded like a good one to support. As usual, Josh refused to let us pay for our tickets but said we could make a donation if that would make us feel better. The only problem was that the night of the party was our anniversary. Jackie and I talked about it and decided that as long as we were together, it didn't matter where we were. We agreed to go with Josh.
Two nights later I met Josh at our local pub. He had asked me to meet him after work. I entered the pub and joined Josh at a booth in the back. I guess maybe I am a little homophobic, I was afraid he was going to make a move on me.
"Relax Ray, I'm not after your body," Josh kidded me as he laughed. "I want to talk to you about something."
"Okay, I'm game. Fire away, Josh."
"I understand that there is some tension between you and Jackie because of your concerns about Franklin. Is that true? It's really none of my business but you and Jackie are like family to me. Tell me to mind my own business if you want to. I won't be offended if you do."
"Yeah, there have been some discussions about Franklin. I don't like the attention he has shown to Jackie and I told her how I felt. We had a little spat about it but everything is okay now. Why?"
"You made a comment after that first fund raiser the three of us went to that has me puzzled. Do you remember saying that you thought it strange that Franklin and I hadn't gone to the party together. Why did you say that?"
"Josh, I just meant you guys are life partners or whatever you call it and I thought it strange that you wouldn't go together." I was trying to be diplomatic.
"Franklin and I aren't life partners nor are we a couple. He isn't gay and we are just roommates sharing expenses. Did you think Franklin is gay?"
"God damn it, I knew there was something wrong with that guy. Yes I thought you and he were a couple. He told Jackie that he is gay and I think he has been using that to get close to her. I think he's trying to seduce her. THAT SON OF A BITCH. Josh you are going to lose a roommate when I get hold of him."
"Don't worry, he is already gone. I threw him out last night for not paying his share of the expenses. I just wanted to clear up any misconceptions. We good?" I nodded in answer and he said, "See you Saturday."
I couldn't wait to tell Jackie that, as usual, I had been right. I was ready to gloat and say I told you so; I was so immature sometimes. Jackie met me at the door dressed in my favorite outfit. She had on high heels, a bow in her hair, and thigh high stockings. Nothing else. I got so busy telling her how beautiful she was, that I forgot to tell her about Franklin.
The big party was on Saturday but on Wednesday afternoon my boss, John, hit me with a bomb shell. He wanted me to go see a big customer the next day and I would be gone until Sunday. The sale could be worth about two million dollars to my company. If I could close the deal, my commission would be about ten per cent and I would get a promotion to regional manager. My income would almost double as the regional manager and there would be no more traveling. However my biggest sales job would be to get an okay from Jackie. After all it was our anniversary. I was really dreading telling Jackie about the trip. If things went south, I was prepared to tell my boss I couldn't go. I wanted the commission and the promotion, but not at the expense of my marriage. When I got home, Jackie was packing a bag for me.
My boss is a sly fox. He knew it was a special day for us and had called Jackie and explained how important this trip was. He told her it was important to the company but even more important to Jackie and me. John is the sales manager and now I know why. He sold Jackie on the idea of me going on this trip.
"You really okay with this, Jackie? I can tell John I can't go."
"Are you nuts? A huge commission check and a promotion, you have to go. Then when you get back we will have three things to celebrate."
"Three things to celebrate, what do you mean? She shook her head and continued to pack for me. "You can still go to the party with Josh if you want to honey."
She said she would like to go and would make arrangements with Josh the next day. That night you would have thought we were going to be separated for three months instead of three days. I was a little tired the next morning.
I called Jackie when I got to my hotel on Thursday and I called her again on Friday evening. Just the usual, I love you and good night. The negotiations went smoothly and the deal was finalized early Saturday morning. I had a signed contract and didn't see any reason for staying until Sunday.
It would be a great surprise to Jackie for me to get home early, so I didn't call her. I changed my flight and landed about 6:00. The party was going to start at 8:00 and if I hurried I could get home before Jackie and Josh left. If not, I wouldn't be far behind them and could catch up to them at the party.
Jackie wasn't home when I got there at 7:00. Assuming that Jackie and Josh had already left, I hurried to get cleaned up and dressed. I had just finished my shower and was almost dressed when the door bell rang. Hell not now I thought, I'm in a hurry. Josh was at the door when I opened it. He was surprised to see me.
"I thought you were going to be out of town," he said.
"Got things done this morning and came home early. Wait a second, what are you doing here? Where's Jackie? She's supposed to be with you." I was puzzled.
"I thought she was here, I came to pick her up for the party," he answered me.
"Damn it, come on." I grabbed my jacket and we ran to the limo Josh had waiting. I don't know why but I was sure Jackie would be at the fund raiser and told Josh my thoughts.
Josh talked to the driver through the divider, "its 25 minutes to the hotel, Sam. Get us there in 15 or less and it's worth a hundred dollars to you. I'll pay for any tickets." Josh knew how to get things done. I never knew that a limo could be driven like a race car.
That ride wasn't something I wanted to repeat, but I was grateful to our driver. Now I know what a NASCAR driver feels like. We got to the hotel in 12 minutes. I was out of the car and running before it power slid to a stop. Josh was about twenty steps behind me.
We rushed into the ballroom to look for Jackie. I had a suspicion that Franklin was involved in this. I didn't see Jackie right away so Josh and I separated to look for her. Finishing one circuit around the room I started another one when Josh whistled from across the room. Man, that guy could whistle loud, everyone in the ball room looked at him. He waved for me to join him and I sprinted to him.
"One of my friends told me that Franklin and a young lady just went down the hall toward the elevators. He said they passed him not more than a few minutes ago," Josh told me. "You go to the elevators and I will check with the front desk to see if Franklin is registered."
I nodded and raced down the hall. No one was there, but an elevator door was just closing. I couldn't get to it in time to stop it and I didn't see who was on it. The elevator was the only one moving and I watched the floor indicator to see where it would stop. I watched the elevator stop on the sixth floor and started for the stairs. Josh stopped me and push to button to call the elevator.
"Franklin has room #612. This will be faster than the stairs." Fortunately Josh had stopped my wild run to the stairs.
I must have worn a hole in the carpet with my pacing back and forth waiting for that damn slow elevator. No matter how many times I pushed the button, the elevator didn't move any faster. The same thing happened once we got into the elevator. Pushing the button for the sixth floor repeatedly didn't make it go any faster. It took its' own slow sweet time getting there. The doors had barely opened more than a crack and I was forcing them to open faster. Room 612 was to the left and I raced down the hall with Josh on my heels.
Josh stopped me from banging on the door and showed me a card key. "How did you get that?" I was surprised. Josh continues to amaze me.
"The night manager and I are old friends. And that's all I'm going to say about that," he answered. "I explained the situation to him and suggest that giving me the key would be better than having to replace a door. He saw the logic of my argument and gave me the key." Josh was all smiles as he told me the story.
I listened at the door but all I could hear was muffled voices. Sliding the key card into the lock, I opened the door slowly as quietly as I could. The door opened into a small entryway and it took three or four steps to be able to see into the room. I saw Jackie backed into the corner of the room.
The top of her dress was ripped and you could see most of one breast. She had tears rolling down her face and her makeup was ruined. Her mascara had run and she looked like a sad raccoon. Jackie held a wine bottle by the neck as a weapon and was waving it at the man in front of her. She was screaming at the guy. I didn't realize that she even knew some of the words and names she was calling him. Neither my wife nor the man saw me as she was concentrating on him and he had his back to me.
The man was Franklin and it was obvious what his intentions were. "Come on baby, you know you want me. All of our talks have shown that you care about me and this is the next logical step. You can drop the act now," he coaxed her.
I started across the space between us and he began to turn around. He either felt or heard me or maybe the look on Jackie's face told him someone else was in the room with them. Whatever caused him to turn away from Jackie was a mistake. When he took his eyes off of her, she hit him on the head with the wine bottle. The bottle broke and spread wine all over Franklin, Jackie, and over me. He dropped like a wet rag.
As Franklin fell to the floor, Jackie ran into my arms. She was crying and almost in hysterics and trying to tell me what had happened. I quieted her down and started to lead her out of the room trying to find out if she was OK.
"What do you want to do with him," Josh asked me as he pushed at Franklin's unconscious body with his foot. "He's still breathing."
I was holding Jackie and trying to calm her down. "Let him be. If I get near him I will end up going to jail for assault or worse. Taking care of Jackie is more important than dealing with Franklin, at least right now. We'll call the cops or whatever after I get her out of here."
"He has to pay for what he tried to do," Josh said in a voice I didn't recognize. As he stood over Franklin, the look on his face was a little scary. No, it was a lot scary. Gone was the smiling, friendly, carefree face of our Josh. Instead he had the look of a predator. I know it sounds funny but he looked like a mother lion or bear ready to protect their young. This was a side of Josh I had never even guessed at. He started to move toward Franklin.
"Josh, err Josh... JOSH! I had to shout to get his attention. He's not worth going to jail for. If the law doesn't punish him, I will. Not now though. I promise you that he will pay for this, one way or another. I'm not a turn the other cheek type Josh. Okay? OKAY? Let's get Jackie out of here."
Before we left the room, Josh made a call. I couldn't hear all of what he said but I did hear him say, "No not in an hour, right now and he had better be there by the time I am."
Wonder of wonders, the elevator was waiting for us. Jackie wasn't walking very well and we supported her into the elevator. Josh pushed a button and the elevator began to move, but it went up instead of down. Well hell, now we would have to go up before we could go down and get Jackie out of there.
The doors opened on a small hall way with one door facing the elevator. Josh punched some numbers into the electronic lock and the door opened. He motioned for Jackie and me to precede him into the room. Before the door could close another man walked through it behind us.
Josh said, "Sit with Jackie on the sofa and the doctor will examine her. Oh by the way this is Dr. Gilbert. He's sort of the hotel doctor." Josh was grinning at the doctor when he said that. "Gilly this is Mr. and Mrs. Kelly. She has need of your services please."
"Too right, you are. You bloody wanker, you interrupted my dinner party." Hello, Mrs. Kelly, let's see what we have here, shall we?" He carried one of those doctor bags and came over to Jackie.
Something told me that Dr. Gilbert was from England. He talked to Jackie for a minute and then took her into a bedroom to examine her. I looked at Josh and he just smiled at me. Our old Josh was back and the predatory look was gone. He went to the bar and held up a bottle of premium bourbon silently asking if I wanted a drink.
"Hell yeah, about three fingers please, no ice." I took the drink from him and asked, "What the hell just happened? Whose apartment is this and how did you get a doctor to make a house call? I'm a little confused Josh."
"Take it easy Ray. Let's wait under Gilly gets done with his examination and find out where we stand first. Then I will explain everything. When I called the desk for Gilly, I also had them call the police to handle Franklin. I don't think he's going to like the consequences of his actions tonight."
Dr. Gilbert came out of the bedroom, poured himself a drink and turned to me. "Your wife is fine, aside from a couple of minor scratches around her neck. I gave her a sedative to calm her a little. She had her panties all in a bunch and was mumbling something about making someone named Franklin into a soprano.
Whoever this Franklin is, I don't think I want to be him when your wife is up and around. She is a very tough and vengeful lady." Gilly was smiling in admiration as he talked about Jackie.
"Thank you Dr. Gilbert that is a relief to hear that she isn't seriously hurt. Okay Josh, give," I said as I turned to him. "What the hell is going on?"
"Well, I own a small piece of the hotel and keep this apartment here. I lived here until I moved into the condo. The staff sort of looks after me," he answered with a little smile.
"Own a small piece my arse," remarked Gilly. "He bloody well owns 75 percent of the bloody thing. Don't let him put on the poor mouth." Gilly was smiling at Josh's discomfort.
"Shut up Gilly," Josh said with a smile. "Okay, I do own a big interest in the place. It was left to me by my grandfather. He loved me and didn't seem to be bothered that I am gay, unlike my father. I really think Grand Dad left it to me just to piss off my father."
Dr. Gilbert finished his drink and left to rejoin his guests. I walked him to the door and thanked him. "Don't let Josh fool you Mr. Kelly. He is really concerned about his guests in the hotel and his friends. I get a three bedroom suite as payment to be the house doctor. Josh also insists and pays to have at least a Physician's Assistant on call when I'm not here. You are a lucky man to have him as a friend. Your wife will be fine by morning but call me if you need me."
I returned to the bar with my empty glass and asked Josh to fill it up. He said that the front desk told him the police had arrested Franklin and had taken him to the station. "So what do you want to do about him Ray?"
"Let the police handle it from here, I'm more interested in taking care of Jackie for now," I replied.
Josh told me to stay in the suite that night and we would get together tomorrow to discuss Franklin. He gave me a man hug and left. I went into the bedroom, lay down with Jackie, and just held her for the rest of the night.
In the morning there was a knock on the door and when I opened it a waiter pushed a cart into the room. He told me that Mr. Randle had order breakfast for us. There was enough food to feed six or seven people. As the waiter was leaving, Josh walked in. He immediately went to Jackie to make sure she was okay.
The first thing Jackie said after greeting Josh was, "Where is that son of a bitch Franklin? I'm going to kick his ass."
"Settle down honey. Franklin was arrested last night and will be taken care of," I told her.
"Well maybe not," Josh said. "Franklin is saying that you agreed to go to his room with him and that you wanted to sleep with him because your husband was gone on business so much. Franklin said that when Ray came into the room that you changed your mind. Franklin also said you hit him with the wine bottle to hide your part in the affair. He is talking about having you arrested for assault. The police convinced him that wasn't a good idea and he let it drop. Right now it's a "he said, she said" scene. I'm afraid he may get away with it."
"Never mind that now, what were you doing here with Franklin," I asked Jackie. The look on Jackie's face made me add, "Before you go off the deep end, I don't believe any of that bullshit that Franklin was spouting.
She calmed a little and began the story. "Franklin came by the apartment and said that Josh was delayed and had asked him to give me a ride to the party. I know I told you I wouldn't have anything to do with him, but I didn't see the harm in going with him to meet Josh." Jackie looked at me in to see if I was upset with her. I smiled, shook my head, and motioned for her to go on with the story.
"Josh wasn't at the hotel when we got there. I know why now. Franklin got a glass of wine for me and said he would stay with me until Josh showed up. I finished the wine and started to feel funny. Sort of out of it, like I was drunk. Franklin said he would take me to Josh's room until I felt better. Once we were in the room he began to paw me and tried to get me into bed. That's when you walked in, thank God. I was really afraid."
I put my arms around her and just held her until she calmed down again. "Don't worry about Franklin. He will pay one way or another; I guarantee it."
"Don't do anything stupid, Ray." Josh interjected. "It wouldn't do for you to go jail over that ass.
"Josh, like I said before, I'm not a turn the other cheek type of guy. He is going to pay for his actions," I was beginning to get mad all over again. Jackie and I spent another night in Josh's suite just holding each other until early morning.
I woke to find Jackie leaning over watching me sleep. She waited until I opened my eyes and asked, "How did you get so smart?" She seemed to be a little embarrassed.
"What? What are you talking about? "I answered her question with two of my own because I was confused.
"How did you know about Franklin? You knew what he was the first time you met him. How?"
"Well to be honest, I didn't know until I saw his reaction to you when I introduced you to him. When I helped Josh move in, for some reason I just didn't like him. If you remember I told you what I thought about Franklin shortly after you met him."
"Yes you did and I should have listened to you. I'm sorry I thought you were being over protective and a little jealous. I thought you were being controlling. I should have known better and paid more attention to your warning. You are entitled to a big I told you so."
"To be honest, when I insisted that you keep away from Franklin it was because of some information I received while at work. Franklin works in the front office of the same hospital one of my customers works at.. I was at lunch with their buyer and he mentioned that there was a small scandal going on at the hospital. It seems that the assistant office manager, Franklin by name, had allegedly seduced two of the married women in the office. It nearly broke up both of their marriages."



"Why didn't you tell me that instead of ordering me not to see him?" Jill seemed a little upset at me.
"If you remember I changed that order to a request. You needed to choose not to see him for yourself. Either because you believed what I told you or out of respect for your husband's wishes, the decision had to be yours."
"Well I wish I had paid more attention to you. It would have saved a lot of trouble. I'm sorry honey," Jackie said, almost crying. "I'm thankful that you cut that trip short and got back early."
I pulled her down to me and we cuddled for a little while. Then I remembered something she had said when I told her about the trip and the promotion. "Hey, what did you mean when you said we would have three things to celebrate when I came home?"
Jackie laughed and said, "I wondered when you would think about that. We can celebrate the huge commission, we can celebrate your big promotion and we can celebrate the fact that you are going to be a daddy." She watched my face to see my reaction.
"I"M GOING TO BE.......... WE' RE GOING TO BE PARENTS. When, how, I mean when did you find out?"
She was giggling now. I just got the news about twenty minutes before your boss called to talk me into letting you go on that trip. I'm just over five weeks. Sort of ironic, that one glass of wine at the party was going to be my last until after the baby. Turns out, I should have quit drinking sooner," Jackie was still laughing, probably at the expression on my face. We didn't get out of bed until late afternoon. I think Josh came by twice but we were busy and I can't be sure.
Five weeks after that both, horrible and wonderful time at the hotel, Josh had come to see us as he usually did about once a week. Personally I think Josh is lonely and we are they only ones that care about him, not the rich Josh Randle but about him. We didn't ask anything of him but his friendship. He was telling us about an inner city school that he was helping and was all smiles.
"Josh, who are you? There's more to you than meets the eye. I mean you are always trying to help some kids or abused women. Who are you really? You spend too much time and money helping people to be just a gay, interior designer. Come on pal, what gives?"
He looked at both of us for a second and sighed. "I'm just a guy that had the good sense to pick a rich grandfather. When he passed away, he left me the bulk of his estate. None of the other kids in the family liked him. He chewed tobacco and usually had tobacco juice on his shirt or pants and smelled bad.
The others kids would be forced to say hello to him by their parents and then they would run away from him. It didn't bother me that he was sloppy and I loved the stories he told about his life, I spent a lot of time with him.
I was about seven or eight when he started to tell me his stories and I saw him at least once a week for twenty years, until he died. I was 28 when he passed away and I miss him to this day. Boy, the rest of the family was really pissed when he left me the bulk of his estate."
"He didn't leave anything to your father? Seems strange that he would give everything to you and pass over his son," I commented.
"He had three children two boys and a girl and left each of them something substantial, but nothing like he gave to me. I guess all that time I spent talking to him and listening to his stories meant a lot to him. I told you before that he loved me and didn't care that I am gay. He said I was the only one in the family worth a damn. Gramps said that the rest of them were like parasites on the world. The only thing he asked was for me to help people along the way. That's why I support and go to so many charity balls, fund raisers, and other things." "Gramps was a real hellion when he was younger. I don't know how he made all his money, but I don't think all of it was above board because his estate was substantial. Now it's basically all mine and I try to help other people just like Gramps wanted me to." "That helps to explain all the dances, art auctions, and fund raisers you take us to. Josh, we have some news for you too. Jackie and I are having a baby. It's due in about seven months."
"Fantastic, that's great news. Congratulations to you guys." Josh was really happy for us.
"We need to ask you to do us a favor. I hate to impose on our friendship, but we have to ask."
"So ask away, if it's possible I will do it," Josh responded. No hesitation from him, just okay I'll do it.
"We don't know the sex yet, it's too early to tell. But if it's a girl we are going to name her Samantha Alyssa Kelly, after both of our grandmothers. If it's a boy we want to name him Samuel Joshua Kelly, after my grandfather and our best friend. Would that be okay with you?"
For the first time since I met Josh, he was speechless. I saw tears come to his eyes. He struggled for a second and then said, "I would be honored, thank you."
Things were a little emotional for a few minutes, with three crying adults. We all finally got control of ourselves and began to talk again.
"I have news too, not as good as yours but news. Ray you aren't a suspect any longer. I gave you an alibi," Josh told me. "The police believed me and no longer consider you a person of interest."
"Suspect for what Josh? I'm not involved in anything to be a suspect for. What are you talking about?"
"It seems that Franklin has begun to answer for his sins. First the hospital fired him; they didn't like the scandal about the two married women he seduced. You knew about that, right?"
"Yeah, I knew. A friend at the hospital told me about it."
"Well it seems that both of them were encouraged by a friend to file a complaint against him with the hospital. He thought they would keep quiet because they were married. Seems he misjudged their anger. Second, about two weeks ago, Franklin got mugged outside of a bar. Someone beat the hell out of him, but he didn't see who it was. Strange huh?"
"It couldn't have happened to a nicer guy. I probably would have done it if Jackie hadn't made me promise not to. She said our baby needed a father at home not in jail. That pretty much put a kibosh to my plans for revenge. Doesn't mean I like it, but what are you going to do? And what's this about me being a suspect? The police never contacted me."
"You were considered a possibility because of that run in with Franklin at the hotel. I told them you guys were with me having dinner the night he got mugged," Josh replied.
"We haven't been to dinner with you for better than a month, Josh." "Yeah, well we should have. A month is too long to be without each other's company, don't you think?" Josh waited for a few seconds and said, "That's not all, it seems that Franklin had been a little loose with the hospital checking account and has been charged with embezzlement."
"Just how much did you have to do with those women filing complaints, the embezzlement charges, and with Franklin's beating, Josh? Did you take revenge on him?"
Josh looked at us for a minute and said, "There are those that say revenge is a waste of time. That you could put your time to better use. To me, good mental health demands that you get payback when someone has screwed you. Then in five or ten years you can either say: Damn, I should have done something or you can smile as you remember what you did."
I believe in good mental health."
That's all he would say about what happened to Franklin.
Quote: Life goes on
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Recent events have led me to believe that women are the devil's spawn. I know that I won't always feel this way, but for the foreseeable future that will be my mantra. This is the story that brought me to this point.
My name is Mark Reynolds. I am a pretty normal guy. At 6 feet 2 and 215 pounds, I am a little bigger than average. My mom and my sister have always told me that I am a good looking guy. Of course they have to say that, we're family. They must be right though, because I have never had any problem getting young women to go out with me.
The significant other in my life is Marcie Williams. Yeah, it's Mark and Marcie. She is blond, 5 feet 9 and about 140 pounds and very pretty. Marcie has a voluptuous body more like a young Pamela Anderson (before all the implants) instead of like a skinny fashion model. She is also somewhat self-centered. But what the hell I love her.
We met in college, but didn't start dating until our senior year. I was a business administration major with a minor in accounting. Accountants have a stereotype of being mild mannered, sedate, and not much fun. I am the exception to that rule. I studied hard and got very good grades because I wanted a good job after school. But as hard as I studied I would party even harder. Week nights were for working on my classes, but the weekends were for parties.
Marcie was majoring in one of the fuzzy sciences, Psychology. She took those classes not because she wanted to help people, but because they were basically easy classes. Her dad was footing the bills and she had to maintain a decent GPA so Marcie took the easy road. Her daddy was very well to do, let's face it he was stinking rich and she didn't really expect to work after graduation. A husband or daddy would support her so she could do more important things, like shopping and going to all the right parties. I know I should have run away, but like I said I was in love.
After graduation Marcie and I decided to live together, maybe to practice for marriage. I was making pretty good money as an assistant business manager for a large construction company. Sitting at a desk was causing me to go soft, so I joined a gym to work out. My personal trainer was a former Marine DI and really put me through my paces. It took a little while, but soon I was hard and lean.
Marcie and I had been living together for almost two years and she played at working at a boutique while I paid all the bills. Marcie didn't make very much money, but her father supplemented her income. Daddy seemed to very happy not to have Marcie living at home. He and Marcie's mother were divorced because her mother had been caught being more than a little friendly with her tennis coach. Neither Marcie nor her dad knew where the ex-wife is. He had remarried a woman about five years older than Marcie, so a grown daughter at home would put a crimp in their lifestyle. So he bought Marcie off.
I was beginning to think it was time to make our relationship more permanent. Marriage was on my mind. When I asked Marcie to marry me, she was very happy, jumped into my arms, and accepted. We celebrated in a very private way in our bedroom. While relaxing after our sexual marathon, Marcie said we could plan the wedding when she got back at the end of the summer.
Wait a minute, after she got back at the end of the summer? Where was she going? Did she plan to be gone all summer? What the hell was going on? These were all questions that I asked Marcie. Her being gone for the summer plan was a surprise to me.
It seems Marcie had been talking to a college classmate, Sally. Sally was running a kids summer camp and she suggested Marcie join her at the camp as a counselor. It would be a chance to make some money and put her college degree to work. Marcie decided that would be a great idea.
"Did you even think about discussing this with me? I mean, I am your fiancée," I asked her. I wasn't a happy camper. (No pun intended)
"I didn't think you would mind. It will give you some time to do things you have been missing. It really is a good opportunity and the money is really good."
"How long would you be gone to this camp? Is there anyone beside Sally going that I know?" You can see by my question that I thought we were still discussing whether she was going or not. Silly man, it had already been decided. I just didn't know it yet.
"Well you know Sally, Linda, and Judy. All girls from my psych classes, you met them at school." The next two names she sort of mumbled and I didn't think I had heard her correctly. I hoped I hadn't heard her correctly.
"Who was that, the last name you said?"
"Roger and Allen are going also but I don't think you ever met them. They were both in some of my earlier classes," she answered. Marcie wasn't as outspoken about these two names as she had been about the girls.
I had never met Allen, but I had met Roger. You see, Roger had dated Marcie in college for several months. He broke up with her and shortly after that she and I started to date. Roger wasn't very happy that I was dating Marcie; he thought she would just wait for him while he fooled around a little. Roger and another guy stopped me outside of a bar one night, maybe that other guy was Allen. Roger sort of ordered me to stop dating Marcie.
One thing I neglected to tell you about myself is my dislike of being ordered to do anything. That was the one thing that kept me from enlisting in Marines when I was younger.
I told Roger that Marcie was no longer any of his business. Basically I told him to do something sexual to himself that is physically impossible. My response to his order put an end to the discussion I guess because Roger threw a punch at me and I in turn broke his nose. Blood was everywhere. The other guy had never said a word and helped Roger back to his car. That was the only time I actually met Roger.
"Marcie, I know who Roger is and we've met. I also know that you and Roger dated from a long time in college," I surprised her with my statement.
"I didn't know that you had met him. When did you meet Roger?"
"He and a buddy confronted me one night shortly after you and I started dating. He ordered me to stop dating you and took a swing at me. I broke his nose and never heard from him again. I guess he didn't think you were worth fighting for. Never mind that, you're not being truthful with me and I don't like it."
"Mark, I didn't tell you about the guys because I thought you would get the wrong idea. Roger and I did date, but we have both moved on. He has a girlfriend and I have a fiancée." She smiled at me when she said that.
"Bullshit Marcie, don't piss down my back and tell me it's raining. You didn't tell me because you were afraid I wouldn't let you go if I knew you were going to spend the summer with your old boyfriend. And you were right. You're not going."
"Please Mark; I really want to work at the camp this summer." She hesitated for a little and then said, "I know let's go to dinner with both Roger and Allen. They will bring their girlfriends and you can get to know them. You'll see that Roger is just an old friend." Marcie was planning.
I didn't like the idea but after another hour of talking, I agreed that we could meet them for dinner. The next Saturday we met the other couples at a bar and grill. The place had good food and a relaxed atmosphere. It was perfect for our get together.
Meeting Roger, Allen and their ladies didn't put my mind at ease. There was something off. I didn't know right then what was wrong, but I could feel that something wasn't right.
After the introductions and we sat down Roger said to me, "I know the last time we met didn't go too well and I want to apologize for my actions. Marcie had broken up with me and my pride was hurt. I took it out on you and I'm sorry.
The more Roger talked the more my bullshit radar warned me about him; I just had a bad feeling about him. In the old west Roger would have been a snake oil salesman. There was something sleazy about him. His friendly facade and the over the top we are comrades act sat my teeth on edge.
"You were the one that got the broken nose, so I really didn't have anything taken out on me Roger. That was a long time ago, just forget it," I told him.
Roger's smile got a little strained at that point, but he let my crack about his nose go by. The rest of the evening didn't do anything to ease my mind about Roger and Marcie spending the summer working together.
Roger and his girl were supposed to be a hot item, but there was no sign of love or romance. They hardly spoke to each other and almost never touched like lovers would. Allen was supposed to be living with his girl and again the spark just wasn't there.
When we got home Marcie said, "See I told you, the guys are just old friends. They both have their own girlfriends so there is no need for you to worry Honey."
"Something isn't right here Marcie. Roger and Allen are both too concerned about you going to this camp. Why should they care one way or another? I don't want you to go Marcie. This could cause trouble between us."
"Don't be silly, I will be back at the end of the summer and we can get on with our life together. I just want to do something useful before we get married. We will be fine," Marcie tried to reassure me. I wasn't reassured.
Sally would pick up Marcie on Saturday morning. It was about three hours driving time to the camp. They would get the camp ready for the kids over the weekend and the kids would arrive on Monday. Friday night Marcie and I went to dinner and finished the evening at a club where we could dance. That evening we made love very tenderly. I still had a bad feeling about her leaving, but I couldn't order her to stay home. We weren't married yet and I wasn't sure if she would follow my orders anyway.
Saturday morning we were saying good bye while Sally was in the car waiting. As Marcie started toward the door she stopped, kissed her engagement ring and handed it to me. "I'm going to be out in the woods and doing crafts and other things. I don't want to lose it or get it scratched. Hold on to it for me please," she requested. Then she left before I could say any more.
Being a man I don't know that much about women and their jewelry, but my mom never takes off her rings. Maybe when she takes a bath or something she will remove them but I have seen her painting a room, scrubbing pots, and all kinds of things and yet she never takes her rings off. It really bothered me that Marcie would leave her ring at home.
Marcie called me when she and Sally got to the camp. She said she missed me already and would call every two days or so and not to worry about her. I got her next call on Monday evening. She was all excited that the kids were in camp. Marcie had a group of 12 and 13 year old girls that she was in charge of and she seemed to be enjoying herself so far.
So it went for about 3 weeks. Marcie would call on Mondays and Thursdays. I went up to the camp every other Sunday to see Marcie and we would spend the day together reconnecting. She had lost a few pounds working with the kids, hiking and the other physical things around camp. Damn she looked great.
Marcie told me that now that things were organized, the counselors took turns being on call on Saturdays and supervising the children. I suggested that on the Saturdays she was off that I come up and we could spend the whole weekend together.
"Oh, I couldn't do that Mark. The Saturdays that I'm not on call I help get supplies from town and do little maintenance jobs around the camp. In fact I'm going to help do some painting this Saturday. So we will just have to be satisfied with our Sundays. It was a nice thought though."
Our conversation took place on Thursday night. She was going to be off this Saturday so I planned to go to the camp anyway, as Friday was our two year anniversary. I called Sally to explain what I wanted to do and to see if Marcie could have the weekend off.
I called the camp office on Friday morning. "Cripple Creek Camp, this is Sally. May I help you?"
"Hi Sally, this is Mark Reynolds. I need to ask you for a favor."
"Hello Mark. It's nice to hear from you. What can I do for you?"
"I know that Marcie doesn't have the duty tomorrow and I was hoping I could get you to let her have the full weekend off. Could you get someone else to go get supplies and do the other things she does on Saturdays?"
"It's good to hear that you two are trying to back together. You guys are really good together. I don't know what you mean about getting supplies. We have a maintenance man and driver that gets the supplies, at least the ones that aren't delivered. He also does painting, gardening and just about everything else."
"Wait, what do you mean about Marcie and me getting back together?" Something wasn't right.
"I know about you guys having some problems and it's nice to hear that your relationship is getting better," Sally answered.
"What makes you think we are having problems, Sally."
"When Marcie got into the car to come up here, I noticed she didn't have her engagement ring on. I asked her if she had forgotten it and she said you guys had postponed the engagement and decided to give each other some space for awhile. She told me that's why she took this job."
Now the bad feelings I had when I met Roger and Allen came rushing into my head. If Marcie didn't have to do anything work wise on her Saturdays off, what was she doing? And why didn't she want me to come to the camp to be with her on Saturdays? Something was going on and I don't think I was going to like it. Sally confirmed my thoughts with her next statement.
"It's nice that Marcie has her friends Roger and Allen to spend time with. On their days off they go on hikes, picnics, and drives around the country side. Their company really seems to make her feel better," Sally told me.
I'm really surprised that I could think so quickly at that moment. But I came up with a plan. "Sally, I'm going to come up on Saturday but please don't tell Marcie. I'm bringing the engagement ring and want to surprise her."
"It will be a nice surprise. I won't tell Marcie, but you guys have to invite me to the wedding, okay." Sally hung up laughing.
After hearing about all the time Marcie was spending with Roger and Allen, I didn't think there was going to be a wedding. Unless there was some explanation as to this situation with the three of them, our relationship was toast.
Saturday morning about 9:00 I parked my truck in front the office at Cripple Creek Camp. I went into the office and found Sally at her desk. She saw me and smiled.
"This is going to be a great surprise for Marcie. I think it's so sweet," Sally told me.
"Where is Marcie? I didn't see her when I drove up."
"She and the guys decided to take a drive around the lake. They left about an hour ago. I couldn't stop her without giving away your surprise. I did tell them to be back by 10:00 though. You won't have long to wait."
I told Sally that I was going to move my truck so that Marcie wouldn't see it when they came back. Marcie and I had driven around the country side when I came up to see her so I knew the area pretty well. I had an idea where they would be, if anything was going on. Marcie had showed me a spot down by the lake that was very private.
The place I was going to was on the far side of the lake and that's where I headed. I was really driving too fast for these country roads, but I guess my anger over rode my good sense. As I got close to private spot, I slowed down and finally stopped about a quarter mile from it. I walked in from there. I did my best Indian impression and tried to sneak in. I could have stomped and beat a drum, they were too busy to notice.
If they had just been sitting on a blanket talking, I still would have been a little upset. They were doing a lot more than talking. They were all nude. Marcie was riding her "just friend" Roger like a cowgirl and Allen her other buddy was kissing her and playing with her breasts.
I must have gotten there just as Roger finished because Marcie stopped and Allen changed places with Roger. So she was doing them both. I'm not a wimp and I could have rushed in to stop them, but it was obvious that this wasn't the first time. I crept closer through the pines and took some pictures with my camera. When I planned to come up this Saturday I thought some pictures of us would be nice to put in our album. Now, I thought some proof would be nice when I confronted Marcie.
There was no need to be quiet leaving, because Marcie was making a lot of noise. I returned to the camp and went into the office. There was a computer there and I asked Sally if I could print some pictures of wild life that I had taken. I told her that Marcie would enjoy them. Sally told me to go ahead, that she had some things to check out and would be back shortly. I downloaded a couple of the photos and then printed them.
I was sitting on the hood of my truck when the terrible trio got back. They had come in the back way and drove around to the front of the office building. Marcie didn't see me until they rounded the corner.
Even at that distance I could see her surprised look and read her lips, she said. "Oh shit." She was trying to straighten her clothes as they pulled up next to me. She dropped her bra and panties behind the truck tire as she got out of the truck, trying to hide them. It really didn't matter, her blouse was buttoned crooked and she had to close the snap on her shorts. She pushed Allen out of the truck and ran over to me.
"Hi Honey. What are you doing here? I thought I told you I had work to do today. We just got back from running an errand," She lied to me. Marcie had no idea how much shit she was in. She was trying to bluff her way out of it.
"I don't call parking at the lake with these two assholes work, do you? What errand were you running that took you to that private spot at the lake?" I waited to her how she would try to squirm out of this.
Roger took a couple of steps toward me and said, "Who are you calling an asshole? I don't think I like that and demand you apologize to Allen and me."
"Remember what happened last time that you demand that I do something Roger. If you are smart, you'll stay out of this. If not step up and I'll kick your ass again. Your choice." Roger stepped back, maybe he did have sense to get in out of the rain after all.
"Marcie, I'm waiting for an answer. What were you doing out at the lake with these two?"
"Nothing Mark. We just stopped to cool off and kick back before we got back to camp," she was still trying to lie her way out of this. How do you know we stopped at the lake anyway?"
"I came to look for you and these two dumb shits. I parked up on the road and walked down to the lake. You know I saw some wild life that was so strange that I just had to take a couple of pictures. Since you've been up here longer than me maybe you can tell me what I saw." I handed Marcie the pictures I had printed.
When I told her that I had followed her, she started to shake a little. She looked at the pictures and her face went white. Marcie realized that she was busted. She looked at me and started to speak. "Mar, Mar, Mar," she stuttered.
"Don't bother you bitch. I don't want to hear that it didn't mean anything, that it was only sex, or that I didn't mean to hurt you. I don't want to hear all the typical bullshit that cheaters spout when they get caught."



"But Mark, I only..............." Marcie began.
"SHUT UP YOU SLUT, I shouted. "What part of I don't want to hear it, don't you understand? There is nothing you can say that will excuse what you did. I brought the engagement ring with me but I don't think you'll be getting it back."
Marcie had started to cry now. Roger walked over to put his arm around her. "Roger stay the hell away from her, at least while I'm still here. If you don't, what I did to you last time will seem like a love tap. Get away from her, she is on her own," I told him.
He stepped back again and I continued talking to Marcie. "This whole scheme of yours just shows how little you think of me. You lied to me about the reason for taking this job, you lied to me about your relationship with this ass, and you lied to me so you could spend more time with these guys. I still can't believe that you were doing both of them. You are a prime; grade A, number one slut."
"No honey, that's not true. I do love you," Marcie said.
"Bullshit Marcie, you don't do those things to someone you love. You don't screw two guys at once if you love someone."
I had to stop for a minute. The anger was getting out of control and I needed to back off. "Don't bother coming back to the apartment Marcie. I'll pack you stuff and you can send someone to pick it up. I wouldn't send either of these guys; they won't like the outcome if I ever see them again."
Allen spoke up for the first time. "Hell Mark, all I did was take what was offered to me, she came after me. You would have done the same thing in my shoes."
"You know I thought you were the smart one of the group. When you didn't say anything I thought, well he knows the score. I was wrong, you're dumber that Roger." Allen bristled at this and stood up a little straighter.
"Don't do anything stupid Allen. I would love to mix it up with either or both of you. I wouldn't have done the same thing you did. You knew Marcie was engaged but you jumped her bones anyway. That makes you as big a shit head as Roger. You all make me sick." Remember don't come back to the apartment Marcie. Send someone for your stuff. I'm done."
As I turned to leave Marcie said, "You can be a hard and unforgiving person, Mark." She was still crying.
"No, I'm not. I'm just hurt and disappointed. You broke my heart Marcie. I'm may not be hard because this is killing me, but I am unforgiving. I've had enough of all of you. Rot in hell Marcie."
I climbed into my truck and started to leave. Marcie slumped to the ground crying and watched me pull away. As I got to the gate, Sally was there and flagged me down. I was going to drive right past her, but thought she deserved better. I stopped and looked at her.
"Mark, I'm so sorry. I didn't know that they were screwing each other silly until I saw the pictures on my computer. If I had known that was what Marcie planned, I wouldn't have hired her," Sally told me.
"I know Sal. It's not your fault that Marcie is a round heeled slut. That's all on her. Thanks for trying to help, but I need to get out of here while I still have control. It wouldn't be pretty if I went off on those three. Good bye Sally, give me a call when you get back to the city and we'll have lunch or something."
I drove back home, thinking the whole way about Marcie and those two. I couldn't believe that she had would do what she did. I mean not just screwing one guy but doing them both. I was right, she is a slut. It didn't help me to know that though. I still hurt big time.
I wasn't worth much at work on Monday or Tuesday. Everyone could tell something was bothering me. Maybe it was the shouting I did when something went wrong. The rest of my work week wasn't any better. My weekend was spent in a drunken stupor; unfortunately when I sobered up, my pain was still there. I decided no more trying to drink Marcie off my mind. It didn't work and cost a lot of money. The next Tuesday evening, fate or the devil or whatever, decided they weren't done inflicting pain and shitting on me. Marcie and her dad come to pick up her stuff.
My bell rang and standing at the door was Marcie and her dad, Mr. Williams. I looked at Mr. Williams and said, "She's not welcome, but you can come in Mr. Williams."
He told Marcie to wait in the car and came in. Mr. Williams had always been nice to me. The few times we met, he had treated me with respect and was friendly. I didn't know him well enough to like him, but I did respect him.
"Mark is there any way that you and Marcie can get back on track. I know you had a fight, but hasn't your pride stood in your way long enough?"
Something told me that Mr. Williams didn't know the whole story. The way he phrased his question told me that Marcie hadn't told him everything. "What did Marcie tell you sir?"
"She said that she was by the lake at the camp with another guy and you misunderstood what was going on. Marcie said you saw this Roger give her a friendly hug and you thought there was more to it than that. She said you broke your engagement and took back the ring. She is really sorry Mark."
Mr. Williams was a little surprised when I started to laugh so hard that I almost fell off my chair. "Mr. Williams, she lied to you just like she did to me. As usual it's never Marcie's fault. It's more than just a misunderstanding sir."
I told him the entire story. Marcie's scheming to get me to allow her to go to the camp for the summer. How she lied to me and mislead me. I told him that she had left the engagement ring and why she wanted to leave it. During the story, he started to shake his head and when I finished he was really angry. I also told him I had pictures of her with both of the men.
"That stupid bitch! She's just like her mother was. My second wife doesn't get along with Marcie because of it. That's why I have always paid Marcie's way so she didn't have to come home much. I'm sorry for coming here and bothering you with this shit, I didn't know everything. For what it's worth, I thing you did the right thing in kicking her to the curb. Good luck Mark." With that he left and took Marcie with him. I could see him yelling at her as they drove away.
For the next few days Marcie called me several times a day. As soon as I heard her voice I would hang up. If she called on my cell and I saw it was her, I wouldn't answer. I didn't want to talk to her. Her father had sent one of his men over to get her stuff and Marcie and I were quits as far as I was concerned.
During the second week after our break up, my boss came into my office and closed the door. Oh shit, what did I do now, I thought. Mr. Kelly, my boss, told me that Marcie was calling me at work three or four times a day. Our receptionist Julie was getting stressed out keeping Marcie from talking to me. He told me that my personal life was my own, until it started to affect the work place. Marcie's calls were disrupting. Mr. Kelly asked me to talk to Marcie and get her to stop calling. I told him I would solve the problem that night.
Sally had fired Marcie, Roger and Allen the same day that I confronted them at the camp. She said that the three of them were a bad example to the kids. It was just an excuse, Sally didn't like what Marcie had done. Marcie had moved back in with her dad for a little while and I'm sure that household was tense.
I called Marcie at her father's that evening. She was very glad to hear from me, at least at first. "Marcie you have to stop calling me at work. You are getting me into trouble with my boss. I will meet you at Tony's place (a local bar) tomorrow evening a 7:00. You can tell me whatever you have to say then."
"Thanks Mark, I'll be there. I just want to say that........"
"Save it for tomorrow night Marcie. I don't want to listen to this shit more than once. See you at Tony's."
The next evening I walked into Tony's at 6:55. Marcie was already there in a back booth. Marcie smiled when I walked up to the booth and stood up to hug me. I stopped her and sat down.
"I thought we could order some dinner and then talk Mark," Marcie said.
"I'm not here to socialize or have dinner with you, Marcie. I'm here to put a period to this relationship and get you to stop calling me at work. Say what you need to say and let's get it over with."
"That's not fair Mark. You need to listen with an open mind," Marcie said.
"FAIR? FAIR?" I said raising my voice a few hundred decibels. "Do you really want to talk about what's fair girl?" I really didn't expect an answer. "If you want to talk you better start, I've got another appointment for dinner. Get on the stick, Marcie," I wasn't going to cut her any slack.
"That thing with the boys was just sort of a last fling. They don't mean anything to me. As you know Roger and I used to date and when we broke up it left something incomplete. I used the time at the camp to get rid of any feelings or issues I might have still had for Roger." Marcie looked at me as if I was supposed to agree with her reasoning.
"Okay, that explains Roger, at least in your mind. What about Allen? Did you have issues about him too?"
"No, I admit Allen was a mistake. He watched Roger and me the first time we were together at the lake. Allen was very worked up and begged me to at least give him a blow job. I did it just to shut him up. Just before he climaxed he pulled away, grabbed me, and flipped me over onto my back. Before I knew it he was screwing me."
"When I watched you three it didn't look like it was the first time that the two of them used you. What about that?"
"Well after Allen surprised me that first time, I really didn't see any harm in continuing. The damage had already been done, so why cause a situation. I was afraid Allen would tell Sally or someone if I didn't take care of him too," Marcie answered.
"El Toro Poo Poo Marcie," I said.
"What does that mean?"
"That's Tex-Mex for bullshit Marcie. That is as big a lie as all the others you told me. You did Roger and decided to try Allen too. It was your last fling and you decided you might as well make it a good one."
Marcie sat for a minute collecting herself. The she said, "Mark I want to come home. I told you Roger and Allen don't mean anything to me. It was just a last fling before I got married. When we get married I'll be all yours again. Please Mark."
"We don't have a home Marcie. I have a place where I live, but you can't go there. All your scheming, lying, and playing the slut killed any feelings I had for you. Even if I could forgive you, I couldn't forget. I can't trust you anymore Marcie. Maybe I never could, there may be others that you had flings with while we together. I don't know, but I would always wonder if there were."
She was sitting in the booth and for the first time realized that she wasn't going to get her way this time. I think that fact bothered her as much as our broken engagement.
"Marcie, you are a spoiled brat. You're so beautiful that everyone always gave you what you wanted. Not this time. You have "Center-of-the-Universe Syndrome", everything has to revolve around you. Well take that mentality and go home to daddy. Maybe he can buy you some honesty and character, but I doubt it. I don't want to see you or talk to you or even hear about you again. Good bye."
I threw some money on the table and got out of there before Marcie could see me crying. She had no idea how much she had hurt me. I had got some things off my chest and maybe I could start to heal now.
Things at work were easier without Marcie calling every couple of hours. Julie even came to my office and thanked me. My boss told me good job and things settle down a little. I still yelled at my computer or at a spread sheet sometimes, but things were getting better.
I don't know what it is about a single man that bothers a married woman. Maybe they can't stand to see a guy happy without a ball and chain to answer too. It's a mystery. My secretary told me that she knew a nice girl that would be perfect for me. She wanted to invite me to dinner with her husband to meet this nice girl.
"Sarah, I admire, respect, and even love you a little bit. You may be the exception but women are the devil's own. The devil actually made Eve to torment Adam. Adam wasn't driven out of the Garden of Eden; he ran like hell trying to get away from that spawn of the devil, Eve. Women were invented to screw men up and to ruin his life. So no thank you, I don't want to date anyone. Even your nice girl. Leave it alone, okay."
A month and a half after the fiasco at the camp, I received a phone call that surprised me. Sally called and said she was ready to get that lunch I had promised her back on that horrible day at her camp. I was really busy on a project right them and wasn't taking a lunch so I suggest dinner on Friday night. We would met at a steak house we both liked.
I know, I said women are the devil's torture for men. Sally wasn't like that and we didn't have any feelings but friendship for each other so maybe I was safe. I met Sally at the steak house and we had a very nice dinner. After wards we went into the lounge for a drink and to talk.
"Mark I want to tell you again that I didn't know anything about Marcie and those two until you showed them those pictures," Sally told me.
"I know Sally. You already told me that and I believe you. Especially after you fired all of them that same day. Don't worry, I know you weren't involved," I responded.
"But I feel I should have known something wasn't right. When you came up to see Marcie, you guys were so loving with each other. I should have known that Marcie lied to me about you guys taking a break from each other. In hindsight, it just didn't add up." Sally was really bothered that she didn't see what was going on.
"Just forget it, girl. Let's have another drink and listen to the music and chill."
"Mark how are you? I mean I know it had to be a shock. Are you okay?" Sally showed her concern.
"No, I'm not alright, but I will be. It will just take some time I guess," I answered.
We finished our drinks and I walked Sally to her car. I hugged her and she kissed me on the cheek as we said good night. As I walked back to my car, I thought that Sally was a good person. She seemed to really be concerned that I was okay. It's nice to have friends like that.
Three weeks later Sally called me. She wanted me to go to a function put on by the foundation that funded her camp. "I need someone to be with me and I don't want to have to fight off some wolf all night. How about you being my knight in shining armor?" I agreed to go with her and I actually enjoyed myself.
A month after that I called her and ask her to go to my company's party. "I want a friend there that won't get upset if I try to do a little networking with some higher ups." Sally agreed to go with me and again I had a good time.
A short time later we went to an art exhibit, then to a book signing, then to a play and pretty soon we were going out at least once a week. I don't know when it changed from friends doing things together to something more. I do know when I realized how much Sally was beginning to mean to me. Sally wasn't available for another function for my company and I went by myself. Half way through the evening I found I wasn't have a good time and realized that I was missing Sally. Not missing a date, but missing Sally herself.
Sally and I met at our favorite watering hole the next night. She apologized for not going with me and I told her about the previous night. Then I took what I felt was like a giant step. "Sally, I know how I have talked about women in general since Marcie, but I'm changing my mind about one woman."
"Oh, anybody I know Mark?" She asked with a smile.
I was too dense to see that she already knew where I was going. "Yes Sally you know her. It's you I'm talking about. I like you a lot and want to know if there is a chance for us to be more than friends. What do you think?"
"Mark, I have been waiting for the last month for you to realize that we have a relationship. I like you very much and would love to see where we can go."
We become a couple but took things slowly. It was eight months before we moved in together. And that is where we are now. Maybe Sally isn't the devil's spawn, maybe she's my angel. We will see.
Quote: Life goes on.
*
The phrase "Center-of-the-Universal Syndrome" that I used to describe Marcie was basically stolen from KK in Texas. He used that phrase in his comments about one of my other stories. I thought it was a great saying and took it for my own. I didn't have an email for him to ask for his ok to use it. So this story is dedicated to KK from Texas. Thanks for the line and I hope you don't hate me for stealing it. Woodmanone.
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My story is one about the dangers of temptation and how they can totally screw up your life. After what my wife and I had to go through, I felt that warning others of what can happen was the right thing to do.
Let me give you a picture of the main players in my little slice of life. My name is Hennessy, John Fitzgerald. I was 30 on my last birthday. My wife is Alyssa is 24 and a fine looking lady she is.
Alyssa is tall, for a woman, at 5 feet 10; she has a slender build and a body just right for me. Her hair is auburn and she wears it long, hanging down her back. I am 6 feet 3 and about 215 pounds. I have been told that I have rugged good looks and that I clean up pretty good. The rugged look must be because of a slightly crooked nose; it has been broken at least twice.
I grew up on the "mean streets" of the inner city. We didn't know they were the mean streets; it was just home to us. That's where I got my first broken nose. When I was young, I had a bad temper and would fight at a moment's notice. My reputation preceded me and the first time I got arrested after I turned eighteen, I was offered a choice.
I could go to jail or I could go into the service of my country. Army, Marines, or the Navy, it didn't make any difference to the judge. Jail didn't seem like the place for a boy with a big mouth and a bad temper so I enlisted in the Marines. My brother Sean had been a Marine. It may have been the best thing that ever happened to me.
During my basic training, I got my second broken nose. In our hand to hand combat training, I just couldn't believe that Sergeant Jackson could toss me around the way he did. I felt that if I could meet him off duty I could take him. There wouldn't be any rules or any sergeants to stop a recruit if an instructor was about to get his bell rung. The reason that Jackson's control of me in the staged fights bothered me so much was his size.
I was 6 feet 3 with no slack belly and he was barely 5 feet 8 and weighed about a hundred and sixty. The other thing that bothered me is that he had to be 40 years old. On one of the few nights that I didn't have the duty, I waited for Sergeant Jackson behind the "Slop Chute". That's the NCO club and I felt I had an even better chance with him if Jackson had been drinking. When Sergeant Jackson came out of the NCO club, I invited him to meet me behind the building.
"I think we need to talk Sergeant Jackson," I told him. "A little discussion about the merits of different styles of fighting is due. Don't you think so Sergeant?"
"Are you sure you want to do this Hennessy? I've got nothing against you. You're not a bad recruit, just young is all. Better think about it son."
"Damn it Jackson, quit stalling. Fish or cut bait. Will you come behind the building or don't you have the balls without the other sergeants around to back you up?"
Sergeant Jackson shook his head and said, "Come on boy, time to teach you some manners."
We went behind the building and Jackson took off his Smokey Bear hat. Then the fight began. I should say the fight began and finished. I threw about three punches and the next thing I knew, I was on my back holding my broken nose.
"Sorry Hennessy," Jackson said as he helped me up. "You rushed me a little and I couldn't pull my punches. You all right? We better get you to the medical center and have you nose looked at. Come on son, I'll walk you over."
That was the second time I had my nose broken. I thought I knew a lot about fighting but I realized that someone with training would clean my clock almost every time and that wasn't going to happen again. So by the time I finished my second tour, I was a lethal weapon.
The funny thing was that as I took the combat classes and learned new ways of wreaking havoc, I was able to control my temper much better. I seldom got really angry anymore and usually tried to talk instead of fight.
My first tour was for three years and I had made the rank of corporal. When my first enlistment was over, I was offered a bonus to reenlist for another three years. There was no one or nothing waiting for me back home, so I stayed in the Marines for another three years.
My second tour came to an end and I was again offered a bonus to reenlist, I decided to get out. The Corp had changed and I didn't have the stomach to listen to a bunch of shit for brains Second Lieutenants tell me how to do my job. Most of them wanted to change the way we did things even though our way had worked for over a hundred years.
If I stayed I'd probably beat the hell out of one of them and spend years in the stockade. So I became a civilian again. I had just turned 24.
I had a buddy, James, whose family owned a construction company. He got me a job as a cement worker. Lots of hard work, but I made good money. After two years, James asked me if I could help out with a couple of houses and do some framing work. The jobs were running behind because two of the framing crew was in jail. He told me that the foreman would show me what to do. So I became part of the framing crew and never went back to working concrete.
The next step was learning how to plan and schedule jobs. I really enjoyed that part of the business. I had the best of both worlds, I was outside instead of in an office most of the time and I didn't have to do any of the grunt work. Good Deal. That job led to me meeting my wife Alyssa Riley. Well, she wasn't my wife then but she would be.
We were building a summer house for Alyssa's dad and mom. She would come over to the building site every couple of days to check the progress. I thought it strange that a young woman would be checking on the house until I learned that Alyssa was an architect. She wasn't checking on progress, she was checking to make sure we were building the house correctly. Alyssa would inspect the framing to see if it was plumb and square and that the studs were on the correct centers. I was attracted to her the first time I met her. She was very pretty but more important she was intelligent, knowledgeable, and self assured.
Late one afternoon we got into a discussion about a special little alcove off the kitchen that we were framing. She said it was all wrong. I told her that the framing was according to the plan and the drawings. Alyssa started to argue with me and I invited her to come over to the onsite trailer that was our office and check out the drawings.
We went over the plans together and she agreed that we were following the drawings. That didn't mean it was right, but it was in the plan. For better than three hours we discussed this little alcove and changes that needed to be made. Dinner time rolled around before we knew it. Then I had a brain storm, it was like a bright light went off inside my head.
"Alyssa, I think we are about done here and I'm going to dinner. Would you like to join me?"
"You're not going to change my mind about these drawings by feeding me, you know," she told me with a big smile. "Yes, I would like to go to dinner with you, John."
The rest is history, as they say. I don't think we spent more than a day apart for the next three months. Almost every night we took in a dinner or a movie, or dancing, or just spending the evening together at her place or mine. Mostly we were at her place because I lived in a dump. On the evening of our three month anniversary (I know, it's a woman's thing, but Alyssa liked it) I asked her to marry me.
"What took you so long? I've been waiting for the last month for you to ask me. Yes, of course I will marry you John."
Now I was 28, had a good paying job that I really liked, and was married to my soul mate. We were trying to start a family but had no luck yet. The doctor checked us both and there wasn't anything wrong with either of us. Be patient he said and have fun. Don't get too clinical he suggested. So we just continued trying to make babies and loving each other.
The Irish have a saying, something like "If you are happy and prideful, it will lead the devil to your door." The devil kicked in my door sixteen months after Alyssa and I were married.
Alyssa and I hadn't been apart for more than two days at a time after we were married. She would have to fly somewhere to check on a building or I would have to travel to check up on something for my company. We always made it home in a short period of time.
I had to go out of town for a seminar on new building codes for our state. I would leave Sunday and come back the following Saturday. A week apart was going to be hard to take, but I really had to go. I promised to call her every night and at lunch time if I could. I should have broken my leg or something, anything to have kept me at home.
All week I went to classes, and seminars and discussions. I was almost ready to pack it in and become a bus driver or something. Every night I called Alyssa and we talked, mostly about how much we missed each other. I called her on Friday after our last class. I told her that a bunch of the guys, eight of us in fact, were going out to dinner and have a couple of drinks to celebrate. It would probably be late when I got back so I wouldn't call her and would be home tomorrow.
The night started out innocent enough. We went to a very good steak house to have dinner, drinks were served with the meal and there were a lot of toasts. "Here's to finishing those damn classes. Here's to no more boring lectures. Here's to whatever." A lot of toasts. I had more to drink that night than I should have.
Somewhere during dinner, a suggestion was made that we go to a "gentlemen's club". You know a strip club or a titty bar. I should have gone back to the hotel right then! A couple of the guys were with companies that my company did business with and I wanted to do a little networking for future projects together.
As soon as we entered the strip club, I knew I should just turn around and leave. Alyssa would not appreciate me being there. There were almost naked women all over the place. What did I expect? It was a strip club for god's sake. We were met by the manager and taken to a private room; apparently someone in the group had set it all up. I was actually going to leave but all of the guys convinced me to have just one drink. Again, I should have known better; there is no such thing as just one drink.
After just one drink, more like three or four, I was getting wasted. Somehow my pants and underwear were down around my ankles. The next thing I knew, a naked woman straddled me as I sat on the couch. She pushed two very nice breasts into my face and put my penis somewhere it never should have gone. I think you get the picture.
Let me say here, I was totally at fault. No one forced me to have so much to drink. I used bad judgment, but no one forced me. No one forced me to leave my pants around my ankles; I could have pulled them up. No one forced me to examine those two very nice breasts so closely, I could have ignored them.
Yeah guys I know, not a realistic statement but no one forced me. No one forced me to sit there while the stripper had her way with me, I could have pushed her off me. No one forced me to let all of these things happen, but I did.
When the stripper climbed off me I heard her say to one of the guys, "That should just about do it, don't you think Pat?"
I knew then that I was screwed. I mean both literally and figuratively. The guy she spoke to was Pat Johnson and we had butted heads before. He worked for the same company that Alyssa did. Her company had done some drawings for us on a job and Pat had done the drawings and was in charge of the project.
I found some mistakes in the drawings that would have cost the customer close to a hundred thousand dollars. Pat claimed that I had made the changes and then blamed it on him. He was called on the carpet; he was almost fired but was put on probation and demoted back to an assistant. Pat blamed me for his downfall.
If I didn't tell Alyssa about the night at the strip club, Pat would love to. After I sobered up, I wondered why he hadn't called her that night or on Saturday. It was perfect revenge for him. I knew that when I got home that I would have to tell Alyssa everything. If she found out on her own, it would destroy our marriage. I hoped that by confessing I had a chance to save us. Not a good chance, but a chance anyway.
I got home on Saturday and Alyssa was very glad to see me. After what had happened I didn't want to make love to her so I pretended to have a cold or the flu or something. I wasn't sure if I had used protection when I had sex with that stripper and I didn't want to expose Alyssa to any type of STD. She insisted on taking care of me and babied me all weekend.
On Monday I went to my doctor, explained the situation, and had him run a test to check for STDs. He had been my doctor for several years and said he would put a rush on the test for me. I told him to bill me for the test and not to run it through my insurance company. The doctor told me that if I had a STD, I would have to tell Alyssa and he would have to notify the health department. Just great, just fucking great.
Two days after I saw the doctor, one of the guys on our outing called to talk about a joint project. He brought up that night at the club and said he had never seen a rubber as full as the one I used that night. Thank god, I hadn't been totally stupid
On Wednesday my doctor called me and told me that I had dodged a bullet, I was clean. I told him about the phone call I had gotten the day before and apologized for having him run the test. He said it was okay, he understood, but I would still have to pay for the test and laughed.
That night I made love to Alyssa like it was the last time. It could be when she found out what I had done. She even said something about how intense and loving I was. The next day I got the call I had sort of been expecting. Pat Johnson called.
"What do you want Pat?" I had no idea what he would want.
"Meet me for lunch at Dewey's at 1:00 today," Pat ordered. "I have a proposal for you,"
"I can't get free today. I just got back and am way behind. How about next week Pat?"
"You don't understand, I'm not asking you, I'm telling you. Be there.... or life as you know it is over. Get me?" Pat felt he held all the cards.
At lunch, I found out how big of a shaft job I was going to get. Pat said, "I have pictures of you and that slut at the club. I'm will to give them to you but you need to do something for me. Here are some sample pictures to prove that I have them." Pat handed me a large envelope.
There was no reason to look at the pictures; I knew what they would show. I sat there waiting for him to continue. He was waiting for me to ask what he wanted me to do and it pissed him off that I just sat there.
"Don't you want to know what you have to do for me?" Pat was enjoying this.
"I figured you'd tell me sometime before we left. I know you didn't drag me down here because you like me," I replied.
"You're right I don't like you. You were the reason I got demoted," Pat was almost foaming at the mouth.
"I didn't screw those drawings up, you did. Then you weren't man enough to admit it and tried to blame me. You got what you deserved," I told him.
He looked at me angrily and then told me, "You will go to my boss, admit that you changed the drawings and that you let me take the fall to save you own ass. When you do that, I will give you the pictures and the card from the camera. If you don't I will send the pictures to Miss High and Mighty Alyssa. She will divorce you in a second." Pat thought he really had me between a rock and a hard place.
I sat and stared at him. I have been told that when I was angry my stare could melt steel. If it could, Pat would have been a puddle on the floor. I didn't want to give him the satisfaction of seeing me sweat, so I played it cool. What I wanted to do was reach across the table, grab him and send him to the morgue.
"How long do I have to make a decision, Pat?"
"I'm feeling pretty good right now. You can have until end of business on Monday. If you don't agree by then on Tuesday I will send the pictures to Alyssa by messenger." How's that big guy?"
The urge to attack him and get rid of his body in the river was almost overwhelming. I had to actually sit on my hands to keep from knocking that smirk off his face. He must have read my eyes.
"Don't try any of that martial arts bullshit. I have everything in a safe place and if anything happens to me, Alyssa will still get the pictures. You have until Monday." Pat got up and left.
I had four days, if I counted Monday, to make a decision about my life. Whatever I decided, things would never be the same. Back at the office I was useless. I kept going over the two ways to handle this screwed up situation. I could do what Pat wanted and save my marriage, maybe.
If I gave into Pat he would just want something else later on because I really didn't trust him to hand everything over to me. Also if I did what he wanted it would cost my boss, James, a lot of money. James would have to pay Pat's company back for the cost of redoing the drawings. It would also cost him a lot of respect in the construction community and lose a lot of business for him.
If I didn't do what Pat wanted he would send the pictures to Alyssa and he would make sure to send them to her at work where it would humiliate her. I couldn't let either of these scenarios play out. There was a third option, I could tell Alyssa about everything myself. It would certainly hurt our marriage, but there was a small chance that she could forgive me. I made up my mind; I was going to tell Alyssa myself.
But first I was going to take care of Pat. They say payback is a bitch and this time I was the paymaster. No, I wasn't going to kill him, although I had thought about it before I got control of myself. Killing Pat would solve that problem, but I wouldn't have much of a chance saving my marriage if I was in jail for life or on death row.
How I got through that weekend I have no idea but I think I hid it all from Alyssa pretty well. The one time she asked me if anything was wrong I was able to use pressure at work as an excuse. Friday night, Saturday, and Sunday I made love to Alyssa. On Sunday, we didn't get out of bed except to eat and clean up.
On Monday morning around 10:00, I called Pat. "Is this a good time for me to see your boss Pat?" Can I come over now?'
"I didn't expect to hear from you so soon. Sure come on over and I'll set up an appointment with Mr. Hanson." Pat was excited; you could hear it in his voice.
Pat met me in the reception area and led me to the executive offices on the top floor. My only concern at this point was running into Alyssa. I followed Pat into Mr. Hanson's office. He and I knew each other as we had worked on several projects together.
"Hello John. What's up? Pat said you had something to tell me and needed to do so right away." Mr. Hanson was friendly but a little puzzled.
"Mr. Hanson, I was at the seminar on building codes two weeks ago and did something I shouldn't have. I had sex with a stripper," I told him. When he started to question my reason for telling him, I held up my hand for him to let me finish. "Pat called me on Friday to tell me that he had pictures that he took of the woman and me. Here are the ones he gave to me."
He said, "I don't understand John." He was leafing through the pictures I had given him. "Why would you bring these photos to me?"
"Pat threatened to send those pictures to my wife if I didn't come to you and tell you that I had changed those drawings on the Simpson project. I was to assume responsibility for the mistake and he would be off the hook. After I confessed, Pat thought he would get his old job and salary back.



I couldn't do that to my boss so I thought I would let you know what kind of man you have working for you. As for my wife, I will take her to lunch and tell her all about those pictures. I doubt that she will be coming back to work this afternoon."
Mr. Hanson fired Pat on the spot. He called security and had Pat escorted out of the building. So much for Pat running to talk to Alyssa. On his way out of the office, Pat started yelling at me that he would get me etc, etc, etc. I'm sure you've heard it all before, in one form or another.
My reply to him was just two words, "Bring it." Now for the hard part. I had to go to Alyssa and tell her about the stripper. She deserved to hear about it from me instead of some gossip in her office. What did Robert E. Lee say just before he surrendered? "I would rather die a thousand deaths", I know exactly how he felt.
Alyssa was in a meeting when I got to her office. Her secretary offered to interrupt them and tell Alyssa that I was there, but I told her I would just wait. I had been waiting for about twenty minutes when Alyssa and two others came out of her office. She didn't see me at first; she was giving orders to the people that had been in the meeting. Alyssa turned around, saw me, and a big smile came over her face.
"Hi honey. What are you doing here? I've been thinking about you all morning. It's really nice to see you." She came to me and gave me a kiss and a hug as she talked.
"Thought we might go home for lunch. I've been thinking about you all morning too," I told her.
Meeting her for lunch was not something I normally did and she looked at me a little funny but said, "Okay, I got my meeting over with. The company can do without me for a couple of hours. I'll meet you at home in about twenty minutes."
"I'll pick up some Chinese and meet you there," I told her.
All the way home, I tried to think of some other way to handle this mess I had gotten myself into. The truth was the best way and the only way I might save my marriage. As hard as it would be to tell Alyssa, letting her find out from someone else would be worse. I walked in the door and she was setting the table for lunch.
"Are we really going to eat lunch, or did you have something else you wanted to do?" She was teasing me and smiling.
"Babe, sit down. I've got something to tell you and it's going to hurt. Please let me finish before you say anything" That was the way I started on the road that could destroy our marriage.
"What's wrong John? You're scaring me," Alyssa said, worried now. The smile was gone.
So I told her the truth. I explained about the celebration at the classes being over. I told her about me drinking too much. I told her about the strip club and how I was going to leave after one more drink with the guys. I told her I knew she wouldn't like me being in a place like that, but that I wanted to network with two of the men I was with. I told her I had more than the one drink.
Then I hit her with the big one. I told her about the stripper. I told her I was out of it and didn't know what was going on until it was too late. I told her I tried to push the girl off me but that I was too drunk. I admitted that I could have tried harder but must have been into screwing her by then.
Alyssa had listened without saying anything up to that point. Then she exploded. "You rotten bastard, you lousy son of a bitch." Those were probably the nicest things she called me. She ranted at me for what seemed forever, but was actually about five minutes. I never knew that Alyssa even knew some of the things she called me. Finally she wound down a little and took a breath.
"I'm sorry babe. I know it's a rotten thing to do and then a rotten thing to tell you about it, but I didn't want you to hear about it from someone else. I felt that it would be worse coming from someone else."
"Sure you're sorry. Sorry you got caught," She said. "Who else knows about this?"
"I wasn't caught, I came to you," I reminded her. About the only defensive thing I could say. Then I explained the whole deal with Pat. The pictures, the blackmail, the meeting with Hanson, and Pat being fired.
"Sorry doesn't begin to say how I feel and how ashamed I am Honey," I continued.
"Don't call me Honey, your rotten bastard. You don't have the right anymore." She was starting to repeat the name calling.
"Please Alyssa; I know this is a terrible thing. I'll do anything to show you how sorry I am, anything to try and make it up to you. Please don't give up on me and don't give up on us." That was all I had left. If it didn't work, I was toast.
Alyssa sat there silent for about three minutes. Three minutes is a long time when you're waiting to see if your world is going to implode. Finally she looked at me and said, "I don't know John, I'm so hurt and mad right now, I can't think. I'm going to spend the night with my sister because I don't want to be around you right now."
"You don't have to leave, I'll go to a hotel or something," I offered.
"No, I need to get away and I can talk with my sister. Maybe she can help me figure out what to do or how to handle this mess. I don't know." After saying this, Alyssa packed an overnight bag and as she was going out the door she said, "Don't call me, I'll call you when I'm ready to talk. It may be a few days, but don't call me John. I can't stand talking to you right now."
I nodded and she walked out of the house, maybe out of my life. Alyssa didn't call and by Wednesday of the next week I was a basket case. I couldn't concentrate at work and if I stayed home my mind just went round and round. My head felt like it was going to explode.
I called for Alyssa at work and disguised my voice. Her secretary was really the one I wanted to talk to. I just wanted to know if Alyssa was there. I was told that Mrs. Hennessy was taking a few days off and I said I would call back. Well, apparently Alyssa was having the same problem concentrating as me.
That Thursday around noon, my cell phone rang. I didn't want to talk to anyone, so I checked the caller I.D. It was Alyssa. I almost broke the phone getting it open to answer her call.
"Called you at work and they told me you were taking some time off," She said.
"Yeah, I was just wasting time there. I couldn't concentrate," I admitted.
"I'll be home tonight about 7:00. We need to talk. I have decided what I'm going to do about us," Alyssa told me.
"Good, I'll talk about anything except a divorce. If that's what you're getting to do, then just tell me now. Don't torture me, please." She hadn't mentioned divorce so maybe we still had a chance.
"Don't be too sure about the anything. You're not going to like my decision. See you at 7:00." She hung up before I could question her last statement.
What the hell did she have planned? Whatever it was I needed to listen with an open mind and not get defensive. After all, I was the one that caused this whole thing, and I had some atoning to do. Alyssa pulled into the driveway at 7:00 on the dot and I opened the door for her. I tried to hug her and kiss her but she just ducked around me and went into the kitchen.
There was a fresh pot of coffee so I poured two cups and set them on the kitchen table. Since Alyssa left I had been living on coffee and cigarettes. I hadn't smoked since I started dating her because she didn't like the smell. Now I was smoking almost two packs a day and drinking way too much coffee.
"You've lost weight and it doesn't look like you've been getting very much sleep," She observed. "Are you smoking again, I smell cigarettes?"
"Yeah, my nerves are shot and they seem to help. I haven't been eating or sleeping much either," I confessed. I knew I had to wait for her to start, if I tried to prod her things could go bad in a hurry.
She stared at me for more than two minutes and then said, "I can't get over what you did to me, to us, in a couple of days. I need time to think about us, our marriage, and if I even want to stay in this relationship. So I have decided on a plan to give me the time I need."
"Fine, I'll do anything you want. What do you want me to do?" For the first time I had hope.
"It's not a matter of you doing anything; it's a matter of what I'm going to do. I need some time for myself so that is what I'm taking. We will be separated for all intents and purposes. I will be living like a single woman."
My head came up on that "single woman" comment. It's strange when someone cheats or lies that person expects other people to do the same thing. Alyssa's single woman statement made me think of her dating other men. I started to speak up, but she held up her hand for me to wait.
"That doesn't mean that I'm going to be dating or seeing other men. I mean, that I will do what I want without checking in or telling you about it first or explaining afterward. I will have no one to account to for my actions." I had my head down again, shaking it as if to say no, no, no. I didn't like what I was hearing.
Alyssa wasn't done, "If I want to stop after work for drinks, I won't have to tell you first or get permission. If I want to come home, change clothes, and go out to dinner or whatever I will. Without any comment or interference from you."
"How long will this go on Alyssa? What am I supposed to do during this?" The hope I had earlier was quickly disappearing.
"I don't know how long John. As long as it takes for me not to get sick every time I think about you and that stripper, I guess. I've had to deal with your "bad judgment" for a while and I just don't know. As to what you are supposed to do, I suggest you DEAL WITH IT. That is if you want a chance for us to stay together."
Alyssa had always had a forceful personality, but I had never seen this much intensity from her. "Do you want me to move out? Are you going to leave? I'm not sure about the living arrangements."
"You can stay here John, in the guest room. I don't want to be in the same bed with you right now. Or you can move out, I really don't care. If you stay we will be at best roommates or at worst strangers sharing a house. Either way we won't be living as a married couple," Alyssa was very forceful with her last sentence.
I was at a loss as to what to say or what to do; it was too much too fast. Finally I pulled myself together a little and asked her, "When does all this start?"
"It starts right now," Alyssa answered. "If you can't live with this arrangement, you have until the weekend to move out. You can stay if you want, but either way I want you to move your things out of my bedroom tonight. I going to take a shower and go to bed, so please move what you need for tomorrow into the guest room. You can get the rest of your things tomorrow while I'm at work."
I wasn't going back to work until Monday so I didn't have to move much that night. As I was getting a change of clothes, my razor and stuff I thought about how Alyssa had been during our "talk". She was my world and the love of my life, but right now she was a stone cold bitch.
Yeah, I know. All the macho he-men types would have told her to stuff it and walked out or even thrown her out. If our troubles were over missing an anniversary or cancelling an outing with her folks or any of the other pitfalls that a marriage has, I might have just shined her on. At least until the "mad" blew over. But our trouble was caused by my actions, so this shit storm that was going on was all on me.
The next day was Friday and Alyssa was gone when I got up at 6:30. There was a note on the kitchen table. I thought maybe she had calmed down and at least was going to tell me of her comings and goings. Nope, the note was to remind me to get the rest of my stuff out of "her bedroom". The note never said where she was, where she was going, or when she would be home, just move the rest of my stuff.
Alyssa was gone all day, so I did household stuff. I mowed the lawn, washed my truck, washed my clothes and other routine things. Around 6:30 I decided I wanted to cook something on the bbq grill and wondered if I should make enough for Alyssa. My cell came to life and I saw that it was Alyssa calling. "Hello."
"Hi John, it's me. I'm going to stay at my sisters tonight. We are going to an arts and crafts fair tomorrow. Just wanted you to know."
"I thought you weren't going to inform me of your plans anymore," I spoke without thinking.
Now there are times to speak out and there are times to keep your big mouth shut. When you are in the middle of a shit storm, it's a good time to keep your mouth shut. Apparently I wasn't smart enough to know this. Sometimes I act like a stupid ass.
"Your right, I won't be telling you what I'm going to do," she said. Boy was she pissed. "I didn't want you to call the police if I didn't show up tonight. It would be embarrassing for me if they tracked me down at the fair. That's the only reason I called. GOOD BYE." Alyssa hung up before I could apologize.
She came home the next day around five. Wait, this wasn't a home, it was like Stalag 17 (a prison camp). The conversation around our house for two days was minimal; I guess that was the way to describe it. In fact, I talked more to my drill instructors in the Marines than we did to each other and I wasn't allowed to speak to them at all.
We both went back to work on Monday. I never thought that I would rather be at work than to be with Alyssa, but I did. Three days since the start of the great plan and I was already about to lose it. On Wednesday, Alyssa didn't get home until almost 8:00. Apparently the new program was in effect.
That Friday she didn't come home until 11:00. The weekend was spent again doing things around the house. Alyssa did the laundry, but only hers. She did work in the garden while I mowed the lawn, but the garden was hers anyway.
Sunday afternoon the phone rang and I waited for Alyssa to answer it. Anyone calling me would use my cell. Then I realized Alyssa was out in the garden so I picked up the phone just before it went to voice mail. It was her sister, Rachel.
I felt awkward taking to Rachel. "Hi Rach, Alyssa is out in the garden. I can take the phone out to her or have her call you back."
"No she can call me back, that will be fine," Rachel said. Then she surprised me. "How are you doing Fitz?"
Rachel started calling me Fitz when I first met her. I had called her Rach and she came back at me with Fitz. We liked to tease each other and had a close relationship, at least before my mistake.
"I'm okay, I guess. I haven't died yet, but I don't know if that's a good thing or not," I told her. "Sorry, that was probably just a polite question. You didn't expect me to get all real with it."
"No, it wasn't just a polite question. I really want to know if you are okay. It must be tough on you right now with things between you and Alyssa going the way they are. I'm worried about you."
"I'm surprised, I mean the problems that your sister and I have are because of my actions. I didn't think you would still care anything about me," I told her.
"If you care about someone, you have to understand that they may screw up sometimes. You can either continue to care about them or kick them out of your heart and your life. I still care for you Fitz. I'm really mad at you but I still care for you. You've always been good to my kid sister and I hope you guys can get past this. Well I've got to go, have Alyssa give me a call please. Bye Bye."
Well not all of the Riley girls hated me, just the one that I loved. When Alyssa came inside I told her that Rach had called for her.
"Don't call her that," Alyssa jumped on me. "Her name is Rachel."
Again, I say that there are times to keep your mouth shut but I was starting to get pissed about my living arrangements.
"Alyssa, I have called her Rach from almost the first time I met her. I will continue to call her that until she tells me not to. You may not care about me anymore, but Rach says she still cares for me. She's mad as hell at me, but she still cares. You can treat me the way you want, but I'll be damned if you will tell me how to talk to my friends. Even if it is your sister." I stomped out of the house.
Not doing my cause any good here, I thought. This "plan" of Alyssa's was already getting to me and it had only been a week.
If conversation had been lacking before, it was nonexistent after my little tirade. The next week Alyssa was "late" getting home three times. Once she came in about 6:30, the other two nights it was closer to 8:00. Two weeks into our new life and I decided that I wasn't going to take anymore of this limbo.
Monday evening after working outside, I came in the back door and heard Alyssa on the phone. I heard her agree to meet someone named Stan the next evening at the Hilton for dinner at 6:00. Now do I give Alyssa her space or do I check this out? She wouldn't normally go to bed with some guy, but we weren't in a normal situation here.
I know that I caused this whole thing by doing that stripper, but if Alyssa went to bed with another man our marriage was over. I couldn't live with that.
I know, the old double standard. If a husband can screw around a wife should be able to also. Maybe, but I made a drunken mistake, a bad one but a mistake. If Alyssa went to bed with this guy it was a planned, thought out before hand affair. It's not a double standard; it's not the same thing at all.
The Hilton was only about four blocks from Alyssa's office so I thought she wouldn't leave work until 5:00 at the earliest. I was in the hidden in the lobby at 4:30, just to make sure I was there before them. Hiding behind a large planter and a newspaper, I watched the entrance to the dinner room and the elevators. At 5:45 Alyssa walked through the door and went into the dining room.
It was silly, but I was glad to see that she had on the same outfit she had worn to work. At least she wasn't dressing extra sexy for this Stan guy. The dining room had an entry way and you couldn't see the tables from there. I walked in and hid behind another planter that was sort of a room divider.
Shielded by the planter I was able to spot Alyssa and Stan at a table by the window. Stan didn't impress me. He looked to be about the same height as Alyssa, kind of mousey looking, and a receding hair line. Stan may not be impressive but he was with Alyssa and I wasn't. Stan won that round. After watching them for about twenty minutes I went back to my hiding place in the lobby. I wanted to see what they had planned after having dinner. If they got on an elevator, I could guess where they were going.
They walked out of the dining room around 7:00 and went to the front desk. Apparently Stan checked for any messages. Then they hugged and Alyssa started toward the front door as Stan turned and went to the elevators. I was happy that she hadn't gone with him. Damn, I needed to go; it wouldn't do for me to get home later than Alyssa.
By breaking most speed laws and taking some risky short cuts, I was able to beat Alyssa home. As I closed the front door, I heard her car pull into our driveway. I quickly jumped into my chair and picked up a magazine. Alyssa came in stopped and glanced at me. She looked like she was going to say something, but then she continued into her bedroom.
It was strange, after that dinner with Stan, things lightened up around our house. We began to talk to each other a little. It started the next night, Alyssa said she was going to make a meatloaf and did I want some. We actually sat at the kitchen table and had dinner together. Our conversation was still limited and consisted mostly of things like pass the salt please.
That was an improvement on the previous silence though. The next night I decided to use the grill and asked Alyssa if she wanted a steak also. She made corn on the cob and a salad. Once again we sat and ate at the same table.



Thursday evening after dinner I was taking out the trash and as I came in the back door, I again heard Alyssa making a dinner date for 7:00 again at the Hilton. I didn't hear a name, but I guessed it was Stan she was talking to. Once again I was in my hiding place early. At 6:45 Alyssa appeared and entered the dining room. Thank God for that room divider, I was able to watch Stan and her again. They finished dinner and stood up. I almost got caught, but I was able to get back to my lobby hiding place.
They went to the front desk and Stan again checked his messages. Then my world fell apart, Alyssa and Stan got on an elevator. Damn, Damn, Damn. Should I go to Stan's room and confront them? After thinking about it, I realized that I may not be able to control my temper if I saw them in that room together. I didn't believe that I would hurt Alyssa but I couldn't say the same thing about Stan.
I left and it took a little longer to get home, I had no reason to hurry this time. I started to get a bottle of bourbon out and decided that if I confronted Alyssa tonight, I needed to be sober. Instead I got a beer, sat in my chair, and stared at the wall. Well, Alyssa going to his room put a period to this part of my life, I thought.
About thirty minutes after I sat down, Alyssa walked in the door. Either Stan was extremely fast in the love department or nothing happened. She had a folder in her hand and went into her bedroom. Normally when she came home she stayed in her bedroom or went into the den to read. Tonight she sat on the couch across from me and did her reading there. Around 10:30 she said good night and went to bed. That was new also, the good night from her I mean.
My weekend was the best one since my confession. We worked in the yard together and while I washed both cars she did laundry. This time she did mine too. I was confused. No talking and then after going to dinner with this Stan character, Alyssa started to talk to me a little bit. Not much but she did talk some. Very strange.
Things were back to normal on Monday, normal in that we said very little to each other. When I asked her if she want some ribs she said no thanks and went into the den. Later she went to bed and never said a word to me. On Tuesday, she got home around 7:30 and again she was more talkative. When Alyssa wasn't home by 6:30 on Thursday, I had a hunch and went to the Hilton.
Alyssa and Stan were in the dining room again. This time after dinner they went into the lounge. The lounge was even easier to spy on them, it was spying you know. They nursed a drink for about an hour and left. When Stan started to pay the bar bill, I left for home. It was 8:00 and I grabbed a beer and went to my chair to wait. What time would she get home tonight?
I fell asleep in my chair and woke up at 10:00 or so. Afraid of what I would see, I looked out at the driveway. Alyssa's car wasn't there. I checked "her bedroom" and she wasn't there. Guess old Stan hit the jackpot tonight. I wished I had stayed to see if they got on the elevator. Based on the last time I watched them, I knew they had gone up to Stan's room. There goes the whole ballgame as far as my marriage was concerned. I thought it was time to go visit my brother for a year or two.
Alyssa was still in bed when I left for work the next morning. She must have worn herself out with good old Stan. His looks were deceiving, that mousey little guy must be a tiger in bed to exhaust Alyssa so much that she slept in on a work day. I had no idea what time she came home.
I went to my boss James and told him I had to leave. He knew about my family problems and was supportive. I told him I had no idea when or if I was coming back. Again he was supportive and told me I always had a job with him. He wanted to know where I was going and I told him I would go to my brothers for a day or two but didn't know where after that.
Alyssa wasn't home when I got back to the house around 10:00. I guess she had finally gone to work; I packed the things I wanted to take with me. Mostly extra clothes and another pair of boots. I included two jackets, one light and one heavy. My brother lives out in the boonies so I would need rough country clothing. By the time I had packed my stuff and loaded everything into my truck it was 2:30. I ate something, double checked the things I was taking and waited to see if Alyssa was coming home.
At 6:30, I had my answer. She was out again, maybe one or two rounds with Stan wasn't enough for her. I looked around at what was no longer my home and then left for the last time. However, I had a mission to complete before I left town.
I drove to the Hilton, I figured they hadn't changed their game plan yet, why would they change it now? They weren't in the dining room so I headed for the lounge. This time I wasn't going to spy on them, I was going to confront them. I saw Stan at a booth at the back of the lounge. There was a woman sitting next to him and they both were talking to someone across the table from them.
Stan didn't know me so he didn't pay any attention to me until I stopped in front of their booth. Alyssa looked up and said, "Oh my god. What are you doing here John?" She didn't sound mad, actually she sound a little frightened.
"Why don't you introduce me to your friends?" I turned to Stan and stuck out my hand and said, "Hi, I'm John." He hesitated and started to shake hands with me. I put all the force I could into my grip and tried to break his hand. The little shit surprised me, he had a strong grip, but he started to pull back a little as I applied more pressure. I heard him say something like Damn.
"John, let Stan go. John right now," Alyssa ordered me. "You don't understand, we were just....."
"Oh I understand alright. You were going back up to good old Stan's room again, but now you have an extra playmate. Well I won't be in your way from now on, you can bring them home and save the cost of the room here." I released his hand and turned to Alyssa.
Stan spoke up for the first time, "John, you misread what is going on here. Let me explain."
"Mister if you want to live to see another day shut up and leave. If you are still here in ten seconds, you and I are going to dance and I don't think you'll like the music.
Stan may be a wife stealing ass, but he wasn't a stupid man. He and the woman got up to leave. He started to say something to Alyssa as he walked by her.
"Don't do it buddy, I'm barely holding on here. Just keep walking," I ordered him.
Alyssa had sat back down and slumped back into the booth. She looked at me and said, "You agreed that I was to do what I wanted and..........."
"I never agreed to be treated like this. I made a mistake, a huge, hurtful, degrading mistake. I used very bad judgment but I didn't plan for that to happen and didn't mean to hurt you. But I'm not going to be punished forever. "
The bartender had started toward us when I ordered Stan to leave. I put up my hand to stop him. "You don't want any part of this pal, just stay away. I'll be gone very soon."
My chest was pumping in and out like a bellows. I was breathing like I had run a marathon. Finally it slowed down and I went on. "Okay, now you can file for divorce. You said before that you didn't want to be around me; except as strangers sharing a living space. Well you got your wish. I'm out of here. If you need my signature on any papers or anything, send them to my brother's place. I'll check in with him every month or so. Good bye, Alyssa." I had more I wanted to say but what was the use? Life as I knew it was over. So I left.
Alyssa was trying to talk to me, "John, wait I have to tell you....."
"Now you want to talk. For weeks I couldn't get more than a good night out of you and now you want to talk? Too late Alyssa, Good bye.
Alyssa was coming out of the hotel as I took off. About four blocks later I had to pull over and let the shakes pass. I had been so mad that if that guy hadn't left when he did I might have beaten someone to death. There was never any thought in my head of hitting Alyssa. As I sat there trying to calm down, a police car with it's' siren screaming, roared past me. I wondered if the bartender had called the cops. I waited a few minutes to regain control and then started the long drive to visit or hide away with Sean, my brother.
A word here about my brother, Sean. He is five years older than me and growing up we always had each other's back. Sean had the good sense not to get involved in the same bullshit that I got into trouble for. He joined the Marines when he turned 18 and spent 23 years as a leatherneck. I guess that was why I opted for the Marines instead of any other branch when I was forced to enlist.
Sean and his wife, Julie, live just outside of Missoula, Montana at the base of Blue Mountain. In fact the mountain is almost their back yard. It's a very beautiful and peaceful place. That is something I could use right now, a little peace. I felt better than I had in a month, less conflicted I guess. No more to worry about because the shit had already hit the fan. All I wanted now was to kick back for a while and let my heart heal up.
It took me about three days to get to Montana. Sean was splitting firewood when I pulled into his yard, so I watched him for a while. He didn't hear the truck pull up because of the noise from the log splitter he was using. I don't know how long I sat there in the truck, but Julie came out of the house and saw me first. She bounced off the porch and ran to my truck.
When she got there she yanked open the door and grabbed me like she hadn't seen me in a couple of years. Well it had been ten months since we had seen each other. She kissed me and hugged me and then hugged me some more. My sister-in-law and I love each other very much. No, not that way, she is like the big sister I never had.
After Julie was done mauling me, she picked up a stone and threw it at Sean. He looked around and saw me. Sean turned off the splitter and almost ran over to me. I had to go through the hugging all over again. That was okay, about now I could use some hugs from someone that loved me. I began to cry a little and tried to hide it, but Julie could see I was hurting.
That night after dinner, we sat on their back deck and watched the moon come up over Blue Mountain. I told them the whole story. I left nothing out and didn't try to spin it or make myself look better. Like 'Joe Friday' in the old T.V. show Dragnet, I gave them just the facts. I explained to them Alyssa's plan to have some space and get some time to think.
I told them about confronting Alyssa and her playmates in the lounge. It's still a mystery to me that I didn't at least punch the guy. After I finished my tale of woe, we sat without speaking for about five minutes. Then Sean spoke up.
"You dumb, stupid, son of a bitch. What were you thinking? You've got the perfect wife and you go screwing around. You're too stupid to be my brother." Sean was really pissed at me. He loves Alyssa almost as much as I love Julie.
"Sean, shame on you," Julie scolded him.
"No, he's right Julie. I might argue the son of a bitch part, but I can't argue the dumb stupid part. But I didn't plan on it happening Sean. I'm not making excuses but I got drunk and before I knew it that stripper was going at me. By that time the little head was doing all the thinking."
"If I did something like that Julie would kick my ass and then make my life hell for a long time," Sean said.
"You're damn right I would," Julie agreed. "But I can't believe Alyssa would do what you said. It's not that I don't believe you John, I just can't believe that she would let things go on for so long."
Sean asked me, "What are you going to do now little brother?"
"If you still own that miner's cabin up on the Oxbow, I thought I would camp out over there for a while. Maybe I can get my head together and figure out how to get on with the rest of my life," I answered.
"You know that cabin is little more than a wooden tent. No electricity or running water, although I did have a well dug for the place. By the way, does your boss know you're gone for a while?"
"Yeah, I told him I was going to take some time and I would let him know when I'm coming back. I really don't see myself going back to that town though. Maybe primitive is just what I need for now. I'll be okay, Sean. If you need to reach me you can leave a message at the general store in Denham. It's the closest place and I'll check in there every two or three days for supplies."
"Are you sure you want to do this. Stay here with us for a few weeks, no need to become a hermit. You know if you wrong about Alyssa still caring for you, she will be calling here for you," Sean reminded me.
"I know. Promise me you won't tell her where I am Sean. I don't want to see or talk to her for awhile. If she calls just take a message. If it's you need me for anything you can leave a message for me in Denham and I'll call you back. Promise me Sean."
He agreed not to help Alyssa find me if she should look for me. The next morning I packed the things I would need into the truck and took off. Julie hugged me and tried to get me to stay one more time. Sean had one last thing to say before I pulled out.
"You know tough times never last, but tough people do. Take care and come back when you can." He embarrassed us both by kissing me on the cheek.
Sean was right about the cabin, it was a tent made out of wood. No electricity, well water, an old outhouse and a bed with a lumpy mattress. Daniel Boone may have had it better out in the wilderness. But it was exactly what I needed at that time.
Two days after I arrived at the cabin, I made the two hour trip into Denham. I needed some supplies and some things I had forgotten. I also wanted to get a camera if possible, as there was a lot of wild life around the cabin. Taking pictures would give me something to do besides thinking about how screwed up my life had become.
Lucky for me there was a camera shop in the little town. Go figure. I bought a very nice digital SLR camera and a couple of lenses for it. I got extra memory cards, extra batteries and a bunch of other stuff to help me take great pictures. I went to the general store and picked up the supplies and other things I needed. The young man running the store had a message for me from Sean.
The kid was the closest thing to a techno geek that the town had, I guess. Instead of trying to remember or write down what Sean had said, he had taped it with an attachment to the phone. Cool idea.
Sean said, on tape, the Alyssa had called the day I left his place. She told Sean that she had waited three days for me to come home and then started looking for me. Alyssa looked for me around town and then remembered that I said I was going to see my brother. Sean told her I had been there but had left that morning.
She of course wanted to know where I was going. Sean told her that he had loaned me some money and that I was traveling light and fast. He also said he really couldn't tell her where I went. He didn't tell her he didn't know, you see, just that he couldn't tell her. She understood him to mean he didn't know. Alyssa told Sean that it was all a big mistake and please to have me call her so she could explain. Sean then said on tape, your turn now little brother.
I called Sean and told him I was okay. After telling him about the exploring I was doing around the cabin, I told him about the wild animals and that I was actually starting to enjoy myself. It wasn't actually the truth. I know, I lied to him, but I didn't want him and Julie to worry about me. I also told him I would check back at store in three or four days if he needed me.
That's the way it went for about a month or so. I would go to town to get supplies and any messages from Sean. I usually called him even if he hadn't left a message for me. You lose track of days and such when the only time you go by is daylight so I guess it was about the fifth week that there was a message from Sean to come home. Home being his house. He said he and Julie needed me.
I called him and he told me that he had hurt himself pretty bad on that damn log splitter. He wanted me to come home to help take care of him so Julie could go back to work. I told him I would go back to the cabin, close it up and be on my way by late afternoon.
I got back to Sean's a lot faster than I had gotten to the cabin. Driving all night and nonstop will do that you know. I pulled into the yard at Sean's and noticed an unknown car also parked there. Didn't really think too much about it, probably a neighbor's or a nurse or something.
I opened the door without knocking and when I saw who was sitting in the living room, I turned around to leave again. Julie yelled at me to stop, she threatened to never speak to me again if I left. What could I do, I stopped and came on into the room.
Alyssa was sitting on the couch and it was seeing her that almost made me leave. She was smiling at me, a little timidly I thought. Sean was sitting in his recliner watching the two of us. Julie came in and told me to sit down.
"Obviously you're not hurt," I said to Sean. "You lied to me."
"Yep."
"Why would you lie to me Sean?" I was confused and hurt that he would do that. I still hadn't said anything to Alyssa.
"Because Alyssa came to me and told me her side of your little story and I'm going to put a stop to this shit right now," Sean answered with anger.
"I don't think......."
"That's right, you don't think and neither did Alyssa. My God, you are both so dumb you couldn't find your ass with both hands and a road map. Jesus Christ! You guys didn't give each other the courtesy that you would to a stranger. And you're supposed to love each other? I have to get you guys back together because you're both too stupid and pig headed to inflict on other people." Sean was really pissed off.
Turning to Alyssa I told her, "I don't have anything to talk about to you Alyssa. You made it clear what the consequences would be if I didn't go along with you plan, so get on with it." I turned back to Sean and Julie and said, "I'm hurt that you guys would lie and deceive me for this. I'm leaving, see you sometime."
"SIT YOUR ASS DOWN," Julie yelled at me as you stepped in front of me. It stopped me in my tracks. Julie never, I mean never used vulgar language. I have known her for 15 years and never heard any type of foul language from her. "You will sit down and listen to Alyssa and us or so help me I will kick your ass. Do you understand?"
I sat; when Julie was this worked up you had better listen to her. Other than the one statement to Alyssa I hadn't looked at her. I did now and saw another little smile. She thought Julie climbing on me was funny. That didn't help my mood any, no one likes to be laughed at.
Julie took a deep breath and collected herself and said, "I want to ask you a couple of questions John and you too Alyssa. Will you both promise to tell me the truth?"
What else could I say? "I would never lie to you Julie. Alyssa nodded that she felt the same.
"Okay now, John do you still love Alyssa?" Julie got right to the hard questions.
"I did until she came up with this thing she began to......."
"Damn it John," Julie interrupted me, "No if or buts, do you still love her? It's a simple question, a yes or no will do."
When Julie asked me point blank like that it made me realize that I did still love Alyssa. In spite of all the horrible things that had been said and done by both of us, I still loved her. I guess that's why everything hurt so much. I still loved her.
"Yes, I still love her," I answered Julie with tears in my eyes. I know, big strong macho he man crying. You need to understand, this is my life here.



Alyssa was next in the hot seat. Julie asked," Do you still love John?"
"With all my heart." There was no hesitation, no if or buts just "With all my heart."
"Now we're getting somewhere," Julie seemed pleased with herself. "That should be enough right there to stop all this bullshit," Julie continued, "but knowing you two this won't be enough. We go on. John explain again what happened on your trip. Short version please."
I told the three of them the story again. Drinking too much, not leaving the strip club, not knowing until it was too late what the stripper had in mind, and not having the strength of character or whatever to push her off. I made no excuses I just told the facts with no spin. Alyssa was silently crying at hearing the sordid tale again. I wasn't far from crying myself. I told Alyssa that I was sorry again.
"John, did you go to that club with the idea of getting it on with anyone?" Julie was digging at the bone.
"No, I just wanted to network with a couple of the guys and I let things get out of hand," I told her.
"Your turn Alyssa, you were very hurt when John told you what happened. So you came up with this scheme to make John hurt too. But did you ever have sex with the man John saw you with?"
"No, I never had sex with him or the woman," Alyssa told Julie.
"Wait a minute," I jumped in. "You met him at the hotel several times. And going into the elevator it sure gave the impression that you two were going to sleep together." I was getting mad all over again.
"Shut up John, it's Alyssa's turn to talk," Julie ordered. "Go ahead Alyssa.
Alyssa went on to explain that Stan was a classmate that worked for a firm that her company was doing business with. She said that he was in town for a couple of weeks and they had dinner together a few times.
"What about you getting into the elevator with him?" Gotcha now girl.
"The first time I went to his room to pick up a folder that he had for me," Alyssa told me.
"Yeah, you got home very shortly after I did that night," I said.
"Were you spying on me John? Alyssa seemed more amused than angry.
I hesitated for a sec and thought maybe now was the time to be totally honest, "Yeah, I was. I heard you setting up a dinner date with him and followed you. After that first time, I would go to the Hilton anytime you weren't home by 7:00 or so."
Alyssa smiled at me, "I should have known you wouldn't just sit back and let things go on for long." The way she said it, it was almost a compliment.
"What about the nights that you stayed out so later after you guys had dinner? Did you go to his room on those nights?
"Yes I did. By that time Stan's wife Sarah had arrived. You remember Sarah, the woman at the table that night in the lounge? By the way Stan was the one that called the police. He didn't think you would hurt me, but you were so angry he didn't want to take a chance."
"Any other questions John?" Julie wanted to know.
"Yeah. Alyssa it seemed that after you spent an evening with Stan that you were nicer around the house. And on the other nights you would go back to being cold and standoffish. Why was that?"
"On the nights I was with Stan, he tried to help me get past your mistake. He kept pointing out that I still loved you. He said that if I didn't I would have kicked you to the curb right away. Those are his words not mine. On the nights I didn't talk to him, all the old doubts and fears would come back and I would shut down again."
Alyssa and I looked at each other and I thought maybe there is a light at the end of the tunnel. And just maybe that light wasn't a train coming to run us over.
Sean spoke up for the first time since I came in. "You two are certainly a pair. John, you made the most stupid mistake a married man can make. It wasn't getting drunk or going to a strip club or not stopping that stripper that was the mistake. It was putting yourself in that situation to begin with, that was your big mistake. If I remember right, you said you thought about leaving that club because you knew that Alyssa wouldn't like that you were there. That was your other mistake, not leaving right them. That was stupid."
Now Julie jumped in. "Alyssa then you compounded the problem with that idiotic scheme to punish John and make him hurt. Didn't you realize that he was already hurting enough for the both of you? Couldn't you see it in his eyes or hear it in his voice? You said you needed space when what you really needed was to be together and communicate. Sean's right! You two deserve each other."
Alyssa spoke directly to me for the first time. "John I love you and don't want to be without you anymore. Please can't we just go home? We have never lied to each other; it's one of the things that made our life special. Stan and Sarah were just trying to help me."
I was giving her all of my attention at this point.
She continued, "I have forgiven you for your mistake, now you need to forgive me for that stupid plan. Please John, I miss us and want our life back." She was crying as she spoke.
After Alyssa finished, I sat still for about ten seconds then jumped up, ran to the couch, and brought Alyssa to her feet. I held her to me, kissed her, and without words made her understand that everything was going to be alright.
Alyssa was crying, Julie was crying, I was crying and even Sean had tears in his eyes. We had a room full of cry babies for a while. Things calmed down after a short time and we sat back down.
Sean cleared his throat several times and was finally able to speak. "So I guess you guys will be going home soon?"
"Well I thought we might go back to your cabin and spend some time together. There is nothing to do up there, but enjoy the country and each other. We won't be distracted by work or TV or anything, that's for sure," I told Sean and asked Alyssa at the same time.
"That sounds like the best idea ever," Alyssa said. "Today is Tuesday so that will give us several days together. I have to be back home, a week from Friday for my doctor's appointment."
"What doctor's appointment? Are you okay, what's wrong?" I was getting worried.
"Nothings wrong, I'm fine," she replied. "It's just for my next check up."
"Check up for what?" Now I was really worried.
"It's part of my prenatal care. I'm pregnant and you're going to be a daddy," Alyssa was beaming as she told me.
"What? How? When?" I stopped myself from ranting. "Why didn't you tell me when I first got here? We could have bypassed all the talking."
"I wanted you to come back for me, for you and me. Not because you felt you had to because of the baby. Believe me I would have played the baby card if I had too. You weren't going to get away from me again," Alyssa was laughing at me.
We spent the time like we planned at the miner's cabin and reconnected on all levels. By the timing Alyssa had conceived two weeks prior to my trip and all the hoopla. We were us again, plus one. Actually it was plus two. We found out at that doctor's appointment that Alyssa was carrying twins.
That was two years ago. Alyssa gave birth to twins, a boy and a girl. All four of us are doing great. We named the twins, Sean and Julie. I bet you can figure out why. The four of us have been back to see the kid's aunt and uncle a couple of times. Sean and Julie, the adult ones, baby sat for a couple of days while Alyssa and I went back to the miner's cabin.
It belongs to us now; it was a gift from their namesakes to our twins on their first birthday.
Quote: Life goes on.
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Hi everyone. There is no sex in this story, sorry. I want to thank my wife for her help with this story. Her insight has kept me in the realm of reality. Well mostly.
One little aside here. Recently I made a comment about Anonymous Andys. I meant to chastise those that write comments anonymously, denigrating my stories and me for writing them. I have no problem with constructive criticism or an honest critique of my work.
On the other hand I may have inadvertently insulted those who give an honest critique but do so anonymously. To those people who offer constructive criticism and appraisals anonymously, I apologize and ask you to keep them coming. They ground me and help me to become a better writer.
As always comments are requested and appreciated. Thanks for reading my story. Enjoy.
*
I have a goal in life to work for and a dream to achieve. My whole adult life I have been working toward that dream. This is the story of my attempts to attain my goal and achieve my dream.
Hi, my name is Andrew Lakota Callaghan. What can I say? My father is Irish and my mother is a half blood Native American, Sioux to be exact. People normally call me Drew. I am 6 feet tall and about 200 pounds. Good looking in a rugged way with black hair. My eyes are a piercing blue or so I've been told. Friends say that when I'm angry that my eyes turn steel gray in color. Don't know myself, never looked in a mirror when I was angry.
The hair comes from the Sioux and the eyes from the Irish. Because of my Sioux heritage I look like I have a tan all year round. I am built like a runner, maybe because I run marathons.
I was 22, a senior in college carrying a double major when I met Caitlyn Brady. My classes in Animal Science and Computer Science kept me pretty busy. Consequently I usually go out just on the weekends. I fell in with a group from the dorms and began to go for pizza and beers or just beers. The men's and women's dormitories were across the street from each other and we had a good mix from both.
There were sixteen to twenty of us that flowed into and out of the group. Caitlyn and I seemed to naturally pair up on these excursions. The fact that we were both from the same area in Montana was the first attraction. Caitlyn is from Big Sky, and I'm from Ennis. We weren't dating exactly; we just went along with the group. Usually we ended sitting together.
Caitlyn was of Irish extraction also. She was 5 feet 7 with a slender body. Slender I said but not skinny. Her hair is auburn, worn long and she has green eyes. Caitlyn is a fine Irish lass.
As we got to know each other, we would talk for hours. Often the rest of the group would leave while we were talking without us knowing that they were gone. We would laugh about it and walk back to the dorms together. There were several different places and things we enjoyed together. I became so comfortable with her that I gave her a nickname and began to call her Kitty about half the time. It was a safe friendship for me because I didn't have time for a romantic relationship.
My class load and my plans after school didn't leave much room for love. I was going to school on a U.S. Navy ROTC scholarship. The Navy would pay for my education as long as it could be used by the Navy. After graduation, I would owe the Navy five years active service.
The Computer Science major was for the Navy and the Animal Science major was for me after the Navy. You might ask why a boy from land locked Ennis Montana would join the Navy. The answer was because that Naval scholarship was the best offer I had and gave me a chance to go to college. My parents always took care of my three brothers, my sister, and me but there wasn't a lot left over for college.
I had been going out with the group and/or Caitlyn almost every Saturday. Near the end of the term, about three months before graduation, I began to have more than just friend type of feelings for Caitlyn. I thought I was falling in love with her. Great, just what I needed, a romantic relationship. Damn, the heart wants what the heart wants. The group had left us, as usual, and we walked back to the dorm alone. I decided to tell Caitlyn how I felt.
As Caitlyn reach out to open the door, I took her arm and pulled her against me. I leaned over and kissed her. Just a nice little tender kiss, not a open mouth, stick my tongue down your throat type of kiss. She pulled back and looked at me with surprise.
"Drew, what are you doing? She was a little shocked I guess.
"I'm sorry Kitty, I like you very much and thought you felt the same." I was really embarrassed. "I won't bother you anymore. Sorry." I turned and left her dorm. Native Americans do blush, at least this one does.
"Drew, wait. Come back, let me tell you........"
I was running by now and couldn't hear what she was saying. Damn, I'm an ass; I should have known that all Kitty had offered was friendship. I had destroyed our friendship by kissing her.
Caitlyn called almost every day and I when I saw it was her I wouldn't answer. She left several messages but I never returned her calls. She even came by my dormitory to see me, but I managed to avoid her. There were a few more nights out with the group but every time Caitlyn would join the group, I would leave. If I started to join the group and she was already there, I would go somewhere else or return to my dorm.
Shortly she quit calling and coming by my dorm. She also quit going out with the group. We would see each other on campus; we would nod and keep walking. I don't think we spoke twenty words to each other after the night that I kissed her.
I shouldn't have been hurt or embarrassed, but I was. As I said before due to my work load and my plans after school, I didn't need a romantic entanglement. Maybe so, but I still hurt, I was disappointed and I missed Caitlyn's friendship.
Caitlyn moved on and began to go on dates with Jake Houston; Jake was the quarterback of the football team. I would see them at the pizza joint and other places. Sometimes they were alone but often they were with a group of other jocks and their dates. Jake was a good size boy and very good looking. He was also a conceited asshole.
I went to an art exhibit alone and saw Jake and Caitlyn come into the gallery. The exhibit was about Western Art. You know, George Catlin, Frederick Remington and others. How she got him to attend is a mystery. Jake was a good football player and could memorize plays and formations, but at everything else he sucked. Other than football, if his I.Q. was two points higher he could be a rock.
They had only been there about twenty minutes when he started complaining and wanting to leave. He was like a rotten little kid that wasn't getting his way. Finally I heard him tell Caitlyn that he was leaving with or without her. I wasn't the only one that heard him, he was almost yelling at Caitlyn.
Caitlyn has a temper too and followed him out the door, ragging on his ass the entire distance. I drifted over to the front door to watch the fun. It looked like Jake was going to get his ass handed to him on a plate, at least verbally. I was about twenty feet from them and the unexpected happened. Jake stopped and turned to face Caitlyn and when she got close to him, he backhanded her across the face. Caitlyn fell to the ground.
I didn't know I had moved until I found myself standing beside Jake. He grabbed her hair and drew back his hand to hit her again. That blow never landed because Jake found himself flat on his back. He had his hands up to his face and blood was all over.
The punch I threw released a lot of hurt, anger, and disappointment. My hand hurt and when I looked at it I could see teeth marks on my knuckles. I remember being so angry that I was shaking. Caitlyn screamed my name when I started after Jake again. It was a good thing that she did; I was so enraged that I might have really hurt him. I didn't mind hitting him, but it scared me that I could lose control the way I did.
First the security people detained me until the police arrived. They thought I was the aggressor and had attacked Jake. Caitlyn and several witnesses came forward and explained that I was protecting the lady and after that the police treated me with respect. Things calmed down and I offered Caitlyn a ride back to the dorm.
On the ride home, she explained that Jake had asked her out when she quit running with our group. She was a little lonely and he was a good looking guy. So she said what the hell, why not? Caitlyn said it was a mistake. If the conversation wasn't about football or about the chance of turning pro or about parties, Jake was lost. He was totally one dimensional. She took him to the art exhibit to help him broaden his mind. Caitlyn said that when she told Jake he was as dumb as a stump, he lost it and hit her.
When we got back to her dorm, Caitlyn took my hand and looked me in the eye. "My knight in shining armor. Thank you Drew. Promise me you will call me tomorrow, okay?"
"I don't know if I will have the time, I've got classes....."
"Tomorrow is Sunday and you don't have classes on Sunday. Call me please," Caitlyn asked.
The next morning around 10:00, I called Caitlyn as I had promised. "Hi Drew, I want you to meet me in the courtyard of my dorm in ten minutes. I really want to talk to you and I need to do it face to face," she told me.
I was sitting on a bench in the courtyard and Caitlyn come to sit with me. "Drew, why have you been avoiding me? And don't tell me you haven't been."
"Kitty I was ashamed and angry at myself for spoiling our friendship. I thought we had become more than friends but your reaction to the kiss that night showed that you didn't feel the same way."
"Why did you run off? I tried to stop you and talk to you then, but I couldn't catch you," Caitlyn told me.
"Like I said, I was ashamed and angry at myself. I was embarrassed and didn't want to face you," I admitted to her.
"Drew I reacted the way I did because your kiss sort of came out of nowhere. You hadn't said anything or acted in a way to let me know it was coming. I was trying to tell you that I felt the same as you, but you ran off. I want to get to know you better and see what could happen. I know you are leaving after graduation but we could have fun until you leave."
To say that I was surprised wouldn't begin to explain how I felt. We talked for another hour or so and then went to lunch. Lunch led to more talking which led to dinner which led to drinks at a club, which led to dancing, which led to a very passionate good night kiss at her door. There were many evenings like this.
Graduation was in two weeks and I had what I wanted and yet what I didn't need, a romantic relationship with Caitlyn. Unfortunately I had to leave for my first duty station the day after graduation. Three nights before the big event Caitlyn and I were in my room snuggling and pretending to watch television. Then came those dreaded words.
"Drew, we have to talk," Caitlyn said.
I don't care how strong, smart, and confident a man is, that phrase will strike terror into his heart. Very seldom does anything good come after hearing those words.
"Sure Kitty what about?" I dreaded the answer.
"We have had a great time these past few weeks and I care about you very much," she said.
"But," I questioned. I knew a zinger was coming.
"But you are leaving in a few days and I'll still be here. I won't follow you from duty station to duty station. And it's almost impossible to carry on a long distance relationship for a short period of time much less for five years." Obviously Caitlyn had something on her mind. She hesitated.
"Go on, what are you saying Kitty?"
"I told you that I care about you very much and I do. If we were together I think I could fall in love with you. But I won't follow you around and I don't intend to sit in my room waiting with baited breath for you to come home." Again Caitlyn hesitated, as if she really didn't want to say what came next.
"Drew I'm not going to wait for you while you're gone. I mean that I will go on dates if I want to. When you come home on leave or a break or whatever they call it, you and I can get together. It's too much to ask for either of us to be faithful for five years of separations and only see each other once every two months if we're lucky. I care for you, but I'm not ready to become a spinster waiting for you."
"Why are you telling me this?"
"I don't want to mislead or lie to you Drew. I don't want to be a "cheating girlfriend" and all the guilt that goes with that. I care about you too much to run around behind your back. Can you understand?"
"Yeah I can, I don't like it but I can understand your thinking." I thought how fickle I was. I hadn't wanted a relationship because I was going into the Navy, then I wanted a relationship with Caitlyn and got it, and now she was being the more sensible of the two of us. Funny, I mean funny strange not funny Ha Ha.
"Okay Kitty as much as I hate to admit it, you're probably right. But can I keep you for myself for the next three days?" I said with a smile.
Caitlyn and I had never had sex. No, I don't mean we were virgins, I mean we had never had sex with each other. That changed over the last three nights that we were together before I had to leave. If I had known how close I would become to Caitlyn I would never had tried to be more than friends. I know that sounds really strange and on our last night together I realized how much it was going to hurt to leave her.
That night I attempted to get Caitlyn to change her mind about not following and being with me. I explained that my special training in computers would stop a lot of the bullshit that most new Ensigns had to go through. She wasn't convinced.
Caitlyn told me she would come to visit me a lot if she could, but she didn't want to live with me full time. She said that we could also see each other when I came home, but she wasn't going to sit and wait for me. We had discussed this before.
Graduation would be a conflict of interests for me. I was happy and proud to get the two degrees that I had worked so hard for. But I was sad and unhappy to be leaving Caitlyn. The next morning after graduation, I would be sworn in as an Ensign in the United States Navy. That was another proud moment for me, but again bitter sweet.
As I marched into the field house, I glanced at the audience. I saw Caitlyn but to my surprise my whole family was there also. Mom and Dad, my three brothers, and my sister were sitting next to Caitlyn. My parents had told me that they couldn't get away from the ranch right now and I assumed that none of my family would be at my swearing in. Somehow, I marched a little straighter and a little taller.
After the ceremony, I met my family and Caitlyn outside the field house. My father shook my hand and my mother hugged and kissed me. Caitlyn just stood there until my mother sort of pushed her toward me and I got kissed again. My brothers were trying to kill me, punching me on the arm and slapping me on the back and my sister gave me a huge hug.
My mother said, "Drew I know this must be Caitlyn but you should introduce her properly."
"Yes Huku," I replied. (Huku is Sioux for mother) It was what all of the kids called her. It was a way to honor our Sioux heritage and our mother.
"Caitlyn, this is my family. This is my father and mother, Sean and Chayton; my sister, Chante (Sioux for heart) and my brothers, Jamie, Brian, and Donovan. Everyone this is my friend, Caitlyn Brady. We met here at Montana State, but she's from Big Sky."
My father and brothers all took Caitlyn's hand and sort of bowed over it. Mom and my sister gave her a hug. My mother said, "Big Sky is close to Ennis, we're practically neighbors, aren't we."
The whole "tribe" including Caitlyn and me went to a late lunch to celebrate. My family left around 4:00, they had a two hour drive to get home. The last ten miles was over a mountain pass and down into the Madison River Valley and you don't want to drive those mountain roads after dark. They could have stayed a little later, but my mom knew I wanted to spend my last night with Caitlyn.
Caitlyn and I did have an extra night together; I didn't have to leave until the day after I assumed my rank. I was glad for the extra night with her, but it made leaving even harder. She planned to stay in Bozeman and hoped to get a job using her brand new Business Administration degree.
My first three months in the Navy were spent going to classes. Oh no, I had just got out of school and I'm right back in again. I was at the Officer Command School. The Navy thought I needed the extra education as my only experience was the one week end a month and two weeks every summer while I was in college.
I was given an eighteen day leave after completing the Officer Command School and went home to Ennis. Our ranch is called Wakhan Maka, roughly spirit world in English. My parents own the ranch of 411 acres outside of Ennis in the Madison River Valley. They raised beef cattle and horses, see that was why I carried the Animal Science major. My parents wanted to spend all my leave with me, but they knew I wanted to spend some time with Caitlyn.
Bozeman was about 85 miles from my home, and I was able to spend a few days with Caitlyn. She was working at a bank in Bozeman and was already an assistant V.P. We picked up where we had left off and spent several evenings together. I stayed with her at her apartment and we visited a lot of our old hangouts. A couple of other class mates had stayed in Bozeman and we took the time to visit with them. You can only spend so much time rolling around together.
One evening I tried to persuade Caitlyn to come with me. I explained that there wasn't much jumping around from base to base. She might have changed her mind but then she asked about the TDY assignments. I had told her about them in my emails.
"Your TDY periods would be no different than deployment to sea, Drew. I would either be waiting for three or four months until you came back or I would have to pick up and follow you. Nothing has really changed has it Honey?"
"I guess not Kitty, but after seeing you again I don't want to leave you here. Hey I've got an idea," I said. I was about to reach for the stars and I hesitated for a minute.
"What's your idea Drew?" Caitlyn asked with a little smile.
"You could come stay with me until I got a TDY and then come back home to be with your parents and friends. When I finish the TDY, you could come back. It's perfect, we get to be together and you aren't sitting around waiting for me. What do you think?"
"That wouldn't be a very stable life for me, now would it?" She was almost laughing at me.
"It would be stable if we were married. I love you Caitlyn, marry me." That shocked her.
"Oh my God, you're serious aren't you? There are two reasons it wouldn't work Honey," she said. Caitlyn held my hands and continued. "Married or not, I would still be waiting for months for you to come back. Even if I was here I would still be waiting. But the most important reason is that I don't love you, at least not in that way."
That one put a hole through my heart. Again, I had assumed she felt the same as I did. I felt like I had blown it again. It was ironic, I was the one that didn't want more than friendship and I was the one fighting to have more than that.
Caitlyn leaned over and gently kissed me. "I do care for you and very much Drew. I didn't realize how much until you came home. But I don't love you, not the way married people should, at least not yet. Please don't be hurt, this isn't a rejection. It may just be a postponement."
That was our last night together; I had to leave the next day. She wanted to show me off so when we went out I wore my dress whites. We went to a steak house, had a nice dinner, and checked out the lounge. The lounge had a band and a small dance floor so we danced. Actually, it was more like holding and hugging each other to music.



As we left the lounge, who should we run into but Jake Houston and a couple of his cronies. They were all under the influence of alcohol, drunk on their asses actually. I heard that Jake had blown out his knee and couldn't play football anymore.
Jake didn't recognize me. I could understand that, the Navy had added ten to fifteen pounds of muscle. Besides the only time I met Jake, I knocked him on his ass. But he did know Caitlyn.
"Well there's the little teasing bitch, herself. Hey buddy, you're not getting any of that. She won't give it up to any guy. I think she's a lesbo and you sell ice cream." He was referring to my dress whites. Jake was laughing at his wit. He was half right anyway.
Neither Caitlyn nor I responded to the drunken ass and walked passed him. As we got close he reached out and grabbed Caitlyn's arm. It was almost a repeat of the scene outside the art gallery. Down went Jake. He was on his back bleeding again and out of it. His two cronies started toward me.
I motioned for them to come on. There must have been something in my face or my eyes that warned them off. They backed away. I stepped over to Jake and said, "Jake that's the second time I have kicked your ass for abusing Caitlyn. Don't ever touch her again. Don't even look in her direction. This is your last warning; I promise you won't enjoy the consequences if you don't pay attention."
We were walking away Caitlyn was holding on to my arm and giggling, "Jesus Christ Drew, I never even saw you move. Now he has my arm and now he is on his ass. You're my knight in shining armor, again." She pulled my head down and kissed me, hard.
The rest of the night was very special to me. We said good bye in the best possible way. The next morning I was off to Norfolk to work on an aircraft carrier. Caitlyn and I exchanged emails about every two weeks over the next six months.
Arriving in Norfolk I made my first deployment with the fleet. We were on a Mediterranean cruise for three months. Surprisingly I never had a problem with being sea sick. As it turned out, that cruise was my first and last deployment with the fleet. The old line "join the Navy and see the world" was true for me, but I did it by plane instead of by ship.
I was basically stationed at either the Norfolk Va. Naval ship yards or Mare Island NSY Ca. There were also periods of TDY (temporary duty) usually for three to six months to Pearl Harbor, Puget Sound, San Diego NSY, and others.
My job was to revamp, renovate, and update the computer systems on the ships of the fleet. I worked on everything from aircraft carriers down to frigates. You could have called me an I.T. guy, a computer nerd, or a techno geek in civilian life. That was the reason for the computer science major.
Caitlyn and I would chat or write each other by email. You really didn't expect a techno geek to actually hand write a letter and use snail mail did you? For the first four or five months we "wrote" at least once a week. That gradually slowed down to every ten days to two weeks. There was only so many times that you could say you missed someone and day to day details of life were a little boring. After my deployment, I got leave and came home for 14 days. After spending a week with my family I went to Bozeman and spent the last week with Caitlyn.
Not having a wife or girlfriend and not being interested in the bar scene, I had a lot of free time. Some of the off time was used to take correspondence courses, mostly in computer science. These were courses administered by the Navy and were intense. I started running again and even went to the gym three or four times a week. It wasn't long before I regained the shape I had been in while at college running marathons.
Two promotions, first to Lieutenant JG and then to Lieutenant made it easier to take leave. I was able to get a long leave about every six to seven months, duty permitting. I would usually spend half of my leave with Mom and Dad and the other half with Caitlyn. Two or three times Caitlyn came to visit me. It was harder for her to get away; she had her own career to worry about. My life went on this way for almost two and a half years. Then things began to change.
Shortly after my last visit, Caitlyn's emails began to slow down. Sometimes it was a month before she answered my emails. She didn't write about it, but I thought she had found someone else. Her last email told me she wanted to talk to me and would call me at 8:00 PM my time on Friday evening. I was back in Norfolk and there was a time difference. At 7:59, my cell phone announced that I had a call.
"Hello Kitty, how are you," I said when I picked up my phone.
"Hi Drew. Let's get past the chit chat, can we? This is going to be tough enough without trying to be adult about things." Caitlyn sounded like she was or had been crying.
"Stop crying Kitty. We'll handle it whatever the problem is."
"Drew I have met someone and think I'm in love with him. I know you were coming home next month and I wanted you to know before you got here. I won't be able to see you this time."
Because of the longer times between emails, I had thought that she had a male friend. I just didn't know that things had gotten this serious. My heart started to beat faster and I had a little trouble breathing. It must have been two minutes or so of silence.
"Are you still there Drew? Say something, please."
"Yeah, I'm here. I don't know what to say, Kitty." I was hurting.
Caitlyn waited just a second or two then she said, "I had to tell you and didn't think it would be right to wait until you got home. That would have been cruel. I do care for you Drew, but I just fell in love with James. I'm sorry Drew."
"It's okay, I'll be fine. You always said that you would date; I guess I thought we would see each other when I was on leave until I got out and then we would be together. Thanks for telling me, it would have sucked to come home and find out then. Good luck Kitty, I hope you guys will be happy. Good bye."
"Drew, don't hang u..........."
I hung up quickly; I couldn't talk to her anymore. Caitlyn had been honest with me from the start. I wasn't upset with her; I was just upset at the situation. If I had known that I would fall in love with her, I wouldn't have become her friend in college. Who am I kidding? Of course I would have, I couldn't have helped myself.
I hadn't spent many nights out at a bar drinking. But this was one of those times. I didn't want to go to the Officer's Club where the Brass could see me, so I went off base to one of the many bars outside the gates. Our curfew without a pass was midnight. I didn't have to be in my room by that time but I did have to be on base.
I was still at the bar at 11:00 and had no intention of leaving. Let 'em throw me in the brig I told the bartender; at that point I didn't care. There was an E7 (Chief Petty Officer) sitting at a table with two junior Chiefs and he was watching me as I downed several large bourbons. I thought he looked familiar but in my drunken state I was lucky to know my own name much less anyone else.
The Chief left his table and joined me at the bar. "Hello. Lieutenant, how they hangin?"
"Hey Chief. Your Casey right?" I finally recognized the Chief. He was very active in one of the churches on base. Chief Casey sort of sponsored and ran a youth group at the church. The church and the youth group had some computer problems, but there was no extra money to fix the equipment. That was how I met him.
I heard him talking about the problems to my assistant and offered my help. After checking out the computers, I thought the best solution was new or at least newer equipment. If there was no money to fix the existing computers, then there was certainly no money to buy new equipment. I told the Chief to give me a few days to find a solution.
The Navy had recently upgraded a few of their office PCs in the Quartermaster command and the old ones were in storage waiting to be sent to recycling. I talked to my captain and explained the situation and my idea.
I wanted to sign out the old computers to recycle them. Instead I would wipe the hard drives, reinstall the operating system, add a few bells and whistles for the kids, and give the equipment to the church.
Captain Hodges is my boss basically and is a salty old dog. He is also one of the kindest men I had ever met. After listening to me for twenty minutes, he held up his hand to stop me.
"Sounds like this operation could get furbared real quick. If this comes back to bite me in the ass, I'll have your hide Lieutenant." Then he gave me written authorization to recycle the old equipment.
I answered, "We could always say the operation was an example of redistribution of assets and inventory control, Sir. He laughed at me and waved me out of his office.
It took me about four days, working after hours to finish revamping the computers. Two of those nights, Captain Hodges helped me with the work. See, I told you he was really a teddy bear. We finished the work and gave the equipment to the Chief. The Captain and I now have prayers being said for us, every Sunday.
So that explains why a Chief Petty Office would help a lowly drunken Lieutenant. Chief Casey suggested that it was time for me to return to base and helped me back to the BOQ. (Bachelor Officers Quarters) Normally CPO's have nothing but contempt for young officers.
The next morning I was jolted awake by a pounding on my door. It was Chief Casey, all bright eyed and bushy tailed, bringing me coffee. I looked at him through bloodshot eyes and groaned.
"You are disgustingly cheerful this morning, Chief. Go away and let me suffer in peace," I responded to his good morning.
"No sir, drop your cock and grab your socks. I'm going to get you back in tiptop shape and we're burning daylight," the Chief told me. All I could do was groan again. He spent the next week, whipping me back into shape. I thought he was a sadistic and heartless man.
I spent the next 14 months bouncing around to different U. S. Naval yards and bases, doing what I do. During that time I had fixed the computers at the church several times. I had just returned to Norfolk after a one month TDY to the west coast and crashed in my room, mini jet lag I think. The next morning the Chief pounded on my door.
"Didn't anyone teach you how to knock on a door without breaking it Chief? What do you want at this ungodly hour?" It was 06:30 and too early for me after the travel day I had yesterday.
"The people at the church are throwing their annual picnic and you're invited. It's sort of a thank you for helping with computers. I wanted make sure that you were informed about the picnic Lieutenant," he told me.
"Thanks aren't necessary Chief. I was happy to help out. So give them my regards," I said thinking about going back to bed.
"It's too late, the picnic is today at 1100 hours. We need to get you some breakfast and then work the jet lag out of you. By the time you get cleaned up it will time to go to the picnic."
"I could give you a direct order to leave me alone Chief. Don't make me do that." I was trying out the skills I learned at the Officer Command School.
"Please don't give that order sir. I would hate to disobey a direct order, but in this case I will. C'mon Lieutenant, it's no big deal, the kids just want to say thank you. Give em a break, will ya?"
"Okay, you are much too persuasive for my own good Chief. I'll be out in a few minutes. Why don't you wait in the jeep?"
"Don't need a jeep sir. We will jog over to the mess hall and get breakfast; then jog to the gym, work the kinks out and jog back here to get cleaned up for the picnic." Chief Casey was smiling the whole time that he was advising me of the torture he had planned for me.
"I was wrong Casey, you're not persuasive; you're the devil incarnate. What did I ever do to deserve you, Chief?"
Chief Casey was smiling and chuckling and said, "You're just lucky I guess Sir." So began my morning of torture.
Chief Casey and I arrived at the church picnic at 11:30. We were met with cheers from the kids and were thanked by their parents several times. The church members had all brought some type of food and in large amounts. If anyone went home hungry, it was their own fault and they didn't deserve to eat.
We had BBQ pork, BBQ beef brisket, BBQ chicken, shell fish, and crab legs plus all the side dishes. I was going back for seconds on the BBQ, or maybe it was thirds, and met Maddie. We both reach for a chicken leg at the same time.
"Oh, excuse me," I said.
"No go ahead," she replied.
This exchanged was repeated and I thought it was going to be repeated a third time. Instead I said, "If we keep up this "after you Gaston" play, all the chicken will be eaten by someone else." As I said this, I used a napkin and put the piece of chicken on her plate. "There you go, problem solved," I said.
She started to giggle and then she laughed out loud. She got to laughing so hard that she was snorting a little. That made me laugh too. We must have sounded like two laughing hyenas before we could get control. As we wound down, I introduced myself.
"Hi, I'm Drew Callaghan," I said.
"I'm Madelyn Richards, my friends call me Maddie," she answered and shook my hand. She had a strong grip for a woman.
We filled our plates with food and sat down at one of the tables together. While eating we talked. It was obvious that we were attracted to each other. Maddie was a teacher and some of the kids at the picnic were her students. Several times kids would come over and say hello to her. Many of them said thank you to me, some even gave me a hug.
"Oh, I just realized who you are," Maddie said with surprise. "You're the hero, the one that got the computers for our church." She seemed impressed.
"I don't know about the hero part, but yeah I was involved in getting them." I told her.
Maddie and I spent most of the afternoon together, talking and walking around the church grounds. We finally realized that other than a few people cleaning up, everyone had gone. The picnic was over.
I looked for Chief Casey, but he was long gone. I offered to escort Maddie home, but she said she would stay and help with the clean up and catch a ride with the pastor and his wife.
I must have shown my disappointment, because she handed me a card and said, "Here is both my home and cell phone numbers. Give me a call Drew and we can continue this conversation, if you want to."
On the way back to my room, I stopped at the NCO club, its better known as the "Slop Chute". Officers don't go to the NCO club, there is no rule against it, but it just isn't done. I stuck my head in the door, spotted Chief Casey and sent the seaman at the door to bring the Chief to me. Casey joined me outside with a puzzled look on his face.
"Okay Chief, who set this up?"
"I don't know what the Lieutenant is talking about," he answered.
"Bilge water Chief. When you use that third person "the Lieutenant" crap, I know you're involved someway. Give it up Casey."
The Chief looked at me and smiled. "I just thought it was time for you to get back at sea again sir. Ever since that night that I brought you back from the bar, you have almost been a hermit. I thought it was time to break out your main sail again. And Maddie is a fine young lady."
I couldn't help but smile at his naval references. "Enough of the old salt talk, Chief. What the hell are you talking about?"
"Sir I know that your girl back home broke up with you and you haven't been doing anything but working and sleeping and that's no way to live. Maddie is a fine lass and she is a little sad too because her father was killed in a car wreck last year. For a Lieutenant you ain't a bad sort. I just thought you two could help each other."
"Okay Chief, I'll call her, thanks." On the way back to my room, I smiled thinking about the look of accomplishment on Chief Casey's face.
I called Mattie on Sunday afternoon. We met at a coffee house and spent the evening getting to know each other better. We made a date for the next Friday evening. Friday after dinner we did something really exciting, we took a walk in the park. Most of our dates were this intense, we would go to a movie and take a walk, or go to dinner and sit with coffee on a park bench.
Chaste little good night pecks turned into burning passionate kisses and we progressed from there. The romantic side of our relationship was a little difficult. I lived at the BOQ and Maddie had moved in with her mother after her father was killed. My quality of life had improved greatly when I met Maddie. The "L" word was beginning to be tossed around and thoughts of our future soon surfaced.
In two months my tour would be completed and I had a decision to make. Stay or leave. If I re-enlisted for another five year hitch, the Navy would count the four years of college as active duty time. I would be 27 with nine years of active duty; I could retire with half pay after twenty years.
If I did stay and retire with my twenty in, I would be 38. I would have a nice pension, Naval Exchange privileges, and medical coverage all at a fairly young age. The Navy was also offering a large amount of money as a signing bonus. In addition I was told that it was a cinch that I would make at least Commander and possibly Captain during my new enlistment. Not a bad deal at all.
The fly in the ointment was that I would still be in the Navy, not at home in Montana. The dream was to work the ranch with my dad and mom. I joined the Navy ROTC program because it was the only way to go to college. My goal had been to get an education that would be help make the family ranch more productive. My classes in animal science, natural resources range land ecology, and equine science would make my dream possible.
I decided to talk to Maddie and ask her advice. She and I had become very close. I had spent time with her mother and we got along pretty well too. Although Maddie and I had never actually talked about marriage, the thought was in our minds.
After dinner and a little dancing at a club, Maddie and I were sitting on her front porch sneaking a few kisses and touchy feelys. When we had come up for air after a kiss, I asked Maddie for her advice.
I explained my two options and asked, "What do you think I should do Honey?"
"You believe those are your only options?" Maddie looked at me as I nodded my head. "I don't like either of them. There is a third option, you know?"
"What would that be?" I had no idea what she was talking about.
"Get out of the Navy and stay here with me, Drew," Maddie suggested.
"I hadn't planned on staying in Norfolk. If I stay in the Navy, I could be sent to another duty station. If I get out, I want to go home to Montana," I explained.
"Do you love me Drew? Do you see a life for us together?" Maddie surprised me with these questions.
"Well let me see," I paused for a few seconds, "Yeah I'm pretty sure that I do." I said with a smile. I was trying to be funny and ease the tension that had come up. "And yes, I had thought about us being together, Maddie."
"Well, I love you and want us to be together too. But if we do get married or even just live together, it has to be here. I won't move to Montana nor will I follow you to your duty stations. I can't and I won't leave my mother alone. Besides this is my home and I don't want to leave here. So where does that leave us?"
"I don't know Maddie. The thought of living anywhere but Montana has never crossed my mind. At least not until the Navy made that offer to me. I need some time to think about all this. I'll call you tomorrow." I kissed her good night and walked back to the base. Instead of reaching a decision, now I had more to think about.



It was about 10:30 when I got back to my room. On the cab ride back, I thought about this new wrinkle that Maddie had hit me with. I was no closer to a decision and really didn't know what to do. My philosophy had always been, if you had a problem or need help go to the smartest person you could find. I decided to call my dad. Because of the time difference between Norfolk and Montana it was still early back home and he should still be awake.
Dad answered the phone on the second ring. He must have been in the kitchen because that's the location of the only phone in the house. My dad always said you could only talk on one phone at a time so why have more in the house.
He is not the most techno savvy guy in the world, so no cell phones for him. It's just as well; you can't get a signal in the Madison River Valley. Something to do with being surrounded by mountains. Dad did like email though; it saved time not having to hand write letters or notes and such.
"Hi Dad, its Drew," I said when he answered the phone.
"I know Lakota, I know your voice." Dad liked to kid me about my middle name. In our family when a child reaches 10 years, he or she could choose their own middle name. I chose Lakota to honor my mother's people, but mostly to honor my grandfather. He was a full blood Sioux and told me wonderful stories, instructed me in wilderness skills, and taught me the way of the Sioux.
"What's up boy? You don't normally call at night, so what kind of mess have you gotten yourself into?" Dad was very perceptive.
"I have a tough decision to make and just wanted to talk to you about it, Dad. Don't want you to make it for me, just help me reason things out," I told him.
"Tell me how I can help you son." My dad was done kidding me; he knew I needed his help.
"I told you guys about Maddie and me, the last few times we talked. Well something unexpected has come up and I'm not sure how to handle it," I explained.
"When is the baby due, boy?" Dad had quickly made an assumption and as usual when you do that you are wrong.
"No, No, she isn't pregnant Pop. I think I'm in love with her but she and I have a problem."
"Drew, the Lakota have a saying, "Don't ask a beaver how to be an eagle". If this is about love, I think we need to talk to an eagle. I'll get your mother on the phone," Dad told me.
Mom got on the line and after the how are you, are you eating enough, are you well, asked how she could help me. So began a 30 minute dissertation on my problem. Should I stay in the Navy? Should I get out of the Navy and come back to Montana? Should I get out of the Navy and stay with Maddie and her mother in Norfolk? Each of these options was discussed at length.
As usual, my mother cut through all the horse manure. She asked, "Do you love Maddie enough to give up your goals and dreams? The Navy has offered a new goal, but you could still live your dream after you get out. You must love her enough to be happy with her and not wonder later on if you made the right choice."
"Thanks Mom, my thoughts are clearer now. I'll call you when I've made my decision. I love you guys."
The decision was still mine to make, I had never intended for my folks to make it for me. The reason for calling them was to get an outside perspective on my problem and therefore gain a better insight. Mom had certainly given me something to think about. My mind had enough for today so I went to bed. I would attack the problem fresh tomorrow morning.
I got up the next morning and my problem hadn't gone away. It was still there. However I had a better way to examine the options now. I had just finished brushing my teeth and the rest of my morning routine when someone started pounding on my door. It had to be Chief Casey.
"Come in Chief," I yelled.
Chief Casey entered the room and asked, "How do you know it was me, Lieutenant?"
"Everyone in the free world knows how to knock on a door. You have apparently never acquired that skill, so you pound on them," I told him as I laughed. "What's up Chief? You need something?"
"Well sir, I think you are sailing in waters that are full of reefs and could use some guidance" the Chief said.
I looked at Casey and then started laughing again. "What the hell are you babbling about? I have no idea what you just said. Try it again in plain English, will ya Chief?"
Casey smiled back at me. "Lieutenant, I believe you need someone to talk to about your decision concerning re-enlistment and Maddie. I know it's really none of my business. I hope I haven't overstepped my bounds, Sir."
"Chief Casey, I have three things to say to you."
"Yes sir," he said as he snapped to attention.
"Before I start, knock off the Sir and Lieutenant crap, okay? And don't stand there at attention like a damned keedet at Annapolis. First, why should I listen to you concerning my possible re-enlistment? Second why should I listen to you about Maddie?"
"Okay Drew, this is personal so the rules about rank don't apply. As to your first question, I've been in the Navy for 23 years and can give you some idea of what it is like to be a sailor for that long. The next thing is I introduced or set you up with Maddie, so I'm sort of involved too.
"I can see your reasoning Casey. Yeah, I would like to talk to you."
"You said you had three things for me. What's number three?"
I paused for about 30 seconds and then asked, "Do you really understand all that naval talk about sailing and reefs and all that?"
It took Casey a second to get it and then we both started laughing. A good start for a serious discussion. We spent the better part of the morning discussing the pros and cons of a career in the military. I had a much better understanding after talking to Casey. We broke for lunch.
After lunch the Chief and I sat and looked at Hampton Road Bay. We continued our discussion, shifting to Maddie. I explained to Casey what Maddie had told me. I also told him about the talk with my mother.
"Your mother sounds like a smart lady. I'd like to meet her and your dad someday," Casey said. "She's right you know, regretting your choice to stay here with Maddie would destroy what love you had for each other."
"I know. I have to be sure, whatever decision I make. Talking to Mom and to you have helped to make up my mind. "
"You know what you're going to do, Drew?
"Yeah, I'm pretty sure but I want to talk to Maddie again before I make a final decision. Thanks for your help Chief."
I called Maddie and told her I would be at her house at 7:00 tomorrow night. She agreed to see me. The next evening, I rang the doorbell at 6:59. Maddie invited me in and led me into the family room. She told me that her mother had gone to a church social. The tension in the room was intense.
Maddie offered me coffee or a drink, which I turned down. "Maddie, I have thought a lot about your statement that you wouldn't leave here. You asked me, no told me that if I wanted to be with you that I had to give up the Navy and give up my dream of living at the ranch. Are you sure that's what you want? Is there any chance you might change your mind?"
She hesitated a little and said, "No, living here is what I want to do, I won't leave. I know it looks like I'm giving you an ultimatum, I didn't mean it that way. I just wanted you to know how I feel."
"I know, and I'm glad you told me. It would have been tragic to find out after I committed to you. I have three options and only one of them allows me to live on the ranch. We've talked about the ranch and how I feel about living there." I paused for a little and continued.
"My mother asked me a very good question. She wanted to know if I loved you enough to give up everything else to be with you. I've decided what I'm going to do."
"What do you want to do Drew?" Maddie wasn't sure how this was going to go.
I hesitated; this was going to be hard. "Maddie, I love you. But for most of my life, ever since I was seven or eight, I have had a dream of living and working on the family ranch. I can't give that up, not even for you."
Maddie had tears in her eyes by the time I finished.
"We would be happy for a while, but I would start to regret staying here after a few years. It would be harder on us then than it is now. So, I guess this is good bye. I hope you find someone that shares your dream Maddie."
She sat there for a minute looking sad and then responded, "I'm sorry we can't be together Drew. Thank you for being strong for the both of us. You don't have to say good bye yet. There are still have a few weeks before you leave, we could still have some good times together."
"No Maddie, it would be better to make a clean break. It's less painful that way. Thanks for your friendship and company. I hope you will be happy." I gently kissed her and left.
It was sort of ironic when you think about it. Caitlyn didn't love me enough to follow me while I was in the Navy and I didn't love Maddie enough to stay in Norfolk with her after I got out of the Navy. Life can be shitty sometimes.
A week later I notified my Captain that I wouldn't be re-enlisting. I was going home to Montana. I called my parents and let them know that I would be coming home soon. Chief Casey and I had a few beers together and I thanked him for all his help. I invited him to come to Montana and visit the ranch. Casey liked to fish and we have some of the best trout fishing in the world in the Madison River Valley.
My time was finally up. All the paper work was done and I packed everything I wanted and donated what I didn't to Goodwill. After five years in the Navy, I had surprising little to pack and take home. I had told my folks I was coming home but didn't say when. It was going to be a surprise. I didn't own a car so an airplane, bus, or train was the only way to get home. Then I had a great idea, maybe the mother of all great ideas.
The money I received from the Navy (mustering out pay) upon completion of my enlistment would be used to buy a motorcycle and ride it home. See I told you it was a great idea. What stuff I had could be shipped home. I had ridden a motorcycle all through high school and before I went to college. When I was accepted into the Navy ROTC program and started school, I sold the bike to a friend. My old bike had been a beat up Honda Shadow Spirit, but it was time to graduate to a Harley.
I had about ten days to finish up and leave. That was the amount of time I had to find and buy a Harley. A phone search was instituted as this was the best way to cover the most ground in the shortest amount of time and there are a surprising number of Harley dealers in the area. I was looking for a pre-owned Harley instead of a new one.
The new ones could run as high as $20,000 and that was stock. By the time you added some custom accessories you would be talking real money. I loved bikes, but didn't believe I loved one enough to spend all of my available funds. In my mind I had about half of that figure to use. I wanted to bring some money back home with me.
Let me add here that during my time in the Navy I had saved a substantial sum of money. I lived on base at the BOQ for about four dollars a day; I ate at the base mess, and bought almost all of the things I needed at the Naval Exchange. Not spending a lot of money on dates , drinking, and gambling enabled me to save most of my pay.
I found a used Road King with fuel injection at one of the nearby dealers. It was fully decked out and a beautiful red color. I had always ridden speedy smaller sports type bikes and this Road King was a touring bike. The asking price was a little high, but I thought I could negotiate a better price.
Up jumped Chief Casey to help out the lowly ex-Lieutenant. How he knew that I was looking for a motorcycle, I haven't any ideas. Maybe Chief Petty Officers are omnipresent and see all and hear all. I don't know but he had a deal on a bike for me.
Another chief was shipping out and had to sell his Harley, like right now. He had paid half down and financed the rest. Because of marital problems he had to get rid of the bike before he shipped out. If he didn't his soon to be ex-wife would get the motorcycle and give it to her boyfriend and the chief would rather take a loss on the bike that let the jerk that was nailing his wife get it.
Casey said I could get the bike for what the guy owed on it plus a couple of hundred dollars to the chief. Basically I would be taking over the payments and the bank would be happy. Casey and I went to look at the bike and it was love at first sight. What a magnificent machine, just the thing to ride home to Montana. The Harley was a 2005 Heritage Softail Classic with less than three thousand miles on it.
Chief Jackson, the seller, tossed me the keys and told me to ride it around for awhile. He and Casey would have a beer or two and wait for me. I had ridden the Harley for less than ten minutes and was sold. Depending on the cost, I had just bought a motorcycle. I drove back to Jackson's and parked in front of his house. He and Casey were sitting in front waiting on me.
"You're back pretty quick Lieutenant, I thought you would be gone for at least an hour," Jackson said.
"No need, if we can get together on price I'll take it. And save the Lieutenant crap, I officially got out yesterday. Call me Drew; I'm a civilian puke now. How much Chief?"
"Well Lieutenant, I mean Drew; I owe eight thousand at the bank. I would like that much plus one hundred dollars. The hundred will get me drunk for a week. What'da you say?"
"Eight thousand one hundred huh? I can't do it Jackson," I answered.
"Damn Drew I can't go any lower than that, the bank has to be paid," Jackson complained.
"No I think nine thousand is all I could spend on the bike. What'da you say Chief?" I know, why spend money I didn't have to. But Jackson was getting the shaft put to him by his wife; no need for me to pile on. Besides I was going to spend twelve thousand for a bike that wasn't as nice as this one. All that and yeah, I'm soft hearted. Maybe I was soft in the head too?
"Who taught you how to negotiate a deal, Santa Claus? You sure Drew?"
"Jackson a man with your thirst should have more than one hundred dollars to depend on. Take or leave it."
Needless to say, I rode my new bike back to my room that night. Casey followed in his car and stopped to say a final good bye. I was leaving in the morning at first light.
"That was a nice thing you did, kid. I'm proud to have served with you Lieutenant." He snapped to attention and gave me a parade ground salute. Then he slapped me on the shoulder and left. Casey never got to visit me in Montana and go fishing at the ranch.
I found out much later that he was killed in a training accident two weeks after I left. Chief Casey will be missed by the U.S. Navy, the kids he helped at the church and his multitude of friends and fellow sailors. Mostly, he will be missed by a lowly ex-Lieutenant he befriended. God Bless you Chief.
The next morning at sun up I began an epic journey home. It was epic to me if to nobody else. It is almost twenty five hundred miles to the ranch. If I rode straight through, I could make it in about thirty six hours and die when I got there.
Riding a motorcycle is not like driving a car. A bike takes a lot more out of you physically than driving a car. You have to control the bike all the time. Maybe someone conditioned for long rides could have gone non-stop, but I wasn't in that type of condition.
My plan was to put in about ten to twelve hours a day on the interstate highways and hope to get in eight hours a day once I got on the secondary roads. Plus I had to allow time for stops to look at interesting things.
If I could average five hundred miles a day, I could get there in five days. Maybe I would have to allow another day for sightseeing. A plane would have been faster, but this way I got to buy a motorcycle and I would see a lot of the interior of the U.S. Good deal all around, I thought.
It actually took me eight days to get home. I did some exploring on the back roads and ran into bad weather a few times. When it rained more than a little, I would hole up in some small town and wait it out. I didn't want to take the chance of dumping the bike, or me.
There may a prettier place to ride a bike than into the Madison River Valley, but I've never seen it. Until I do, my valley will suit my needs. I finally pulled into the drive at my home under a full moon, shut off the bike and sat there taking it all in. Sitting on my bike in front of the house killed all the second guessing I had been doing. Finally, I was back home. I felt complete and ready to start working on my dream.
I must have sat there for twenty minutes, thankful to be back. The screen door to the house banged open and my sister came shooting across the yard toward me.
"Drew, Drew," she screamed. "Mom, Dad, Drew's back home." I climbed off the bike and she jumped into my arms.
"Hello Chante, my you have grown into a woman, while I've been gone." I looked over her shoulder and saw Mom and Dad standing on the porch. They had stood in the same place and the same way when I left to report to the Navy. I sat Chante back on her feet and walked to my parents.
I stepped onto the porch and my mother said, "Tanyan yahi (welcome home) Lakota." My mother uses the people's language when things are important to her.
"Hau Huku," I replied. (Hello mother) "Hiya Pop, how you doing?"
"I see you brought me a big Harley to use to herd the horses." Dad was laughing.
The next hour was spent with my mother trying to stuff me to over full with food, me telling everyone about my trip and then explaining about the bike.
"So you bought it just to help out this Chief Jackson, did you?" My dad has a wicked sense of humor.
I thought I would rest for a couple of days and then get working on the ranch. The next morning at 0 dark thirty, my dad kicked the end of my bed. "You not on vacation boy, we've got stock to feed and chores need doing. Let's go."
Now I felt like I was really back home. Dad never cut me any slack. He always said that if you just sat and stewed about a problem two things would happen. You wouldn't solve the problem and you would get depressed. There was always too much work to do to be depressed. Dad's sort of cool sometimes.
The next month was spent getting reacquainted with all the things that have to done on a horse ranch. After dinner each evening, I had no trouble getting to sleep. Even with all the changes in my life the last couple of weeks, I was too tired to dwell on any of them. See Dad was right.
My brothers were all working in different places across the world. Hopefully they could all get home soon. The three of them had made careers for themselves outside our valley. James works as a driller on oil rigs all over the world. Brian lives in Seattle and did something with airplanes. Donovan was teaching at some upscale school in California. My sister Chante would start school at Montana State in Bozeman in the fall. That was my old school.
On a Sunday evening, Mom, Dad, Chante, and I were sitting on the porch watching the sun sink down behind the mountains. We were reminiscing about some of the people I knew from the valley, you know what were they doing, who married who, how many kids did they have, that type of thing.
"You ever hear from Caitlyn, Drew," Chante asked me. Chante had liked Caitlyn very much. Mainly because Caitlyn had listen to her when Chante talked. We brothers tended to ignore our little sister.
"I haven't talked to her since she called me to tell she had fallen in love with some guy named James. Something like that always seems to kill a relationship," I answered Chante. If I didn't know better I would say I sounded bitter.
"Still bothers you some does it boy?" Dad said. "Did you ever call her or write her to tell her or ask her to wait for a couple of years?"



"No, Dad. She made it plain that she wanted this guy instead of me. I wasn't going to be second choice," I told him with a little heat.
"Lakota, I never thought I would see you give up. Get beat maybe, but not give up," Dad said. Dad never called me Lakota unless he was upset with me. He sounded a little disappointed.
"What could I do, she told me not to come see her when I came home on leave. She said she didn't want to hurt me, but I think she didn't want James to know about us. So I just stayed away."
"Son, have you ever heard the story of John Little Bear?" My dad was smiling when he asked that. I thought and then shook my head no.
"Sean, don't. Lakota doesn't need to hear that story. It will just confuse him," my mother said. Now I was curious.
"I wish the Lakota Sioux had a word for bullshit. It will give the boy something to think about. Besides, I like to brag about it." Dad was laughing. Mom was blushing.
"When I met your mother she was tending a Native American handicraft stall at the festival in Butte. There was a young man with her, one John Little Bear. I didn't know that your mother and John were sort of engaged. Their families had an understanding that Chayton and John would marry some day." Dad stopped to get a fresh cup of coffee.
"It wouldn't have made any difference to me if I had known. I bought some trinket from her just to get a little closer to her. She gave me my change and looked into my eyes as she thanked me. I felt what the Italians call "the Thunder Bolt", and I knew. I told your mother that I would marry her someday."
Mom broke in with, "I was so shocked, not because of what your father said, but because I felt the same attraction that he did. John saw the look that passed between us and heard what Sean said. John wasn't a happy man right then."
My father smiled at my mother and continued, "I knew there would be trouble when John followed me out of the festival grounds. He came up to me and told me to stay away from Chayton. She is my woman he said. I told him, he couldn't be sure if he had to warn me away. Then I said that "Wakan Tanka" (the Great Spirit) told me the woman was mine. He hesitated and I walked away."
Both of my parents held hands and kissed. Dad said, "I guess John was more spiritual than I am. He believed me I guess and told Chayton that they should pray to see what the Great Spirit wanted them to do.
I went back on the final day of the festival and brought you mother home with me. About three days later John finally decided that he didn't care what the Great Spirit said, he wanted your mother and came to get your mother back. He was to be disappointed because we were married the day after we left Butte. We were married in the church and a week later we were married according to Sioux traditions."
Chante said, "That is a very romantic story. Dad you have a touch of the blarney in you though. Did it really happen that way?"
"That's the way it really happened honey," Dad answered. "And I hope it gives Drew some ideas."
"Caitlyn is probably married by now," I said. "Besides I don't know where she is."
"She is still living in Bozeman, I checked the day after you got home. She is a loan office at our bank, the Wells Fargo branch in Bozeman. If she is married you can take her and her husband out to dinner as an old friend, but you don't know do you?" Dad had a unique talent for cutting through the bullshit.
For the first time since I came home, I had trouble getting to sleep that night. My dad had challenged me to go see Caitlyn. What if she was married? What if she wasn't? Would she even want to see me? Why wouldn't she want to see me, we had been good friends. See what I mean, my mind was on a treadmill and no way to get off.
I had so much work for the next few days that I couldn't even think of going to look for Caitlyn. The motorcycle was great, but I couldn't use it on the ranch, so I decided to buy a truck. It didn't have to be a new one, just something that was dependable and ran well. The only place to look for trucks, new or used, was Bozeman. Anyway, that's what I told myself.
George the hired hand working at the ranch had talked about moving on at the end of the summer, he was only staying that long to help my dad. After I got home and started to work around the place, George decided that he would leave right away.
The first day I put on work clothes my dad had put me on the payroll. After George left I got a raise and I planned on financing a truck. The money I had saved while in the Navy I planned to use for a computer system for the ranch. I was going to combine both of my majors to make the ranch more profitable.
There is no such thing as weekends off on a ranch, although we did take off Sunday as much as possible. On Monday, just another work day, I fired up the Harley and rode to Bozeman. It felt good to be on the bike again as I hadn't done more than start it since I came home. I had arranged with Dad to take two or three days off to find a truck. Oh yeah, and maybe look up Caitlyn.
Bozeman is a little over an hour's ride. I rode around when I got there looking things over. I had spent four years here at Montana State University. The place hadn't changed much.
Once again I had used the telephone to do some scouting. The largest auto dealer in the area is Billion Auto Group and had several trucks that sounded like what I wanted. I looked at 3 or 4 trucks and Billion Chevy had a really nice, used ¾ ton Silverado 4x4, extended cab with a full size bed. It was two years old, had low miles and would be a perfect truck for the ranch.
The manager was Jim Hickman, a classmate at college whom I hadn't seen for three years. He decided we should adjourn to a nearby tavern to negotiate the price on the truck. It took two or three beers to meet in the middle and a deal was made.
"Okay, you're stealing the truck, Drew. But you do have to pay for it, how do you want to handle it? Do you want us to set up a loan for you?"
"No, I think I will go to the Wells Fargo branch here and set it up myself. My folks bank at the branch in Ennis and I have my accounts there also. That should be enough to get a loan approved. If not, I will just pay cash," I told Jim.
Even though I had just moved back into the area, I had spent my whole life here. My parents ran a lot of money through the bank and my savings account would more than cover the cost of the truck. I didn't think there would be any problem.
"At least you'll have an "in" at Wells Fargo. Remember Caitlyn Brady? She's a loan office there," Jim said.
"Oh really, I didn't know that," I lied to Jim. Of course I knew Caitlyn worked there. She was the reason I was going to set up my own loan rather than let the dealership do it. Do things this way, it wouldn't seem like I was stalking her. I was but it wouldn't look like it. This lowly ex-Lieutenant wasn't always dumb.
I offered Jim a check to hold the truck until I got my loan, but he said my word was good. He gave me all the paper work I would need and the only thing left to do was to go to the bank.
The bank lobby was very large and I asked the lady at the information desk to see a loan officer concerning an auto loan. She picked up and dialed the phone and told me someone would be right with me. I waited for a few minutes and then heard someone walk up behind me.
"Home is the sailor, home from the sea." It was Caitlyn. "Hello Drew, long time."
"Well, hi Caitlyn. Do you work here?" I was trying to act surprised.
"Don't give me that, your dad told you I work here. He was the one that gave me a heads up that you were coming in," She told me.
There goes my whole plan, blow out of the water by a diabolical father. "I'll have a few words with him when I get home," I mumbled.
"Don't be mad at him. He was trying to protect you and me. If I didn't want to see you, his warning gave me a chance to have someone else handle your business." Caitlyn was defending my dad, she always did like him.
"Okay, I guess he thought he was helping. Anyway, I still need a loan to buy a truck. Let's get back to that, shall we?" I was embarrassed and wanted to get out as soon as possible.
"Your loan has already been approved. The history that your family has with the bank and your accounts are more than enough for approval. Give Vicky here the VIN and paper work and she'll finish the contract for us. We can go get a coffee while she does. Okay?"
I was at a loss for words and just nodded. Caitlyn took my arm and led me to a coffee shop next to the bank. Long cup of coffee, we were gone for over an hour. When we got back I had a contract to sign and the truck was mine. Caitlyn had to go to a meeting, but before she left she asked me when I was going back to the ranch.
"I thought I would stay over tonight. Jim is going to service the truck for me today and tomorrow I'll load the bike onto the truck and head home," I told her. I was going to ask to see her again and then Caitlyn surprised me.
Caitlyn paused and then asked, "Could we have dinner tonight?"
"I don't think, James is it, would like you going to dinner with an old boyfriend, do you."
"James isn't in the picture anymore, so don't worry about that. I would like to have dinner with my friend. How about it, Drew?"
Now what do you think I told her? This was what I wanted all along. "Sure Kitty, I'm staying at the Hilton, want to eat there about 6:00?
"Wow no one has called me Kitty in a long time, I miss it. Okay, 6:00 at the Hilton, see you then." With that Caitlyn left for her meeting.
Getting ready to meet Caitlyn, I was really nervous. I don't know why I was so tense; I mean this was just about the rest of my life here. I changed shirts three times and jeans once. There wasn't an ounce of difference between them; it was just that I was freaking out. Finally at 5:45 I went to the restaurant, I couldn't wait in my room any longer.
Caitlyn was already there at a table in the corner. The hostess met me at the door, but I saw Caitlyn, never broke stride and walked right passed the lady. Caitlyn stood up and gave me a hug and we sat down next to each other. By the way, she was beautiful. The pretty young girl that I knew had grown into a stunning young woman.
Dinner conversation was mostly reminiscing about old classmates, my career and the places I had been stationed, and some of my plans for the ranch. We didn't talk about anything substantial; we were getting to know each other again. After dinner we went into the lounge for a nightcap and to continue talking.
We had a couple of drinks, I repeat a couple meaning two. Then I couldn't ignore the 600 pound gorilla sitting in our booth any longer. "You said James was out of the picture Kitty. I heard a year or so ago that you two were engaged."
"We were engaged for over a year. But neither of us pushed to set a date for the wedding. James is a good guy, but I finally figured out that the thing I liked most about James was that he was here. I think we both liked the idea of being a couple more than we loved each other. We met one evening, right here in this lounge in fact, and broke off our engagement."
"I'm sorry Kitty," I told her.
Caitlyn actually laughed a little. "No you're not Drew. Admit it; you're happy that I'm single. Come on admit it." Caitlyn was laughing while she said this.
"Okay, I admit it. Stop laughing and listen to me while I make an ass out of myself. I still care about you Kitty. Care about you hell, I love you. Probably more than I should. When my dad told me that you were still here I got excited. You're the reason I came to Bozeman to find a truck and you're the reason I financed it with your bank. Even if you didn't handle my loan, I was going to see you."
I had to stop for some liquid courage and then continued, "I had and have hopes of us picking up where we left off. You don't have to give me an answer tonight, but think about it please."
Caitlyn smiled at me, said she had a busy day tomorrow and she needed to get home to prepare for it. I walked her to her car and gave her a kiss on the cheek as I said good night. In my room I thought about our evening and decided that there was a chance. At least she hadn't said no to continuing our relationship. Yet. Maybe my dad was smarter than I thought.
The next morning about 9:00 I was at the car lot loading the bike into my new truck. I shook hands with Jim and said good bye with all the usual let's go fishing, or let's have a beer sometime conversation.
Jim looked over my shoulder as we finished our good bye and said, "You have company I think."
I turned around and there was Caitlyn. She had a smile on her face and a suit case in her hand. "Got room for a passenger?" She asked me.
My ability to think quickly only kept her waiting for almost a minute before I answered, "Sure, where can I take you?"
"I have to get to my new job in Ennis. The bank there needed a loan officer and I volunteered to transfer to that branch."
"Oh, why would you want to work in such a small town?" See how quick on my feet I am. Sometimes I'm so slow I wonder how I even got to college.
"Are you really that dumb or is it all an act to lure an unsuspecting young woman into your trap? You ass, I want to be with you too. I love you too Drew."
"Wait, we just met up again yesterday. How could you arrange a transfer almost overnight?" Now I was really confused.
"The transfer was approved a couple of weeks ago. I put it into the works when your dad called me to tell me you were home and that you were by yourself," Caitlyn answered smiling the whole time. "I'll get a room at the hotel until I can find a place to live and we will take this thing between us as far as we can ride it."
The morning had been overcast with low hanging clouds and no sun. Finding Caitlyn with her suitcase and her wanting to go with me was like the sun coming out and burning off the haze. I know I know, that's hokey and mushy and all the other stuff you're going to say, but that's how I felt. For the first time since I came home I felt really peaceful. Excited yes, but peaceful in my heart.
I just stood there like the village idiot when I should have grabbed her and held her close. Thank god Caitlyn has more sense than I do. She stepped over to me, put her hands behind my head, pulled my face down and kissed me. It's a good thing one of us acted or I may have stood there looking at her forever.
Caitlyn looked into my eyes and said, "You remember I told you that the best thing about James was that he was here? Well the worst thing about him was that he wasn't you. I let you go because I didn't think I wanted to wait for you and that's all I've been doing. Waiting for you to come back. I didn't realize it then, but I do now."
"No, I can't," I finally spoke.
Caitlyn looked shocked. "But you said last night that you still loved me."
"I mean no, I can't let you stay in a hotel. It would take up too much time driving back and forth from the ranch to see you and I have a lot of work to do. We have plenty of room at the ranch house, you can stay with us. It's has five bedrooms and only two of them are being used. If you like, I have a very large bedroom and you can share it with me."
"I think we should take it a little slower than that, but I do want us to be together, to see if we can continue from where we were," Caitlyn answered me. "It would be much nicer to stay at the ranch instead of the hotel. I like your mom and dad a lot so it would be like a visit with friends," She was giggling as she said this. She was kidding, I think.
Caitlyn's suitcase was put behind the seat and we climbed in for the ride home. "Is that all you're taking with you? I thought women had to have a lot of stuff when they travel. My dad was always complaining about how much my sister packed when we traveled," I was curious.
"This will get me by for a week or so. I had planned to get the rest of my things in a week or so. If this worked out, by this I mean us." Caitlyn said.
"What do you mean, if this worked out? Are you having doubts now?" Now I was worried again. I'm like an old woman sometimes, always borrowing trouble instead of having faith.
"No, no doubts now. I knew you were home and knew you were coming to Bozeman. I didn't know that you would try to find me and I hadn't planned on you coming to my bank. My transfer was already set up and I thought I would make a point to see you in Ennis." Caitlyn stopped to catch her breath and continued.
"My transfer to the Wells Fargo branch in Ennis had been discussed before your dad called me. There is a lot of development going on in the Madison River Valley and the area in general. The bank wants to expand its market in that area and they need a full time loan officer. Ergo me."
I was paying so much attention to Caitlyn, looking at her and taking her in, that I almost ran off the road. "Damn," I shouted, and got the truck back on the pavement.
"If you can't drive and talk at the same time, I'll be quiet until it's safe to talk," Caitlyn laughed at me. I frowned at her and motioned for her to go on with her story.
"After your dad called me, I told my boss that I would be willing to go to the Ennis branch on a trial bases. He agreed, but asked if I would go for two months. After two months, I could decide if I wanted to stay. They would train someone to take my place in Bozeman, but if I wanted to come back, the new person could go to Ennis."
"You must have a lot of clout at the bank," I said admiringly.
She smiled and told me, "They want to keep me happy. Bozeman is not the financial crossroads of the west and an experienced loan office with a degree doesn't pass through every day. Besides, I'm very good at my job."
I stopped the truck at a scenic overlook to take a break. There was a thermos of coffee in the cab and I poured both of us a cup. I used the excuse that I wanted to check the tie downs on the bike as a reason for stopping. The tie downs were fine, which I knew when I stopped. Talking and just being with Caitlyn was so enjoyable, that I wanted to extend our time together a little.
Back on the road Caitlyn continued with her explanation, "I had planned to approach you in Ennis and then you blew my plans away by coming to the bank to find me. Last night I thought that if I was going to Ennis, I might as well ride with you. I called Jim early this morning and found out when you were picking up your truck and just showed up and begged a ride with you."
Finally after two more stops, we arrived at the ranch house. We didn't really have to stop but we were enjoying our time together. Dad and Mom came out onto the porch as we drove up. As we got out of the truck, Caitlyn ran to my dad and hugged him. She kissed him on the cheek and I heard her say thank you. Dad was surprised by the hug and the kiss but pleased at the attention.
Caitlyn hugged and kissed my mom too. Mom said, "Tanyan yahi, welcome home."
I hugged and kissed my mother too and shook hands with Dad. He gave me a smug little grin and then started laughing at the look on my face. My dad told me to put Caitlyn's things in the room across from mine.
Dad said, "No need in them wearing out the carpet running from the back bedroom to Drew's, put them close together."
"Sean, that's not funny," my mother scolded him.
"Wasn't meant to be funny, just plain common sense if you ask me," Dad defended himself and then laughed again.
The four of us fixed and ate lunch together. After lunch, Caitlyn and I saddled two horses and took a long ride around the ranch. She had been to the ranch before, but only saw the house and barn.
We stopped and got off the horses on the crest of a hill that's at the midpoint of our property. I pointed out the different landmarks and features of the ranch. After the visual tour, we sat on a big rock and enjoyed the scenery for a little bit. I explained my aims and goals for the ranch.



"Kitty, I wanted you to see our land, I wanted to show you my dream. I'm at the ranch and that's part of my dream. The other part is sharing it with someone. You're the one I want to share my dream with. I love you Kitty." I finished.
We sat close together, snuggled, kissed and just enjoyed being together. Then we rode back to the barn. After putting up the horses, we went in for dinner. The rest of the evening was spent in front of the fireplace. There was a feeling of peace sitting there with the three people that I loved the most.
I was in bed and sometime about 11:30, my door opened and a figure stepped into my bedroom. It was really dark and I couldn't really tell who it was. The moon came out from behind a cloud and the light showed me that it was Caitlyn.
She came to the bed, pulled back the covers and got in with me. I think she decided sharing my room was the best way to go.
****************************************************************************
Since then we have been sharing a room for the ten years of our marriage. My folks gave us a piece of the ranch about a mile from the main house as a wedding present. The property has a creek running through it at the base of a small hill and we built a house on the crest of that hill.
Dad and Mom made me a full partner in the ranch after two years. They said I deserved it because my ideas helped to increase the ranch income by thirty per cent.
My goals have been met. I got an education to help me work on my dream. The dream of working on the ranch has been achieved.
The final part of the dream has come true also, I married Caitlyn and we have three children.
Quote: Life goes on.
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Sometimes patience is a virtue and sometimes it will make you lose what you want most in the world. That's what happened to me. I was patient, played it slow, and waited for the right time to make my move. I was patient and cool and all I got was shit on.
I should introduce myself before we go any farther. My name is Andrew Thomas Murphy. Everyone calls me Drew. I am 28, 6 feet two and about 215 pounds. My family consists of my parents and 5 children. I have three older brothers and a younger sister. My folks wanted a big family and they got it in spades.
Enough, let's continue with my story.
I went to and graduated from college to become a techno geek. Granted I don't look like the stereotypical geek, but that's what I am. If a computer gets sick, I can fix it. Not to be immodest but I am the best IT consultant in a three state area. It doesn't matter if the problem is software, hardware, or gremlins, I can fix it.
After college I went to work for a large company as one of their IT guys. I managed to stay with them for 3 years. The atmosphere was oppressive and regimented. The head of the IT department was an older lady. I firmly believe she didn't even know how to turn a computer on much less how to run an IT department. If you have ever known or been around techno geeks, you know we don't work like machines. We live in our own little world, at least at work.
As I said, I lasted 3 years and then I escaped. I had saved some money and decided to start my own IT consultant firm. Some firm, one salesman slash consultant and me. The salesman was Bobby Jensen, he worked on commission and I took care of the rest of the business. Bobby and I had grown up together and he was my best friend. I felt that if anyone had by back it was Bobby. Yeah well, we all make mistakes.
Our firm began to grow very quickly. After the first 8 months, I had to hire another consultant and a full time secretary office manager type. Her name was Kelly Ryan. She was maybe the perfect Irish lass 24 with long auburn hair, green eyes and a smile that could light up a city block. I was lost during the first week of working with her.
Bobby and I were having a working lunch plotting a course of action. A large company in the area was thinking about contracting for their IT needs. We wanted that contract as it would triple our firm's income. While talking, I mentioned Kelly several times. She had been with us for about six months and was doing a great job. She seemed to care about the firm almost as much as I did.
"You sound like you're interested in Kelly and I don't mean from a business point of view," Bobby said grinning at me. "When are you going to ask her out?"
"I have to be careful about that. If she doesn't feel the same way, it could be awkward. I'll just be patient until I see if she feels the same way about me." (There's that word again) We dropped the discussion about Kelly and got back to our battle plans.
Three weeks later, all our hard work paid off. We got the IT contract and the company was sitting in tall cotton. I invited everyone to a celebration at the nearby steak house. Dinner and drinks were on the firm. Now that we could afford it.
After a great dinner, we moved our celebration into the lounge. A band was playing so Kelly and I danced a little. Then Bobby and Kelly danced a little. We were almost giddy with joy at our success. Kelly had a little too much to drink and asked me to call her a cab. Before I could offer to drive her home, Bobby jumped in. He said he lived in the same general area as Kelly and it made more sense for him to take her home. It was logical because I lived on the other side of town. I left shortly after Bobby and Kelly.
After that night, Bobby and Kelly started to date on a steady basis. I was really pissed off because my best friend gave me the shaft. I know, I hadn't said anything to Kelly, but Bobby knew how I felt. It's a "man law"; you don't go after a girl that your best friend is interested in. I didn't know which hurt the most, losing Kelly or Bobby making a run at her.
My first reaction was to tear Bobby a new one. He knew how I felt about Kelly, but he made a run at her anyway. I decided to keep things to myself and be patient. (Damn word again) Things would mellow out. One of the effects of Bobby's betrayal was I lost my trust in him. If he could stab me in the back this way, what else would he do?
Bobby and Kelly had been dating for three months when they announced their engagement and Bobby asked me to be his best man. I tried to think of a way to say no, without letting Bobby know that I thought he was an ass. Then Kelly came to me and almost begged me to do it. She said she knew that I was Bobby's best friend and that she cares for me too. What could I do? I said yes.
Two months passed and Bobby began to drink a little too much. He started to come into work late almost every day. I mean an hour or more late and there were also a few appointments that he missed. The third morning he was late in the same week, I called him into my office.
"What's going on Bobby? Being late and missing appointments isn't like you. You're drinking a lot more too. Talk to me."
"If I want to have a couple of drinks it's none of your business, Drew," Bobby said.
"When it affects your job and this company, you damn well better believe it's my business," I responded with anger. "You helped make this company and now you're helping to run it into the ground. This is your only warning.
Get your head out. No more missed appointments, no more coming in an hour later. The drinking is your choice, but if it affects this company you're gone. You understand? Now go home and sober up. You can come back fresh in the morning, or not. Your choice," I ordered as I ran down.
The next morning Bobby came to work on time. He was bright eyed, bushy tailed, and eager to work. Maybe my talk did some good. I found out later that his change was more a result of Kelly giving him a major ass chewing. Whatever, he was back on track.
Another two months passed and the problem with Bobby seemed to have been corrected. Now a new bump in the road arose. This time the problem was with Kelly. She became very moody around the office. Her work didn't suffer, but she was liable to start crying over seemingly nothing. When I approached her, I was told that she was fine and that nothing was wrong.
(For those of you not familiar with the ways of women; don't believe those answers of fine and there's nothing wrong. It only means that they will wait and zing you with the real problem when you least expect it.)
I was at home settling down with the first and only drink of the evening. It was a ritual to have a bourbon to relax from the stress of the day. A little aside here: I believe that drinking alone is the height of stupidity. A drink because you like bourbon or whatever is okay. More than one or two is just dumb. Alone you have no one to debate with or to impress. Okay, end of sermon, sorry.
My bourbon was at the half way point and the phone rang. I let it go to voice mail because I didn't want to get up unless it was something important. The caller was Kelly and I was able to pick up the phone before she finished with her message. She seemed to be very upset.
"Hi Kelly, it's me. What do you need?"
"Oh Drew, Bobby has fallen off the wagon. We had an argument and he stormed out of here. I don't know where he is and I'm worried. My car is in the shop and I can't go look for him. Can you track him down for me?"
The last thing I wanted to do was to babysit Bobby. I still hadn't forgotten him stabbing me in the back with Kelly. She was almost in tears and I couldn't stand it. Even though she and Bobby were engaged, it didn't stop the way I felt about her. I had to help, if only for her sake.
"Sure Kelly, don't worry. I'll find him and see what's up. I'll call you when I find him."
"Thanks Drew. Bobby told me that you warned him that if his production didn't pick up you would let him go and he got depressed. I'm afraid if he gets drunk, he won't be able to work tomorrow," Kelly told me.
"He told you what?" I couldn't believe his lies. "Kelly that's not what happened. He was coming in over an hour late two or three times a week and there were several appointments he missed due to drinking. I told him if he was that late again or if he missed anymore appointments that he was gone. Nothing was said about production."
"Bobby lied to me?" Kelly seemed shocked. "Why would he tell me that?"
"I don't know Kelly. Maybe he was trying to save face. You'll have to talk to him about that. I'll call if I find him. Good night." If I talked to her any more I would have told her that Bobby had turned into an ass. It would be easier on Kelly if I kept my opinion to myself.
So I started the great search for my "friend" Bobby. There were two or three watering holes that he liked. Those were the first ones I checked. I found him at the lounge at the Hyatt. He was sitting at the bar flirting with the bar maid. She was cute but she couldn't compete with Kelly, at least in my eyes.
I walked up behind Bobby and just stood there. He wasn't aware I was there and continued his line with the girl. I tapped him on the shoulder and the smile dropped off his face when he saw me.
"What the hell Bobby? What are you doing? You do remember our talk don't you?" I couldn't seem to slow down with the questions.
"Hi boss. I'm not drunk, just having a couple. What are you doing here?" He seemed puzzled to see me.
"Kelly called me, she told me about your fight and that you walked out. She's worried and asked me to find you," I answered him.
"She shouldn't have called you, it's wasn't that big of a deal. You know just a lover's spat," he said. I wasn't convinced.
I got a beer from the girl and said to Bobby, "Let's grab a booth and talk buddy. C'mon Bobby we're friends, maybe I can help." I didn't know about the friends part, but I had to say something to get him to talk to me. We adjourned to a booth and then the flood gates opened. Bobby explained why he was in an uproar.
Bobby began his rant. "My apartment lease is up and Kelly wants me to move into her apartment. She doesn't like the life style at my place. Her car is in the shop and it's going to cost a lot to get it fixed and my car is going to need some work pretty soon too. I guess the biggest problem is Kelly wants to get married right away and I want a long engagement."
"Sound like life to me buddy. It's not a fantasy world. I know that's not what you wanted to hear but its reality. Most men would kill to be in your shoes. Why does she want to get married so quickly? That is a change from what you guys said in the office last month."
"Kelly's pregnant and she wants' to get married before she starts showing. I'm not ready to be a father. I don't even know if I'm ready to be a husband." He surprised me with that info. "Some of the women I have been running into make me wonder if I should be married," he admitted.
"Bobby the grass is always greener on the other side of the hill until you have to mow the lawn. Don't be a total ass. Kelly is a great person, much better than the bar pickings you used to run with. Why did you ask her to marry you if you wanted to be single?"
He said it seemed to be the thing to do at the time. I just sat and looked at him as my anger built. I had a hard time holding my temper. Finally I said, "Come on jerk face, let's get you home. You'll feel better in the morning." As we left the lounge, I called Kelly and told her he would be home soon. I followed him to Kelly's place. I wanted to make sure he made it safely and also wanted to make sure he didn't run off to another bar.
The next few days at the office everything seemed fairly normal. Bobby was on time and Kelly seemed more like her old self. We were in a slow period, but we usually were at this time of the year. Over the next three weeks, Bobby worked longer hours trying to drum up business. Things were going ok, and our business began to pick up. Then a bombshell landed right in the middle of our little family. Kelly lost the baby.
She was off work for several days and when she did come back she was a little down. That was understandable, what wasn't understandable was Bobby leaving her alone 3 to 4 nights a week. I didn't find out about that until Kelly again called to ask for my help in finding Bobby. It seems he hadn't been home for two days.
Once again I tracked him down. He was at a honky tonk just outside of town. This time he was sitting in a booth with two ladies. I use the term ladies advisedly. One was a little older and looked like she had been rode hard and put away wet. The other was our age but looked like she had lived a hard life.
I stood in front of the booth until the threesome noticed me and I could see Bobby sort of cringe when he saw me. At my suggestion the two women left Bobby and I alone. It cost me a couple of drinks to get them to leave. "Okay Bobby now what is the problem now?"
"Same thing Drew. I decided I don't want to be married. I was going to go ahead and marry Kelly because of the baby. She lost the baby so there is no need to get married now."
"What about Kelly? How does she feel about your decision? Or does she even know you're dumping her?"
Bobby answered, "I haven't told Kelly yet. I don't want to hurt her. I thought maybe that you would break the news to her. She likes you Drew and it would be easier coming from you. Will you help me, pal?"
I had to hold myself back from breaking his face at that point. A second round of drinks was ordered and I was able to gain my control waiting on them. The drinks were delivered just about the same time that I decided I couldn't allow Bobby to get away scot free.
"You are an arrogant, self centered, low life son of a bitch, Bobby. You really expect me to help you out with this bullshit. What a total crock. Bobby you made a run at Kelly, when you knew how I felt about her. Didn't make any difference, whatever Bobby wants he gets, right?"
I was just getting started. "After pulling a Judas act on me you won her heart. Then you decide you don't want to play that game anymore, so you are just walking away. You don't even have the cohones to tell her yourself and you want me to do your dirty work. Well I won't do it. Gonna have to suck it up and be a man this time Bobby. Man hell, you're just a piece of garbage."
"Now just a minute Drew, you have no reason to talk to me that way," Bobby said with anger.
"No reason? After what you are doing to Kelly, not to mention what you did to me, you're damned lucky I don't shoot you. I just don't think you're worth the cost of a bullet."
Bobby just sat there and took what I was saying. I'm glad he did because if he had argued with me or tried leave I would have beaten him so bad he wouldn't have been able to walk. We stared at each other, not talking for about sixty seconds.
I made my decision on what to do. "Bobby you're history. Don't come back to the office, I'll have your stuff sent to you. If I ever see you around my company again, I will break both your legs to start with."
"You can't do that," Bobby sputtered. "I will have.......
"Shut up you piece of crap. I can and I will. You are going to go home to Kelly and be nice to her tonight. Tonight is Friday so tomorrow you will tell her how you feel and what you are going to do."
"The hell I will. You fired me so you can't make me do that. I'll pick up my stuff when she is at work and be gone like a shot." Bobby was getting belligerent.
"If you expect to get your midyear bonus and a good recommendation from me, you will do what I tell you. In addition, if you don't do what I tell you I will kick your ass into the middle of next week. It's going to be tough on Kelly, but she deserves to have a chance to kick your ass in person."
"You can't keep my bonus, I earned that money," he whined.
"Maybe so, but it's a bonus. It's not like a 401K or profit sharing or pension and I don't have to give it to you. It's at my discretion. What do you say, Bobby? You've got until I finish my beer to make up your mind."
I could see the wheels turning in Bobby's mind. He would have a tough time keeping his life style without that money and without a chance at a job. Bobby decided he would accept my "kind" offer.
My weekend wasn't the best. Especially when Kelly called me Saturday afternoon and told me that she and Bobby were through. He had moved out and was going to leave town. Kelly also gave me a message from Bobby telling me he was quitting. I didn't dispute the fact. It was easier on Kelly if she didn't know I had forced Bobby to face her.
The next two weeks at the office were very somber. Kelly didn't miss any work but she was depressed most of the time. Finally, about three weeks after Bobby left, she began to come out of it. Kelly began to smile and even laughed a couple of times and she began to heal. She had suffered a lot recently, first losing the baby and then her husband to be. I admired her strength to keep on keeping on.
My firm was growing and I hired two more consultants and an assistant for Kelly. She decided to take some classes and she hoped to become an IT consultant too. In the mean time I was able to give her some on the job training. Two months later and the company had our midyear dinner. We now had six employees at dinner, including me. It was at the same steak house and after dinner we again went into the lounge.
"I'll buy the first round and then you're on your own folks." These people were almost like family to me. "If you have more than two, leave you keys with me and I'll pay for the taxi to take you home."
I was sitting at a table alone when Kelly took the chair next to me. She looked at me for a second and then asked me, "Why didn't you ever ask me out, Drew? I thought you were going to ask me, but then you seemed to back off."
How much should I tell her? What would be easier for her? I decided that I had never lied to her and I wasn't going to start now.
"Kelly I wanted to ask you for a date, but I was afraid that if you said no I might jeopardize our friendship and our working relationship. By the time I decided I should ask you anyway, Bobby and you were an item. Shortly afterwards you were engaged."
"Bobby was such a snake and I didn't see it until it was too late. You know, I was going to break our engagement but then I got pregnant. I thought that the baby would need a home with two parents so I didn't say anything to Bobby."
"Wow, that's a revelation, I didn't know that. I never told you this, but I am sorry about Bobby. He had me fooled too. At least until he started drinking too much."
"You don't know it, but the only reason I started dating Bobby was because it didn't look like you were interested," Kelly confessed. "I sort of fell in love with falling in love and let things go much too far."
"I wished I had asked you. Maybe all the garbage wouldn't have happened to you."
Kelly had a funny little grin on her face and said, "There is no Bobby, no engagement, and I'm still waiting for you to ask me out. Are you going to?"
I guess I'm not as smart as I thought. The idea of Kelly and I dating hadn't crossed my mind yet. I can be pretty dense sometimes. "Kelly would you like to go a movie with me tomorrow night?"
She giggled and said, "Finally. Yes I would like that."
Kelly and I have been dating for six months now. We didn't rush ourselves and spent a lot of time getting to know each other. She had been through enough and I wanted her to be sure. I was sure months ago. I know some of you will say I was Kelly's second choice. I don't see it that way.



If I had asked her out and she chose Bobby instead of me, then I guess I would have been her second choice. That wasn't the case because I never asked her out. Even if I had been second choice, I would have still be chosen.
We have just recently begun to have sleep overs. I was ready on the first date, but then again I'm a man. Men don't need a reason to make love, just a place. I didn't want to push Kelly too fast after her last relationship. It was Kelly that suggested I stay over at her place after a night out.
Our company's yearend dinner is next week. Kelly and I will make our announcement after dinner. Everyone will be invited to the wedding.
Quote: Life goes on.
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There are no graphic sex scenes in this story, sorry.
This story is based on a true life experience. I have embellished the facts a little, but not as much as I normally have to. Thanks to my wife for her help in keeping me grounded and somewhere in the realm of reality.
Constructive comments are requested and welcome. My email is shown on the web site. Thanks for reading my story. Enjoy.
Things change. A statement of fact. As you grow older your aims, goals and dreams change. Your philosophy will change as you're shaped by the experiences in your life. In my case, once I became an adult, I have had two philosophies or creeds that have stayed constant.
One: You, and I, are responsible for our actions and for the consequences of those actions.
Two: Before you criticize me, walk a mile in my shoes. And if you still don't like what I'm doing, then deal with it. I'm not likely to change.
Basically your opinion of me or my actions doesn't matter. I answer to God, my loved ones, my friends, and myself. I don't want or need and will not accept judgment by a bunch of do gooders, politically correct phonies, and hypocrites. They can judge me; I just won't pay any attention to them.
Well, let's get on with the story. You can't understand all this talk about philosophies without knowing the circumstances behind them.
My name is William Ambrose Connelly, please don't ever call me Ambrose, I am named after two of my ancestors. I answer to William or Will, but not to Bill or Willie. At the time of my story, I had just turned 25 and was full of myself. As with most young men, I knew everything and was smarter than everyone else. I was young, strong, and invincible; that is until life jumped up and slapped me in the face.
There was a family reunion being held at the lower end of Johnson Shut-Ins State Park in Missouri. The Shut-Ins are an area of granite rock and boulders thrust up by volcanoes, millions of years ago. The Black River flows through these rocks creating water slides, deep pools, and great swimming holes. These rocks sort of "shut in" the river and turned the waterway into a play ground. Hence the name Shut-Ins. It's a nice area and a beautiful place to play in the water, climb the rocks surrounding the river and just generally have a good time.
The reunion was a big deal lasting seven or eight days and my family was there in force. Dad, Mom, my two younger brothers and an older sister went to the reunion. The whole family, including my grandparents, drove down from St. Louis on Wednesday and planned to stay until Sunday. I wasn't able to go as I was working.
After high school I had knocked around for two years trying to decide what I wanted to do. Now I was a journeyman mechanic working at a motorcycle dealership. My best friend Ron and his family owned the shop and Ron got me the job. It was a way for me to make money for college or until I decided what I wanted to do with my life; I was still there after five years. Ron worked in the front office and in sales after working his way up.
When I started at the shop, there was some natural resentment from the other mechanics toward me. I was a friend of the owner's son and they didn't think I would pull my own weight. They found out different within the first few months. Not only did I work on the bikes, but I did clean up around the shop and grounds, helped with stocking of parts, and any other job that needed to be done. It wasn't long before they knew that I was one of them and not just a freeloading friend of the owner's son.
The family reunion was scheduled at a very busy time of the year for the motorcycle shop because the new models were arriving. They had to be taken out of the crates, assembled, tuned, and gotten ready for the sales floor. Getting these bikes ready was part of my job as the junior man at the shop. Because of this influx of new bikes, I wasn't able to go to the family reunion until the weekend. I planned on leaving very early Saturday morning for the three hour ride.
I guess the other mechanics had accepted me because two of them gave me a hand getting the new bikes ready. They even stayed after hours on two nights to help me. Because of their help I planned to leave work at noon on Friday and ride my Harley to the reunion. I never made it.
Friday morning at 2:45 A.M., the Taum Sauk Reservoir Dam broke. It sent over a billion gallons of water rushing downstream through Johnson Shut Ins Park. My whole family was killed in the flood. We had a radio on at the shop during the morning and heard the news bulletin about the catastrophe. The state had set up a hot line for information on the victims. I called and found out about my family. At 25, I was all alone.
There were arrangements to be made and it was up to me to do them all. I organized the funerals for my parent's, my brothers and sister. It was a service that encompassed the five of them. Then I had to do it again for my grandparents. My dad had been their only child and I was the only family member left to handle those things for them too. I matured very quickly during this period. I may have only been 25 physically but mentally I felt like an old man.
Several times at both of the funerals, people came up to talk to me. In addition to expressing their condolences a lot of them would tell me I could be my dad's twin when he was my age. I had never thought much about looking like my dad, but according to those people I did.
Dad and I were both about 6 feet 3. He weighed a bit more than my solid 200 pounds. Even though his hair was more salt and pepper now, I had the same dark hair he had when he was younger. The only difference between us was my blue eyes.
A month later, my dad's attorney told me I was the sole heir to my parent's estate. Estate is a legal term; it didn't mean I was independently wealthy. I was left with a house with no mortgage, two substantial bank accounts, some personal items, and a broken heart. My folks had been my rock, always there for me and always on my side no matter what.
I sold the house for a little less than it was worth, but I wanted a quick sale. All I wanted was to get away, away from the grief and away from being reminded that my family was gone. I rented a storage unit and packed everything I wanted to keep into it. My dad's guns, some pictures, and a few heirlooms that my mother had, went into storage. I paid a year's rental on the unit. The rest of the contents of the house; the clothes, furniture, and the items I didn't want were donated to charity.
A few days before I closed on sale of the house, a lawyer came to see me. He wanted me to sign a class action suit against the Ameren Utility Company. They were the ones that built and ran the Taum Sauk electric dam. The lawyer said I could possibly end up with two million dollars.
As I listened to him and saw the greed in his face, I asked, "Can I have my family back instead?"
He just looked at me, shook his head, and started to talk about money again. It was a big mistake on his part to continue to talk about getting money from my family's death. Did you know that lawyers fly pretty good when propelled by a boot in the ass? He must have gone 8 or 10 feet before he touched down. Needless to say, that was the last time I was contacted by him or any other shyster.
After the house sold, I put the money into an account at the bank; I packed a few things, and hit the road. There was no reason to stay in St. Louis anymore. My Harley, a Heritage Softail Classic, and I headed south. It wasn't until I was half way to my destination that I realized where I was going. Back to my roots I guess you could say, back to the area of my family's heritage. A little town in south east Missouri named Van Buren.
Van Buren is a small town of about a thousand residents about three to four hours south and a little west of St. Louis. It is sort of nestled in a valley among the mountains of the Ozarks. At one time it was just a farming community, but the biggest income producer has become the tourist trade. Current River, a spring fed, clear, and clean stream that separates the north and south side of town is the reason for the rise of the tourist industry.
Jack's Fork was another river in the area that brought the tourists. The Ozarks region covers southern Missouri and down into northern Arkansas. It is an area of hills or mountains, deep valleys, and beautiful clear waterways. This is the area where I grew up.
My Harley and I cruised through Van Buren on Main Street and noticed a few changes since the last time I was there four years ago. There were more tourist type shops, a new bridge and highway spanned Current River and some of the houses on the south side had been torn down because of the new roadway. I had spent every summer and every school holiday in this small town from the age of 10 until I turned 17. By the time I turned 17, I had my driver's license and I was too cool to return to that little hick town. I wanted to stay in the city with my friends.
During those summers I spent a lot of time running up and down Current River in a john boat and knew the river well. My friends and I would also take long float trips using inner tubes that would last four or five hours. I learned to stay off the river after heavy rains or during the spring rains and thaw. The stream was fast moving and dangerous in places, especially for the novice boater. But it was my playground. Other kids played ball, I ran the river.
Now, that little "hick" town and the area around it was just what I needed. The death of my family left me adrift and I needed to reconnect with who I was and where I came from. I could do that in Van Buren and the surrounding area. It's was full of wonderful memories of when I was growing up. I spent the night at Smalley's Motel. The motel had been there longer than I have been alive. It wasn't fancy, no internet, no cable T.V.; no T.V. at all because reception is so bad in the valley. All you got was a comfortable bed, a roof over your head, and the best breakfast ever. After eating, I climbed on my bike and headed out of town on Highway 60 to a certain farm about 20 miles northwest of town.
This farm and the people that own it were part of my past, my heritage, and my family. Uncle Lewis and Aunt Mary had lived on their farm for what seemed forever. They were actually my grandfather's Aunt and Uncle. I was 10 when I started staying with them during the summer breaks from school. Even at 10, I was expected to help with the farm and do my share of the chores.
It was the best education I could have received. Uncle Lewis was the one that helped instill discipline and responsibility in me. I learned many things during those summers, from driving a mule team to running a tractor and a lot in between. Feeding the stock, gathering eggs from the chicken pen, cleaning the horse stalls and working in the fields were all part of my education. They had only one child, a son who lived on the west coast and got back when he could. Luckily he hadn't been able to come back for the family reunion. I never learned why Lewis and Mary didn't go to the reunion.
The most important things I learned were about how to be a good person and a good man. I don't mean a goody two shoes type of guy. I mean I learned to keep my word, to work until the job was done, and to be responsible for my actions. It was a great period of my young life; I just didn't know it at the time.
I thought I would surprise Lewis and Mary with my visit. As I pulled up next to the house, I saw Uncle Lewis sitting on the porch. Lewis was in his early seventies and had worked on the farm since he was 12. Nearly 60 years of hard work on the farm had marked him. His face was weathered like an old piece of leather and his hands were gnarled and creased with scars. One hand was missing the first joint of his pinkie and ring finger. When asked what happened he always said he froze them off picking strawberries. That was what most people who knew him well called him, "Strawberry". Working a farm for close to seventy years is hard on a man. He never stood up and waited as I shut down the bike and walked over to him.
"Wondered when you would show up, what took you so long?" There was no how are you? Sorry to hear about your folks or what are you doing here? Just what took you so long? "I knew you would come here to heal up."
I sat down on the porch swing with him and said, "Had things to take care of before I could leave."
Uncle Lewis had always treated me like a grown man, even when I was 10. He had never talked down to me, and treated me like an equal. For one of the few times he showed physical affection to me. He reached over, squeezed my shoulder and said, "I am sorry as hell about your folk's boy. You're welcome here as long as you need to be here."
I almost lost it. Aunt Mary came out to the porch saying, "Lewis did I hear someone drive up?" Then she saw me and rushed over to me and took me in her arms. Then I did lose it, tears started running down my face. I hadn't cried at my parent's and sibling's funeral, or at my grandparent's services, so I guess I let it all out sitting there with them.
It's funny, Mary was only about 5 feet 4 but even at 6 feet 3, I felt like a young boy again as she held me until I finished grieving. Aunt Mary was almost as wide as she was tall. She was the stereotypical grandmother figure. The years on the farm had been hard on her too and she was getting close to eighty. Mary was almost as weathered as Lewis but she had love enough for the whole county. If there has ever been a finer woman, I've never met her. It was close to five minutes before I could gather myself and resume talking to them. Uncle Lewis wanted to know if I had any plans.
"Well, I want to run the river for a day or two and then I thought I might get a job at the saw mill or catch on with a farm that needs someone with a strong back and not much experience." I laughed a little at my last statement.
"William, this place hasn't been more than a hobby farm in ten years, but we could start it up again, if you've a mind to. I've got the tractor and all the equipment we would need. It would be a hard road, but any profit would be all yours," Uncle Lewis offered. He was in his seventies and should be resting from his years of hard work, but was ready to work like a dog by my side if I needed him. That's the type of man he was and the type of man he taught me to be.
"I don't think I know enough to run a farm. Be better off being told what to do. Besides I don't need a lot, just enough for a trip to town twice a month or so and gas for the bike." I really didn't want Lewis to overextend himself at his age. Lewis had been almost 6 feet tall in his prime; the years of working dawn to dusk and age had shrunk him to about 5 feet 10. He was whipcord slim at 165 pounds.
"Lewis, what about Molly? She needs a hand with her place," Aunt Mary suggested. He nodded his head, agreeing with her. Aunt Mary continued, "Molly Swanson and her husband bought the old Bailey place and were going to farm it. I guess her husband decided he didn't want to be a farmer about six months after they moved onto the property, and he left her. They are divorced now and she needs help with the farm. She hasn't been able to hire anyone. I can guess why." Mary didn't elaborate as to the why.
"If she knows what needs doing, I can do it. And the Bailey place is only five miles or so; it wouldn't be far to ride every day. Think we might call her in a day or two?" Now I had a plan and an idea of what to do with myself. At least for the next few months.
"We'll go over after chores on Monday morning, honey," Aunt Mary said. "You can give me a ride on that motor sickle thing of yours. Always wanted to ride on one of those." She laughed at the surprise on my face.
The next morning was a trip back in time for me. I gathered eggs with Aunt Mary and slopped the hogs and fed the horses and mules with Uncle Lewis. Just like the summers when I was younger. Then I went to Current River and spent the rest of the day playing in the water. The second day on the river I ran into Jim Barnes, one of the boys that I ran with when I was younger. If I was a river rat, Jim was a water dog. He knew the river better than I did, and that's saying a lot. When no one else could catch anything, Jim would always come home with a stringer full of fish.
We greeted each other and caught up on what had been going on in our lives. I told him I was going to live with Lewis and Mary for awhile and why. I mentioned to him that I hoped to get a john boat to cruise the river with before too long.
"No need to buy one," Jim said. He tossed me a padlock key and told me, "My boat is down at the Chicopee swimming hole. Remember where it's at? Use the boat as much as you want, just refill the gas tank."
Chicopee was a wide part of the river with sort of a small bay and the favorite swimming hole of the kids on the south side of Van Buren. I got Jim's boat and spent the rest of that day running up and down the river. I went to some of the old fishing holes, checked out some of the white water, and had a great time. It was getting dark by the time I brought Jim's boat back after filling the gas tank.
Around 9:00 on Monday morning, Aunt Mary came out to where I was waiting by my Harley. She looked like one of the women in the old pictures of people riding in a Model T. Aunt Mary had on this big wide brimmed hat tied down with a scarf and a long full skirt. I saw her and laughed until my sides hurt. I don't think she understood what I found so funny.
"Aunt Mary, that hat will last for about two minutes and that skirt will get caught in the wheels," I told her still laughing. "Why don't you put on a pair of jeans or work pants? I've got a hat in my saddle bags or you can wear my helmet."
She was changed and back in five minutes. I gave her my helmet to wear and we took off for Mrs. Swanson's. We had been on the road for just about two minutes when Mary started laughing and screaming at me to go faster. I think I had made a convert to motorcycles out of her.
I took the long way around to Mrs. Swanson's because Aunt Mary was having such a good time. It was an hour's ride around the mountain, but I had nowhere else to go. We pulled into the yard of the old Bailey farm and I shut the bike down. I had to help Aunt Mary off the bike; she had gotten a little stiff on the hour ride.
A woman I assumed was Mrs. Swanson came out to meet us. I was checking over the bike and putting the helmet away and didn't see her until she had already started talking to Aunt Mary.
Aunt Mary said, "Molly this is my nephew William, William this is Molly Swanson." I stood up and turned to meet the lady and almost tripped over my feet. Mrs. Molly Swanson was a very good looking woman.
I had pictured someone around 50 and sort of a farmer's wife type. Molly couldn't have been more than 31 or 32 years old, actually I found out later she was 30. She was tall about 5 feet 9 with a slender figure. Light brown hair shading to blond and the greenest eyes I have ever seen. I saw all this in just a few seconds as I tried to keep from falling all over myself.
"Hello William, it's nice to meet you," Molly said.
"Lik ...Lik...Likewise Mrs. Swanson," I said, being the silver tongued devil that I am.
"Oh please, just Molly is good enough for neighbors."
I nodded and Aunt Mary began her selling job. She told Molly that I was going to be living with her and Uncle Lewis for the foreseeable future and could use a job. She said I was a hard worker and not too dumb so I could be taught anything I didn't already know. (Thanks Aunt Mary)
Mary told her that I had thought about the saw mill but would rather work with the land if I could. "He worked for us and we never had any complaints, even if he is family. William would give you an honest day labor, Molly."



"William, I would like to give you a try. Can you work for three hundred a week? That's about the best I can offer right now," Molly told me. "I'll also feed you breakfast and lunch."
"Mrs. Swanson, I mean Molly, that's top hand wages. I'll work hard for you, but I'm not a top hand. You or Uncle Lewis will probably have to teach me a lot. Let's give it a try at $250 a week until I can earn top hand wages." I really didn't need much money; I had no bills and was staying with Lewis and Mary. They wouldn't let me pay room and board so I could put most of the money away.
I had a job and Molly had a new hand to help with the farm. Molly said, "You will probably teach me as much as I can teach you. I'm a city girl, or was until I landed here. I'll see you around 6:00 tomorrow morning William. We'll put in a couple of hours and then have breakfast." Molly said good bye to Mary and went back to the house.
Aunt Mary had to poke me in the ribs to get my attention. I was watching Molly walk away in those tight jeans she wore. "None of that William, you're over here to work. Who taught you how to make deals anyway, the Easter Bunny? You gave away $50 a week. Remind me never to let you buy a horse for me. Let's go, I want to ride that motor sickle some more." I definitely had Mary hooked.
We really took the long road home because Aunt Mary wanted to go into town. She wanted to show off to her friends that she was on a bike and I picked up some jeans, work shirts, and a pair of work boots. We got back to the farm in time for the evening chores and for Mary to make supper.
While eating dinner Uncle Lewis said, "Boy, if Mary makes me buy her a motorcycle, I'm going to beat you with a board. That bike is all she's talked about since y'all got back." He started laughing.
I called it a night pretty early, big day tomorrow. My alarm woke me at 4:00 and my day started. I went down, grabbed some day old coffee and went to the barn. The stalls had to mucked out and new straw put down. Uncle Lewis had three horses and two mules that were more pets than work animals, but their stalls still needed cleaning. By 4:45 I was on my way to Molly's.
Around 5:30, Molly came into the barn where I was mucking out more stalls. "I thought I told you 6:00, William?"
"Yes' em you did, but I cleaned the stalls at Uncle Lewis and couldn't see the sense of sitting around till 6:00. Thought I would get a jump on the chores around here."
So the days went by, I would do some chores at Uncle Lewis' and go to Molly's and start work early. If things were in hand at home, I would just show up earlier at Molly's. For the first time since I lost my family, I felt like I had purpose and direction to my life. I was just a hired farm hand, but someone depended on me.
Two months rolled past and Molly and I became comfortable with each other. There was some doubt as to who was the boss because I knew more than she did about running a farm. But we were more than employer and employee, we became friends and there were little kidding comments back and forth.
I think Molly was just a kid at heart. One day I was complaining about how hot the job was and Molly poured a bucket of water on me. She was laughing so hard she fell down next to me in the mud. Very quickly a mud fight arose and we both were covered head to foot by the time we stopped.
A few days later I was repairing a hole in a stock watering tank and was bent over the side reaching down into the tank. The water had been partially drained so I could get to the hole. As I stretched down over the edge of the tank to find the hole, Molly grabbed my leg, lifted up and I fell into the water, clothes and all. She laughed so hard; I thought she would hurt herself.
Molly was a prankster and a joker. She would throw an egg at me as I went from one job to another or squirt me with the hose, and a lot of other pranks. But if I was doing something extra hard or a little dangerous she was right there with me. It wasn't like I worked for her; it was more that we worked together.
One thing that Molly always did endeared her to me. If the bike got mud on it or was dusty, she would take a soft cloth and wipe off the bike before I left for the day. I told her that it would just get dusty on the way back to Uncle Lewis' but she said at least it would start out clean. Nice lady and I began to wonder if the difference in our ages was that big of a deal.
During those two plus months, I learned a lot more about Molly. She had still been living with her parents until about four years ago. At 26 maybe she was a little old to still be at home, but there was nowhere else she wanted to be. Her folks were well to do, not rich but comfortable. She wasn't a drain on them because Molly worked as a fashion consultant to a large department store chain and made her own money.
She met Gerald Swanson at a fund raiser for a charity that her father was involved with. Gerald was charming, a little older, and seemed to be genuinely interested in Molly. Gerald took her to all the fancy restaurants, the fashionable clubs, and correct social events. He didn't sweep her off her feet but she did enjoy his attentions and his company.
Gerald proposed to her after a year of dating. She agreed and after a short engagement they got married. About a year after they married, Molly's parents were killed in a boating accident on Lake Michigan.
Molly and Gerald had been married a little over two years when they made a visit to the Van Buren area. Never did find out why they came to our area. Molly fell in love with the area and Gerald purchased the Bailey farm and gave it to Molly as a belated wedding present. Once Molly had lived at the farm for a few months you couldn't have moved her out with a bulldozer. Gerald wasn't happy, left her and then divorced her.
There was a barn dance at one of the farms close by and as we were cleaning up one evening, I asked Molly who she was going with. I hadn't seen any indication of a man in her life, but I didn't think she would miss the dance. This type of thing was about the only social life in the area.
"I'm not going to the dance, Will. I would have to go alone. Few of the men here want to date a divorced woman and the one's that do are just trying to get me into bed," she answered with some bitterness.
"Sorry, didn't mean to rub a sore spot. I just thought someone as pretty as you would have guys all over the place. Oops, sorry."
"You're sorry that you think I'm pretty Will?" Molly was teasing me.
I shook my head and went back to the tractor I was working on. You dummy now you've made her sad about not going to the dance, I thought to myself.
That evening after dinner, I told Uncle Lewis I needed to talk to him. He and I walked out to the barn and had a smoke together; him with his pipe and me with the one cigar a day that I smoke.
"Uncle Lewis, I want to ask Molly to go to the barn dance this Saturday. I know she wants to go but she's not real fond of the men around here. Do you think it would be okay?"
"Why are you asking me boy?"
"I don't want to do anything that would embarrass you or Aunt Mary. I may be young but I'm not stupid. Molly is divorced and almost 5 years older than me. If I took her to the dance, it might cause talk. Hell...with the busy bodies that live around here it will cause talk."
"William age is just a number. Mary is seven years older than me, did you know that? Molly is a nice woman that has been dealt a bad hand in life. You are a good man and being young don't change that. Were me, I'd do just what I want and let those that will talk piss up a rope." Uncle Lewis was laughing as he finished.
"Thanks Uncle Lewis. It's only 7:00, I'm going to ride back to Molly's and ask her. If she says no, well it's still a nice night for a ride."
When I got to Molly's place, I gunned the bike so she would hear me drive up. It's hard to miss the Harley's pipes but I didn't want to surprise her. She came to the door, saw that it was me, and came out onto her porch.
"What are you doing back Will, did you forget something?"
"Yeah, Molly. I forgot to ask you to go to the barn dance with me. I should have done it when you told me you weren't going. I can borrow Lewis' truck if you don't want to ride there on my bike." Now I held my breath waiting for her answer.
"I'm too old for you Will and I'm divorced. Around here that's a deadly combination. It would cause a lot of talk. I don't know if it's a good idea."
"Molly, the smartest man I know, Uncle Lewis, says that age is just a number and I think he's right. As far as talk, they don't like you anyway because you're divorced so you've got nothing to lose there. Yeah, I have heard the gossip and rumors in town. As for me, I only care what my friends or family think. So let's go have a good time and rub their noses in the fact that we don't care what they think. It will really piss them off."
See, told you I was a silver tongued devil. What a smooth way to talk a lady into going out with me.
Molly was giggling at my speech. "Okay William, let's go just to piss off the busybodies and if we have a good time it's even better. And I would love to ride that hog to the dance."
Saturday evening as I walked to the bike, Aunt Mary called to me and then joined me. "William, be a gentlemen. Molly doesn't need a jerk in her life."
"Aunt Mary, it's just a couple of friends going to a dance. You helped raise me so you know I will behave myself. Good night, don't wait up.," I kissed her cheek before leaving.
Once again, I racked the pipes off so Molly would know it was me. Before I could get to her door, she came out to meet me. WOW, was all I could say. Molly had on a tight pair of jeans, a shirt tied under her breasts showing her smooth stomach, and cowboy boots. Her hair was in a pony tail and it made her look years younger.
I told her how good she looked, she smiled, and I think she blushed. She climbed up behind me and off we went to face the lions in their den. When we got to the dance I think we were the item of the evening. I saw a lot of talking behind their hands going on. Piss up a rope people, I thought.
Standing at the bar waiting for two lemonades one of the macho guys from a neighboring farm just had to make a snide remark. "You sure got a young looking mama, boy. Is bringing your mama to the dance the only way you can stay out this late?"
Who is this asshole I thought. I didn't respond to him and that made him mad. He grabbed my arm and turned me to face him. My eyes bore into him like a laser; he dropped my arm and backed off. I've been told that my eyes go from blue to steel gray and have a wild look in them when I'm mad.
"You're an ass, buddy. I work for Mrs. Swanson and we are friends. I'm going to tell one time, you won't get another warning. Our relationship is none of your business. Don't bother Molly or me anymore; believe me you won't like the outcome if you do." I turned my back on him and took the lemonade to Molly.
"What did the missing link want?" Molly seemed a little concerned.
"He just wanted to say hello and ask if he could dance with you. I told him your dance card was full," I smiled a little as I said that. "Who is he anyway?"
Molly smiled at my remark and said, "His name is Jody Chilton. Sam Chilton, his father asked me out in front of a bunch of his friends one time. He was playing it up for them and showing off. I told him, not only no, but hell no and it embarrassed him. I don't think I'm one of the favorites around the Chilton house. Never mind that, I heard someone say something about dancing, I believe this is your dance, at least according to my dance card."
"Yes ma'am, I think it is," I replied. With my arm around her shoulders, I led her to the dance floor. I forgot about everyone else there as Molly and I danced. She was very good dancer and helped me over a couple of rough spots. It's a good thing I had built up my stamina working on the farm because Molly just about wore me out dancing. I don't think we missed more than one or two dances all evening.
We decided to leave a little early as there was work to be done on both farms tomorrow. Farmers don't have weekends off; it's a 24/7 type of life. I had a couple of projects at Uncle Lewis' that I hadn't gotten to and wanted to take care of them the next morning.
The ride back to Molly's was very nice. She was holding me tight around my waist with her head resting on my shoulder. I could feel her body touching mine and the age difference was becoming less and less of a factor in my mind. It took us a while longer to get back to her place than it did going to the dance. We got to Molly's place and I walked her to the door.
"I really had a nice time, thank you for taking me, William. See you Monday, Good night." Molly leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. She sort of waved and went into her house.
On the way home, I must admit there were a few fantasies running around in my head. I saw Uncle Lewis out front as I pulled up. It was a little late for him; I hope nothing is wrong I thought. When I came onto the porch Uncle Lewis handed me a jug just like the ones you have seen on T.V. and in the movies. I knew it had home brew, moonshine, white lightning, shine in it. I had seen Lewis and the other farmers taking drinks out of a jug like this one when I was a kid. This was the first time he had ever offered it to me. I took a big drink and thought I had burned my throat out.
He laughed at me a little, "Smooth ain't it? Your home a little early, I thought you'd be out till midnight at least." How'd it go? Have a good time?"
"We both have things to do tomorrow and left early. I had a good time and I think Molly did too. At least she said she did," I answered him.
Lewis took a drink and passed the jug back to me. This time the drink didn't burn as much, in fact it was pretty good. Guess I was getting used to it. Uncle Lewis laughed and said, "Give me the jug, before you start thinking you can fly. Good night, Will."
The next morning I worked on some of the fences that needed repair. After lunch, as I worked on the tractor the sheriff drove into the yard. I crawled from under the tractor to greet him. Uncle Lewis came over to greet him too. Lewis knew Sheriff Steele very well. When they were young Steele and Lewis' boy, Joseph, were best friends.
Jackson Steele had been the county sheriff for about 20 years. He was so popular that no one even bothered running against him in the elections. He was a good man to have on your side and a really bad one to have against you. When I had stayed all those summers on the farm, he had been sort of a hero to me.
There is a stereotype of a short, big bellied and loud mouth southern sheriff. Jackson Steele was almost the exact opposite. He was taller than me and about 50 pounds heavier with very broad shoulders. When he spoke it was with a quiet southern drawl unless he was upset. Then his voice had steel in it, no pun intended. There had been a couple of times that he had to settle me down a little when I was young. When he looked at me with those cold eyes I got the chills. After our first little run in, a look from those eyes would make me straighten up and fly right.
Sheriff Steele got out of his patrol car and joined Lewis and I. He nodded at Uncle Lewis and said, "Hello Strawberry. Nice to see you boy. It's been a long time; you've grown into a man." He smiled at me. "How long you gonna visit with us this time?"
"Nice to see you too, Sheriff Steele. If Uncle Lewis and Aunt Mary don't get tired of me and run me off, I plan to be here for a long time. Could be permanent."
"I was real sorry to hear about your folks, William. Your dad and mom were the finest kind," Steele said to me. "You doing okay?"
"Thanks. I still haven't quite got my head around it all, but I'm dealing with it now. It helps being here."
"Heard you're working for Mrs. Swanson on her farm, that right?" Sheriff Steele asked and then didn't wait for an answer. "Damn shame the way people act toward her. She seems like a fine woman."
"What's everyone's problem with her?" I thought she was a nice lady, but I may have been a little prejudiced.
The sheriff and Uncle Lewis filled me in on her history, at least since she moved here. She and her husband moved here from some big city in the northeast. Mr. Swanson was a bit of a big mouth and rubbed the people in town the wrong way. He was abrasive, bragged a lot about his life in the city, and sort of looked down on the people here.
Molly was always friendly and open to the people in town, but she was guilty by association. Swanson and Molly were in the general store one day and he said he couldn't live with all these hicks anymore. He said this in front of everyone in the store. He told Molly that they were going to leave and go back to civilization. Molly replied that she didn't want to move and liked it here. Two weeks later he just ran off and left her. Three weeks after that she was served with divorce papers.
Uncle Lewis took over the story here; Swanson offered her the farm in the settlement so Molly signed the papers for the divorce and stayed on the farm. Now the gossips and holier than thou faction around here had three reasons to dislike her. She's a stranger, she had been married to that asshole Swanson, and now she's divorced. That's why she couldn't get anybody to work for her, he explained.
"Come on, people can't really hold it against someone because they are divorced can they?" I said in disbelief.
"It may be the twenty-first century in the rest of the country, but not down here. There are some old fashion ideas around here," Steele told me.
"They probably don't like me either because I'm a stranger," I commented.
"That doesn't apply to you. A lot of them remember you from all those summers you spent here and everybody knows Lewis and Mary. Y'all are family so that makes you one of us," Steel explained. "Got to go. Good to see you Will, come by the office when you get into town and I'll buy the coffee. Talk to you later Strawberry. Say hello to Mary for me. Bye y'all." Sheriff Steele shook our hands and left.
The next two weeks set a routine for me. I would do a few chores early in the morning at Uncle Lewis' and then go to Molly's and work until almost dark. On the weekends, I would work around the home place. There is always plenty to do around a farm, even if it is a hobby farm.
Uncle Lewis had three vehicles on the farm. A big Ford sedan for going to church and such, his "new" truck a ten year old Ford F250 that was his work truck, and an old 55 Ford pickup that had seen better days. The tractor and its farm implements were stored in the barn behind the house. The garage housed the car and his work truck. The older truck was parked beside the garage.
I came home from Molly's one Tuesday evening and noticed that the old truck was gone. I asked Uncle Lewis about the truck at dinner that evening. Lewis said that he had sent it to a neighbor that worked on cars on the side to have a couple of things fixed on the old truck. He had a newer truck but I didn't think that having work done on the truck was strange because Lewis really liked that old Ford. If he had to run somewhere on the farm, most of the time he would take that old truck.
It was the end of my third month that I got a surprise. I came home from Molly's, tired as usual and saw that the old Ford truck was again parked by the garage. The dents had been taken out of the body, it had been painted a candy apple red, and the interior had been redone. Uncle Lewis came out to meet me as I looked at the truck.
"Man, you had the truck completely redone, didn't you Uncle Lewis?"
"Yeah, not just the body either. I had the engine and transmission rebuilt, but I did change the tranny to a four speed instead of the three speed on the column," Lewis continued to described the work done to the truck for another five minutes. "Do you like it Will?"



"Oh yeah, it's beautiful."
"Give me a dollar," Lewis ordered. As he said this Aunt Mary joined us and had a big smile on her face.
I didn't know what he was up to but I handed him a dollar. He took the money and tossed me a set of keys.
"You just bought yourself a truck, boy," Lewis said and laughed at my reaction. "I heard you say something about the gravel roads dinging up your bike and thought this truck would be better for everyday use. Besides now you can take Mary into town to shop and I won't have to take her." That was a big joke because he seldom took Mary anywhere. If she wanted to go to town or visiting she would jump in the car and go. She always said Lewis could tag along if he wanted to.
"You didn't have to do this, you've been letting me stay here and........." I tried to tell them.
"It's a done deal boy. You paid me for the truck and it's yours. Not going to back out on a deal are you?"
"No sir," I replied meekly. "Thank you both. I walked over and gave both of them a hug.
"No need to get all mushy, boy. Title and bill of sale are on the kitchen table. You'll have to get a new title and register it in your name. Y'all can take off part of Friday and get it done in town. It's late, let's eat."
The next morning I parked my Harley in the garage and drove my new truck for the first time. It was sweet. Molly had gotten in the habit of having coffee made and we would have a cup together before starting work. She came out onto her front porch when I pulled up in the truck because she didn't know who it was. I told her about "buying" the truck from Lewis.
I planned on going into town on Friday afternoon and invited Molly to go with me. I told her I had to register the truck and do some shopping for Aunt Mary. "You might as well go with me; it will save you a trip on Saturday."
Molly looked at me, a little sadly I thought, and said, "I don't know if that's a good idea Will. People aren't real friendly to me and if you're with me it might rub off on you."
I was still young and got all puffed up. "The hell with em, I'll tell everyone where to go if they get out of line with me," I bragged.
"I'll go with you, it would be a big help. But you have to promise me you won't bust somebody's head if they make a snide remark. Can you do that Will?"
"Yes' em, I promise," I told her. Smooth move Will, acting like a punk kid. That sure will impress Molly.
Friday afternoon Molly and I went to town. We did all the shopping, had lunch together and stopped at the ice cream place to get a cone to eat on the way home. I heard some murmurings too low to understand and some sideway looks and a couple of people stared right at us. But no one got in my face or said anything out loud.
I don't know if the town folk decided that it wasn't Molly's fault than her ex-husband was a jerk, or cut her some slack because she was with me because I'm sort of a local, but there were no incidents. Of course they may have behaved because of the wild look in my eyes and the way I held myself. I was primed for anyone to do or say something and it showed. Anyway there was no trouble and we had a good time.
It became a ritual, every Friday afternoon, Molly and I would go to town. If our shopping list was for non perishables we would sometimes eat a late lunch and catch an afternoon movie. Or we went to the ice cream parlor and ate our treats there instead of on the way home. It was something to look forward to after a hard week; at least it was for me.
It must have been the fifth or sixth Friday that Molly and I went to town that people began to give us both the cold shoulder. The people at the stores in town had never been real friendly with Molly but usually treated me fine. Not today. I don't know what made them change but none of the clerks said any more to us than they absolutely had to. It was like dealing with a robot that only answered direct questions and then with one or two word responses.
Molly and I took our packages, stowed them in the truck and started home. When we got back to Molly's we sat on her sofa together and talked for a while. About an hour into our discussion, Molly leaned over to kiss me on the cheek as a thank you I guess. I gave her back a kiss on the cheek and then a light kiss on the mouth. That turned to a longer kiss and so on and so on. Things became hot and heavy very quickly after that.
The way people shunned us in town seem to bring us closer together. Personally I think it was two people who realized how much each one cared for the other. I didn't make it back to Uncle Lewis' until almost daylight. Thank god it was Saturday.
I was still in bed at 10:00, an unheard of time not to be up and working. Uncle Lewis came into my room and woke me up. "You can't sleep all day, son. Time to get up, you gotta take Mary to town."
After getting dressed I splashed some water on my face. As I came into the kitchen, Aunt Mary hugged me and handed me a cup of coffee. I took a big drink and almost choked, she had put a slug of Lewis' home brew in it.
"I thought you could use a little extra pick me up, this morning. I mean since you "worked" all night," Mary said laughing at me.
As I was eating breakfast and Mary was getting ready, Uncle Lewis said, "Okay, now why didn't you get home before daylight boy?" He had an evil grin on his face.
"Uncle Lewis, I love you. But it's none of your business now is it?"
I knew that Mary normally went to town by herself, but if she wanted me to take her I was all for it. We hadn't been on the road for five minutes when she let me know that this was more than a shopping trip.
"William, you're a good boy but I need to talk to you about Molly. I want to know if it's just a roll in the hay or is it something more? Molly is a good woman and deserves to be more than a casual fling."
"Aunt Mary, I think I love her. I know it sounds dumb with her being older than me, but I don't care. I'm happy when I'm with her and can't wait to get back to her if we're apart. I don't know if that's love, but it will do until something better comes along."
"Good for you son. You both deserve a little happiness after the things life has thrown at you. Treat her like a lady and love her to death and things will work out. Now drive faster or we'll never get to town."
After Mary and I got back home, I jumped on the bike and rode to Molly's. I had been driving the truck so much, that the Harley was getting jealous. Molly was on the front porch when I rode up. As I walked to her she started to say something about being sorry about last night. That she let things get out of hand, and we shouldn't have let ourselves lose control and a bunch of other garbage.
I went to her, picked her up and kissed her. She started to giggle the minute I picked her up. I decided that either she wanted me as much as I wanted her, or she didn't. Turns out she did, want me I mean.
We continued our Friday jaunts into town, but added some Saturday nights too. It wasn't always doing something special, but it was always together. We spent a lot of time on the river in Jim's boat and I taught Molly how to fish. We used the boat so much that I bought one of my own. I gave a key to Jim and told him if he ever had need of it just go ahead and use it. Other times we would just sit on her porch and watch the night. We also spent several Sundays riding the Harley all over the country side. Exciting huh?
It suited us because we were together. Several Saturday nights we had dinner with Lewis and Mary. The ladies would put their heads together and exclude Uncle Lewis and me entirely. Good times, at least to my way of thinking. After our first night together, I never thought about her being nine years older than me. We were just two people enjoying each other.
Molly and I had been "dating" for about three months and one Sunday afternoon we were just getting ready to take a bike ride. Before we could ride off, a car pulled into her yard in front of the house. It was a new Mercedes and her ex-husband got out.
Molly got off the bike and went to meet Gerald Swanson as he got out of the car. They were about 40 feet away and I couldn't hear everything they said. I did hear Molly say no to something and Gerald say some about talking in private. Then I heard her say no very loudly. I had been leaning against the bike but stood up when Molly raised her voice.
I sort of ambled over to them as they were talking. Gerald looked over at me and said, "This doesn't concern you boy. Go away and give us some privacy." Gerald was about 37 or 38, so I guess he thought he could call me boy.
He obviously didn't know me very well. Never did take orders too good. "Nope, don't reckon I will. If Miss Molly wants me to leave I will, but you don't have no say over me." I was playing up the county hick just to piss him off.
"Now see here you.............." He started and Molly cut him off.
"He's right Gerald. It's up to me whether he stays or not and he has more right to be here than you do. Now say what you wanted to say and leave," Molly was getting mad.
Turns out Gerald wanted Molly back. Gerald told her he still loved her and realized he had made a terrible mistake and would make it up to her. He told her they could get remarried in St. Louis and go back to their home and get on with their life together.
Molly looked at him in total disbelief. "You ran off and left without so much as a good bye and now you want me to come running back to you. You made a mistake you say, the only one that made a mistake was me, marrying you in the first place. I have a man who loves me for me, not for my social standing. You're trespassing Gerald, you've 30 seconds to get off my property or I'll have William throw you off."
Swanson stepped forward and grabbed Molly's arm, "Come on, we're going into the house and discuss this. I won't stand in the yard like some hayseed. And I won't talk in front of some country bumpkin." He started to try to pull her toward the house.
I intervened by stepping in front of him, grabbed his throat and started to exert pressure. He let go of Molly and tried to pry my fingers off his throat. After a few seconds, Molly put her hand on mine and told me to let him go.
When I released him she leaned against me and put her arm around my waist. Gerald sputtered a little but took one look at my face and decided to leave. Molly was all worked up and I heard her say things like can you believe that and what a nerve.
"Will, you looked like you were going to break his neck? Your eyes went all steely gray and you looked like a big cat getting ready to attack. Would you have continued to choke him if I hadn't stopped you?
"I'm not sure Molly. Normally I don't like to fight; it's too much trouble and usually doesn't solve the problem. But if someone I love is threatened, well God have mercy on them because I won't."
"You love me?" Molly asked. She had picked up on that statement. I nodded my head yes and she said, "I love you too. We hugged and kissed and then the bike ride was sorta forgotten. Another night that I didn't get home until almost daylight.
When I finally got up Sunday morning, Uncle Lewis was waiting for me in the kitchen. "When are you going to marry that gal? You keep waking me up stomping in at all hours of the night." He was grinning from ear to ear. Lewis was a character and never talked serious when a little kidding could get the job done.
"Hush Lewis," Aunt Mary ordered smiling at him. "William, this silly old man is right. You need to make things more permanent. I'm sorry, I know it's none of my business, but people will really start to talk."
"You and Uncle Lewis are my family and you guys are the only ones that I care to listen too. The rest of the people in the valley can go to hell or as someone once suggested, they can piss up a rope."
Lewis was drinking coffee and sprayed it over the table when I said that. He was coughing and trying to laugh at the same time. I gave him a big grin and laughed with him. Mary didn't understand what was so funny and I explained the joke to her.
Then I got serious again, "I want to marry her Aunt Mary, but I don't know if she can get over the age thing. If she turns me down, I can't keep working for her. It would be too hard. I can't let things continue like they are now either. So I guess it's sorta an all or nothing situation."
"William, tell Molly about me being 7 years older than Lewis. That seems to be working out so far. If she knows you love her and she loves you she won't let age stop her. Molly's too smart to let it stop her," Aunt Mary reassured me.
"I'm going back to Molly's and we are taking a ride on the bike this afternoon. I guess I'll find out today how Molly really feels about me and if we stay together. I'll let you know what happens."
Uncle Lewis had never said anything to me about my situation with Molly, except to kid me about her. He just didn't presume to give advice of that kind and he normally would never make suggestions as to what I should do. But he did now.
"Son, don't push her into a corner she can't get out of. If she doesn't want to get married right now, give her some time. She just got a divorce not too long ago; she may need some time to think about being married again. Remember when you're huntin' it's the slow stalk that gets the game."
I nodded and went out to my Harley. On the ride to Molly's, I had two thoughts that kept bouncing around in my head. I felt that I couldn't continue to "date" Molly if we weren't going to take the next step. In fact if she turned down my marriage proposal, I couldn't keep working for her. It would hurt too much; seeing her every day and thinking about what could have been.
On the other hand, Lewis' advice made sense too. Molly had gotten divorced within the last year. She may have doubts about getting married again, at least so soon. She might say no to marriage for right now and want to keep our relationship status quo.
As I rode into Molly's yard, I racked the pipes on the Harley. It had become a habit to do the pipes, sort of like a noisy hello. Molly came bouncing out to meet me with a big smile. I got off the bike and greeted her with a gentle kiss and a tender hug. It could be the last time, I thought.
All the thinking and debating in my head on the ride over and it wasn't until I saw Molly coming to me that I made a decision. I decided that if Molly didn't want to marry me, we were through. I know that most men in my situation would have just kept dating her, being with her, and making love to her. Normally I would too, except I fell in love with her. That was my problem. To me she was more than just a hot divorcee to run around with.
Molly leaned back after the hug and looked at me with a question in her eyes. She could tell that something was bothering me. Molly started to ask me about it but I told her wait a little while.
"Let's ride for awhile." I suggested.
We rode for an hour and finally I took her to some place new, new to her anyway. It was my special place, somewhere that I used to go where I could get my thoughts together. Someplace to go when I needed to be alone. Someplace where I could think until I came to an understanding or made a decision. Someplace that never failed to bring me peace.
"Black Bluff" is a black granite cliff rising almost a hundred feet above Current River. It was thrown up when the earth was being shaped millions of years ago. At the base was a circular depression about fifty feet deep. It was filled with water from at least two underground springs and the overflow joined the river. The bluff was about 17 miles upstream from the town which put it about six miles from Lewis' place. It was a remote area and not many people went there.
This is the special place that I took Molly to. We hiked about a hundred yards from the logging road across to the edge of the cliff. You could see forever from up here. We sat and looked at the view for a time and held hands.
"What's wrong William? I know something is bothering you. That kiss and hug you gave me was so tender; it was almost like it's the last time," Molly said. I guess she was more perceptive than I thought.
I smiled lovingly at her, but didn't answer right away. Things were still buzzing around in my head and I wanted to be sure before I said anything.
"Is that it? You're going to break up with me. You've had enough of your "older woman" and are ready to move on," she said a little sadly.
"No Molly, that's not it. The moving on part I mean, at least I hope not."
"Huh, what does that mean? You're scaring me William."
"Molly I love you. I have since the night of the barn dance when you said we could go and piss off all the old busy bodies. The more I'm with you, the more I love you. I guess I should be thankful for what I've got, but it isn't enough for me." I stopped for a minute, looking out over the country side to gather my thoughts.
"A lot of men would just keep on with what we have, but I can't. I love you Molly, and I want to be your husband. Will you marry me?" There I finally got it out.
"Marry you? " Molly hesitated for ten or fifteen seconds and continued, "I don't know Will; I'm so much older than you and......."
"You can't jump on me one minute when you thought I was leaving for a younger woman and then use age as an excuse to say no the next minute. Either you love me or you don't.
"I do love you, but I need some time to think about this. Please understand Will, I'm not saying no, I just need some time."
It hurt. I hoped she would say yes and we could get on with our lives. Instead the suspense would continue and I didn't know for how long. I stared at the view as I had so many times in the past, trying understand. As in the past looking over the valley of the Current River helped me make my decision.
I nodded and stood up. Helping Molly up, I gave her another tender hug and led her back to the bike. She tried to talk to me, to ask me questions a couple of times. But I just shook my head no and kept walking. Once on the bike it was too noisy to talk.
Molly got off the bike in front of her place and said, "Will talk to me. Can you understand how I feel? Please say something, don't just ride off."
"You want time to think; well I guess that's only fair. I've been thinking about this since our first night together. At first I thought it was maybe just lust and not really love. But every time I'm with you I dread having to leave. When I'm not with you, I'm can't wait to be with you again. I don't mean in bed, I mean just being in the same room, the same house, hell on the same farm. I had to stop for a minute; I was getting too worked up.
"Molly, you want some time to think? Okay, you have until the corn and other crops are harvested. That'll take about a week to ten days. I don't want to pressure you, but I can't stand being around you if I can't have you forever. Understand?
"What do you mean you can't stand being around me? Can't we just continue with what we have?"
"I'll come and get the crops in, it's my job. After that if you can't or won't marry me, I quit. I can't continue to work with you, see you, or be around you. It would hurt too much. See you tomorrow Molly." I fired up the Harley and got out of there before she could say anything more.
It wasn't really late when I got back home, just coming on to dark. But I was surprised to see both Lewis and Mary sitting on the porch waiting for me. I sat in one of the rockers and Lewis handed me the jug again. "I figured from the look on your face you could use a pull on this," Lewis said to me. Good old Uncle Lewis, he had a unique talent of cutting through the bullshit.
I took a big hit on the jug and it went down a little easier this time. Then Mary took the jug and drank from it, then handed it to Lewis. He was more surprised than me at Mary's action.



"Damn boy, now you got Mary drinking because of all this foolishness over a woman," Lewis told me. "I can't make enough shine for the both of you." He wasn't trying to be cruel; he was trying to make things easier on me with a little humor.
I talked for about an hour, telling them what happened that evening. My words, Molly's words, where I took her and finally the ultimatum I gave Molly; I told them the story and my feelings about everything.
Lewis remarked, "Well if you've done your scouting, ten days is a slow enough stalk boy. "
"Hush Lewis, this isn't one of your hunting stories, this is about William's happiness." Mary was almost crying.
"I'm talked out, going to bed. See you in the morning." I felt like I had worked plowing all day. I guess tension will do that to you.
The next morning I went into the kitchen to make coffee. Lewis and Mary were both there which was a little unusual. Normally, I don't see Lewis until I come home and Mary is just getting up as I leave for work. This morning Mary was flitting around the kitchen cooking breakfast. The coffee was already made and Lewis was drinking a cup.
Mary was cooking enough food for six or seven people and smiling and Lewis had a "canary that ate the cat" grin on his face. Something was going on, but I couldn't get a handle on what.
"Bout time you got up, you're burning daylight boy," Lewis said with an evil smile.
"How can I be burning daylight? Its 4:20 and still dark outside. What's got you two up so early?
"Nothing special, just thought we would watch the sunrise this morning," Uncle Lewis answered. Again the evil grin on his face.
Now I knew something was going on. Lewis and Mary both had watched a lot of sunrises running this farm for all those years. Why would they decide to watch a sunrise now? I filled my travel mug with coffee and told them good bye. "I'll be home for supper, Aunt Mary. Don't want to stay at Molly's until I get an answer, and maybe not then. Anyway see y'all tonight."
I left the kitchen to go to my truck and could hear Lewis and Mary follow me into the yard. What the hell is going on, I thought? As I looked out at my truck, my question was answered. Molly, with a cup of coffee, was leaning against the front fender of my truck.
Molly smiled a little and said, "I thought you were going to sleep all day Will. I wanted to talk to you about rebuilding the barn with new siding. If you do the work, we'll only have to spend about five thousand for materials. And when we get married, I can quit paying you $300 a week and will be able to pay for the materials real quick. What do you think?"
I was speechless. The old silver tongued devil couldn't think of anything to say except..."What? Barn? Married?"
"You do still want to marry me, don't you? I mean you did give me ten days to make up my mind but I didn't think I had to wait the whole ten days. I can wait until then if you want me to," Molly kidded me.
In a more serious voice Molly continued, "I was trying to tell you yes I wanted to marry you last night, but I couldn't talk over the noise of the pipes on your bike and you rode off before I could get you to stop." My answer was to grab her and hang on for my life. It took us better than five minutes to get to a point that we could let go of each other.
We went back to the house and as we walked into the kitchen, I saw Lewis and Mary kissing too. They let go of each other, Lewis reached down and patted Mary on the rear. It gave me hope to see a couple that were that old, (they are both in their seventies) and that have been together for so long to still have feelings of love like that.
Maybe there has been a better breakfast at sometime or somewhere but I don't believe it. The combination of a great country breakfast, my family, Lewis and Mary, and Molly sitting by my side made this the best meal ever. After the food was put on the big kitchen table, Aunt Mary and Molly started making plans for the wedding. Flowers, dresses, who to invite, and all the other things that only a woman could think of.
While the women were planning, Lewis and I talked about important things. Did the tractor need engine work, what should we plant after the corn was in, and maybe we should hire a neighbor boy to exercise the horses and mules, since we didn't have the time to do so. A lot of real life things that are important to a farm. Even to a hobby farm.
After breakfast and the planning session by the women, I suggested that Molly and I head back to her place. We needed to get a start on getting the corn and other crops harvested before the fall rains came. Molly followed me back me to her farm in her truck. She must have gotten to Lewis and Mary's while I was in the shower because I hadn't heard her drive up.
As far as any real work, there wasn't much done that day. Molly and I spent the day affirming our love for each other, discussing future plans, and just being together. No crops were harvested that day. It meant we would have to work harder over the next few days, but we didn't mind. This time spent together was worth the extra work we would have later.
I was informed that "we" wanted an outdoor wedding, so next June, the Saturday after the Memorial Day weekend, was the projected date for the ceremony. Our lives didn't change very much for the next few months. The major difference was that I moved in with Molly on a permanent basis. I would go from our place to Lewis', help with the chores there and come back to Molly's.
Other than the change of residence things were pretty much the same. Molly and I still made trips to town on Fridays and took the Harley for rides on Sunday.
There was one trip that I made by myself. One Friday I took a day trip on the Harley to Poplar Bluff, about one hundred miles round trip. The "Bluff" is a "city" of about 17 thousand and the biggest town in the area. Van Buren is a very nice place, but it doesn't really have a jewelry store. We had decided to have plain gold bands as our rings but I wanted an engagement ring for Molly, hence the trip to Poplar Bluff.
The accounts that I inherited had been transferred to Southern Missouri Bank in Van Buren. I chose Southern Missouri because Uncle Lewis was a long time customer and I didn't know anyone at the only other bank in town. I had added the money from selling the house to the account, so the total amount was about two hundred thousand dollars. I wouldn't be getting married with just the shirt on by back. After stopping to get cash, I rode to Poplar Bluff.
I didn't have a need for the money until now. Living with Uncle Lewis and Aunt Mary free of charge as it were and the salary I got from Molly had met all my needs up till now. There were several repairs, renovations, and additions to "our" farm that I wanted to make and I plan to use my money to make them. Molly brought the land to the marriage; I would bring the operating capital.
After checking out several jewelry stores I finally found a beautiful ring. My business completed, I headed back home. On my way back, I thought about the small changes in town toward Molly and me too I guess. People seemed to thaw a little toward us. Not everyone, but enough to notice the change. Molly had always remained polite, courteous, and friendly toward the town people she dealt with or saw on the streets and in the stores. Me, I had adopted an attitude of "screw you" when they continued to give us a hard time.
Either Molly's efforts at being pleasant and friendly were turning the tide or the fact that she was going to marry a local guy, me, made the difference. Maybe me toning down my in your face attitude helped too. I wasn't sure what the reason, but it made it a little easier on Molly, and I was all for that. Maybe I should adjust my attitude toward those people and be more friendly too.
On our normal Sunday ride, I took Molly back to Black Bluff. We hiked up to the overlook and I got down on one knee and again asked her to marry me, as I put the ring on her finger. She grabbed me, looked at the ring and started to cry a little. All and all, it was the best Sunday ride we have ever taken.
During the later fall, winter and early spring we did the jobs on the farm that the weather allowed us to. Molly and I split our time between our place and Lewis and Mary's. They just couldn't keep up with everything on their farm and I wouldn't allow them to hire someone to help. No need for that as long as I was around.
Around the beginning of April I was in town with Molly and ran into Jim Barnes, my old running buddy. Molly continued shopping, leaving Jim and I to visit and talk about old times. We went to the only tavern in town to have a couple of beers. Jim mentioned that the people in town were warming up to Molly a little, but there was still some resentment or whatever against her
.
I invited him personally to our wedding and told him I would let him know the details as to when and where as soon as I found out. We laughed and joked about men only having to show up on time dressed properly and that women took care of everything else. He made a comment that it was too bad the rest of the town couldn't see our commitment to living here. We finished our beer, said good bye and I went to join up with Molly.
On the drive home I was thinking about what Jim said about showing our commitment to the area.
An idea was beginning to take shape but I needed to bounce it off someone that knew the people around here and that I trusted. Uncle Lewis, who else would I turn to?
Molly and I stopped at Lewis' on the way home. I left Molly with Aunt Mary and asked Uncle Lewis to join me in the barn. He always kept a small wood stove going in the winter to make it more comfortable for the animals and it would be a warmer place to talk than out in the weather. We got to the barn and Lewis dug out a jug, just to help with the chill.
After warming up with the jug, I told Uncle Lewis my idea and plan. "What'da ya think Uncle Lewis? Will it work?"
He thought about it for a minute and answered, "It just might work. If nothing else it sure will be interesting." Then he laughed real loud and said, "Hell boy, it will be the biggest challenge this little town ever saw. Go for it."
Lewis said he would get Mary to put her wedding plans on hold until I had a chance to talk to Molly. If Molly agreed they could start planning according to my idea. Now for the hardest part, I had to convince Molly that my idea was a good one.
Molly was a non confrontational type of person. She wasn't weak or a coward, she just didn't see the need to fight with people all the time. Molly was a fighter, but she picked her battles. She was more subtle and would work behind the scenes as it were. My idea was a big in your face offer of friendship and the hell with you if you don't accept it to the town.
After supper we sat in the living room with our coffee and discussed the day and the plans for the next day as we usually did. A few minutes of silence from me and she asked if anything was wrong. That I had been quiet since we left town.
I looked at her and smiled, "Molly I have an idea for the wedding that is really off the wall. I think it will accomplish much more than just getting us hitched. Will you listen with an open mind?"
She agreed to hear my idea without interrupting. I out lined my idea, the thought process to get there and what I hoped would happen if we did what I planned. Molly listened to everything I said, asked a few questions and thought for a few minutes.
"William, this will be a great way to show people that we are here for the long haul. Let's do it."
My plan was simple, if somewhat strange. Molly, Mary and I began put everything together. As the proposed wedding day approached, we obtained our marriage license, permits, set up flowers and all the other things involved in staging a wedding. Then I contacted the last player necessary for my plan. The Current Local newspaper.
The Current Local is the local newspaper and is published once a week. It is printed on Monday and distributed the next day. Everyone in the general area either reads this paper or talks to people who do read it. Our wedding was to be on the Saturday after the Memorial Day weekend and I was going to buy a full page ad for the four weeks prior to the wedding. I would have the paper print a letter on the front page from Molly and me to all the people in the area. The ones that didn't get the paper would hear about it from those that did. If the people didn't warm up to Molly and me after this, then they could all go to hell. Molly and I would still have each other.
This is the letter I had printed on the front page of the Current Local:
TO THE PEOPLE OF VAN BUREN AND THE NEARBY FARMS,
Hi, my name is Will Connelly. I'm the grand-nephew of Lewis and Mary Connelly. Some of you remember me from the summers I spent here as a boy and young man. I have heard from several people that I am considered a "local" because of those summers and because of my kin here. It's nice to be thought of that way.
Most of you have been polite, courteous, and friendly to me since I came back to live with Lewis and Mary. Some of you haven't been that glad to see me, but that's okay. You are all entitled to your opinion and we all have our likes and dislikes. It's only human nature.
The reason for this letter is some of you haven't extended the same welcome to my fiancée, Molly Swanson. Most of the people she has dealt with in town have been at best begrudgingly polite but never friendly. As far as I can see she has been nothing but nice to everyone she has met.
I know some of you hold it against her because she was born up north, a Yankee in your mind. Molly and her husband bought one of the farms and it must not have set right with you that a Yankee owned property here. To make things worse, Molly's husband made it clear he didn't like it here and insulted the whole town. It wasn't Molly that voiced those insults, but many of you held her guilty by association.
Molly loves this area so much that she gave up her marriage because she didn't want to leave her farm. Her husband left her and divorced her. Now she is a divorced woman and you don't like her because of that. Molly had three strikes against her and some of you didn't give her a chance to show what a good neighbor she can be. To those that didn't give her the benefit of the doubt, shame on you. To those of you that were open minded enough to give her a chance; bless you.
To all of you: The people that gave Molly a chance and to those that didn't, to the ones who like me and the ones that dislike me, and to all of those people in between, Molly & I extend an invitation.
Molly and I are going to be married on June 3rd in the town square on the court house steps. You are all invited to join us for the ceremony. Come to meet us, come to help us celebrate, or come to sneer at us, but please come.
There will be a reception on the court house grounds after the wedding. If you come to the party, please bring a dish as it will be sort of a pot luck dinner. Molly and I will provide the hamburgers, hot dogs, soda, tea, and beer. There might even be a jug of "shine" hidden somewhere.
Give us a chance to show you that we are here for the long haul. Molly and I are here to stay.
With your friendship or without it, we are here to stay.
Thanks and y'all come to the party.
Will & Molly.
Molly and Aunt Mary thought I had been a little harsh in some places in the letter. Uncle Lewis didn't think I got on the gossips and busy bodies enough.
"Tell them all to go to the devil boy, you and Molly don't need those kind of idiots," Lewis said. "You have Mary and I and a few others. The hell with the rest of them."
"If it were just me, I would Uncle Lewis. But Molly and I plan to stay here and hopefully have a family. It would be too hard on Molly and our kids to have to put up with that stuff. This is the only way I could think of to get to all the people," I replied to him.
*****************

Five years have gone by since our wedding. Uncle Lewis was my best man and Aunt Mary, Molly's matron of honor. The wedding was a big success and many friendships have developed with the people that attended.
According to the last census there are less than nine hundred residents in Van Buren. Add another seventy five to one hundred from the surrounding farms and that still is less than one thousand men, women, and children in the area. As close as we could count there were close to twelve hundred people at the wedding and the reception.
Some of them came to see the idiot that would write and print such a letter, some came to meet and get to know us and some were friends that came to help us celebrate.
If you didn't have a good time or if you went home hungry, it was your own fault. We had a regular cornucopia of food and drink. Enough to feed everyone three times over. Three of the men brought their guitars and a fiddle so we had music and dancing. Uncle Lewis presided over the jugs of shine and every time someone came for a taste he would say, "This shine is compliments of William and Molly." Then he would laugh that huge laugh of his and take a drink himself. Sheriff Steele helped Mary get him home; he was in no shape to walk much less drive.
The attitude of most of the town people changed toward Molly and me after the wedding. There were still some people that didn't care for us but that's okay, you can't please everyone. My plan worked and showed everyone that we want this to be our home. Consequently the attitudes in town were better. Things didn't change overnight, but they did steadily improve.
About two months after the wedding, Molly and I made a trip to St. Louis to get the things I had put in storage after my parent's death.
Everything was brought back to the house to be assimilated into our home. We were resting after the last item was unloaded from the truck when the phone rang. I answered with my usual "Hello."
"Who's this?" I heard.
"Who's this?" I replied. I knew it was Molly's ex, but I wanted to yank his chain a bit.
"This is Gerald Swanson," he replied with a self important tone in his voice. "Let me speak to my wife."
"You ain't got no wife here Gerald." I couldn't help but put on the hayseed act just to wind him up a little.
"Where else would she be? There's nothing to do in that god forsaken place. I insist that you put my wife on the phone at once," Gerald ordered.
"Gerald, Molly ain't your wife anymore. You ran off and left her and then had divorce papers served on her. You didn't even have the guts or decency to do it in person."
"Now see here................" Gerald started.
"Shut up and listen. Molly is my wife now. If you ever call here again with the lack of respect you've shown tonight, I will personally come to whatever hell hole you live in and rip out your tongue. Do you understand me, Gerald?"
There was silence and finally after almost a minute, I heard, "Yes I understand. I'm sorry."
Molly had been listening to my side of the call and was trying to keep from laughing as I handed her the phone. I left Molly and Gerald to talk and went out onto the porch for my one cigar of the day. I had been sitting in a rocker with my cigar and a cup of coffee for about fifteen minutes and Molly came out to join me. I pulled her down onto my lap and we watched the lightning bugs for a few minutes.
"Don't you want to know what that was all about Will?" Molly couldn't understand my lack of interest in her phone call.
"Figured you'd tell me if I needed to know," I answered. "Didn't think it were my business."
"Don't play the country bumpkin with me William Ambrose Connelly," Molly said a little perturbed.
When I started laughing, she realized that I was playing with her. "I was going to wait about ten more minutes and then start the interrogation," I said with a grin.



Then Molly told me what Gerald had called about. He wanted her to help bankroll a new development he was working on. He said he needed about a half a million dollars to get the investment off the ground and wanted her to sign over the house and land Molly's parents had left her when they passed away. He said he could use the property as collateral on a loan.
Molly said that Gerald would give her a one third interest of the investment if she would front the money he needed. Gerald told her that he had a temporary cash flow problem and that's why he came to Molly.
"He's always got a cash flow problem," Molly told me. "Just before we came here he was in debt up to his ears. I think he thought he could hide out here for a while. You know how well that worked."
I sat with my coffee and cigar and didn't say anything more. Molly was on my lap but kept leaning back to look at me. She was obviously waiting for me to make some comment about what to do.
"Well, what do you want to do Will? Should we make the investment? If it pans out we could make a lot of money. I mean go to hell type money."
"Not my place to say, it's your inheritance and your decision Honey." I had no intention of getting into the world of high finance. "It's not my money; I shouldn't have an opinion about it."
"No, it's our decision and it's your money too. Remember, "With this ring I thee wed, and all my worldly goods I thee endow?" That was part of our vows too," Molly reminded me. "That goes both ways you know."
"Good old Gerald doesn't have the greatest track record with his investments. I will say one more thing and then I'm out of it. Do we really need all that money? We're doing fine without it."
The next morning Molly called Gerald and turned him down. Smart girl. She did get rid of the house and land though. Molly donated the house and three acres to be used as a shelter for battered and abused women. It was a cause that her parents had been involved in. Then she sold the land to one of Gerald's rivals; it was sort of a poke in the eye for good old Gerald. Our savings account got a lot larger very quickly.
****************

Molly and I now have two sons, Lewis and William with a third child due in five months. Uncle Lewis only lived for two years after we were married, but he was with us long enough to see his namesake born. Aunt Mary followed Lewis less than a year later. There wasn't anything really wrong with her; I just don't think she wanted to continue without Lewis. Two wonderful and loving people that we will miss very much. We were lucky to have them in our lives.
Lewis and Mary's son, Joseph came back for both funeral services. After the service for Aunt Mary, he suggested that we buy the farm that Lewis and Mary had lived on for many years. We did and moved into their house and will raise our children there.
As time progressed, Molly and I have become very active in helping to preserve the heritage of Van Buren. So much so that Molly is now on the board of supervisors for that organization.
I guess that clearly says we have been accepted as locals by those who matter.
Quote: Life goes on
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Sitting on a high bluff overlooking Lake Wappapello, I am amazed again at the natural beauty of this land. Lake Wappapello is the result of a dam built by the U.S. Army Corp of Engineers in 1941. All though built primarily for flood control it has evolved into a beautiful and very large recreational area.
The lake winds its way around the mountains and into the valleys laying a foot print of life giving water to the land. I use this overlook to clear my head and think. What do I have to think about, you ask? That is the story I will relate to you. Hang on.
I graduated from the University of Missouri-St. Louis (UMSL) with a BS in education. By the way, my name is John Columbus Riley; please don't ask about my middle name. My dad said he would pay for my education if I maintained a 3.0 GPA until I got a degree or turned 24, whichever came first. After that, I was on my own. Dad told me, "I want to help give you a good start in life, but I don't plan on supporting you into old age."
Dad was smarter than I gave him credit for. During the dot com craze, my dad and a friend got into one of the companies soon after its inception. Dad didn't hold on until the huge payoff near the bust, but he did manage to make a very large return on his investment. He didn't have "in your face, go to hell" type money, but he did have "We're very comfortable, thank you" type money.
He wanted to be comfortable on a farm. Not a get up at dawn everyday and work yourself to an early grave farm, but a lot of land and a small hobby farm. So he and mom bought 125 acres just outside of Van Buren, Missouri and after I got out of high school they moved to their hobby farm. I was starting college and would basically be living on my own. I had grown up and gone to school in St. Louis but we had spent most of our vacations in Van Buren.
Most of the summers and a lot of the holidays we would drive to Van Buren. I learned to hunt, fish, and run the river. Current River is a clear, spring fed and cold body of water that is the perfect place for a city boy to learn something about country life.
As I said my parents were paying for my tuition, books, and housing so I could get an education. In the mean time, there are a lot of incidentals that a college student need, well at least this one needed. I wanted money to buy essentials such as pizza, beer, and an occasional trip to the dens of iniquity in St. Louis.
I also had a truck to fill with gas and maintain. The truck had been a gift from my grandfather when I started college. Dad said he would pay for school but I had to foot the bill for my play time. So I worked a part time job to pay for the extras while I was in school and I had to maintain that 3.0 GPA.
I was very fortunate that my folks paid for my education, but anything other the normal expenses for college I had to pay for. In addition to my education being paid for, there was a trust fund left to me by my grandparents which I could claim when I graduated. It wasn't huge, but a little over six figures, $216,000 to be exact. That money meant I didn't have to start a career right after school. Again I was lucky because I wasn't really sure what I wanted to do with my life.
It wasn't that I was drifting; I just hadn't decided what to do with my life. A BS in education would insure that I could get a job in whatever part of the country I landed in and the trust fund meant I wouldn't starve to death. I knew how lucky I was to be on my own and not have to worry too much about the future.
My best friend and running partner is Jim Barnes. Jim and I met one of the summers I spent in Van Buren. My dad and I had gone fishing at Lake Wappapello and rented a boat to get out on the lake. Jim worked at the marina and Dad hired him as a guide. He and I became friends almost at once. Jim and I are look enough alike that sometimes people think we are brothers. He is 6' 2 to my 6' 3 and both of us have dark hair and eyes.
Jim played basketball and baseball while in college so he had a muscular build. I kept in shape by running a couple of miles three or four mornings a week. I would run, go to class until three, study and or rest until 7:00. I worked on the UPS loading docks 7 to midnight 4 nights a week. All and all, I was in pretty good shape and about as busy as I wanted to be.
Jim was going to enlist in the Army after getting out of high school but his dad made him a proposition. His dad agreed to pay for Jim's college expenses, including a very nice monthly allowance for spending money. In exchange, Jim was to forget about the Army and take business courses in school so he could help with the family business.
Jim's family owned the only grocery store in Wappapello and also a couple in Poplar Bluff. That was the reason for Jim's major of Business Management. He would begin to learn the business from the management side so he could take over for his dad one day. My major just allowed me to stay in school for a while; I had no idea what I would settle into.
My buddy talked me into visiting his home for the summer. Jim said I could spend the summer fishing, hunting, and having a little fun before I had to start a career. I was 23 and the idea sounded good to me. After graduation I visited with my parents in Van Buren for a few days and then drove to Jim's home town of Wappapello, Missouri. See, same name as the lake.
Van Buren is actually only about seventy miles from Wappapello and is hillier than the area around the lake. The two towns were close enough that I could visit my parents a few times over the summer.
Wappapello is a small town of about twenty-five hundred people and about 60 horses. It really seemed small after living in St. Louis for four years. The closest "city" is Poplar Bluff, a town of about twenty thousand people. I don't know how many horses.
****************
Jim and I had been at his home for about two weeks when we received an unwelcome visitor, Henry Pratt. Henry was a classmate at UMSL and the biggest blowhard, bragger, or twit that I had ever met. Actually, I think the phrase I used to describe him best was an ass.
Have you ever met someone that you wanted to punch out just because he existed? That's how both Jim and I felt about Henry. Henry's family owned and operated four banks in the state. Two of the banks were in Poplar Bluff where the family lived and lived very well. They also owned the bank in Wappapello. They were better than well to do, they were stinking rich. Henry was sort of a roly poly type of guy about 5' 8". He looked soft and pale, like a grub worm from under a log. But his money ensured that he always had an entourage following him around. His money didn't impress Jim or me and never stopped us from slipping a zinger in on him now and then.
Now being rich doesn't automatically make you a jerk, but Henry worked at it. He would latch on to Jim and I at a pizza joint or anywhere he could find us and begin to brag about how much money his family had. He played the high roller to the hilt. Being a high roller doesn't make you a bad person, but being an ass like Henry doesn't endear you to many people. Henry had a new convertible every year, sometimes a new one every six months.
He would flaunt his cars, his money, his contacts at school, and the girls he took out. There were always young ladies that would date him because of his car and his money. These girls were practicing living as the idle rich. Henry never failed to bring his latest hottie around to show off for us of the lower class.
We didn't hold it against Henry that he had a lot of money, or cars, or beautiful coeds, more power to him. What we held against him was the fact that he looked down on anyone not of his "social class". That meant Jim and I. We weren't rich therefore we didn't count except to show off to. This was the jerk that showed up in Wappapello that day.
Jim and I were sitting in the shade on a bench in the town square and saw a cherry 67 Mustang Mach I pull to the curb. We were so busy looking at this amazing car, we didn't notice the driver. It was our "buddy" Henry Pratt his own self. Aw hell, just what we needed.
"Hello boys," Henry chose to speak to us peons. He singled out Jim "I understand you know Lake Wappapello as good as anyone around here. I need a fishing guide."
"What has that got to do with me Hank?" Henry hated to be called Hank.
"That's Henry; I thought you would want to earn a guide fee. I mean with you financial situation you know," Henry's self importance showed in the tone of his voice.
Jim's smile at Henry was anything but pleasant. "It does my heart good to know that someone like you is concerned with my plight," Jim responded. The sarcasm was thick enough to choke you. Henry didn't notice. "I don't have the time to run a guide trip for the next couple of weeks, I have to work at the store." Now the bullshit was getting knee deep.
Henry left to find another poor unfortunate to hire. I turned to Jim and said, "It's amazing, Henry doesn't even know how big an asshole he is. I thought you were going to lite into him for a minute."
Jim shook his head as he laughed. "Not this time but it may come to that if he stays around very long. Come on, help me stack those boxes at the store and then I'll buy the beer at the dance tomorrow night." Every Friday the VFW post in Wappapello held a fish fry and dance at their hall. In a town this size, the dance was the height of the night life. This was the first one that Jim and I had a chance to attend.
Jim and I were standing near the bar at the dance and I overheard a young woman talking about the guide fee she was earning this weekend. Her back was turned to me and I couldn't see her face. She was telling another girl that Henry Pratt was paying more than top dollar. I turned to look at Jim; he had a big grin on his face.
I have never been shy around woman and she looked nice from the back. She had long auburn hair and was tall at about 5 feet 9. So I leaned over and spoke into her ear. "You're welcome."
When she turned to faced me, her green eyes bore through me like a laser. I think I had upset her a little. I knew she upset me. Now, as I said I have never been shy around woman and had a fairly active romantic career while in college. There was no one special, just a number of nice girls that I squired around. I hadn't connected beyond the physical with any of them. One look at this young woman and her green eyes and I connected with her. I knew what I wanted and I think I was done drifting.
"What do you mean, you're welcome?" She was a little perturbed I think.
"I turned down that job. You were his second choice I guess. So I accept your thanks and you're welcome." I smiled at her. "You can repay me by dancing with me."
She was trying not to smile when she said, "Maybe Henry decided to give a poor unfortunate a chance before he came to hire his first choice. And I don't dance with men I don't know."
"Well we can fix that, I'm John Riley. Now, how about that dance?"
My friend, my buddy, my benefactor Jim stepped in right there. "Ally this is John Riley, he's a classmate and a friend. He's harmless and house broken so it's safe to dance with him. John this is Alexis Connelly. She and I went to high school together."
"Please to meet you Alexis, now can we get to the dancing." Carpe diem (seize the day) I thought.
Finally Alexis gave me a small smile. She nodded her head and we walked to the dance floor. The gods were on my side as we got there because the band began a slow song. I have nothing against fast dancing but it's a lot harder to get to know someone gyrating around than it is holding them close during a slow dance. And I definitely wanted to hold Alexis close to me.
Alexis was a tall girl and she fit right in with my 6 foot 3 frame very nicely thanks. "He was right you know?" I told her.
"Who was right and about what?" Alexis asked a little puzzled as she looked up at me.
"Henry was right to hire you instead of me. If I had a choice between spending the day in a boat with someone like me or with someone that looks like you, I would pick you every time." I was trying to be as charming as possible.
"Thank you, I think. Was that a compliment John?" Finally I got a full smile from her.
I couldn't answer her at once. The combination of her smile and her sparkling green eyes was shaking my usual self confidence. "Yes ma'am, it was." Old mister smooth was smitten and didn't know how to handle it.
"Do you know a lot about the lake? Is that why Henry wanted to hire you as a guide?"
"I know that it's about three miles northwest of town and that it's wet," I admitted.
"You mean you don't know anything about the lake? How were you going to guide him to the fish?"
"Henry's such an idiot, he wouldn't know the difference. Anyway, it was Jim that Henry wanted as a guide. I just used the "you're welcome bit" to get to talk to you," I confessed with a big smile. She stopped dancing and stared at me. Then she started to laugh, shaking her head. I guess she was impressed with my little ploy to meet her.
Alexis and I danced most of the slow numbers and a few of the fast ones that night. The rest of the evening we sat, talked, and got to know each other better. I learned that she had gone to school to be a large animal vet. I told about my teaching degree and admitted I wasn't sure what I was going to do yet. Before the night was over I was totally in like. I knew I had to tread lightly with her; the stuff I used in college would just push her away.
"I have my truck, can I give you a lift home Alexis?"
"Thanks, no. I came with a couple of girlfriends; I'll go home with them. Maybe I'll see you at the next dance."
The next day I questioned Jim like an FBI agent for information on Alexis. I continued to pester him until he told me to shut up and he gave me all the information he knew about her. Jim started by telling me that Alexis and her father Bill owned and operated a working cattle slash dude ranch on the edge of town.
Alexis' mother had left her and Bill several years ago. Apparently she didn't liking living in such a small town and just took off. The last they heard from her was Bill receiving the divorce papers dissolving the marriage. Bill said good riddance and continued to build his property into a good cattle ranch.
Two years ago Alexis came up with the idea of letting people who wanted to live like cowboys come to the ranch. They herded cattle, helped with the branding, and generally pretended to be ranch hands. The idea took off like a shot and they now had a waiting list for spots at the ranch.
I got Jim and me fresh cups of coffee and he continued with his tale. Alexis went to school at the University of Missouri in Columbia for veterinary medicine so she could help take care of the stock on the ranch. Bill was going to erect a building for a clinic at the ranch so she could treat other animals in the area. The profit from the ranch and her vet practice would provide them with a very nice income.
"If you're thinking of getting close to Alexis you have a long road ahead of you. She has never dated the same guy for more than a few weeks and I don't think she has any plans to change in the near future," Jim advised me. That final statement from him made me reconsider the way I was going to approach Alexis.
"Oh ye of little faith," I responded. But I was worried. I had definitely fallen in serious like with Alexis and hoped to develop a stronger relationship with her. All of my feelings were based on a few hours at a dance. Maybe I was nuts but I wanted to get to know her better.
Friday night rolled around and the usual VFW dance and fish fry was scheduled again. Jim was in a hurry to get there; there was a certain young lady that he wanted to get to know better. I told him I was going to wait for about an hour after the dance started before I drove to the VFW hall.
"Why are you waiting so long, John?" Jim didn't understand my plan.
"If I show up as the dance begins and start looking for Alexis, she will think I came just to see her," I explained.
"But you are going just to see her, aren't you?"
"Yeah, but she doesn't have to know that. This way I won't appear too eager."
Jim just shook his head at my logic. "I think you are playing games when you don't' have to," he advised me. "It may come back to bite you in the ass."
I got to the dance about an hour and a half after it started and spotted Alexis as I walked into the hall. I got quite a shock, Henry was standing next to Alexis and she was laughing at something he had said. So much for my brilliant plan. You know sometimes I'm just too smart for my own good. I wandered over to the bar to get a beer and plan my next move. I had planned to casually notice Alexis and strike up a conversation, and then share a few dances with her, and hopefully a walk around the town. Now I thought a more direct approach might be a better idea.
After getting a beer I started toward Alexis. As I got closer, Henry must have seen me coming and led Alexis onto the dance floor which left me with nowhere to go. Instead of folding, I continued across the dance floor to the girl that Alexis had been talking to the first night I met her. When I got to the young lady, I introduced myself and ask her to dance.
Nancy introduced herself and agreed to dance with me, smiling the whole time. As we moved around the floor she kept looking to see where Alexis was. I thought she might be concerned that Alexis would be upset that we were dancing.
Then Nancy burst my bubble, "Aren't you going to get closer to her so you can hear what's going on?"
"What? Get closer to whom?"
"Come on John. You spent the whole evening with Alexis last week and now you want me to believe that you are attracted to me?" Nancy was a very smart young lady.
"To tell the truth, I was hoping to spend some time with Alexis tonight, but she seems to have found a new guy. And I would rather dance with a pretty lady than lean against the wall." The song ended and I walked Nancy back to her table, thanked her for the dance and went back to the bar.
As I turned after getting another beer, Alexis and Henry were standing in front of me. I nodded at them and stepped aside so they could get to the bar and walked away. Alexis smiled and started to say something but I just kept walking. A little later I was outside sitting on a hay bale and she walked over to me.
"Hi John, weren't you going to a least say hello to me?"
"You were busy and I didn't want to break in on your date. And I don't care for the company your keeping."
"You mean Henry? And he's not my date."
"Yeah, I mean Henry. I didn't care for him at school and I like him even less now."
"Why is that? Henry is a nice boy and very charming."
"I wouldn't know about him being charming or nice. He spent four years at school lording it over us 'peons' and bragging about his family's money. I've had about all of Henry that I care to. If you're as smart as I think, you'll shine him on."
"And who are you to tell me what to do?" Her indignation washed over me like a tidal wave. "I'm old enough to pick my own friends without any help from you, Mister. I'll thank you to keep your opinions to yourself."
Now I was the one that was mad. "You're right, I'm a nobody. I was just trying to warn a friend." I couldn't help myself and went on. "Once Henry has hooked you, he'll go back to being the ass that he really is." Before she could respond I stood up, nodded at Alexis and walked to my truck. So much for my plans for a nice evening with a pretty girl.



I may have had way too much to drink that night, because the next morning I was still in bed at 10:00. What's more I was fully dressed except for my boots. My head was pounding and my mouth tasted like old sneakers or something. Jim came into the room we were sharing with coffee to help me get my motor running. He's a good friend but it's not nice to laugh at us poor suffering unfortunates and he was braying like a jack ass.
"What got into you last night? I've never seen you drink that much, not even at the frat parties at school. I had to leave the dance early and drive you home." Jim preached to me. "And what did you say to Ally? According to Nancy, Ally is hot enough to boil water. What's going on?"
"We had a discussion about her choice of playmates. She informed me that I wasn't her conscience and to keep my opinions to myself. I don't know why she should be mad now; she made her position very clear." I was feeling sorry for myself. "I guess I blew it."
Jim looked at me, shook his head and said, "I've never seen you react this way over a girl. Anyway I don't think you blew it. Nancy says the reason that Ally is so mad is because you ignored her all night and when Ally tried to talk to you, you sort of blew her off. That's why she's upset. I think you made quite an impression on our girl last night."
I finally was able to get out of bed and start my day. Alexis was on my mind all morning and I thought about going to the ranch and apologizing. I realized that wouldn't work because she was still upset about last night. Maybe I should give her a day or two to cool down. Of course I didn't think I had anything to be sorry about, but logic doesn't work when dealing with women.
At lunch Jim asked, "What are you going to do about Ally? Are you just going to give up?"
"Right now I barely know town I'm in. Man, that's it for the booze, no more for me. To answer your question, I don't know what to do or if anything can be done to remedy the situation. I'm going to give her a little time to cool off and then I will apologize to her."
I went to the store with Jim to help with a few chores and while we were working, I came up with an idea. "What I have to do Jim, is manage to be around Alexis a lot without stalking her. I need for her to get to know me and allow her anger to fade away. I haven't figure out how to do that yet but I will."
We finished the work at the store and started back to Jim's house for lunch. Along the way we passed the newspaper office. The Town Crier was a once a week paper for the area. The editors usually displayed parts of the paper in their window. They would post the headlines of the major stories in the news and the classified ads. The ads consisted of announcements such as Molly & Jason Smith announce the birth of their daughter etc or Mrs. Johnson will hold a quilting bee at her house on etc and other upcoming events. In addition the editors posted the ads for things for sale and the help wanted section.
Now, I don't believe in fate or everything happens for a reason or any of that mumbo jumbo. However, under the help wanted section was an ad from Bill Connelly wanting a general helper on his ranch. Maybe I was getting a little extra help from somewhere or someone. It was a perfect way to spend time around Alexis without seeming to stalk her. If I could get the job, that is.
The next morning I was at the ranch office when Bill Connelly arrived. He was a tall weather beaten man in his late 40s. The years working on the ranch had tanned his face to a deep brown but I could see where Alexis got her auburn hair, green eyes, and height. Mr. Connelly was the male version of Alexis, only bigger.
I met him as he got out of his truck, introduced myself and told him I wanted the job he had open. Mr. Connelly motioned me into his office. I noticed that he was about an inch taller than me. He strode purposely on his long legs but with a slight limp toward his desk. "Sit down John. Do you have any experience as a ranch or farm hand?"
"No sir, but I will work hard and give you a fair days work," I answered him. "I'm basically a city boy and the only time I've spent in the "country" was vacationing in Van Buren. And all I did there was fish, hunt, and play on Current River. I know very little about horses and all I know about cattle is that's where steaks came from." It probably didn't help my cause, but I wanted to be honest with Mr. Connelly.
He seemed lost in thought for a few seconds and asked, "Are you the same John Riley that my daughter has been talking about for the last two weeks?" Mr. Connelly seemed to be hiding a smile.
"I did meet you daughter last week at the dance and I saw her again this week. Don't know if I'm the guy she's been talking about though."
"Is Alexis the reason you want to work here? You think you can get close to her by being here, is that it?"
I thought about denying it but opted for the truth. "Mr. Connelly, I'll be honest with you. I admit that's part of it, but I need a job. Jim Barnes and his family are letting me stay with them this summer, but I would feel better if I could pay my share. I never did like freeloading. So yes if I get the job I hope to see and talk to Alexis a little, after my work is done of course." I had been using some of my trust fund for pocket money and a job would allow me to stop dipping into that account.
"Well you gave me an honest answer about your qualifications and didn't try to sidestep it when I asked about Alexis. I like that. Okay John, you can start tomorrow. Show up at the barn over there at 6 and we'll see if we can make a ranch hand out of you."
Bright and early I showed up at the barn, just as Mr. Connelly came out of his office. He waved me into the barn. There I learned to muck out the horse stalls, put down new straw for the horses and mules, and how to feed them. There were a multitude of other duties I had to be shown. My second day there, I saw Alexis for the first time. She did her best to ignore and keep away from me, but I cornered her in the barn late in the afternoon.
"Hi Alexis. Nice to see you. I wanted to apologize for my behavior the other night. I should have minded my own business. Sorry." Okay, I apologized for what, I have no idea. But maybe it would smooth things over between us.
"You're right, you should have stayed out of my business," she responded and stomped out of the barn.
Well damn, her response wasn't what I expected. I tried but apparently she had already made up her mind about me. Maybe I should go stay with my parents in Van Buren for the rest of the summer I thought. But then I remembered that I had given my word to Mr. Connelly to work for him for the season and I couldn't just bail on him now. Besides, I might get her to change her mind.
*******************
I had been at the ranch for a week or so and one of the things I learned how to do was to brush and curry the horses and mules. After the horses and mules had been ridden or used for some time of work, they had to be brushed down and a curry comb used on them. Horses are not too bad to work on most of the time; the thing you have to watch with horses is they might accidentally step on you. Some of the horses weigh 1200 pounds and if they step on your foot you might lose some toes.
Mules on the other hand are four legged devils. They will actually try to step on your foot and mules will wait until you turn your back and bite you. I don't mean a little nip, I mean a "let's take a chunk of meat out of this human" type bite.
Jericho was the biggest and meanest of the mules and one morning as I was brushing him down he nipped me hard enough to draw blood. It could have been worse but I saw his head move toward me out of the corner of my eye and jerked my arm away. I wrapped a bandanna around my arm and continued the brushing. Jericho must have still been hungry because he tried to bite me again.
This time I was ready. I hit Jericho on the nose with my fist; just as hard as I could. Mike Tyson would have been proud of that punch. The mule jerked his head back and when he turned to look at me, I hit him again. As I picked up the brush I saw Mr. Connelly standing behind me and realized he had seen the whole thing. Oh damn, now I'm in trouble I thought.
"John if slap them with a flat palm, you won't hurt your hand if you hit them in the teeth instead of on the nose," he told me as he tried to suppress a smile.
"I'm sorry Mr. Connelly but that damn mule has tried to bite me every time I curry him and I've had enough. I didn't mean to hurt the animal, but I'm going to teach him not to bite me."
"Make that Bill from now on and you can't hurt a mule with your fist. C'mon let's get you some first aid for your arm."
Then a tornado descended on my head. It was Alexis and she was mad as hell that I would hit a "defenseless animal" like Jericho. She said I was cruel, she was going to report me to PETA, and she would have me arrested for animal cruelty and so on for about five minutes.
Bill tried to defend me by saying, "Ally the last time that animal bit me I took a broom stick to him. He hasn't bothered me since. John was just protecting himself"
Alexis didn't want to hear that and said sadly, "Oh Daddy how could you?" She ran into the barn, jumped on a horse, and took off like a shot.
********************
For the next week Alexis was on my case about every little thing I did. She made it a point to always order me to do some chore or task. On Thursday afternoon, I was putting away some bridles, halters, and other tack when Alexis came into the barn to watch me.
"You're doing that all wrong," she told me.
"That's the way your father showed me so that's the way I'm doing it. If you don't like it, do it yourself"
"You can't speak to me like that. I'm your boss. You'll do things the way I want them done or I'll fire you."
You could see by the flush on her face that she was upset that I didn't jump to do what she ordered me to. She wasn't going to like my reply any better. "Alexis, I work for your dad, not for you. If he wants me to do it differently, he can tell me or he can fire me."
She came over and tried to take the halter I was holding away from me. I don't know if she was going to take it away to show me how she wanted things done or if she did it just to get my attention. Whatever she planned didn't turn out the way she wanted. Alexis was pulling on the halter and I was pulling back like a tug of war, but then I let go. She took about four steps backward and fell on her butt. What was worse she fell in a pile of horse manure.
I guess, hell I know, I shouldn't have laughed at her, but the look on her face was really funny. Her face had turned red with embarrassment and she almost screamed at me, "How dare you, stop laughing." Of course this made me laugh even harder.
Alexis stood up, stepped close to me, and slapped my face. I was stunned, that was something I never expected. Apparently, it was something she never expected either. She said, "Oh my God." Alexis grabbed a horse jumped up on it bareback and galloped out of the barn.
I took a moment to recover from the slap and then I got mad. Why did she slap me? Maybe wasn't nice to laugh at her accident, but I didn't deserve to be slapped. Enough I thought, I've put up with her bossing me around and insulting me all week and it was going to end here. I grabbed another horse but unlike Alexis I had to climb up on it. She had mounted with a graceful leap while I had to sort of lay across the horses back on my stomach and work my way to a sitting position.
It was just luck that I took a horse wearing a hackamore. A hackamore is like a bridle but without a bit that's used to control a horse when you ride him. Let me say here that I know how to sit on a horse, but I wouldn't say I know how to actually ride one and I had never tried to ride bareback. I wouldn't call my exit out of the barn a gallop, it was more of a bone jarring trot. At least I was moving and following Alexis. She had stopped under some trees by a small stream and I was able to catch up to her. If she hadn't stopped I would have never gotten in sight of her.
She was sitting on a stump staring across the meadow and turned when I rode up. I pulled my horse to a stop and started to talk to Alexis. She yelled, "Shut up," and again leaped on her horse and took off.
I hadn't ridden out here just to be ignored and I kicked my horse to follow Alexis. The devil beast I was riding apparently didn't care to be kicked in the flanks and bucked me off. I sailed off his back and landed in a blackberry patch. Blackberry's grew wild in that area and spread out into large patches of thorny plants. As I climbed to my feet Alexis came back and wanted to know if I was hurt. I just shook my head no and began to pick thorns out of my body. There couldn't have been more than a hundred thorns stuck in different parts of my anatomy.
Alexis watched for a few seconds, turned her horse, and galloped back toward the barn. She didn't look back to see if I was following her. Unfortunately my horse decided he would return to the barn without me. I was more than two miles from the barn and on foot. On the trek back to the barn, I decided that I was done. I had tried to get to know Alexis better. But if this last week was an indication of her real personality, then I knew all I needed to and didn't care for it.
I was limping back to the barn and had a piece of good luck. One of the other ranch hands came by on a four wheeler and picked me up. We made it back to the barn in about five minutes. When I entered the barn, Alexis was brushing the horse she had ridden and she pointedly ignored me as I approached her.
Grabbing her arm, I turned her to face me. I had intended to turn her over my knee and spank her, but those green eyes made me change my mind. Instead of spanking her like a brat, I pulled her to me and kissed her. After a few seconds when she started to respond, I pushed her away. "Now have your dad fire me," I said in a loud angry voice. I turned my back on her and it was my turn to stomp out of the barn.
I went back to Jim's and got cleaned up and wondered if I should reconsider my decision to quit drinking. Going over the day's events, I decided this might be a good time to visit my parents. Jim came in and I told him what had happened. "I think I really blew this time," I admitted. "I think I'll go visit my parents tomorrow, might be a good time for it."
The next morning around 7:00 I was packing my gear. Jim's mother knocked on my door and told me I had a phone call. I went into the kitchen and took the call. It was Bill Connelly.
"Had you planned to come to work today John or were you going to sleep all day?" He surprised me with the question.
"I didn't think I still had a job after my run in with Alexis yesterday," I replied.
"John, I don't have any idea what you're talking about. I don't remember firing you so get your butt to work or I'll doc you pay," Bill ordered.
Bill was leaning up against a hitching rail when I drove into the yard. He motioned toward his office and I followed him into the room. "Okay, I guess I better know what's going on between you two. Tell me about it."
So I began the story from the night I met Alexis at the dance and continued through our confrontation yesterday. "I still don't understand why Alexis was and is so mad at me. I apologized for butting in but she didn't want to hear it."
At first I thought Bill was moaning he had his head down and his hands over his face. Then I realized he was trying to keep from laughing. It made me a little mad that he was laughing at me. I certainly didn't see the humor in all of this.
"John, you don't know anymore about women than you do about horses, do you? Look I don't interfere in Alexis' life away from the ranch unless she asks for my help. She is a woman grown, and I trust and respect her decisions about her life. But I think I need to help you because you obviously are in over your head." Bill was almost lecturing me.
"Huh, what are you talking about Bill?"
"Pay attention, stay with me here. When you are trying to teach a young horse, a colt, fresh off the range to drink from a water trough you have to be patient. The colt wants the water, he needs the water, but he is a little spooked about the trough. He will attack it and shy away from it, but finally the colt will get over being afraid and drink the water."
I must have had a puzzled look on my face. I said, "What?"
"Alexis is like that colt. She doesn't want to be in love, but she is drawn to you and it spooks her. She's fighting against it but if you're patient she will get over being afraid just like that colt. Give her some time John, it will be worth the wait." Bill finished his lecture.
"I hate to sound like I'm in high school, but are you saying Alexis likes me? Maybe more than likes me?"
"Yes John," he said with exaggerated patience. "Now I'm done being "Dear Abby" for you two. I suggest you go back to work and let things cool down a bit. She's a woman and if you don't keep chasing her, she will come to you to find out why you stopped."
"One last thing Bill. Why are you helping me with Alexis? You don't really know me. And to be honest I don't know if Alexis and I will get beyond being friends."
"No I don't know you but Alexis is attracted to you and I want her to be happy. Even if you two don't become more than friends, you are the first young man that she has shown any real interest in. I also talked to Jim and his parents about you. They said that you're a good person and I respect you for your honesty and work ethic. But I warn you, if you treat Alexis as anything but a lady, you and I will have a serious discussion. Get back to work."
Alexis came into the barn where I was working around noon. "Alexis, I'm sorry about my actions yesterday. I guess I lost my head for a minute. Anyway, I'm sorry."
She gave me a strange little smile and nodded her head, but didn't say anything. I didn't see Alexis again until late that afternoon as she came out of her dad's office. My work day was over and I was heading back to Jim's. I heard her tell her dad that she would be home early from the dance. She glanced at me but made no sign that she had seen me and went back into the house. I finished for the day and as I got to my truck Henry pulled into the yard in his Mustang.
Well that's just great, Alexis was going to the dance with that ass, Henry. He walked to the door of the house and Alexis came out to meet him. They came to Henry's car and discovered a flat tire on the Mustang. It must have gone flat just as he pulled into the yard. I had just gotten to my truck and was climbing in to leave as Alexis walked past me into the office. My truck was parked in front of the office and I overheard Alexis and her dad talking. I wasn't eavesdropping you understand, but I was listening carefully.
"Daddy, Henry's car has a flat and it's too late to get someone from the gas station here to fix it. I'm going to use your truck to go to the dance with Henry, okay?"
"Use your own truck, Alexis. ," Bill answered her.
"But Daddy, my truck is in the shop. Let me drive yours please."
"I have to go see Charley about that bull he owns. He's leaving first thing in the morning so it has to be tonight. I can give you and that boy a ride to the dance on my way to Charley's and you can call me when you're ready to come home," Bill told her. "Don't be out too late though, I have a couple of fences to work on tomorrow and I want to get finished before the heat of the day."
I don't know if he realized what a disruption that would be to the couple's plans for the evening. But Bill was pretty insightful man and I bet he did know how demeaning it would be for Henry to have to beg a ride with his date's father.



Alexis came out of the office rather briskly to talk to Henry. I thing she was a little upset with her father. After Henry ranted and raved for a couple of minutes he saw me in my truck. He apparently didn't like the idea of having to ride with Bill and started to walk toward me. Alexis followed Henry to my truck.
"John be a good fellow and change that tire for me will you". I'll pay you and I know someone like you can always use a little extra cash." This was said with Henry's normal "I'm the master" tone in his voice. Apparently it never crossed his feeble mind to change his own tire.
Alexis looked at Henry in surprise at his tone and his attitude. That's it Hank, show Alexis the real you, you're proving my point I thought. She started to say something to Henry, but turned to me instead said, "John you don't have to do this. Dad will give us a ride to the dance and come and pick me up."
"Don't sweat it Alexis, I'll change the tire. Just keep porky there away from me while I work." I got the keys from Henry and went to the car. I put the spare on the Mustang, loaded the flat back into the trunk and started back to my truck.
"Here you are John," Henry said holding out a fifty dollar bill.
I stared at him for a few seconds and turned to leave.
"Here, I know you can use the money. I hired you and you deserve your pay," Henry said.
"I didn't do it for you or your money, Hank. Put the money away or you might end up having to eat that fifty." I got into and started my truck. Before I could drive away, Alexis came to the window.
"Why did you change the tire if not for the money, John?" She spoke with a very soft wondering tone.
"I did it for your dad. He would wait until 11:00 or 12:00 to pick you up and still get up at daylight to go to work. I work twelve hours a day but he's already working when I get here and is still at it when I leave. Me changing the tire means he can get a few more hours rest."
"That's nice of you John. Why don't you meet us at the dance and I'll buy you a beer?" Alexis smiled at me.
I smiled back at her and shook my head no. "No thanks, you have a good time. Good night Alexis." She stepped back from the truck and I drove to Jim's. When I got back to my room I took a shower. You get really nasty working in a barn but that probably doesn't surprise you. By the time I cleaned up and got something to eat it was almost 8:00. I sat out on the front porch with a cup of coffee and the one cigar a day that I allowed myself.
As I sat down in one of the rocking chairs, Jim's truck pulled up to the house. I thought it strange that Jim had came home this early. He was chasing after this one young lady and I thought she had run just fast enough for him to catch her. The only thing I could think of was a lover's spat between Jim and his new girl. I looked down as I lit my cigar and heard the truck door open and close. When I heard his footsteps on the porch, I looked up and started to rag on Jim for being home so early. I almost choked on the cigar smoke, it wasn't Jim.
Alexis came over and sat down in the chair next to me. "Hi John, got another cup of coffee?"
I guess I was in some kind of shock because all I did was go get the coffee for her. It wasn't until I was back on the porch with her coffee that I recovered enough to talk. "What are you doing here? The dance isn't over yet is it? What are you doing with Jim's truck?" I was babbling a little.
Giggling at me, Alexis began to answer my questions. "No, the dance isn't over yet and I borrowed Jim's truck to come get you. I want you to come back to the dance with me."
Now I was really stunned but recovered more quickly. "I don't think Henry would like this very much. I think I'll pass Alexia."
Alexis was still giggling a little and asked, "Don't you want to go to the dance with me?"
"I would like nothing better, but if I do Henry will cause trouble. If he gets in my face I will be forced to knock him on his ass. I don't want to cause a problem at the dance, so I'll just stay here thanks."
"Henry's not in the equation any longer so do what you want to do."
"What'da you mean he's not involved anymore?"
Then Alexis gave me a little course in current events. Henry had called some of his entourage from Poplar Bluff and had them join him at the dance. It seems that Henry revealed his true colors that evening. When he and Alexis got to the dance, she saw firsthand his "I am the master" personality and attitude. It started when he wanted the people sitting at the table he chose to move and offered to pay them. There was room at the table for Henry, Alexis and the two couples that had come over from Poplar Bluff, but he wanted the table all for himself and his minions. He told Alexis that he didn't want to sit with "those type of people". The people refused to leave the table and basically told him to get lost.
After finding another table, Henry said some unkind things about the people working the bar, something to the extent that they weren't smart enough to get any other type of work. Of course his followers fawned on him and agreed. The "God" act by Henry didn't impress or set well with Alexis and she told Henry she didn't like it. He told her that he may have been wrong about her and maybe she couldn't overthrow her lower class mentality. Big mistake Henry old boy.
Alexis did what I had wanted to do to Henry since the first day I met him. She slapped him so hard that she knocked him on his ass. Then she started on a tirade that lasted for five minutes concerning his parentage, his lack of manners, and his lack of intelligence. There were other things, too numerous to count, that she talked about. In the end Alexis suggested that Henry and his entourage go to a very hot place usually reserved for sinners.
Some of what happened I got from Alexis that evening sitting on the porch. She sort of down played the entire thing, telling me only that she had told Henry to leave and the sooner the better. The truth about what happened and the rest of the story I got from Jim, some of it at the dance and the rest the next day. Yeah, I caved in and followed Alexis back to the dance in my truck. We had to return Jim's truck didn't we and then she would need a ride home.
Around 9:30, Alexis and I took a ride out to Lake Wappapello. We needed a quiet place to talk over the last few weeks and I had never seen the lake at night under the moon. At least that was our excuse. But let me say here, we did nothing that we couldn't have done in front of her father. Maybe later, I thought. "Why the change of heart Alexis?" I mean for the last couple of weeks the best I could hope for was that you wouldn't even notice me."
She explained that she had been angry that I presumed to tell her who she should be friends with and that led to her bad behavior toward me. "I'm sorry about how I've been treating you John, please forgive me. You were right about Henry and you have a big "I told you so" coming. Go ahead, I deserve it."
I smiled at her and shook my head. "No need. In spite of what Henry said I think you have class enough to learn from your mistakes. Maybe listen to me from now on, before you go off half cocked."
We got back to the ranch about midnight. When I stopped the truck, Alexis leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. "Thank you John, see you Monday." She bounced out of the truck and into her house.
I had already told my parents that I would spend the weekend with them at the "farm" so I had to leave the next morning. It was good to see my folks and we had a good time. However I couldn't wait to get back to Wappapello and see Alexis.
Monday at the ranch, I was in the barn working, again. Bill strolled in and watched me as I mucked out the stalls. He was trying to hide a grin, not very successfully I might add. "Do you know how Ally got home after the dance? I haven't asked her because she would think I was prying. I do know she didn't get home until midnight or so."
"Bill I changed that tire so you could get some extra rest. What were you doing up at midnight?" I adroitly dodged his question.
"John when you're a parent you never go into a deep sleep until your children are all safe at home. I was catnapping until Alexis got home, then I went to sleep. But I still want to know who brought her home. It wasn't that Mustang that dropped her off, it was a truck."
"Okay, I brought her home. She and Henry had a falling out and she needed a ride. Alexis apologized to me for her actions lately and we took a ride out to the lake to talk." When I told him about the trip to the lake, Bill stood a little taller and seemed to puff up.
"You took her out to the lake at night "to talk" did you?"
"Bill you warned me to treat her like a lady and I did. All we did is talk. When I brought her home, she did kiss me on the cheek and thanked me. That's all Bill."
The tension passed and I told him the story that I had gotten from Alexis and Jim. He laughed when I told him about Alexis knocking Henry on his ass. I also told him that I hoped to date Alexis now that we were speaking to each other. His grin finally broke through.
"Good luck boy. You're going to need it if you're going to squire Ally around. She will be a hand full." As he left he was chuckling at me.
**********************
The next few weeks were very interesting for Alexis and me. We started out as friends but it quickly developed into more. We spent almost every available minute together and our feelings for each other became deeper every day. I took Alexis to meet my parents and they immediately bonded as well. My dad said I had done good. Maybe I was done drifting and had found what I wanted to do.
Alexis and I spent some of the weekends exploring Lake Wappapello; I guess you could say she was my guide. I learned that there is a lot more to the lake than just being wet. One day were out in a boat fishing, although I was paying more attention to Alexis in her bikini than I was to my fishing pole and she looked at me with a question on her face and in her eyes.
"Yes, what is it Alexis?" I could tell she had something on her mind and hoped it wasn't that she thought we should just be friends.
"It's just that, all my friends call me Ally, even my dad calls me Ally but you always call me Alexis. Why?"
I heaved a sigh of relief and replied, "Just something I do I guess. I never thought about it much." I wasn't telling the whole story but my reason would embarrass me to say out loud. Alexis was more perceptive than I thought.
"What's the real reason John? Don't you feel close enough or comfortable enough with me to use my nickname?"
Now I had no choice but to tell her how I felt. "When I saw you the first time at the dance, you were so beautiful that you almost took my breath away. And when Jim introduced us, I thought Yeah, a fitting name for you. Your name is regal and beautiful and unique just like you. I can't call you anything else without feeling like I'm demeaning my feelings for you. So you will always be Alexis to me." I know, melodramatic but that's how I've felt about her since the first time I met her.
"You know you could call me sweetheart or honey or sweetie sometimes. I think that would be okay, don't you?" Alexis was smiling that little pixie smile of hers.
Summer was coming to the end and Alexis and I were growing closer every day. Were my feelings for Alexis a summer romance type of thing or did I really care for her. I had an important decision to make and as the days passed I began to think of my future, something I hadn't had to do yet.
********************
So now you rejoin me on the bluff high above Lake Wappapello as I'm trying to make the most important decision of my life. I don't know enough about being in love to say that I was in love Alexis. But I know when I'm with her I'm alive and happy and when I'm not with her I feel like part of me is missing.
The feelings I have for Alexis will have to do for now because I can't think of my life without her in it. Maybe that's what love is after all. As usual my thinking place on that high bluff had cleared my head and helped me make a decision. I headed back to the ranch.
When I got back to the ranch, Bill was sitting in front of his office with his feet propped on the porch rail drinking a beer. As I joined him he tossed me a beer and I sat down. Neither of us said anything for three or four minutes. Bill was the one to break the silence.
"Don't you get enough of this place during the week? What are you doing here John?"
"Wanted to talk to you Bill and then Alexis. I promised you that I would always treat Alexis like a lady and I've kept my word. Now I would like to treat her as a wife. I'm asking you for your permission to marry your daughter."
Bill finished his beer, crushed the can, and pulled out two more, tossing one to me. He hesitated for a minute or so and said, "I wondered when you would get your act together and marry that girl. I've seen it coming ever since you kissed her in the barn and told her she can't fire you. Hell yes you have my permission. Maybe you can tame that wildcat, but I doubt it."
After saying that he stood up, pulled me out of my chair and hugged me. "Welcome to the family John. But maybe you better go ask the lady, we might be premature here." Bill laughed at the look on my face. "Go on, Ally's in the barn."
Alexis was brushing her horse when I entered the barn. I walked over to her gave her a quick kiss, picked her up and sat on a hay bale with her on my lap. She started laughing as I carried her to our seat on the hay bale. "What's gotten into you, Mister?"
"I have something to tell you and I didn't want you jumping on a horse and running away again after I tell you," I said in as serious a voice as I could.
"You sound ominous John. What is it?" The laughing stopped and a concerned look replaced the smile on her face.
"I care about you very much Alexis. It wasn't until I was out at the lake this morning that I realized how much. I was sitting on that bluff above the lake and thought I wish Alexis was here. That's when I realized that I love you. I want us to be together for the foreseeable future, say the next sixty or seventy years. Will you marry me Alexis?"
It was the most difficult question to ask that I had ever ask anyone, almost as tough as the one I asked Bill a few minutes earlier. The hours, or so it seemed, until Alexis answered me, it was actually about twenty seconds, was the most stressful time in my life.
"I love you too and yes I will marry you. But I would like you to ask my father's permission. It really doesn't make any difference but it would be a nice gesture on your part. Will you do that for me?"
"Already done. You dad said good riddance or something like that," I joked.
The rest of our conversation is private and of no interest to anyone but Alexis and I. Let me just say that a hayloft in a barn has more uses than just storing food for the animals.
*******************
Our wedding day was three months after Alexis agreed to marry me. Jim was my best man and his girlfriend soon to be his fiancée was Alexis' maid of honor. Bill of course walked Alexis down the aisle.
There are people who say that all brides are beautiful and they may be right. But Alexis was so far past beautiful that it hurt my eyes to look at her. Her auburn hair set off the ivory color of her dress and her green eyes shining behind her veil were like lasers into my heart. I couldn't believe that this woman was going to be my wife.
The first thing my bride said to me after the ceremony as we were walking back up the aisle was, "I guess you're done drifting now, aren't you?"
My dad and mom came from Van Buren for the wedding and the reception. They hadn't planned on staying overnight but it was a good party. My dad sure can put away the bourbon; of course he couldn't drive so they stayed at Bill's place until the next morning. Actually I heard later that it was closer to late afternoon before Dad could navigate his way back to his farm.
Bill had followed tradition and paid for most of his daughter's wedding even though it put a little strain on the pocket book, but he did let my parents help with some of the expenses. There had been some capital expenditures made on the ranch and things were a little tight right now. No problem, it would just take a while for his income to rebuild the accounts. The vet clinic for Alexis was on hold for another year or so. I knew about the financial situation because Bill had explained what and why he was doing the improvements to the ranch.
Alexis was planning for us to live at the ranch house and I didn't have a problem with that, at least for a little while. Our honeymoon wasn't a long one or at an exotic locale, rather we spent four days on a houseboat on Lake Wappapello. We anchored the boat back in a cove at the upper end of the lake and never saw another person for the whole trip. It was the most enjoyable time I had ever spent on the lake and not just because of the scenery.
The afternoon that Alexis and I returned to the ranch, I ask Bill and her to come into the office. I told them I had something to talk to both of them about. After we were seated, I sprang my surprise.
"Honey, Bill, I know that you have plans for a vet clinic here on the ranch. And I know that because of the cost of the necessary repairs that the clinic has been put on hold. I also appreciate you sharing you home with us Bill." I took the drawing for the clinic building from their place on the shelf. "I have had these plans reworked to include a large home attached to it."
I had both Bill and Alexis confused now. If there wasn't any money to build the clinic how could a house and clinic be built? I could see the confusion on their faces.
"Bill why don't you unroll the drawings and take a look at the changes?"
Still looking a little confused Bill unrolled the drawings and as he did a cashier's check fell out. "That check is for $200,000 dollars guys. Bill if you donate the land, it's enough to build the house and clinic and it's my wedding present to you Alexis. There is still a little in my trust fund that will allow me to help with expenses until my job starts."
"What job?" Alexis had no idea what I was getting at.
"Before I came to talk to you Bill and propose to you Honey, I stopped and put in an application with the school board here in Wappapello. I start with the spring semester and with school getting out at 3:00 I can still help around the ranch."
**********************
Five years have passed since my investment in our future. Things are good. The house and clinic were built the first year. We have almost more business than we can handle at the vet clinic. We hired a Jim's cousin, Jason, to work part time for us, both at the clinic and on the ranch.
He is going to Veterinary School in Poplar Bluff which is only seventeen miles away so he commutes daily. When he graduates, he will work full time at our clinic. By that time we will probably hire another hand to work the ranch.
With my schedule teaching, I'm still able to put some work in at the ranch. It's always good to know something about animals when your wife is a veterinarian. I can actually ride a horse now rather than just sit on one. But I will never be as good as Alexis.
I also run a fishing guide business on Lake Wappapello when the school is on summer break. That job is more of an excuse to go fishing, but it still brings in a few bucks.
The house we build is pretty large and it has four bedrooms plus three baths all on one floor. I'm glad I decided on a big house because we may fill it up with kids. Alexis and I have two boys with one four and the other two. The oldest boy is already riding horses. We plan for one more child before we quit. Well anyway that's the plan right now, subject to change.



For a guy that came to town for the summer, just drifting, I have to say that I was very lucky to find my dream. Especially because I didn't know that it was my dream at the time.
Quote: Life goes on.
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"You should go. It will clear up a lot of problems that we have," Jessie (Jessica) told me.
"I don't want to go, don't need to go, don't plan to go," I responded. "And you're the one with the problem."
The ongoing debate continues. The action being debated was the 10 year reunion of my high school class. We had been discussing, more like a spirited debate really, for the last six weeks about whether I would go to the reunion. Jessie was adamant that she wanted me to go and I was just as insistent that I wasn't going.
We have Jessica Bailey on one side of the question and me, James (not Jim please) Leitch with the opposing position. Jessie was my girl friend of two years and now my fiancée for one. There is no way I can tell you how I feel about her. I won't go into soul mate, love of my life etc. etc. but put all of them on steroids and you'll have an idea of how much I love her. I believe she reciprocates my feelings.
I met Jessie in college when I was working on an advanced degree. She was in her senior year carrying an education major and I was working on a Masters in Education. Just two wanna be teachers. Well I had been teaching for 3 years and returned for my Masters so I could teach at the college level. Later I would go for a Phd.
I must admit that it wasn't her brain that attracted me to her in the beginning. Jessie isn't tall at 5' 5" and has a surprisingly voluptuous body without being overweight or chubby. She has a very muscular frame, which I didn't find out until later. Jessie has auburn hair and the bluest eyes ever, at least in my experience.
We match up very well as I am 5' 9". So Jessie can wear 4" high heels if she wants to and I am still taller than her. (She does wear them in the privacy of our home, but I'm getting ahead of my story) If I were shorter I would be called broad or husky but a better description would be solid and stocky. Just a normal guy and certainly no movie star.
********
I knew one of her professors very well as he was my faculty advisor. So I sometimes sat in on his class. As I was leaving his class room after a lecture, I bumped into Jessie and knocked her arm load of books to the floor. She began to berate me for not watching where I was going, calling me a clumsy jerk and other compliments. One look at Jessie and I was cold cocked, smitten, and any other term that means "love at first sight".
Not being a romantic type of guy, I have never believed in the "love at first sight" cliché. Until I met Jessie that is. I stood there and listened to her berate me as a fool because I was mesmerized by her. Finally I came back to life and helped her pick up her books. "I'm sorry; I should have watched where I was going."
For the first time Jessie actually looked at the idiot that had bumped into her. The insults stopped in mid rant. It was Jessie's turn to stare at me. Later Jessie told me that she felt the same reaction to me that I had to her. "I should have watched when I was walking, not your fault," Jessie said trying to make up for her insults.
I walked her to her next class, carrying her books for her. Now isn't that sweet, just like in high school. Never mind. When Jessie came out of her class I was still there, waiting for her. I wasn't stalking her but I wasn't going to let her get away without taking a shot.
"The least I can do after tackling you like a line backer is take you to dinner," I told her. I know not the best way to get her interested. What can I say, I don't have game. "My name is James Leitch, by the way."
Jessie introduced herself and accepted my invitation. That was the beginning and the end, the beginning of our life together and the end of our being alone. I was considered by many, so I have been told, a very eligible bachelor and meeting Jessie took me off the market. After that first dinner we were almost inseparable. I guess we had both found what we wanted. It took a whole three months of dating before Jessie moved into my apartment. It was sort of silly to maintain two apartments because we were always with each other.
Two years to the day, actually on the anniversary of our "running" into each other I proposed to Jessie. Almost before I could get the ring out of the box she was shouting "yes". We set a wedding date for the first week after she finished her preliminary work on her masters. That would take about eighteen months because she was going to school and working at the same time. I offered to support her during that period but she wanted to earn her own way.
Jessie had a couple of months before she reached her goal when I received the invitation to my high school reunion. It was the second of these invitations I had received but this one was hand written and signed. I was sitting in our living room going through the mail, read the invitation, studied the signature, and chuck it into file 13, you know the trash can. Jessie apparently had perused the mail before handing it to me. When I threw the invitation away, she dug it out of the trash, read it, including the signature and handed it back to me.
"Aren't you going to your reunion?" And with that question, Jessie started our month long argument.
"No, I don't want to go," I answered with conviction.
"I think you should go. Bobbie certainly wants you to go because she sent a hand written invite. You won't be satisfied until you bury that past relationship," she said with a little heat. "And put an end to it."
"No, you're the one not satisfied because I have put an end to it .... That relationship is dead! I'm not going and that's final. Please don't mention it again." I put my foot down. Yeah we all know how much good that does, don't we men?
Why all this debate about a high school reunion you ask. I will have to go back into my history and life to explain. Please bear with me.
*****************
I have had two serious romantic relationships in my life. My first relationship, my first love, is the one that was causing all the turmoil. The girl or women in question was Barbara Ann Johnson, known as Bobbie. I met Bobbie in high school and she was a blond blue eyed beauty, and she wanted to be a party girl. I was a party guy and was just the one to teach Bobbie.
We dated a few times and started going "steady" in our senior year. Again, I was in love and it wasn't "puppy love" but the real thing. I was 18 and knew everything about everything at least in my mind. Our relationship quickly went past the making out in the back seat of a car or the couch at her house while her parents were upstairs asleep. I had learned a few things as most boys do and was happy to teach Bobbie everything I knew She was an avid student and a quick learner.
Bobbie was a green eyed, very well built blond cheerleader type. She wasn't a cheerleader, that took too much physical effort on her part, but she looked like the stereotypical cheerleader. She had this quirky little smile and full lips that could wind me up at any time. She was almost 5' 7" and had these long legs that went from the ground all the way to heaven.
I took or she gave me her virginity on prom night. Whichever way you care to look at it, the deed was accomplished in my car. The car was an old 65 Chevy Impala with a huge play area known as the back seat. It wasn't the last time that my car was our play pen. I loved that car and really missed it when it finally died.
I went to a small local college that was dedicated to the educational field as I had wanted to be a teacher for a couple of years. For whatever reason, Bobbie went to the same school. I have no idea why. Maybe she wanted to party with the college crowd.
Bobbie and I talked about getting married the week after our college graduation and I gave her an engagement ring. We made it to our sophomore year before trouble raised its ugly head. I should have realized something was amiss one Friday evening at her house.
We were both still living with our parents and had set up a routine for our weekends. On Friday nights we would spend the evening watching T.V. or movies either at her house or mine. Saturday was our date night and we would go somewhere like dinner or a movie or a dance and adjourn to my car most of the time. Sometimes we skipped the actual date part and went right to the sexy part.
On this particular Friday evening, Bobbie seemed a little standoffish as she had been for about a week. I put it down to a female thing and didn't really think too much about it. Until the phone call, that is. When the phone rang, Bobbie jumped up like a shot to answer it. As I listened Bobbie's side of that conversation alarm bells should have been going off in my mind. They didn't because I was young, in love, and trusted my fiancée.
Bobbie was on the phone for over thirty minutes. It was very discourteous, something you wouldn't do to a stranger, much less your boyfriend slash fiancée. I could hear Bobbie's side of the call and if I didn't know better I would say she was flirting with whoever she was talking to.
I sat there getting madder and madder; I even went out on the front porch and thought about leaving. In hindsight, I should have. Finally I heard Bobbie say that she would see whoever she was talking to very soon and she hung up.
"Who was that?" I asked with anger.
"Oh, it was Julie my girlfriend from high school," Bobbie answered. "We going to get together soon and go shopping or something."
"You certainly ignored me for a long time. That wasn't a very polite thing to do Bobbie."
"Well you shouldn't be so possessive James."
The conversation went downhill from there. After about twenty minutes of this back and forth bickering, I said, "Your actions were insulting. I'm going because I might say something I shouldn't. See you tomorrow night."
On my way home in my big empty car, I thought again that Bobbie's actions might be because of some female, PMS type thing. I'm a guy, I don't know about things like that and I don't pay attention to those things unless they interfere with our play time.
On Saturday at 5:00, I called Bobbie to see what time to pick her up for our date. Her mother told me that Bobbie had gone out with Julie and wasn't due back until late. Okay, now what the hell? Bobbie never told me about cancelling our date or mentioned going out with Julie instead.
Now my feeble brain began to see that something was haywire. Bobbie's behavior the last two weeks, the phone call and flirting last night, and now standing me up combined to put a little seed of doubt in my mind. Maybe she and I weren't as solid as I thought. Now that I thought about it she had not made any comments about our wedding in the last month. Normally at least every other week, Bobbie would talk about where to get married or how big of a wedding or where we would go on the honeymoon. Nothing for the last month.
When I arrived at my home I sat in the car for a few minutes trying to think of what I should do. Should I be reactive or should I be proactive. Should I wait until tomorrow for Bobbie to call me or should I call her? Or should I go looking for her tonight? If I found she was doing something more than just a night out with a girlfriend, could I be adult about it and keep from busting some guys head?
I didn't know about being adult but I did know I couldn't sit at home waiting. Firing up the big Impala, I began my search for my wayward fiancée. I didn't think Bobbie would run all over town and there were only a few places close at hand to search. I got lucky at Tulley's, the third bar I checked. If you can call it lucky finding your so called fiancée dancing and drinking with some other guy.
The bar had a back door and I used it to slip into the place. I had done this at the other places too. If Bobbie was "misbehaving", I didn't want her to see me. At least not until I had proof that she couldn't deny. Sitting at a table near a small dance floor was the merry group. Bobbie and a girl I assumed was Julie were sitting with three guys having a good old time. Two of the guys took turns dancing and flirting with Julie, but Bobbie and the other guy were acting like a couple. They danced, flirted, with each other and ever kissed a few times.
At that moment Bobbie was gone, as far as I was concerned. No matter what happened later, we were done. When Bobbie and the guy danced, his hands were never someplace they shouldn't be and they weren't making out on the dance floor or at the table. There were a few hugs and a few light kisses but nothing really bad. None of what she was doing would pass the fiancée approval test you understand, but it wasn't that bad. It wasn't that she was doing anything slutty or anything; it was that Bobbie was doing anything to begin with.
Now proactive or reactive? Reactive called for me to approach the group, knock the guy on his ass and break up with Bobbie. I'm not a coward, in fact my temper has led me into more fights than I care to remember, but there were three of them. In addition Bobbie's "guy" was three to four inches taller and 30 to 40 pounds heavier than me.
Reacting to the situation at the bar could lead to me getting my ass kicked and maybe going to jail, a hell of a combination. Discretion is the better part of valor. In other words don't write checks that your body can't cash.
Being proactive called for me to go home and prepare for my next meeting with Bobbie. I would prepare my assault on her and her actions and try to hurt her verbally as much as she had hurt me. Make no mistake, we were done.
The next day, Sunday, Bobbie called me about 2:00. "Where are you?"
"I'm obviously at home Bobbie. Why?"
"We were supposed to go on a picnic at 1:00 and I'm waiting for you to come by and get me. Why are you so late?"
"I'll be right over, but I don't think we will be going on any picnic. We need to talk."
(For a change a man got to say those four words that mean nothing but trouble.)
"You're right we do need to talk, but we can do it at the picnic James."
"There won't be a damned picnic. We will talk at your house, I'll be right there." I hung up and began the short drive to Bobbies. I know I sounded like I had everything under control but the truth was that I was hurting badly. Bobbie had destroyed our relationship and our future together. I couldn't believe what she had done to us, to me. If I wasn't such a macho type, I would be crying like a baby. Before this was over I may still cry.
Bobbie opened her door and tried to give me a hug but I walked passed her into the living room. I could tell by the look on her face that she thought I was just mad about her missing our date. I'm sure she thought she could talk me out of my mood. We sat down on the sofa side by side.
"You wanted to talk, so talk Bobbie. I don't have all day." My abrupt manner shook her a little.
Bobbie began her tale. She was sorry about last night, but she had gone shopping with Julie and forgot about the time. Julie wanted to see a certain movie so Bobbie called to ask me to join them, but my mother said I was gone. Bobbie apologized for going with Julie and not calling earlier in the day.
"So you guys went to the movies huh? Okay, anything else you want to tell me?"
"Well I was going to wait until you were in a better mood, but yes there is something else. James, I love you but things are moving a little fast between us and I think we need to have a "time out". You know, sort of let things slow down a little. Just for a couple of months. I'm sure I want to marry you but I need a little space." Bobbie was almost beaming, she was so proud of herself.
"Jesus Bobbie we been going together for three years, how can you say things are going too fast?" Will you be dating other guys during our "time out" or will you be sitting at home on Saturday nights?"
Bobbie hesitated a little then answered, "Well I will be socializing but I wouldn't call it dating."
"When will this "time out" start?"
"Next week is the Board of Education dance and I thought we could go to the dance as planned and start the next week." Bobbie had this all planned out. She would get her chump to pay for the dinner dance and then have him wait on the sidelines for a couple of fun filled months. "After our two months apart, we can get back to our lives together."
Now it was my turn. "If this slow down is supposed to start after next weekend, why were you out drinking, dancing, and making out with a guy last night at Tulley's? The bar closed at midnight but your mother said you didn't get home until 2 A.M. Movies my ass, Bobbie. You and Julie had this set up for the last month and I'm supposed to just sit on the sidelines while you go out and party. Don't think so girl."
Bobbie was shocked that I knew about last night. She started to deny or explain or whatever and put her hand on my knee. I took her hand and pulled off the engagement ring. "If you're going to "socialize" during our time away from each other, you won't be engaged so you won't need this. "Don't piss down my back and tell me it's raining, Bobbie. This is nothing but an excuse for you to make it with some friends of Julie. Its' got nothing to do with things going too fast and everything to do with you wanting a little on the side."
She began to try and deny and lie her way out of this bullshit, but I cut her off. "I loved you so much and we could have been happy together. But that wasn't enough for you, you wanted me to sit and wait for you while you play around. Not going to happen. You're nothing but a lying, cheating, manipulating bitch as far as I'm concerned. You destroyed us Bobbie, I'm out of here; we are done. I won't wish you good luck because I hope you fall on your ass."
I stood up, put the ring in my pocket and walked to the door. Behind me Bobbie was saying things like, we didn't do anything last night, I love you James, please don't leave and all the other crap you would expect. The drive home was very hard, my mind was spinning and I was trying very hard not to cry.
The next month was the hardest of my young life. And then Bobbie came back to haunt me at the end of the month. I'm don't think she planned it but she got to me one more time. Bull Bollinger was her unwitting messenger
Bill (Bull) Bollinger was a transfer to our school. He had a class with one of my buddies and started to hang around with us. Actually he was a pretty good guy, funny, friendly, and interesting to talk with. On Friday afternoon after our last class, six or seven of us were sitting around having a beer or six and talking about our plans for the weekend. BBQs, water skiing, picnics at the lake and several normal activities were discussed.
"What are you going to do this weekend Bull?" One of my friends asked him. Now I'm sure that if my buddy knew what a firestorm he was going to bring on, he would have never asked that question.
"You know, I may just get screwed to death this weekend," Bull said. "I gave a girl who missed her ride a lift home on Tuesday and as a thank you she gave me a blow job that made me think she was trying to suck my brains out. It was the best I've ever had. Then she said wait until Saturday night and she would give me a proper thank you."
There were a chorus of "yeah sure" and I bet and other sounds of disbelief. "You're telling us about one of your dreams Bull," someone told him.
"No, I swear. In fact she said she knows all of you and even mentioned you by name several times, James."
"Oh, what's her name?" I just had to ask, didn't I?
"She said her name was Barbara Ann something, wait she said she goes by Bobbie, yeah Bobbie Johnson, that's it," Bull said.
Did you ever notice that every once in awhile you run into someone you should never have messed with? That's Bull Bollinger. He was blond, blue eyed and a damned Adonis. At 6' 3 or 4" and 250 pounds he was cut and chiseled like a marble statue. This was the guy that I punched.



Proactive not reactive remember, well I didn't remember. I forgot all about proactive and reacted and hit the guy. It was like a bug got into his eye, he blinked and retaliated. Lying on the ground I heard him asking the other guys why I hit him. As I was shaking my head to clear it, they told him that Bobbie and I had been engaged until a month ago.
"Oh shit James, I didn't know. I'm sorry. I wouldn't have said anything if I had know," Bull responded to the information.
I forgot all about that discretion is the better part of valor bullshit as I got up. This time I manage to get in three punches before finding myself on my back again. Bull kept saying he was sorry and I kept getting up and trying to hit him.
The only reason he didn't win the fight by TKO was that I refused to stay down. He knocked me down seven times but I got up eight. The last punch I threw he just ducked and watched me go down all by myself. I think he was afraid he was going to break his hands on my face and that's why he left. It certainly wasn't anything I did to force him to leave.
I guess it was pretty funny; Bull hit me I hit the ground and I got up to start all over again. Nobody was laughing though, least of all me. Not only was my face broken, my broken heart was back to punish me some more. I couldn't and didn't want to believe that Bobbie had become such a slut. Maybe I felt responsible because I had introduced Bobbie to sex. I don't know, but the way I hurt before was nothing compared to the way I was hurting now. Not my face, but my heart.
On Monday my face was swollen in several places and a rainbow of colors, none pretty. The reaction was probably similar to what the Frankenstein monster got, people turning away in horror. At least that's how I saw it. No one wanted to look me in the eye and when they talked to me they looked anywhere but at my face. I don't blame them; it even scared me that morning when I was trying to shave.
That afternoon after my classes when I got to my Chevy, Bull was leaning against the front fender. He held up his hands as I approached.
"I don't want any trouble James. I came to apologize again. If I had known about you and Bobbie I wouldn't have said anything. I'm sorry. If it makes any difference I called Bobbie Friday night and canceled our date. I wouldn't take her out on a bet." Like I said before, Bull was actually a pretty good guy.
"I was going to find you sometime this week and apologize to you Bull. I shouldn't have gone off the deep end like that. I never really believed that stuff about seeing red, but when you talked about Bobbie that's what happened. I'm sorry if I hurt your hands," I said to him as I started laughing.
He cracked up and laughed with me. We sort of got into a giggling fit; we would stop laughing then look at each other and start all over again. A suggestion was made to retire to a nearby bar and continue our discussion.
"I know just the place Bull. You want to ride with me or follow me?" We jumped into my car and I drove us to Tulley's. That was where the crap with Bobbie started; maybe this could be the place it ended too.
Two months later Bobbie took one more shot at me. I hadn't talked to her and only saw her around school once in awhile as our classes didn't coincide. She surprised me by calling me at home. Bobbie's sorority was having a casual dance and she asked me to go with her.
"I don't think so Bobbie. To be honest I have moved on and don't see a reason to take a step back."
"Come on James. I need a date and rather go with a friend instead of some stranger. That's all it will be, a couple of friends having a good time."
I thought I had gotten over Bobbie but when I heard her voice I got all excited again. I think they call that being a glutton for punishment. I'm thinking, maybe she regrets what she did; it couldn't hurt to go with her as a friend and other rationalizations. Truth was the memory of Bobbie and our good times together were a lot closer to the surface than I realized. I wasn't as far along getting over her as I thought.
"Okay Bobbie, I'll pick you up at 7:00." I should have known better.
Bobbie's mother answered the door and seemed really glad to see me. When Bobbie came down the stairs she looked good enough to cause a riot. She was wearing a summer dress that buttoned down the front. When we got into my boat of a car, she made a remark about me still having the play pen. When we got to the dance a couple of the top and bottom buttons of the dress had been undone. This made the dress about ten times as sexy.
After finding our table, we had a couple of drinks, talked, danced and just had a good time. An hour into the dance, Bobbie asked me to go with her to get her sweater out of my car. When we got to the car, she said the sweater was in the back and as I climbed in to find it she followed me into the car.
"The two of us back in the playpen. Seems like old time, doesn't it? Do you remember the miles we put on this back seat James? I miss you James and I still love you. Don't you still feel something for me?"
I really had no idea where this was going until Bobbie started to check my tonsils with her tongue. After that the little head took over and all good sense went out the window. It's a good thing I had just had new shocks put on the Impala because the old ones would have never held up. It was like old times and we tried to set new standards in pleasuring each other. I guess she wanted to show me what her graduate courses had taught her.
In my defense, I had been celibate since Bobbie and I had broken up. I didn't intend to be but it had just happened. I just couldn't get interested in any other girls, so no nookie for James for over three months. Anyway, I was lost when she stuck her tongue down my throat. After about an hour we went back into the dance. Bobbie had a "canary that ate the cat" smile on her face.
These type of dances usually lasted about five hours, usually from 8:00 to 1:00. Another hour or so later when I got back from the bar, Bobbie wasn't at our table. I thought she had gone to the ladies room. I waited for about twenty minutes before I ask one of Bobbie's sorority sisters if she had seen Bobbie. She told me she saw Bobbie going outside with one of the guys from the Sigma Tau frat.
Well hell, she wouldn't do it to me again would she? It turned out that yes she would. I stepped outside and at the back side of the parking lot I saw a car bouncing up and down. You remember the old song, "if the car's rocking don't come knocking", the car was really rocking. Apparently the Sigma Tau guy didn't have new shocks like I did. I walked over to the car and Bobbie was straddling the guy in the front seat. Her dress was pulled down so she was naked above the waist. Bobbie's panties were hanging on the rear view mirror. There was no doubt as to what was going on.
I guess it was my shadow that caused Bobbie to look up and see me. She got a horrified look on her face and tried to disengage from the guy.
"Don't stop now Bobbie; if you hurry you can get five or six more before the dance is over." I walked off and left her with her new playmate.
There is an old saying that goes "Love will make you crazy". Love certainly screwed up my life. At the beginning of the night, I thought Bobbie and I might get something going again. Crazy huh?
Anyway, Bobbie left school two weeks later at the semester break. I'm glad she did because I don't know if I could have stayed at that school seeing her almost every day. I graduated with a 3.5 GPA and got my teaching certificate. Started my teaching career and my new life.
One last thing, remember Bull? He and I became very good friends. We even discussed Bobbie a few times. He never did date her, even though she called him a few times. I even dated his sister for a while but she and I were better friends that lovers. Bull and I spent a lot of time together and grew close.
**********************
Back to the future.
Things were a little cool between Jessie and I for a few days after our latest go around about the reunion. Jessie wanted to persuade me to attend my class reunion and I refused to let her talk to me about it and would walk out of the room if she persisted. Finally Jessie got her way but she didn't fight fair, she used tactics that only women can use. I was sitting in my chair reading and she came in and plopped down in my lap. Before our little tiff this was not unusual for her to do. What made it unusual this time is that she was sans clothing. She was as naked as a newborn baby. Unfair, unfair. Jessie had an unfair advantage in our argument.
"James, please go to the reunion. It's important to me," Jessie pleaded with me. "I want you to make sure that you don't have any feeling for Bobbie."
"Why can't you believe me? I told you Bobbie was out of my life a long time ago. Why do you insist that I still feel something for her?"
Jessie finally confessed why she was obsessed over my early relationship with Bobbie. It seems that just before I got the invitation, my friend Bull told Jessie about our fight and why it happened. He was telling her the story of how he and I met. Bull didn't realize the questions that the story would raise in Jessie's mind. Then my mother had mentioned a few times how hard I took it when Bobbie and I broke up. Mom wasn't trying to cause any trouble, but Jessie asked her about Bobbie after talking to Bull. Thanks a lot buddy, thanks a lot Mom. I guess in hindsight, I never should have mentioned that Bobbie was my first real love. I didn't help my position with that bit of info.
(Now just between us guys, I have to admit that once in awhile I did think about Bobbie and the fun we had in the back seat of that Impala. I remembered how great she looked laying naked on that big back seat as she reached for me. But then I would remember how she lied and cheated and that would erase all the good memories.)
In addition, in the last six weeks there had been eight messages on our voice mail from Bobbie. She personally invited me to the reunion and asked that I return her calls. Unfortunately I wasn't able to delete all of those messages. Jessie listened to a couple of them and asked me about them. I admitted that there had been four others. Dummy, when would I learn to keep my mouth shut?
"James I love you, but if you don't go to the reunion I think we should postpone the wedding for awhile." Jessie really shocked me with that statement.
"Are you breaking up with me, Jessie?" I was scared and pissed off, all at the same time.
"No I'm not, unless you want me to. I just want to be sure that you are over Bobbie before we get married. I don't want her shadow hanging over us after we're married."
"Damn it, how many times do I have to tell you that I have no feelings for Bobbie. You know the story, you know how she hurt me not just once but several times so how could I feel anything but contempt and anger for her?"
Jessie and I debated, argued, talked and discussed the subject for the next 30 minutes; all the while she was sitting on my lap, nude. Women don't fight fair. I finally agreed to go to the reunion. I had one final question for Jessie, which I hoped would change her mind.
"Just for the sake of argument, I know this won't happen, but just say I see Bobbie and discover that I still love her. Aren't you afraid of losing me?" Maybe this little threat would change Jessie's mind.
"Yes, I am. But I would rather it happen now than after we're married. I might get over it now but if I lost you after our wedding, I don't know if I could take it." No more was said on the subject that night; we adjourned to our bedroom to discuss other important matters.
The reunion was scheduled as a two day weekend event. Friday was for registration, a meet and greet brunch and a dinner dance that evening. Saturday there were some side trips around the neighborhood, a tour of the old school building, and another dinner dance in the evening.
We lived about hundred and fifty miles away, so I would drive up Friday morning and back on Sunday morning. Jessie insisted that I stay overnight because the nearly three hour drive would be too dangerous after the dinner dances. She wouldn't agree to my suggestion that I skip the dances.
I got to the hotel with enough time to check into my room, get registered with the reunion committee and go to the brunch. Before I went to the brunch, I called Jessie to let her know I had arrived safely and give her my room number.
To tell the truth, I had a good time at the brunch. I got to see a lot of my old friends of course, even the girl I dated before Bobbie. I felt pretty good about myself as I had aged better than a lot of the "in" crowd or "jocks". Jessie liked to run so I had run with her and still had the same waist size as I did in high school. Never hurts to feed the ego.
The only drawback at the brunch was that I was always on guard waiting for Bobbie to show up. But she never came to the brunch. If she had attended, after all those phone calls and the handwritten invitation, I know she would have found me.
Back in my room, I made sure my clothes for the evening were in order. Jessie had made me buy two new suits and almost a whole new wardrobe just for the reunion. The evening was to start with drinks at 6:00 with dinner at 7:00 and the dance following. I called Jessie again and suggested that I come home. She asked about Bobbie and I had to admit that I hadn't seen her yet. Stay there she ordered me.
I was standing at the bar after dinner and felt two rather nice points of pressure on my back and someone's hands go over my eyes.
"Guess who," Bobbie said. She was the only one that would greet me that way.
"Hello Bobbie," I responded and turned around. This was the moment of truth. In spite of what I told Jessie the big question remained, did I still love or have feelings for Bobbie? In the first two minutes of our meeting, I was vindicated. The only feeling I had for Bobbie was a little residual anger at the way she had treated me.
There she was in all her glory and I do mean in all her glory. She looked fantastic. Bobbie was wearing a tight dress that ended about 4 inches above her knees showing off those great legs. The dress was very low cut and showed a lot of cleavage. Bobbie grabbed me...gave me a tonsil searching kiss, took my arm and led me over to her table. No one was sitting there so we were as alone as we were going to get in that room. Bobbie moved her chair closer to me and began her attack. I knew what she had in mind very quickly.
She wanted to know if I came alone and smiled like a cat with a mouse when I said that I had. Her next question was what room was I in. To distract her "Operation Get James", I asked her to dance. We danced for a couple of songs and went back to the table. During the dance Bobbie left no doubt that she wasn't wearing a bra and not much in the way of panties. She had taken my hand and rubbed it across her rear. I got myself disengaged from the humping and took her back to the table.
I thought the bar would run out of bourbon the way Bobbie was drinking. It was funny, other than getting a little more amorous you couldn't really tell that she had been drinking.
Thank god for Mr. Lippincott one of my favorite teachers. He had been the favorite of most of the students, mainly because he was only about ten years older than the Seniors and was sort of cool. Mr. Lippincott may have been a little older than us, but it was obvious he found the grown up Bobbie fascinating. He asked her to dance and as they went to the dance floor I went to the bar. I needed a refill on my bourbon after that hump fest on the dance floor with Bobbie.
I drank one at the bar and got another to take back to the table. As I walked back, I watched Bobbie dance with our teacher. They were actually dancing, not humping, and I could see Bobbie a lot better.
She had always had a great body, but I didn't remember her having a bubble butt. And believe me I should know. She did now. Her breasts seemed to be larger too. Now I know that a women's breast can get bigger after having a child, but Bobbie didn't have any children.
When she came back to the table I took a closer look and could see the telltale signs of a face lift. A face lift at 28 or 29, she must have been rode hard and put away wet. Apparently Bobbie never got over being a party girl and it was catching up with her.
Bobbie sat down next to me and took my bourbon and knocked it back like water. "That old coot asked me to meet him in his room. Can you imagine that?" She seemed a little upset at his suggestion.
"He's only about ten years older than us Bobbie. I wouldn't exactly call him an old coot. Never mind that, tell me about what you've been doing since college."
For the next three hours and about ten dances, I heard about Bobbie's life. She married some guy she met at her new school about the same time I graduated. The marriage lasted for less than a year. Bobbie said she found him in bed with a neighbor. With Bobbie's past history, I think it might have been her caught in the act not her husband.
Bobbie was married a second time but that lasted less than six months and they had it annulled instead of getting a divorce. Apparently, she came out of the second marriage better off financially that when she went in.
During our talk, Bobbie kept putting her hand on my knee as she talked to me. Sometimes she would run her hand up the inside of my thigh until I stopped her. She would sit back and give me an evil grin. Bobbie had no doubt that she and I would be doing the horizontal mambo later that evening.
I danced a few times with other friends but most of the night was spent with Bobbie. Around 11:30, I decided to call it a night. Bobbie suggested that she go with me to my room. Suggest hell, she said, "let's go to your room and try and break the bed."
I declined her invitation and told her I was really tired. I told her I had gone to work early and then drove to the reunion and was a little trashed. She said okay but with a gleam in her eyes. In my room I stripped off my clothes and put on a pajama bottom. I sleep in the nude, but thought I should wear something until I went to bed.
Thirty minutes and two of those little bottles of bourbon later I was ready for bed. There was a knock on my door just as I was ready to strip. What now, I thought. Whoever was at the door had their finger over the peep hole but I could guess who it was. When I opened the door, there was Bobbie with a bottle of bourbon and two glasses from the bar.
Bobbie had changed clothes and was wearing one of the plush robes from the hotel. She said, "New in town sailor, want a little company?" She saw the look on my face and said, "Come on James, just one drink for old times' sake."
I knew better than to let her in, but I found I wasn't even that angry with her anymore. The only emotion I had was one of pity. "Okay Bobbie, one drink. But if you don't behave, I'll toss you out on your ass."
With a big smile she strutted by me into the room. By the time I shut the door, put on a shirt and joined her at the table she had two large drinks poured. As I sipped my drink, Bobbie knocked hers back quickly and poured herself another one.
"What are your plans now Bobbie?" I didn't really care but I was trying to make conversation.
"I hoped to talk you into a little fun tonight and then see where we could go from there."
"No Bobbie, I'm engaged and going to be married in a couple of months. We finished our run a long time ago."
"I know you're engaged, her name is Jessica isn't it? I still love you James, it's always been you. My first marriage was because I was lonely and the second was for money. I want you now."
"I'm not like you Bobbie; I can't screw around on someone I love. No, I'm going to marry Jessie."



"I bet she can't give you anything like this." Saying that Bobbie stood up and dropped her robe. She was totally nude; I mean no sexy lingerie, no hair, no nothing. Totally nude. I don't care how much work she might have had done, she looked utterly desirable. But she wasn't Jessie. Picking up the robe, I put it around her shoulders and said, "Bobbie you even more beautiful than I remembered, but I'm in love with Jessie and I'm going to marry her. Please go back to your room."
As she left she asked, "Can we dance some more tomorrow night?"
"I won't be here, I'm going back home tomorrow morning, back to Jessie," I told her and closed the door on Bobbie and that part of my life forever. When Bobbie dropped the robe, my little head was saying come on, just one night, no one will know. The big head was shouting, shut up you little bastard. Be strong James. I'm glad the big head won.
Lying on my bed, I went over my history with Bobbie, including tonight and I realized that I the only thing I felt was sorrow that her life was so screwed up. She would never find what Jessie and I have. I must have dozed off but woke up about four A.M. My thoughts were on Jessie, so I got up and packed. It's less than three hours home and if I hurried I could have breakfast with Jessie. Maybe I could spend a little time to show her how much I love her.
Motivation is the key to your almost all your actions. Case in point: It took me almost three hours to drive to the reunion at an average of about 60MPH. The drive home took less than two hours at an average of just over 85MPH. See motivation, I didn't want to go to the damn reunion and I couldn't wait to get home. I was lucky that there were no highway patrol cars out that morning.
Jessie taking a shower when I walked into our house. To surprise her I made coffee and waited for her in the kitchen. She came into the kitchen with a puzzled look on her face because she could smell the coffee and then saw me at the kitchen table.
"Hi honey, I made coffee," I told her with a solemn look on my face.
"What are you doing here? You're supposed to be at the reunion until tomorrow." Jessie was concerned because of my bearing and the look I gave her.
"The whole reason you wanted me to go to the reunion was to see Bobbie and find out if I still have any feelings for her. Well I saw her, spent most of last night at her table, and even danced with her several times. And I found out what I, actually what you, wanted to know. I do have feelings for Bobbie."
Jessie sat down like her legs gave out. The disappointment on her face was heartbreaking. Maybe I shouldn't have started this little charade. I was trying to be cute but all I did was to scare Jessie. Sometimes I'm too dumb for words.
"I'm glad I went because it proved that I was right. I don't love Bobbie, I did a long time ago but she destroyed whatever love I had for her by her own actions."
Jessie had started to cry and now she began to grin like a kid on Christmas morning. She jumped up and came around to table and sat in my lap. There she goes with that lap thing again. We kissed and then she did start to cry, but they were happy tears.
"Damn you, you scared me to death, with your talk about feelings," Jessie scolded me.
I told Jessie the whole story, everything. From meeting Bobbie at the dance, dancing with her, her attempts at sexual play, and her invitation. I even told her about Bobbie dropping the robe in my room. None of it mattered, I explained because all I could think of was you, honey.
"You said you had feeling for her though, what kind of feelings?" Jessie seemed a little confused.
"I feel disgust because of what she has become. I feel anger for the things she did to that hurt and destroyed us. But mostly, I feel sorry for her, Bobbie is a very sad person and she has really messed up her life." I tried to get Jessie to understand.
I stopped to get coffee for both of us, pulled Jessie back on my lap and continued, "I accomplished my, well your, mission last night. There was no reason for me to stay any longer; especially somewhere I didn't want to be in the first place. I would have been home last night, but I had been drinking and it wasn't a good idea to drive. Now, can we please just get married Jessie. I love you and only you."
I did get three phone calls over the next ten days from Bobbie. The first two times, Jessie had answered the phone and just handed it to me. Bobbie told me again that she still loved me and wanted to see me again, of course I refused. It wasn't until the second call that I realized that Bobbie was trying to piss off Jessie enough that she would leave me. The third time Bobbie called Jessie answered the phone and walked outside to talk to her. To this day I don't know what Jessie told her, but Bobbie never called again.
(Ten years later we heard that Bobbie had died of liver failure due to acute alcohol poisoning. I didn't like her but it was still sad to hear that she died, she was only 39. What a waste.)
********************
Jessie and I were married three months after the reunion. Bull Bollinger was my best man and after the toasts, after the required dances, and after the garter and bouquet toss; Bull and I stepped outside for some fresh air. We talked about the events since we first met and the many changes there had been in our lives.
Bull asked about the reunion and Bobbie as he had never heard the complete story of my adventure. I told him everything, including Bobbie being naked in my room. And that I basically tossed her out.
"How did she look? Weren't you tempted, at least a little bit?" He asked in disbelief.
"Appreciative of the scenery, yes. Tempted, no. I had already been there, done that, and have the scars to prove it. And if you ever mention Bobbie again to Jessie, I will finish kicking your ass like I started that day at school."
That statement got a big laugh from both of us. But Bull had one more question on the subject and promised it would be his last. "Do you have any feelings left for Bobbie? Do you still think about her?"
I thought for a few seconds which seemed much longer. I reminisced about my history with Bobbie, through both the good times and the bad.
Finally I shook my head no and replied, "She's better as a memory."
Quote: Life goes on.
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My story is inspired by the Toby Keith song "I'm so happy, I can't stop crying".
She says, are you o.k.? I was worried about you
Can you forgive me? I hope that you'll be happy.
I'm so happy that I can't stop crying
I'm so happy I'm laughing through my tears
*
They came face to face at the park during their son's soccer game. He had hoped to sneak in, watch his son for a little while and leave unnoticed. It was not to be, she saw him the minute he left his truck. Bonnie was surprised that J.W. was there. She approached him and told J.W. she was worried about him.
If it wasn't so sad, so hurtful, so heartbreaking, it would be funny. She's worried about me? She's the one that snuck out of the house while he was at work, taking the children with her and she's worried about me? Now she's worried about me? Now after breaking up our life and home, J.W. thought.
It had been five days since Bonnie had left and this was the first opportunity that J.W. had to see Bonnie or his son. He still hadn't been able to see his daughter. J.W. hadn't seen them because he didn't know where Bonnie and the kids were living.
"I just want you to be happy J.W., "Bonnie said. "I want both of us to be happy; I want us to be a family again."
"Happy? You damn right I'm happy, "J.W. responded. "As soon as we can get all the legal stuff done, I will be ecstatic." He was really hurting and said some things he shouldn't have.
"What are you talking about? What legal stuff? I didn't leave to get a separation or divorce, I want us to work through this and get back together."
"Well you certainly have a funny way of showing it. You want us to be a family huh? Is that why you ran off with the kids and left me? Is that why you and the kids are living god knows where? It's because you want us back together, BULLSHIT Bonnie."
"It was getting impossible at home, that's why I left. For a week solid you stayed at work as much as possible, you were always angry and wouldn't talk to me when you did come home. Every time I tried to explain, you told me to shut up or you left. I thought if we had some space from each other that when we did meet we could talk things out better. Without all the anger, you know?" Bonnie explained. "I've tried to call you every day since I've been gone."
"I would never hurt you or the kids Bonnie," he told her. Why did you have to leave?" His sorrow and hurt washed over her like a big wave.
"It wasn't the fear of you hurting us, it was the wall of anger you erected and hid behind. It wasn't a good environment for the kids or for us. Please let's talk after J.R.'s game," Bonnie pleaded.
J.W. didn't respond to Bonnie, he just stared at her for a few seconds and turned back to his truck. "You're a hypocrite, you don't care about me; you're a liar, you lied to me about your meeting! It was a date. For all I know you were unfaithful too," he told her.
Before she had a chance to say anything, he spun the tires as he drove away, spraying her lightly with gravel and dust. J.W. knew he should listen to what Bonnie had to say but he had seen her with that man and the image kept running around and around in his mind's eye. He was hurting too much right now to listen to her... As he drove off he thought, Yeah I'm happy alright; I'm so happy I can't stop crying.
*******************
J. W (Jake Wilson) Riley and Bonnie (Bonita) Henderson met some twelve years prior to this confrontation. Bonnie was a 25 year old insurance adjuster for the local office of a national company. She was a leggy, very attractive young woman. Sleek, dark complected, auburn hair, with startling blue eyes, she could turn any man's head. Bonnie certainly caught J.W.'s eye.
He had been involved in a minor fender bender and brought his truck in for an inspection by the insurance adjuster. And that happened to be Bonnie. J.W. hadn't really planned on getting the truck fixed, but his accountant advised him to get it repaired. The bean counter said that a truck with collision damage wasn't worth as much as one with the damage fixed. So J.W. made the appointment with the adjuster and to file a claim against the other driver.
J.W. had never really been a ladies' man, he felt more comfortable with the workers and builders than he did with women. He just didn't feel that many women would find him attractive because of the facial scar marring his good looks. Other than the scar, most women would find him very handsome. It gave him an inferiority complex, at least where women were concerned.
J.W. had run afoul of a table saw that kicked back a 2 x 4 right into his face as he was walking past. The board sliced his cheek from the corner of his mouth up to the corner of his right eye. It wasn't really horrible but it was more than noticeable. The scar stood out more as his face got tanned by the sun. Whenever a woman looked at J.W., he thought they were looking at the scar and he would shut down. He had thought about plastic surgery but couldn't seem to find the time to take off work so he kept putting it off.
About a year and a half after the accident the doctor told him that he could smooth out the skin around the scar but there would always be a very noticeable line of scar tissue down his face. J.W. decided that if he would still have the scar why go through the surgery and opted not to have the work done.
It surprised him at how attracted to Bonnie he was. She was very pretty but it was more than that. When they met and introduce themselves, she didn't seem bothered by his looks at all. The more time they spent talking, the more at ease J.W. became. They spent about thirty minutes doing the insurance thing and J.W. signed the paperwork. He didn't want to leave her, but their business was finished.
"What does the J.W. stand for?" Bonnie asked pointing to his signature, J.W. Riley.
"Just waiting," he answered. He didn't know where he got the nerve but he was going to ask Bonnie for a date.
"Just waiting? Just waiting for what?"
"Just waiting to find out when I can take you out to dinner," J.W. said smiling at Bonnie.
Bonnie had been attracted to J.W. too, until he turned and she saw the scar. J.W. was very tanned and the scar was a white line running down his face. She was a little put off until she looked into his eyes. He had the most gentle eyes she had ever seen. During the inspection Bonnie had asked questions she didn't really have to just to spend a little more time with J.W.
"I think tomorrow night would be about right, don't you?" Bonnie replied with a big grin.
The next evening they went to a the steak house for dinner and Bonnie and J.W. found out more about each other than you normally would on a first date. Bonnie had gone to college for two years after high school. The she decided to spend two years in the Peace Corp in Africa.
She was dedicated to the work, but the corruption of the war lords and tribal rulers quickly disillusioned her. When her tour was over she came back to her home town and started working for the insurance company as a claims clerk. After three years she had worked her way up to a full time adjuster.
"You're pretty young to own your own company aren't you? You're about 30 right?" So tell me your success story. Bonnie wanted to know more about J.W. and teased him a little to get him to talk about himself.
He nodded and told her how he came to own the small construction company specializing in custom homes. J.W. had worked for the largest home builder in the area for eight years after he got out of high school. He took classes in design and architecture at night for those eight years.
Two years ago he left the builder to branch out on his own. J.W. knew he could build better homes and give the customer more "bang for their buck" and at the same time make a more than decent profit.
While he worked for the builder he met several of the home owners as they inspected the construction of their new house. J.W. made it a point to answer their questions in a friendly manner and tried to put them at ease. One man in particular, William Jasper, was very impressed with the young construction foreman and approached J.W. when his house was finished.
William Jasper was one of the richest men in the state and he knew quality workmen when he saw one. The house that had just been completed was for his daughter and he asked J.W. about doing sort of side job.
Mr. Jasper wanted a summer cabin built on his property at a nearby lake; actually the term cabin was misleading. The "cabin" was to be about 5000 square feet. J.W. told Mr. Jasper that a house couldn't be built on a part time basis and the J.W. couldn't afford to just take off from his job with the builder. J.W. thanked Mr. Jasper for the confidence he showed in him and thought that was the end of it.
Two weeks later J.W. got a call from Mr. Jasper asking if he could meet with J.W. on Friday afternoon about 3:00 at a local coffee shop. No reason was given except that Mr. Jasper wanted to talk about the house. J.W. naturally thought it was about the house he had just completed and agreed to the meeting. He wanted to take care of the problems, if any, with the just completed house.
At their meeting, J.W. was stunned by the offer made by Mr. Jasper. He wanted J.W. to quit his job and build the cabin for him. Mr. Jasper would set up accounts at all the construction supply houses, pay the workers, and pay J.W. a salary until the job was completed. J.W. would be the contractor, ordering supplies, hiring the sub contractors and scheduling the work.
When completed J.W. would receive his fee less the salary already paid. In addition, Mr. Jasper had two partners that wanted houses build at the lake too. J.W. would have the same deal as with Mr. Jasper on those two cabins and they would split the profit on them. By the time the three houses were done, J.W. would be established and able to continue on his own.
Mr. Jasper explained that his share of the profit from the other two cabins would cover J.W.'s fee on Mr. Jasper's cabin. Basically Mr. Jasper would get his house for nothing but the cost of materials. In addition, he would have the best quality built custom home available.
The partnership was formed and J.W. started his company. Two years later his company had more business than they could handle. They had a waiting list, a very nice problem for a new company to have.
"That's the story of the birth of Riley Custom Homes, "J.W. finished and glanced at his watch. "Oh jeeze, I've been talking for almost forty minutes. I'm sorry; you must have been bored to tears."
"Not really, it was an interesting story and told very well I might add, "Bonnie replied smiling.
"Let's get out of here before they throw us out. I'll take you home."
J.W. walked her to the door, took her hand and said good night. Bonnie pulled him to her, gave him a hug and kissed his cheek telling him thank you. When Bonnie hugged him, she realized for the first time how solid and massive J.W. was. At 6' 3" he towered over her 5' 7" and spread 245 pounds over that large frame. He looked like a pirate with that scar, but he was really a teddy bear. She hoped he would call her again. If he didn't, she vowed to call him.
Bonnie had looked past the scar. She accepted his dinner invitation because he was a little shy and seemed to be a nice person. After their dinner she knew what a good man J.W. was. A week went by and just as Bonnie thought she would have to call him; J.W. came by her office and asked her to go to some kind of industry awards dinner dance.
J.W. was totally tongue tied by how beautiful Bonnie looked when he picked her up for the dance. She wore a long gold gown, with a slit up the side and a little low cut on top. Bonnie's neck and shoulders were bare with her auburn hair was piled on top of her head in some glorious fashion and she had a string of pearls around her neck.
"You clean up pretty good, J.W., "Bonnie said smiling at him. She twirled and asked, "Will this be okay?"
He stood there with his mouth open. Finally he said, "You're beautiful Bonnie."
That dinner dance was the beginning of a relationship that J.W. never thought he could have. Other than work, he and Bonnie spent almost every waking minute together and six months later they were married.
********************
J.W. and Bonnie were married for almost twelve years and had two children: A son James Wilson Jr., called J.R. for junior and a daughter Alyssa called Ally. During those years, Riley Customer Construction grew into a very successful company. The company usually built one or two upscale houses at a time and had a waiting list of clients. Bonnie had climbed the ladder at the insurance company and was now the lead adjuster and defacto supervisor. She had been offered a promotion several times, but it would mean a lot of travel and she turned it down.
Shortly after their eleventh anniversary J.W.'s world imploded. His marriage came under attack, at least in his eyes.
He was involved in building four custom homes at the same time and in the same general area. It was a stretch for the company, but if they could complete the construction on time the payoff would be huge. Consequently J.W. was spending a lot more time at the construction trailers on the sites. He wouldn't get home most nights until 9:00 and sometimes 10:00. This was his normal six day a week schedule. Early Sunday morning he would return to the trailer and tie up loose ends until around noon. J.W. would come home and do some of the normal maintenance around their house and then veg out until time to go to bed.
This left Bonnie at home with the kids with no adult interaction, other than at work. By the time J.W. got home he was beat. He would eat, shower, and go right to bed; to start all over again the next day. She understood the pressure he was under and knew he was working that hard for his family. The payoff on these jobs would set them up for life; it was almost life changing money. Bonnie never complained about the hours, but she did get lonely for adult social conversation and company.
On a Sunday evening, before J.W. got too tired, Bonnie sat down in his lap. "Honey I would like to go out for dinner and some girl talk with some people from the office once a week. I love J.R. and Ally, but I need some adult stimulation before I go nuts. No don't apologize, I know you are working long hours and I'm not complaining about that. I just need to unwind a little myself. What do you think?"
"Who'll get the kids from after care at school? I can't promise that I can be home early even that one night a week."
"I usually pick them up, but they can ride the school bus home one day a week. I'll hire Sarah next door to come over and stay with the kids until one of us gets home. Her husband is in Afghanistan and she can use the company and the money. I'll usually be home by eight. Is that alright?" Obviously Bonnie had already approached Sarah.
"Sure, you deserve a little me time. I know my hours are hard on you too; I wish I could join you gals once or twice to chill out too. Yeah, go ahead and enjoy yourself."
The routine was set, Sarah was given a key to their house and on Thursday afternoon she would come over and sit for the children until either J.W. or Bonnie got home. J.R. was nine and Ally was seven and rode the same school bus. They were dropped off in front of their house and Sarah would play "Mom" for the evening.
Either Bonnie, if she didn't get home first, or J.W. or sometimes both would call and talk to the children before bedtime. A few times Bonnie would call J.W. at work to see if he could get done early enough to join her and her friends. Twice he was able to get away and join the "hen" party. The program worked very well.
UNTIL.
The seventh week of the routine, fate or some devil or some evil spirit conspired to bring down this happy family. Thursday morning a truckers strike was called. This stopped deliveries to J.W.'s job sights, which basically shut down the construction. You need supplies to build and the sites only had enough for that day.
The strike could possibly put J.W. weeks behind and cost his company a huge amount of money. He went into his search and destroy, think outside the box, solve the problem mode.
J.W. wasn't a union man but could sympathize with the truckers. His problem was that if the strike lasted very long, it could bankrupt his company. He felt that sometimes the unions went to extremes in their demands, but management could not be trusted to be fair to the workers either. If it came to a choice of loyalty to the union workers or providing for his family, the family was the correct choice every time.
He made arrangements to rent several trucks to pick up supplies locally on Friday. The crews wouldn't be able to work that day, but could return to work on Monday. He offered some of his crew the jobs with pay to drive the trucks and anyone who wanted to honor the truckers strike could do so with no repercussions. After all they were hired as construction workers not truck drivers.
J.W. had no trouble getting enough drivers and they could continue using this solution until the strike was over. Problem solved, with no work the next day he decided to go home at a decent hour for once.
J.W. pulled into his garage at 4:30, the first time he had gotten home in daylight for over two months. J.R. and Ally had just finished their dinner and were very happy to see him. They had missed their daddy too. Sarah was surprised to see him and started to leave. J.W. told her to stay, he did have some work to go over and after he played with the kids for a while, he would get to it. Sarah could supervise the children's baths and put them to bed as usual.
Bonnie came home at 5:45 and blew past Sarah to the kid's room. She spent a few minutes with them and learned that J.W. was home. She found him in the den going over some schedules.
"What are you doing home so early?" Bonnie was very surprised that her husband was home, it was evident in her eyes. She went to him and kissed him.
He explained the strike and his solution to the problem. "I guess we get a night for ourselves for a change. Let me get changed and I'll take you to dinner. Maybe we could come back here for a little cuddle time afterwards."
J.W. could tell by the way Bonnie tilted her head and the faraway look in her eyes that she was thinking about something other than his invitation.
"I can't Honey. The people from work are getting together for a dinner meeting and I just came home to change," she responded. "We're going to meet at Arrowhead at 7:00."
"You can't pass up one week with the girls to spend some time with me?" J.W.'s disappointment and a little anger showed in his voice.
Bonnie heard the emotion in his voice and tried to make him understand. "This isn't just the office crew, my boss and the other three department heads will be at the meeting. And their boss is in from the corporate office and will be there also. This meeting could be important to my job and important for us. Please try and understand."
J.W. didn't answer for about ten seconds. To Bonnie those seconds were almost like torture. If J.W. was going to be really upset she would have to forego the meeting.
"Go ahead, I'll spend some time with the rug rats and get to bed early."
Bonnie gave him a hug, kissed him again and went to their bedroom to shower and change. She could tell by the tone of J.W.'s voice that he still wasn't a happy camper. If the meeting went the way she thought it would she would make it up to him. Bonnie knew that one result of this dinner could be a big promotion for her. J.W. would be so proud of her.



She finished her shower, touched up her hair, her makeup, and finished dressing. Bonnie found J.W. playing with the kids in the family room. He eyes opened wide at the way she was dressed when she came into the room. Bonnie was dressed in what is known as "the little black dress" and looked very good.
The hem was about two inches above the knee and the top was square cut without much cleavage. It wasn't that she was dressed overly sexy he thought, but that dress on her screamed sex subdued. He was surprised because she only wore that dress for special occasions.
"Walk me to the door?" Bonnie asked and suggested to J.W. As they got to the door, she pulled his head down and kissed him hard. "I should be home about 10:00. Why don't you get a shower, get something to eat and take a little nap to rest up for me?" You'll need your strength when I get home," Bonnie told him with a big smile. She could tell he was still pouting a little.
"Well a shower and a nap couldn't hurt, I guess." This time there was a smile in his voice.
Bonnie left the house at 6:45 or close to it. J.W. took his shower, ate some dinner, and was relaxing, preparing for a little cat nap in his recliner when the phone rang. Sarah had just put the kids to bed and grabbed the phone. She brought him the cordless phone and went back to finish cleaning up the kitchen. Who would be calling him at almost 8:00?
"Do you know where Bonnie is tonight?" The unknown caller asked.
"Of course I know and what business is it of yours? Who is this?" He said with a little heat.
"The "meeting" your wife is attending isn't about business. She is meeting two men tonight at the restaurant and insurance isn't what they're discussing."
"WHO IS THIS?" My wife would never do something like that," J.W. defended Bonnie
"I doesn't matter who I am. Don't say you weren't warned." With that the woman hung up.
J.W. was mumbling about the call and the suggestion that Bonnie was meeting another man. After a minute or two he began to wonder about a few things. Bonnie came home to change clothes before dinner, something she had never done before.
Not only did she change, but she changed into the nicest and sexiest dress she owned. She was dressed the same way on their anniversary. He began to think that she was overdressed for a meeting with the crew from her office.
He took a double Jack Daniels out on the back deck to think about that the changes in Bonnie and the phone call. After one sip, he decided he needed a clear head, not a whiskey soaked brain. He poured out the drink and went back inside. Maybe he should just go to the steak house and see what was going on. If Bonnie caught him he could say that he was going to wait for her in the bar until her meeting was over. They could have a drink together before they went home. A little thin on the logic but it should work.
J.W. knew the Arrowhead very well; it was their favorite steak house. It has two entrances, the main one leading to the dining area and one from the patio directly into the bar. There was a planter that separated the bar from the dining room. He knew he could see the dining area from the bar but no one could see into the bar. He entered the building from the patio, got a drink from the bartender and walked over to the planter. What he saw knocked the wind out of him like a Mike Tyson punch.
Bonnies' boss and the other department heads along with some of the other women from the office were sitting at a table at the end of the room. Bonnie wasn't sitting with them. She was in a corner booth with two men and another woman. One of the men appeared to be in his late 50's or very early 60's and was very distinguished looking. The other man looked to be about Bonnies' age. The woman was very attractive and maybe 40, if that. She was sitting next to the younger man.
The four of them were smiling, laughing and just having a gay old time, at least that's what it looked like to J.W. When the other woman got up and went to the ladies' room. J.W. made his move. He walked toward their booth, no walked doesn't describe it properly. It was more of a stalk, like a big cat would do. He had his prey in sight and nothing would stop him.
When he got to the table, the man looked up at J.W. with a smile that was replaced with a frown at once and he actually cringed a little. J.W. face was tanned and red with anger and this made the scar stand out like a beacon. When J.W. got angry or tired, the scar would pull at the corner of his mouth giving him an evil grin. That evil grin is what made the man cringe. He was confronted by a very large and obviously a very angry man and to be honest he was physically afraid of this giant.
Bonnie saw the man's reaction and looked up to see the cause. She was startled to see her husband standing there with that death head's grin. Bonnie could tell that J.W. was very angry and almost out of control. He was shaking with anger as he stood there.
"Honey! What are you doing here?" She smiled at him surprised at him being there and trying to decide why he was so angry. She continued, "This is Mr. Snyder from the head office in Omaha. Sam, this is my husband J.W."
J.W. ignored Bonnie for a little over ten seconds as he continued to stare at the older man. Snyder started to acknowledge the introduction but stopped at the look in J.W.'s eyes and that evil smile. The younger guy sat there with his mouth open. If you have ever waited for ten seconds in a stressful situation, you know that it's like hours. Finally, J.W. turned his eyes to Bonnie.
"Just staking my claim to my wife," J.W. finally answered her and then turned to Snyder and said, "Are you in the habit of taking other men's wives out to dinner, Mr. Snyder?" J.W. didn't wait for an answer but continued, "I suggest you get your ass in a cab, get your ass to the airport, and get your ass back to Omaha or wherever. If I find you here tomorrow, you may never get back home."
"Mr. Riley, there's been some mistake, I........." Snyder started.
"SHUT UP!" J.W. interrupted. "The mistake was yours and I'm giving you a head start, I suggest you take it. Bonnie the kids and I will be at home waiting for you. It takes about 20 minutes to drive home from here, I expect you at the house in 30. If you're not there by then, don't bother coming home." J.W. turned and left the restaurant. He ignored Bonnie's calls and pleas to come back or wait.
J.W. found himself driving much too fast on the way home, he made the trip in about 15 minutes. He was pacing like a big caged tiger when Bonnie got home about 10 minutes after him. When she tried to talk to him, J.W. told her that he couldn't talk to her tonight. He told her he would sleep in the guest room for now. Bonnie tried again to explain and J.W. walked out of the house. Bonnie went to bed trying to understand why J.W. had reacted the way he had. She heard him come back sometime around midnight.
The next morning, J.W. left before daylight because he didn't want to see Bonnie yet. He worked until 10:00, even though everything had already been set up for the Monday restart. Again, he didn't want to talk to Bonnie. He was trying to get a handle on his anger, his disappointment, and his feeling of betrayal.
Every time Bonnie tried to talk to him about that night, he would wave her off and/or stomp out of the house. He tried not to let his anger affect his interaction with his children, but he didn't succeed. The kids knew something wasn't right between their mother and father.
Bonnie began to get angry too. This blanket of anger covering their home was beginning to affect the children. J.R. and Ally became nervous and jumpy, they were afraid that they would cause things to get worse. After a week of the forced silence from J.W. she got up right after him one morning. While he was in the bathroom, she went to the kitchen and made coffee. Bonnie was sitting at the kitchen table when J.W. came to get some coffee.
"Honey, we can't keep on like this. I know...wave your hand all you want but you've got to talk to me. Your anger is making the kids a nervous wreck. Please talk to me," Bonnie pleaded with him. "Let me explain about Mr. Snyder."
She thought for just a second he was finally going to talk to her. He hesitated for a few seconds, shook his head, and walked out of the house without saying anything. Bonnie talked to her sister, Julie and told her the whole story about the meeting and J.W. jumping to conclusions when he saw Bonnie having dinner with Mr. Snyder, his wife and son.
She also told Julie that she couldn't get J.W. to talk or listen to her. Bonnie was at a loss as to what to do. Julie suggested that she and the kids come to stay with her saying that the atmosphere at the house wasn't good for any of them. Bonnie didn't want this but her kids were having a hard time and maybe someplace away from the anger they would feel better. Later that morning she and the children moved in with Julie.
Bonnie tried to call J.W. several times that day. She called the construction trailer but he was always out at a job site at least that was what she was told. His cell phone would go to voice mail after one or two rings. J.W. obviously wasn't answering his cell. She went back to the house and left him a note to please call her so they could talk and solve this problem. Bonnie wrote that she and the children were safe and she would continue to try and contact him.
********************
That's how we got to the incident at the soccer game. After the confrontation at the park, Bonnie decided that this fiasco had gone on long enough. She waited until almost 9:00 P.M. outside one of the job site trailers. J.W. was in there all alone and Bonnie made her move. She crept up to the door, glanced through the window, and there he was sitting behind his paper covered desk. Bonnie felt sorry for him, he looked so tired and so alone. No time for sympathy now, she thought.
Bonnie opened the door, stepped into the trailer and locked the door behind her. She leaned up against the door and said, "We're going to talk and we're going to do it right now. I won't let you walk out and if you try to move me I'll fight you every step of the way."
J.W. had stood up when Bonnie came into the trailer. Now hearing her threat and seeing her ready to fight, all 5' 7" of her, he started to laugh. He sat down and continued to laugh, it wasn't that funny but he was releasing a lot of built up stress. The laughter became almost hysterical, and then turned into crying. He had only loved one woman in his life and the stress of possibly losing her and his children pushed him over the edge. When he started to cry, Bonnie came to him and sat on his lap. She put her arms around him and held him until J.W. got control of himself.
With Bonnie's arms holding him, J.W. was able to calm down. "You're right," J.W. said. "I've let my pride and anger carry this too long and we need to decide what we're going to do." He didn't know where they would end up but it was time for him to confront their problems.
It took Bonnie a minute to collect herself too; finally they were going to talk about what had sent him into a rage. "Why were you so upset at the restaurant and why did you threaten Mr. Snyder?
He began to explain the things that led up to his attack at dinner. "You came home to change clothes for your "hens" night; something you've never done before. When I asked, you wouldn't give up your night with the girls to be with me." J.W. was trying to control the anger that started to build again. She could hear it in his voice.
"But I told you .................." Bonnie began.
J.W. stopped her saying, "Please Hon, let me finish. The dress you put on to go to a dinner meeting with your boss is the nicest one you have. You only wear it on special occasions. You only mentioned the people from your office being at dinner. You didn't say anything about any men going to be there. I saw you sitting with the two guys; laughing and enjoying their company and I got hurt and jealous." He nodded at her that now she could respond.
"I told you it was a dinner meeting but I should have explained that it was more than a normal meeting, I guess. Obviously you thought it was just another girl's night out. Mr. Snyder is the boss from the head office I told you about, but I didn't think to tell you anymore about him. I'm sorry; I didn't mean to hide anything from you. I was excited about the meeting but I should have explained it better. The woman is his wife and the other man is his son; he's in training to manage another office." She hesitated a second or two and continued.
"If it had been a normal meeting, with just the people from our office, I wouldn't have come home to change. I would have just gone from work. I can see that me coming home to change and then wearing that "special" dress might cause you to stop and think.
But it was an important meeting with the head man and I wanted to look good. What made you come to the restaurant?"
"I was going to wait for you at home and take you up on your promise, but then I got the phone call," J.W. admitted.
"What phone call? Call from who?"
"I don't know but the women told me that your business meeting was anything but business. I was told you were meeting a man and that it wasn't about insurance. That was the reason I came to the steak house, to see for myself," J.W. finished.
"Who would tell you such a terrible lie?" Bonnie was really upset at the unknown caller and also a little upset that he hadn't trusted her.
"I saw you on what looked like double date and thought those people were your playmates. It almost killed me to see you sitting with another man; laughing and having a good time. That's when I lost it." He had to stop for a little while, to push the anger and hurt back down.
"How could you think that I would want another man after all our years together? Have I ever given you any reason to doubt my love, you big dummy?" Bonnie laughingly chastised him. She did so gently and a little humor. She knew he was still a little unstable. They could discuss his lack of trust in her at a later time. Later, maybe when emotions weren't so volatile.
J.W. shook his head no to answer her questions. He told her that he had always worried about losing her and admitted he never understood how he got her in the first place. He confessed that it still bothered him that people would shy away from him because of his scar and was afraid that she would too. Bonnie leaned over and kissed the scar on J.W.'s face and then his lips.
"I couldn't talk to you because I was so hurt and angry, I was sure that I would do or say something to you that couldn't be taken back. I'm sorry, I should have talked with you that night," J.W. explained to her. "I should have answered or returned your calls."
The rest of the evening is no body's business but theirs. However, they did make good use of the hide-a-bed couch, although the lack of it wouldn't have stopped them. The next morning they woke up holding each other. Bonnie kissed her husband and told him to get dressed and they would go together to pick up the kids and go home together.
"Where have you been living?" J.W. was curious.
"We've been staying with Julie. Now don't get mad at her she was trying to help me. She's also the one that suggested that I ambush you at work and put an end to this fiasco." Bonnie said as she saw him start to get upset. "I called her last night while you were in the bathroom to let her know that we were "talking" and that I might be gone all night." Bonnie was smiling at how embarrassed and excited she had felt when talking to her sister.
J.W. seemed pensive again and Bonnie had to find out what was bothering him now. "What's troubling you now Honey. Everything is going to be okay, don't worry."
"I probably cost you your job, after threatening Snyder the way I did. Sorry, I wasn't thinking straight. Maybe I should call Snyder, explain my actions, and apologize to him, maybe that would save your job," J. W. said hopefully.
"It's not necessary; Mr. Snyder called me when he got back to Omaha and we had a long talk. He said you scared the hell out of him but he admired you for protecting your family. He said his wife kept asking him if he would face down two men like you did. We finished the business that we were discussing when you showed up."
"What business?"
"He gave me the promotion that we were talking about. I'm the new Branch Manager and the head honcho." Bonnie reported proudly.
The discussion for the rest of the ride to pick up the children was about Bonnie's new position, her duties, and new responsibilities. She told J.W. that her hours wouldn't be as long and she could now delegate the duties of her old job. He promised her that he would begin to delegate some of his work so he would have more time with the family.
They picked up the children and went home as a family for the first time since that night at the restaurant. After dinner that evening, J. W. tucked his kids into bed. As he leaned over to kiss Ally good night she ordered, "Daddy, don't ever go away again. Promise okay?"
He promised Ally that they would never be apart again and then had to do the same thing with his boy, J.R. Later as he and Bonnie were in their own bed after a long time apart. She told him that one of women at work had quit when Bonnie got the promotion. It was that woman that had called J.W. that night. She thought she could cause so much trouble that Bonnie wouldn't get the promotion and that she would.
J.W. seemed pensive and thinking about something. "Bonnie, maybe after these houses are done, I should look into getting this scar taken care of. What'da you think?"
"Don't you dare, that scar is part of you and you belong to me. So that scar is mine and I would miss it." Bonnie reinforced her opinion by loving her man for the next couple of hours. Later as they were resting, or maybe it was recovering, she kissed his neck and asked, "Happy now?"
"I'm so happy that I can't stop crying," J.W. replied with tears in his eyes.
******
Author's note: I know I took some literary license in this story concerning the amount of time it took Bonnie to shower, do makeup and hair, and get dressed to go to her meeting. In the story it only took her 45 minutes to get ready. Any husband or live-in boyfriend will tell you that no woman could get ready that quickly. So cut me some slack here, I know it's a fantasy but the time line fit the story.
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I never had any intention of being back in this city. Never in the far recesses of my mind had I ever thought about coming back to my home. It has been over two years since I left and I wouldn't be here now if I didn't feel that I had to.
My father has a heart problem; something to do with a clogged artery and has to have bypass surgery. He was in the hospital waiting for the operation. I came home because he refused to let the doctors operate until I was there. I just hope the ongoing feud I have with my brother doesn't erupt and cause a problem.
My name is Jazz O'Connor (actually it's Jasper after my great grandfather, but please don't call me that). My brother William and I are the children of James and Mary and I am the youngest at 27. My brother is the reason I left my family and my home. If I hadn't left, I might have done to William what Cain did to Abel.
*******************
William is five years older than me and from my first memories has teased and tormented me. Most big brothers bully their younger brothers a little but it's sort of a tough love type of thing. Not William, he apparently hated me from the moment I was born.
Maybe it was because I was the baby of the family and he thought I got the attention that was rightfully his. Maybe it was because I looked like our father and people made remarks about our similarities. I don't know, but we never developed the bond that brothers should.
He would do something bad at home and blame it on me. When our parents weren't around he would hit me, not like a playful punch but with intent to actually hurt me. I learned very quickly to hide from him when they were gone. William would be punished but it never seemed to deter him.
He was much bigger than me; he took after our mothers Germanic ancestors. At twenty he was 6' 3" to my 5'7" and outweighed me by 50 pounds. I finally grew another 3 inches to 5'10". I took after my father with our Irish ancestry and looked just like he did at my age.
Anyway you get the idea that there was no love lost between William and me. My father loved all his children, but he and I had a special bond. I'm sure this was part of the reason for William's attitude toward me. My father and I were athletic, William wasn't. We liked to do things outdoors like hunting, fishing, or even just hiking through the woods. William would rather watch T.V. or play on the computer.
William was more outgoing than me, an extrovert personality. I was reserved, subdued, an introverted type. His brashness, his ability to talk to people, and his natural intelligence made him the logical choice to run my father's business. My family owns an electronics company that builds specialty communications equipment.
We both worked at most of the jobs in the factory to learn the business, but William was much better at sales, schmoozing with clients and the social aspects of the business and I was pretty good at the nuts and bolts part. We weren't stinking rich but we were stinking comfortable.
***********************
The blowup came when I was 22 and just home after graduation from college. Other than the little tomboy neighbor, Melody Thomas, that I grew up with, I had never brought a girl home before. She didn't really count because we were just fishing buddies and she was four years younger than me. We were pals until our junior year in high school. Then Melody and her family moved to another state and I hadn't seen her in over six years. After they moved she wrote a letter every month or so for a few months but they stopped coming.
This time I brought a young lady home with me. My parents were happy that I was overcoming my shyness. Shelley and I met in college and fell into instant "like" with each other. I managed to push myself out of my shell and asked her for a date. That date led to others and shortly we were a couple.
At Christmas her parents were on a cruise or something so I brought her home to meet my family. Shelley and I had agreed that we wanted to be together but a marriage proposal was never actually given.
Mom was courteous and friendly when she met Shelley, but she apparently wasn't as taken with her as I was. I thought that when Mom got to know her better she would warm up to Shelley. Dad was his usual charming, somewhat flirty self with Shelley. But even Dad didn't seem to really take to her. I don't mean that my parents were standoffish because they were very nice to her, but the spark or whatever wasn't there.
After graduation, Shelley's parents were on a trip to Europe or somewhere so again we came to my parents' house to spend a few weeks until her parents got home. Then we would go to her home and I would meet her folks. My mom and dad were courteous and friendly toward Shelley, but again the spark just wasn't there. I noticed it but I was too much in love to think anything about it.
My family owns a big house, six bedrooms, and a lot of land about 40 miles outside of the city. We have 165 acres mostly in trees. Shelley had gone on one of her two or three weekly trips into the city, so my dad and I took a long ride on dirt bikes using the trails that my dad and I had blazed through the woods. Racing through the oak, hickory and pine trees was a real adrenalin rush, something Dad and I enjoyed very much. When we got back as Dad and I cleaned the dirt off the bikes, I hit him with my surprise.
"Dad, what do you think of Shelley?"
"She seems to be a nice young lady. Why?"
"I'm going to ask her to marry me. We've talked about being together, so I think we should make it official. What'da think Pop?"
"Well...... That's an important decision. Oh hell, this will piss you off but I believe you should think about this some more before you jump in with both feet. I don't want to make you mad but there's just something about Shelley that doesn't set right with your mother and me."
"You don't know her like I do and I'm old enough to make up my own mind." I was angry and hurt that Dad didn't care for Shelley. I stomped off toward the house. As I got closer I saw what had to be William's car, a new Mercedes 4 seat convertible. He was the only one in the family that would spend that kind of money for transportation. I went into the house.
We always ate in the huge kitchen, Mom and Dad said they didn't want to put on airs so we had turned the dining room into a sort of library. Floor to ceiling bookshelves were added and several comfortable reading chairs were moved in. Mom said William was in the library.
As I passed the door to the library I heard William's voice. He had been on an extended business trip and then stayed at his apartment in the city for the last week. I don't know if he came out to the house to see me or what. I opened the library door to say hello to him.
William was in the library alright and now I knew why he came out to the house; he was holding and kissing Shelley. She was an active participant and seemed to be enjoying herself. I stood there for a while, in shock I guess, and started to leave. No dammit I thought, this time I'm not running away. He had finally stepped over the line in tormenting me. The lovers hadn't heard or seen me yet so I crossed the room to them.
A little aside here. While in school I worked out to keep in shape. Just sitting around drinking beer and eating pizza didn't appeal to me so I ran 4 miles twice a week. I also went to the gym twice a week. My roomy was a boxer and got me interested because of the hard physical training. I found that I had a talent for boxing and enjoyed it. I would train like I was going to fight and then spar for 30 minutes with other boxers. I was in the best and most dangerous shape of my life.
I got behind William and Shelley and called his name softly. When he came up for air and turned around, I hit him in the nose with a straight right. The punch didn't travel move than eight inches but down he went. William is a big strapping guy with very large arms and fists. But this large man was knocked on his ass by his little brother and it infuriated him.
William roared and got to his feet only to be knocked down again. The whole time Shelley was crying and saying things like don't hurt him and please stop. I never did figure out if she was worried about William or about me.
"Get up you big son of a bitch so I can knock you down again," I screamed at him. I really hoped he would keep getting up. There were a lot of years to get payback for.
He got up and charged me, trying to overwhelm me with his size. William is a big man, but he couldn't fight worth a damn. This time I was able to hit him four or five times before he hit the floor again. Then my dad came in and ruined all my fun.
"Jazz stop it. Stop it now." He put his arms around me to make me stop. I struggled to get loose but couldn't break my dad's hold on me. "William sit in that chair and let's see how bad your hurt," Dad ordered. Believe me when Dad uses that tone of voice you had better listen.
"Let him up Dad, I haven't ever started to beat on him. Let the asshole go!"
"Hush Jazz. Settle down. You broke his nose, isn't that enough?" Dad asked me. I shook my head no, that I wanted more.
"What the hell Shelley? Isn't one O'Connor enough for you? Are you going after my father next?" I was being nasty.
Shelley started blubbering to me that she met William at Christmas and they had been having a long distance relationship ever since. Now I was pissed.
"Why did you keep going out with me? If you wanted William why not tell me?"
"You were there with me and William was a long way away," Shelley answered.
"You fed me all that crap about wanting to wait until you were married. I treated you like a lady and never touched you below the neck or above the knee and the whole time you were screwing William's socks off. You've been going into the city two or three times a week; now I know why." Trying to gain control of myself, I stopped and took a few deep breaths.
Shelley objected saying, "We haven't slept together Jazz. I was serious about waiting until I got married."
"Bullshit Shelley, don't piss down my back and tell me it's raining. Well you got what you wanted; you can have William or what's left of him. But first pack you stuff and get out. If he wants to bring you back that's on him but you're not staying here on my invitation. Get packed and get out," I ordered her. My dad started to say something about her not having transportation.
"She can call a cab, or walk, or crawl like the snake she is Dad. She is not staying here," I answered. Shelley left the room crying. While this discussion was going on, William sat in the chair bleeding. I had busted his nose, cut up both of his lips, and he would have two black eyes very shortly. He tried to get up and Dad pushed him back down.
"Let him up," I told Dad. "I want to kick his ass again." There was no mercy in my soul; I was ready to seriously hurt William.
"There's been enough fighting and I can't let you make Shelley leave this evening. She can arrange transportation tomorrow but I won't throw a guest out on their butt at night."
"Dad, she was my guest and I want her gone."
"Jazz calm down. She can leave tomorrow when one of us can take her back to the city," he responded with iron in his voice.
"If she doesn't leave, I will. I won't stay in the same house with that slut and my asshole brother. Your choice Dad."
"You put me in an impossible position, Jazz. I can't throw Shelley out tonight, she will leave tomorrow. And this is William's home too, don't forget."
"I guess that tells me where I stand then. Maybe Shelley won't leave tonight, but I will. Say good bye to Mom for me." I knew I was being unreasonable, but I had a right. It was unreasonable for my brother to make a move on my girl. It was unreasonable for my girl to accept his advances. So I had a right to be unreasonable now.
"Jazz, please.........." Dad started.
"You've taken William's and his slut's side against me, so be it. Enjoy, I hope the three of you will be happy together." I stomped out of the library and went to my room to pack. Throwing just a few things in a backpack I went down the back stairs and out to the big garage. I was going to get my Harley and ride off. My mom was leaning against my bike waiting on me.
"Jasper, where do you think you're going young man? Now I was in trouble, Mom never called me Jasper unless she was really upset with me.
"Just away from here, Mom. I have no idea where I'll end up."
Mom softened her voice and asked me, "Please stay Jazz. Don't leave like this; it will devastate your father. He doesn't want Shelley here, but he can't put her out tonight and thanks to you, William's in no condition to drive so she has to stay until morning. It doesn't mean he chosen William and her over you."
I looked at her, surprised that she knew everything that was going on. Of course, she always knew everything even when we were kids. "Yeah, I heard the whole thing. Please don't leave son," Mom pleaded with me.
"I can't stay Mom. I can't stand to be around William, to see him smirk at me because he's taken something that was mine. I'm not really mad at Dad; I just can't stay with William here. I'll call or write to let you know where I am, whenever I get there."
Strapping my backpack onto the Harley, I hugged and kissed my mother. She handed me my leather biker's wallet. Looking through it the next day, I found over a thousand dollars. The big bike rumbled after I kicked it over. I kissed Mom again and rode out of the garage. My destination was unknown but I was on my way.
************************
I called my mother after three days to let her know I was okay. She wanted me to talk to my dad, but I wasn't ready yet. After that I called every five or six days to check in. I talked to my dad the second time I called and explained that I wasn't mad at him. He understood that I couldn't be around William right now. About a month after I left I was in Camp Verde, Arizona working at a pecan farm; I didn't know anything about pecans but I know machinery. I'm a pretty good jack leg mechanic and my degree in mechanical engineering helped.
The gig at Camp Verde lasted for two months before I got restless and moved on. My next stopping point was Van Horne, Texas again working as a farm machinery mechanic. That's the thing about mechanics; they can always find a job where ever they go. Especially in small towns. Three months in Van Horne and I was on the move again.
I was a young healthy man and there were a few women along the way. Before I took a gal out more than twice I gently let them know that other than fun and games there would be no long term relationship. I told them that I didn't know how long I would stay in any one place.
There was an old T.V. show called "Then Came Bronson" that depicted a disillusioned guy riding around the country on a Harley Sportster and never staying very long in one place. That was me and my life style. I would stay in a town until I didn't want to be there any longer and then get on my Harley and ride on.
When I left Van Horne, I rode back west across Arizona to Las Vegas. Not for gambling or the shows or the women, but to meet my mother and father. They were at a convention for the electronic industry and didn't know I was coming. I was going to knock on their hotel room door and surprise them.
Dad opened the door and I didn't know what to say. Apparently he didn't think words were necessary because he grabbed and hugged me. Mom came into the small entry to see who was at the door and she rushed over to join the family hug. For several minutes no words were needed, the hugs and kisses and tears said it all.
Mom pulled me into the room and wouldn't let go of my hand. She and I sat on the bed and Dad was in a chair across from us. It seemed like a hundred questions were asked and answered. I told them about my travels, the places I had worked and the people I had met. Then the big question was asked.
"When are you coming home son?" I think Dad beat Mom with the question by about one second.
"Don't know, not for awhile yet," I answered. I went on to explain that I needed to get my head around William and Shelley. Somewhere as I was riding, I realized that I hadn't really been in love with Shelley. It was William's actions that bothered me. He knew that she was my girl and yet he went after her. I told them until I could get over his "thief" I couldn't come home.
"It's not as if you would be in competition for her. William and she got married last month. She's your brother's wife now, so get over it and come home," Dad was almost ordering me.
"That doesn't make any difference. William showed what an ass is his, he showed a total lack of respect for me and until I can get around that I don't want to be around him. I wouldn't ask you guys to make a choice between us, so I'll just stay on the road for awhile. Besides, if I come home now I'll probably finish what I started in the library that day."
After the first rush of question, answers, and stories about my travels, my father said he had to see the manager about a room for me. As I said, they were at a convention and rooms in the better hotels were in short supply. Dad returned and shortly there was a knock on the door. It was some guy that thanked my dad for his generosity. I found out later that Dad paid for an upgrade to a suite for the guy so I could have the adjoining room.
That evening while the three of us were at dinner I said, "I'm surprised that William didn't sic the sheriff on me for assaulting him."
Dad sort of laughed and responded, "He wouldn't do that for two reasons: First I wouldn't allow it, but second he didn't want to admit that his "little" brother kicked his ass one on one."
Mom didn't think it was funny, but Dad and I laughed like hyenas. Mom and Dad blew off the convention so we could visit. While we were in Las Vegas, I learned not to draw to an inside straight; I also learned that if a beautiful girl seemed to be in love with me to check my wallet or expect to pay for her company. After three days they flew back home and I hit the road again.
For six months I traveled around the country, stopping to work at a farm, ranch, or motorcycle dealership. I really didn't need the money; Dad would wire money to me as soon as I told him where I was. I told him I didn't need it, but he was my dad and what can you do. He would tell me I had a package on the way so wait for it. It was always money. So I had the best of both worlds, enough money to live on and I only worked because I wanted to. Great life, huh? Not really.
I had no roots, no real friends, no lasting relationships, and no goals in sight. It got old after a while. I enjoyed the places I went to and the people I met but I was beginning to want something more permanent. The best part of my travels was meeting Mom and Dad in some city or town every other month or so. They would fly into a city and I would meet them for a few days together. I began to think about staying in one place for longer than a couple of months.
My parents and I had spent six days together in San Diego and when they flew back home I thought I might hang around in the southern California sun for a couple of months. Maybe this would be the place to settle down. Four days after the folks left, I got a call from my mom telling me about Dad's heart problems and asking me to come home. She told me to ride safely but to get home as soon as I could. I started for home as soon as we hung up.
********************************
I love my Harley, wouldn't give it up for the world. But a speed run of nearly 1900 miles, non-stop, in cold weather, on a bike is really hard. No matter how good your physical shape that type of riding will do a number on your body. According to Google maps it's 27 hours from San Diego to St. Louis, my time was just over 23 hours.



I would have gotten there sooner but I did have to stop to sleep for two hours after the first 14 hours on the road. It would have been easier to fly or rent a car for the trip, but I would have worried about leaving my bike and Mom had said it wasn't an emergency just to get home quickly.
I went to the hospital before cleaning up or eating or anything else. My father was sitting up in the bed, raising hell with a male nurse that was trying to give him a sponge bath. "Get the hell away from me, you ghoul; I can wash myself." He called the nurse some other choice names which was embarrassed my mom to no end.
"Nurse, I suggest you leave before he really gets angry," I said as I stepped into the room.
Dad and Mom both said "Jazz" at the same time. After that it was mostly, good to see you, how did you get here so quick, you look tired and grimy, to me and how are you feeling Dad, I'm okay Mom, I'll clean up later to them.
I described my ride home and asked, "Why did you want me here before you would let them operate? Is there something more serious about this than you told me?"
"No son, I need you here to run the plant." Dad explained. "William is good in the front office and the sales end of the business but the workers on the floor won't listen to him. He doesn't have their respect. As long as I was there it wasn't a problem, I dealt with them. But I'm going to be out of commission for a few weeks. That's where you come in; the people in the plant will listen to you. They respect you because you worked all those summers and holidays right there with them."
"I don't know about respect but I always got along with those guys. They never treated me like the owner's son and I never acted like the owner's son; I was just one of the crew. Okay Dad if you need me, I'm your man, but just until you get back on your feet. Don't expect me to hang around once you're up and running again."
Mom suggested that I go out to the house and park my Harley. She said that it was too cold to ride around on it and that I could use one of the company SUVs. "William and Shelley live in his apartment in the city and they don't come out to the house much. You can stay at the little apartment in town that the company keeps for visitors to the plant. Other than a couple of times at work you won't have to see William or Shelley."
"Suits me Mom. When are you going to have the operation Dad?"
My mother answered before Dad could say anything. "Hopefully tomorrow if they can schedule it. You're not putting it off any longer." This last part was direct at my father.
"Okay, I'll go out to the house, pick up the SUV and some clothes. Then I'll get settled at the apartment and be back late this afternoon. See you later."
****************
The next morning they did the bypass surgery and I sat with Mom, trying to be upbeat and keep her from worrying too much. I think she did more for me than I did for her. We both saw Dad in the recovery room and he came through the procedure in great shape. After making sure he was okay, I went to the plant to get my head wrapped around my new job. That evening I went back to visit with Dad.
The day after my father's operation, I called a meeting in the plant manager's, now my, office. I had the two senior foremen and a couple of the workers from the floor in the meeting. It was a briefing to get me up to speed. I wanted to know if they needed anything or if there was anything I could do to improve their jobs.
About 30 minutes into the meeting, my brother William walked into the office. "Gentlemen, I would like a word with my brother so excuse us please," he ordered. The men started to leave.
"Just a minute guys. William, this is my office and my crew. I will decide who stays or goes, so sit down, shut up, and wait until we're done." The workers got a huge kick out of that.
Surprising William didn't say anything and found another chair. The meeting continued for another 10 minutes and as the men left I turned to William.
"What'da you want William?"
He was even bigger than before, he had put on weight; not muscle mass but fat. Even though it was cool in the office, he had sheen of sweat on his forehead. His face was flushed and he was a little upset at my treatment of him. William began to give me song and verse about how he wanted the manufacturing division ran and the things I should do.
I let William ramble on for about five minutes and said, "Can it Willie. Dad asked me to run this side of the business and that's what I'm going to do. If you need something from us have your secretary contact me, but I don't want to talk to you if I can help it. Do you understand?"
"How can you hate me so much Jazz, I'm your brother?"
"BROTHER? You've never been a brother to me. You've harassed and tormented me since we were kids. I told you that Christmas at home how much I cared for Shelley but you went after her anyway. And now you play the brother card. I don't hate you; you have to care about someone to hate them. Now leave me alone except for business."
I guess William got the message that things weren't going to be all brotherly love between us and left my office in a bit of a huff. Good, I hope he has a heart attack, I thought. That afternoon I went to visit my father again. He was busy making the nurse's lives hell; Dad was not a model patient. Mom finally got him to settle down by threatening to stop coming to the hospital. Everyone knew she was bluffing, but it showed Dad how upset she was. He settled down.
The next month was very busy for me. I had to learn on the job as it were and still keep ahead of the problems you have with any business. My foremen were good men and helped me out. I would have made a lot of mistakes without their support. The only time I had to see William was at the weekly production/sales meetings. All of our interaction was strictly about business.
Dad was released from the hospital and allowed to go home. His doctor wouldn't let him go back to work for another two months at best. On Friday evening Mom ambushed me while I was in the garage checking over my Harley. She watched me for a few minutes and asked me to join her in the kitchen when I was done. As I came into the kitchen a little later I could see the Mom was nervous about something.
"We're going to have a welcome home dinner for your father tomorrow night. I don't want you to freak out but William and Shelley will be here. Will you come, Jazz?"
I knew that I had to see Shelley sometime, I just hadn't thought about how I would react. "Yeah, I'll be here. If I don't come it would stress Dad out and that's the last thing he needs right now. Just don't expect me to be more than polite to either of them."
It was 6:00 Saturday evening and I was in the library; dinner was to be at 7:00. I was having a short talk with my friend Jack Daniels and thinking about the last time I had been in this room. Looking out the window, something sort of kicked me in the butt and made me realize that I couldn't spend my life hating William and Shelley. All that was doing was to make me miserable and didn't hurt them at all. I was the one being hurt by all that anger. Time to let it go and move on.
I poured myself another Jack and had turned back to the window, when the door opened. William and Shelley came into the library. They both looked like they would rather be anywhere but there right them.
"Jazz, if it's going to cause problems, Shelley and I will just say hello to Dad and leave," William said. I never expected that much consideration from William. He had always been self centered and selfish, but now he was thinking about someone other than himself. Maybe I had knocked some sense into him two years ago.
Shelley was standing next to William and I had to admit she looked very pretty. This was the first time I had seen her since that day in the library. I was surprised at my feelings on seeing her I didn't feel angry, or sadness, or longing, what I felt was relief. Relief that it was William with her instead of me. Actually seeing Shelley proved what I had learned on my two year trek; I hadn't been in love with her. I had been in intense "like" maybe, but I was more in love with the idea of a wife and a family than I was with her.
As I walked over to them Shelley said, "It's good to see you Jazz. I've wanted to apologize for the way I handled things. Can you forgive me?"
"I can forgive you guys, I just can't forget it. We need to get along because of the family and the business. Let's be cordial and let it go at that. Okay?"
Dinner that evening was pleasant if not a warm family happening. Most of the talk was about how Dad was feeling and when he thought he would come back to work. A few business plans were discussed and we stayed away from talk about personal topics. William and Shelley left shortly after dinner which was a good thing. I had planned to spend the week end with my folks and don't know if I would have if William and Shelley had decided to stay over.
After William and Shelley left, Dad and I were in the famous library having a discussion with our friend Jack Daniels. Mom came in and took Dad's glass away from him. "You aren't supposed to be drinking Dear,' she said.
"No, the doctor said I could have a drink but to take it easy," he said as he took his glass back. "I purposely didn't have any wine at dinner so I could have a night cap with Jazz." He was almost laughing because he felt he had put one over on Mom.
Mom giggled and shrugged her shoulders. She turned to me, "I hope you weren't too uncomfortable tonight Jazz."
"No, it was okay. I told them that I forgive them and said we should put it behind us. I won't ever be close to either of them, but I can live with the situation."
"Okay, enough about that, let's talk about when we're going fishing," Dad said.
*********************
The weeks rolled by and my dad was getting impatient to get back to work, he still had about three weeks before the doctor would release him. William and I concentrated on our divisions and the business was doing very good. He came up with an idea to increase our sales and for the first time asked to talk to me outside of our weekly meetings.
We met in my office and William explained that our sales material, brochures and such, were done by an outside firm. They would take a few pictures and add some generic text to make up general brochures for our product line. His idea was to hire a graphic designer/artist to do the sales material in house.
Instead of a general brochure we would print brochures for each type of product. We could pick what pictures of what products to use and give a more intense text to each brochure. It was a good idea, and I agreed with his suggestion. He said he would find and hire someone and then send them to me for some product education.
**********************
Three weeks later my dad finally came back to work, at least on a limited basis. The doctor told him he could spend no more than four hours a day at work. Dad didn't like the restriction, but after Mom told him it was that or sit at home for another month he agreed.
Dad's second week back we were in my office discussing possible promotions for some of the guys on the floor. The men we were talking about had really stepped up and taken on extra duties to help me and the company while Dad was gone.
We decided that instead of promotions where the union might get involved because of the seniority issue, we would give them a bonus. A four day week end all expense paid to one of the resorts around the area would be a nice thank you. We would also give them some money for expenses.
William called and asked if I had time to meet the graphic designer that he had hired. He said if I had the time the designer could met with me and begin to get an education on our products. I said to send them over that I had time now. He said that the name was M.A. Thomas and they would be there in a few minutes. William sounded like he was trying to keep from laughing as he talked to me.
My dad said he would go back to his office but I told him to hang around. "You've got more experience than I do and I could use your help."
About twenty minutes later my secretary, Sally, announced that a M.A. Thomas wanted to see me. I told Sally to send Thomas in. My chin almost hit the floor in surprise when I met this M.A. Thomas.
It was Melody Ann Thomas, my tomboy friend that I had ran with when we were kids. She came in smiling and then broke into laughter at the look on my face. Even my dad was laughing. I had been set up.
Melody has grown up from that little freckled face tomboy that used to catch tadpoles with me in the creek. She was about 5' 6" and slender but not skinny with the important parts proportional to her height and build. Her strawberry blond hair was worn long, hanging down her back. She still had a sprinkling of freckles across her nose that drew attention to her deep blue eyes. In a word, she was stunning.
It turns out that Dad was the one that hired Melody. He had kept in touch with her family over the years, writing or talking to them every three months or so. When he found out that Melody had become a graphic designer and was looking for a job, he hired her. If nothing else she would make a good addition to the administrative staff.
"I think you two should take the rest of the day and have a business lunch to discuss our plans for the brochures and related sales material," Dad said. "And that's an order children."
"But I have a meeting with the shop steward in an hour and a lot of.........." I started.
"Who's the president of this company and your boss Jazz? I want you two to take the afternoon to draw up a plan. I expect to see an outline tomorrow. And I'll handle to shop steward. Now you guys go on."
"I think we're out ranked here Jazz. Let's go and do as ordered." Melody was still smiling.
******************
The first order of business at lunch was to catch up on what we had been doing for the last few years. Melody had graduated with a major in Graphic Design, worked for a small company for a while and when my dad offered her a job, she jumped at the chance. She would be the head of our graphic design department, actually she was the only one in the department, but she would be the head anyway she commented with a smile.
I filled her in on my life after high school, including my aborted romance with Shelley and William's betrayal. I told her that I realized after the fact that I wasn't really in love with Shelley and my trek around the country was because of William's actions. After a few minutes I asked Melody, "Why did you stop writing? I really missed your letters."
Melody hung her head as if to think for a minute. "I had a huge crush on you then Jazz. But when our family moved away I realized that you would go on to college and probably forget about me. I quit writing to keep from being disappointed because I couldn't be around you."
We spent the rest of the afternoon discussing business. Yeah, right! Some points and ideas were brought up but most of the talk was personal. An outline was presented to my dad the next day as requested. Our recommendations were accepted and our graphic design department got to work.
********************
Six months have passed and the company's sales have increased. A direct result of the close work between our graphic design department, sales, and the production staff.
I promised my parents that I would hang around for at least another six months. It's an empty promise; I plan on being here much longer. Melody and I have become an item, although we are talking things slow and getting to know each other again. I have no doubt where we are going, it's just a matter of time before there will be another wedding in the family.
There have been a few family dinners with my parents and William and Shelley. My brother and his wife are not my friends but I have let go of my hatred of them; I tolerate them because it's the easiest thing to do.
On the other hand maybe I owe William and Shelley a thank you; they kept me from making a huge mistake. Now I have Melody and anyway you look at it, I'm ahead of the game and in the winner's circle.
Karma isn't always a bitch.
Quote: Life goes on.
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Because of you
I never stray too far from the sidewalk
Because of you
I learned to play on the safe side
So I don't get hurt
My life was fun, fulfilling, and complete until it wasn't; because of you.
I had a wife that was my lover and confidant until I didn't; because of you.
I used to be outgoing, fun to be with, and free spirited, now I'm not; because of you.
Because of you, I have none of the important things I had at one time.
Because of you, my life is a dark shadow of the sunny bright future I once had.
I know this all sounds very melodramatic, but every word is true. My life was going pretty good until about 18 months ago, that's when everything went to hell in a hand basket.
My name is Jason Patrick Riley. At 30, I am or I was a sort of accountant, efficiency consultant, and trouble shooter for one of the largest and richest independent oil companies in West Texas. I worked in Midland Texas, although I traveled all over the country and sometimes the world for my boss. He hired me right out of college and I became a jack of all trades for him and his company.
********************
I graduated from high school and had to go to work full time to help out the family. My family consists of Mom and my sister Sally and me. My mom is a single mother and has raised we kids by herself. My drunken asshole of a father left us two weeks after Sally was born; I was six at the time.
We never heard from him again. Moms always managed to cloth and feed us and give us a decent place to live, but there was never any extra money. I started working part time when I was 14 and haven't stopped working since. Well right now I'm not working, but we'll get to that later.
At 6' and around 175 pounds, I was big for my age at 16. If I kept my voice low I could pass for 18. That's how I got my first job in the oil fields.
I think Butch, my first boss, knew that I wasn't 18 but I told him about my family and he hired me anyway. He wouldn't let me work on the floor of the rig but there was plenty to keep me busy doing other things.
I did basically most of the grunt work necessary around a drilling rig. I would roll drill pipe into position to be picked up, tote the bags of drilling mud to the mixer, make sure there was water in the catch basins for drilling and anything else that needed to be done. I worked part time on the evening shift from 6 PM until 10 PM so I could go to school during the day. When I finished school I went to work as a full time rough neck on the floor of the rig. I had grown to 6' 2" and added about 40 pounds by this time so I had the size to work on the rig.
After 2 years as a rough neck, a friend of my mother's, Jared, decided that I needed to become a driller. It paid more and wasn't as hard on your body as being a rough neck. You could only work so many years as a rough neck before the back breaking labor beat you down. Jared was about 50 and had been a driller for 25 years. His face was seamed and lined from his years out in the weather and his hands showed the abuse given them for the last 25 years. He walked stooped over and with a limp from an accident on a rig about 15 years ago. He looked like he had been rode hard and then rode hard some more.
I was working the day shift and would stay over to learn from Jared. After almost a year working with and under Jared I got my first job as a driller. The hardest part about being a driller, once you know the technical aspects, is controlling your crew. Rough necks are an independent group and have to respect you before they will work hard for you.
My first time out as a driller I had an older crew; I was the youngest at 21. Being a new driller I had to work the night shift, 10 PM to 6 AM. There was one ole boy on the crew that wasn't going to put up with a young punk as his boss. Jesse was 28 and a veteran rough neck. The first time he challenged me, I told him to get to work or get off the rig. Words and threats were exchanged and the rest of the crew had to pull us apart. I gave as good as I got, but if it had gone on much longer I would have gotten my ass kicked.
The tool chaser, who is the overall boss on an oil rig, sent Jesse home and docked his pay for fighting. Normally fighting on a rig will get you fired, but if he fired Jesse he would have had to let me go too. Drillers for the night shift were hard to come by so no one got fired.
The next night I was waiting for Jesse before the shift began. As he got out of his truck, I told him we had unfinished business and needed to get it taken care of before we started our shift. We went behind the tool trailer to have our discussion. Our "talk" wasn't on the rig itself so the head man had no say so about what went on.
Jesse knocked me down three times but I got up four and started for him again. He held up his hands and said, "I've had enough. I'm afraid I'll break my hands on your face and won't be able to work. You win Jason, let's go to work."
I had earned the crews' respect for standing up to Jesse and never had any more trouble from them. I guess the word spread because I never had a problem with any other crew. Months later when Jesse would find out I was drilling a well somewhere; he would come to work for me. We actually became friends and would share a few drinks together.
Two years as a driller made me realize that there had to be something more to life than oil rigs. The west Texas weather baked you in the summer and froze you in the winter. Add in all the thunderstorms, rain, lightening strikes and the weather was not your friend.
People always say that the Kansas plains are flat but they are hilly compared to west Texas. Oil is often found around a salt dome and a salt dome three feet high stood out like a high hill on those west Texas plains. The storms and winds would roll for miles with no hills or vegetation to slow them down.
In addition you had the dangerous job of the work on an oil rig and you can understand what a tough life this was. In addition the rattlesnakes, scorpions, and spiders meant that the rig was not a good place to spend your career. At least not for me, I wanted to work smarter not harder. I didn't want to end up like Jared in another 25 or 30 years, bent and broken with hands that were gnarled and full of arthritis. One more detriment to working on a rig, once you started drilling there were no days off. You worked 7 days a week, week in and week out, until the well was finished.
I took jobs that let me work the night shift from 10 PM to 6 AM so I could go to college during the day. My schedule was set up so that my last class was over at one. That gave me time to get home, eat, study and get some sleep before I started on the rig at ten. I didn't take off summers from school so I graduated in three years with dual degrees, one in accounting/business management and one in computer science. The day after graduation I began to look for a position where I could use my new degrees to get off the oil rigs.
********************
Along came Billy Ray Jones and the Jones Oil Company. Yeah, that was his real name. A lot of the ole boys in Texas had two first names that they were called by. Joe Bob, Billy Bob, Bobbie Ray, etc. etc. etc. I guess it's because everything is bigger in Texas and one name isn't big enough.
Billy Ray had an ad in the local paper wanting to hire a full charge accountant/bookkeeper so I put in for the job. He called me and we met at his office on a Friday afternoon at 3 PM. This would give me time to get some sleep after the meeting so I could go back to the rig that evening. I hadn't quit my job as a driller and wouldn't until I got something else to move on to.
I gave him a resume I had typed up and we discussed my qualifications for about 30 minutes.
Then we discussed my rig experience and the oil "bidness" for another hour. He asked, "Why do you want quit working on the rigs, drillers made pretty good money?"
"Yeah they do, but it's hard on a body. Someday I hope to have a family and I want to be able to play with my kids and maybe grandkids." I explained about how beat up Jared was and said, "I don't want to end up like that."
Billy Ray knew Jared and still hired him as a driller once in awhile. "Let me think on this for a day or two and I'll call you and let you know Jason," Billy Ray told me ending our interview. I found out later that he called Jared, Jesse, and my mama to find out what kind of a man I was.
I thanked him for his time and went home to get some rest before starting my shift on the rig. It was an interesting meeting and I enjoyed talking to Billy Ray, but I really didn't think I would get the job. His secretary Judy told me that I was the youngest person to apply and she seemed surprised that a big strapping rough neck like me would apply for this job.
Ten days later I got a call from Jones Oil wanting me to meet with Billy Ray again. This time it was a Monday morning around 9 and as I walked into the office his secretary handed me a cup of coffee and led me into Billy Ray's office. He was on the phone and pointed for me to take a chair.
Billy Ray got off the phone and smiled at me. "I'm offering you the job as accountant, if you still want it Jason. "Here's the salary I'm willing to start you at." He slid a folder piece of paper across his desk to me. I think Billy Ray had been watching too much T.V. "How's that look boy?"
I was surprised at the job offer; I actually thought he was going to offer me a job as a driller on a new well that we had talked about in our previous meeting. The written offer was about ten percent more than I was making as a driller and I didn't have to work on a rig anymore.
"Sounds good Mr. Jones. I accept the job and thanks," I responded.
"How soon can you start?"
"Probably in ten days or so sir. I have to finish drilling this well and then I'm free."
"Couldn't they get someone else to work in your place," Billy Ray said looking at me in an appraising way.
"Yeah I guess they could, but it would slow them down until they found someone. Besides, I gave them my word when I took the driller's job that I would finish the well. I don't like to go back on my word, Mr. Jones."
"I need you to start by mid week or I'll have to find someone else Jason." Billy Ray dashed my hopes for a way out of the oil fields with that statement.
Hesitating for a few seconds, I stood up to leave. "Thanks for the offer Mr. Jones, but I guess you better find someone else. I gave them my word and I aim to keep it. Thanks again for the offer, call me if you need a driller for that new well. See ya sometime."
Billy Ray started laughing, "Sit down boy. You've got the job; I just wanted to see if you were a man of your word and you've proven you are. You're the kind of man I want working for me. So go finish your well and then come to the office and we'll put you to work."
Saying that, he picked up the phone and started making a call. I left his office and don't think my feet touched the ground all the way out to my truck. First time out and I found a way to get off that damn oil rig. I was stoked and could hardly wait to start with Jones Oil Company.
As I got back to my place my cell started ringing and when I answered it was my current boss. He offered me a job on the day shift at his next well with an increase in pay. He said that the way I handled Jesse and got the respect of that crew told him that I could run any crew.
"I can't Mr. Williams; I'm starting a new job right after I get this well to depth." I was just coming into my own as a driller and was beginning to be offered really good rigs and wells, but I wanted out of the oil fields. He asked and I told him where I was going to work and why.
"Well, Billy Ray is a good man and I can understand you wanting to better yourself. Good luck to you Jason. If you decide to come back to drilling give me first call, will ya?"
We had to change a drill bit that night and it put us a little behind. To change the bit we had pull out over 9500 feet of drill pipe replace the bit and put the same amount of pipe back into the drill hole. So it was twelve days before I could report to Jones Oil. The well came in on the day shift, but I worked my shift helping to dismantle the derrick and rig so it could be moved to the next site. I finished my shift at 6 AM went home got a bite to eat cleaned up and reported to Billy Ray's office at 8 AM.
He had heard that the well made depth last night and grinned at me when I walked in. Billy Ray told me to go home get a day's rest and be back tomorrow morning at 9. "I want you bright eyed and bushy tailed when you start work for me Jason."
The next morning I made my first step out of working in the oil fields. I found that I had three clerks and another accountant working for me. Around noon, Billy Ray took me to lunch and explained some things to me.
"First thing, my name is Billy Ray, Mr. Jones is my daddy. Next, I had several people to choose from for this job; most with more experience than you. Do you know why I hired you instead any of the others?"
By now I had a read on Billy Ray and answered with "I guess because I'm so good looking and you wanted to improve the décore around the office."
I thought he would fall out of his chair laughing.
"Yeah that's one of the reasons. But the real reason I hired you is because you know the oil "bidness" from the field side. You've worked on rigs and know what it takes to bring in a well. It's not just numbers and you know that. I can trust you to look at the numbers and reports and know if the well is worth the expenditure or should we cap it and move on. You will know if a tool chaser or driller is trying to blow smoke up my ass or if they are reporting truthfully. It was your field experience on the rigs that made the difference."
Billy Ray told me that I would be more than an accountant; he wanted me to be a trouble shooter and field expert. He wanted me to meet with the geologist, the drillers and the crews. I was to hire the best rough necks, drillers and tool chasers for his wells. Pay them above the going rate and keep them fat and happy, but make sure they produced. I was to be his jack of all trades and do what I thought best to keep the bottom line in the black.
Six months in my job and Billy Ray gave me a raise. The raise enabled me to send more money home to my mom and sister. I had saved the company a lot of money by being able to read the phony reports one crew was sending in and correcting that problem. Jesse and his crew had just finished another well so I fired that crew and hired Jesse. Those guys were able to bring the well in under budget. I got a raise, Jesse and his boys got a big bonus, and Jones Oil made money. A win-win situation.
********************
I had more time to socialize now with a daytime job and started to hang out at on the weekends at a couple of the road houses in the area. Now that I had an "office" type job, I could dress better. No more dirty jeans, steel toed work boots and T-shirts, I wore slacks or dress jeans, nice shirts, and Dan Post cowboy boots. I looked pretty spiffy if I do say so myself. Then I made a mistake, I fell in lust.
Marsha Ann Boudrow was a tall little filly that caught my eye at The Ranch, a Midland dance hall. She was about 5' 9" so she fit my large frame very well, as I found out when I danced with her. She had Texas strawberry blond hair worn long down her back and big brown eyes. One look and I was in lust anyway, if not in love.
We hit it off from our first meeting and quickly became an item. She was always up, happy and willing to party till all hours. Marsha Ann lived off a small trust fund from her grandparents and didn't have to work so she had lots of time to recover from her party nights. By the way it's not only the men of Texas that have two names; a lot of the women did too. Sue Ann, Billie Sue, Bobbie Jo, etc. etc.
We dated off and on for about a year and I thought I was in love. I say off and on because we had a few bumps in the road during our relationship. I had to travel once about every four or five weeks because of my job. I would visit drilling rigs trying to solve problems or just to get a feel for a well. My trips were usually lasted three or four days at the most.
Even though I was gone it didn't stop Marsha Ann from going to The Ranch or other dance halls. I wasn't real happy about that but I didn't make an issue of it until the night I found her cuddled up with some cowboy in one of the booths at The Ranch. Old cliché,I got done with my trip early and thought I would surprise her. When she wasn't at her place I knew she was probably gone out dancing.
If I found her at one of the honky tonks I was going to be a little upset. Just before I left on this current trip we had a serious discussion about her going out when I was gone.
She certainly was surprised when I walked up to the booth where she and her cowboy were snuggling. The young man and she were sharing a hug and his hand was high up at the side of her breast. She had her eyes closed and she opened them as I had slid into the booth across from them.
"Oh my God," she said. The guy looked to be about 24 like Marsha Ann. She pushed the man away and said to me, "Hi Honey, I thought you were still on your business trip."
Why do people say such stupid things when they screw up and get caught? "It's obvious that you thought I was still gone or you wouldn't be here with Cowboy Boy, would you?" He sort of bristled at that.
"Oh no, I'm not here with Johnny Ray. He and my cousin Julie are dating and I just ran into him."
"You could have fooled me. I thought from that hug, that you two were together for the evening."
"Honey, he came over to say hello and it was just a hug among friends. Johnny Ray this is my boyfriend Jason Riley, Jason this is Johnny Ray Tyler."
The boy reached to shake hands, even though he seemed a little nervous. I took his hand and gave him a very, very, very, firm handshake. His hand was soft and not used to hard work; he apparently wasn't a real cowboy. If he threw a rope with those hands the skin would have been ripped off. Johnny Ray was a drugstore cowboy and had probably never seen a ranch in his life. He gave a little moan from the pain of my "firm" handshake and I let him go.
"Does a friendly hug include Johnny Ray here feeling your tits? If I had come in a few minutes earlier would I have seen a friendly little kiss? And by the way Johnny Ray, that's ex-boyfriend."
"No! Jason, I tell you nothing was going on. We danced a few times, is all."
"I thought you said he just came over to say hello and now you tell me you two were dancing. Which is it? I was born at night Marsha Ann, but it wasn't last night. I know exactly what's going on here."
Marsha Ann and I had been dating for about three months when I gave her the only thing I had ever gotten from my dad. It was a gold nugget necklace that he had won in a poker game. Before he left he asked me several times to give it back to him, I guess he wanted to sell it to buy booze. Even at six I wasn't stupid so I told him I had lost it. That got me a backhand across the face, but at least I still had the nugget.
That necklace was sort of like a pre engagement ring for Marsha Ann. She was leaning across the table trying to take my hand and I reached over and pulled the necklace off her. If she wanted to play around, I wasn't going to let her do so with my brand on her. When I grabbed it she was shocked and Cowboy Bob decided to get involved. He grabbed my arm to stop me.



"Son, you really don't want to buy into this. She's not worth going to the hospital for," I threatened him. I guess the memory of the firm handshake and the look in my eyes made a believer out of him. He let go of my arm and sat back down.
"I'm sure you can get a ride home Marsha Ann. I won't wait for you then. Adios kids."
About three blocks from the bar my cell phone started going off. I could see that it was Marsha Ann and thought about ignoring it but decided to get this over with. "Hello Marsha Ann, what'da want?"
"Honey, come back and get me so we can talk. I came with Donna and she hooked up with some guy and left me, I don't have a ride."
"Talkin's over with girl. You were going to ride Cowboy Bob tonight, just have him take you home first. Don't call me again, we're done Marsha Ann."
Of course we did talk again and being young and stupid I gave her another chance. I didn't really believe all the bullshit she tried to feed my about that night, but I loved her and didn't really want to break up with her. That was the first time. The same thing happened when I took another trip about six months later. I didn't catch her with anyone, but friends told me she had been out "dancing" each of the four nights that I was gone.
There is an old adage that says, "Those that don't learn from history are doomed to repeat it", and that's what happened to me. Of course hind sight is perfect and I should have shined her on after the first incident with Johnny Ray, Bobby Joe or whatever the hell his name was. I didn't learn from history and I would repeat it.
After the last time we fought about her going out, she said, "If we were married I wouldn't have to go out. We would have a home and I would wait for you there."
That was either unassailable logic or bullshit, but it worked. We got engaged and then quickly married. Our wedding was a small, but the reception was large and held at The Ranch, of all places, because that was where we met. We went to San Antonio for our honeymoon and stayed in a hotel right on the river walk. Never did see much of the river walk; we were too busy exploring each other. Neither of us were virgins but we needed to see how we fit together and what we each liked. A good time was had by all.
I went back to work and was lucky there was no traveling necessary for a couple of months. Then I had to make a trip to Oklahoma for six days and nights. When I got back home Marsha Ann tried to make up for lost time my first night back. The next morning at breakfast I asked her what she had done while I was gone. I wasn't happy to hear that she had gone out dancing three of the six nights I was gone starting with the first night I was gone. This led to our first spat, hell it was a fight, as a married couple.
She still didn't understand why I didn't want her out dancing with other men while I was gone. "You never minded me dancing when we go out together. You even let me dance with other guys. Why is it a problem if I go when you are gone?"
"Remember the times before we got married and the problems your "dancing" caused when I wasn't with you? You're a married woman now and shouldn't be out dancing without your husband. When I'm with you I can protect you and support you. I don't want you going out dancing by yourself when I'm gone."
That seemed to put an end to her nights out when I was gone. For the next 18 months my business trips were few and far between. Most but not all of the trips I had to make, Marsha Ann was able to go with me. We treated them like a mini vacation or a mini honeymoon. Things were good.
Our second anniversary rolled around and of course the gremlins decided that things were going too smooth for me. I had to go to Mexico for six days which put our celebration plans off until I could get home. Marsha Ann was not happy. She couldn't go on this trip because I would be way out in the boonies in an oil camp in the middle of the jungle with no town or other women for fifty miles.
Marsha Ann didn't or wouldn't understand that I couldn't tell my boss that I wouldn't go. She had never worked a day in her life and didn't understand the responsibilities of a job. This was only our second real argument, but it was a big one. We both calmed down and spent our last few nights before my trip trying to love each other to death.
She told me she decided to go visit her parents who were camping in their R.V. at Comanche Lake near Big Springs, Texas while I was gone. Marsha Ann said she would call me because she didn't want her phone ringing to disrupt her father's fishing. She did call me the first night I was there to make sure I got there safely. The call was mostly about how much we missed each other and couldn't wait for me to come home. She called every day that I was gone. The key being the daytime calls.
When I did get home we were all over each other. She told me that she had spent the time I was gone with her parents at the lake. Our life got back to normal and I took Marsha Ann dancing every weekend. I would have preferred to stay home once in awhile but she had quit going out by herself so I thought fair is fair, let her enjoy herself.
We would go to one of the dance halls around Midland and Marsha Ann would never miss a dance all evening. If I got tired she would dance with her girlfriends and once in a while with a guy that we both knew. She even danced with my old crew mate Jared a few times. If a stranger asked her to dance, she would refuse telling them she was a married woman. Her answer made me feel good and secure and safe. Sure I was safe and secure and then up jumped the devil to screw up my life
I ran into Jesse at outside our office one morning about 2 months after I got back from Mexico. He had been in to see Billy Ray about a job on a new well that was starting in a month. We walked over to his truck to share a couple of beers and talk for a few minutes. He seemed nervous and started to say something a couple of times but would stop and then go on about something else. Finally I told him to spit it out.
"Jason, I've got something to tell you and you're not going to like it. Just don't shoot the messenger, okay?" I nodded for him to go on.
"I know you don't like Marsha Ann going out to the clubs without you but when you were in Mexico she was at The Ranch every night. And I saw......." He tried to continue when I hit him.
He fell back against his truck and I yelled at him, "You're a lying piece of garbage." I started for him again.
Jesse wrapped both his arms around me and held me so that I couldn't move. "We're not going there again, Jason. I'm not lying. Others saw her too. I didn't have the guts to tell you before, but it kept eating at me and I thought you should know."
I calmed down and apologized for hitting him. It was hard to believe that Marsha Ann would go out like that when she knew how I felt about it. And she had agreed not to do it any more after our last talk about it.
"That's not the worst of it buddy," Jesse continued. "Three different nights she went outside with a guy and was gone for about 45 minutes."
"Who?" Now I was really mad. Not only was she going out alone where no married woman should be but going outside with a man did not look good. Maybe they were just getting some fresh air, but not for 45 minutes. Her actions would not pass the husband test.
"Different guy each time," Jesse said. "I didn't want to believe that she was doing anything more than getting some fresh air so I followed her on one of the nights. Marsha Ann and this guy got into the back seat of a Cadillac. I didn't go over to see exactly what they were doing but I could see her legs in the up in the air and she handed him her panties when they got out of the car. I used my phone and took pictures of them getting into and out of that car, of her legs up in the air, and her handing him her panties." Now he hesitated a little and then showed me the pictures.
I stood there with my head down and my hands on my knees trying hard not to throw up. Jesse helped me sit down on the tail gate of his truck and handed me a bottle of Jack Daniels. A couple of hits on the bottle and I was able to get hold of myself. Now what to do, I thought. If Jesse was right, Marsha Ann and I were done.
"What are you going to do hoss?" He offered me the bottle again.
I refuse the whisky, my dad had been a drunk and I didn't intend to let this turn me into one too. "Don't know just yet, but I'll do something you can damn well believe it," I answered. Jesse and I went into my office and downloaded the pictures from his phone to my computer.
"Do you know any of these guys she was with? I think I would like to have a little talk with them, one at a time."
"First I don't know them; I think they're just Saturday night cowboys that hang around The Ranch. Second,Jason stop and think you know none of them would have been with her without an invitation. This is all on her and even though you would feel better if you kicked their asses, if you go to jail because of this bitch, she wins," Jesse advised me.
That night when I got home, I told Marsha Ann I must have eaten some bad tacos or something and went to bed early. I wasn't sure I could control my anger and pretended to be asleep when she came to bed. The next morning I left before she woke up and went to talk to Billy Ray. He was not only my boss but my good friend. I explained what was going on and what I wanted to do.
"Are you sure this is what you want Jason? Don't you want to talk to Marsha Ann first?"
"No need for anymore talk, I've got witnesses and photos and what could she possibly have to say that would explain what she did?" It was a rhetorical question; I really didn't expect an answer. "Will you help me Billy Ray?" I did expect an answer to that question.
He picked up his phone and called the company's lawyer. After telling him what he wanted, Billy Ray listened for a minute and said, "I don't care if you have to break an arm, get it done. Bring the papers to me before end of business today."
Before I left the office I had printed out the pictures and had the divorce papers for Marsha Ann's signature. It's amazing how fast legal things can get done when you know the right people. Billy Ray knew the right people.
Marsha Ann was surprised when I came home early. I know it's a cliché but I told her I had to go to Oklahoma and would be gone for two nights. She helped me pack a bag and asked if I had time for a quickie before I had to leave. Shaking my head no, I left. She seemed a little upset when I didn't hug or kiss her before I left. Later I thought I should have so she wouldn't be suspicious. I spent the rest of the day at one of rigs talking to Jared. Around 8 PM I went home and as expected Marsha Ann wasn't there. I made myself comfortable in my chair with a cooler full of beer and waited for my precious bride to come home.
It was getting on to 1AM but I was on only my fourth beer when Marsha Ann came through the front door. She was alone, which was a good thing. I don't think I couldn't have held myself back if she had brought a boy toy home with her. Marsha Ann locked the door and went into the kitchen. She turned on the light and got a beer. As she turned around she saw the pictures that I had spread out on the table.
Her hair was messed up and her clothes looked wrinkled. "Oh god no," she said. She looked around and saw me standing in the doorway and slumped down into a chair. "Honey, it's not what ........" she started.
I held up my hand to stop her. "It's exactly what it looks like Marsha Ann. It's my wife at a dance hall, when she was supposed to be with her parents. It's my wife getting into the backseat of a car with someone other than her husband. It's my wife with her legs waving in the air. It's my wife giving her panties to some guy, again not her husband. Did I miss anything? Did I leave anything out?" As I talked I could feel the rage and hurt building up in me. I threw my beer bottle against the wall above the sink and it exploded spraying the kitchen with beer and glass.
Marsh Ann flinched and said, "You were gone and I was lonely and it just sort of happened. I'm sorry."
I couldn't believe she was going to use that tired old line that it happened because I was gone. "That dog won't hunt girl, I was gone for one night before you started your little romances, one night, not a month or even a week but one night. Yes I said romances, plural. I know about at least two other guys too. What I don't know is how many others there have been. Did the other two just sort of happen too?"
The anger was fighting with my self control and I knew I had to get away from her. I went into the bedroom and carried my two suitcases out to my truck. I had packed them while I was waiting for her to come home.
"Where are you going? Please stay and talk. We can get past this, it didn't mean anything."
"You didn't even wait 12 hours after I left today before you went out to party. How lonely could you get in 12 hours? When I told you I was going, you were already planning your little fling."
"No, that's not the way it was. I went for a drive and ended up at The Ranch. I didn't plan it and I didn't do anything wrong. I swear," she told me.
It's a damn shame, she sure is a pretty thing, I thought. We had it good for awhile. "I'll believe that if you can do one thing for me Marsha Ann. If you can show me that one thing and prove what you said, I will unpack, stay and work this out. ONE THING. Show me that you're still wearing your panties. OR DID YOU GIVE THEM TO THE GUY THAT YOU WERE WITH TONIGHT?"
The way she slumped further down onto the chair and put her face in her hands answered that question. I threw the divorce papers in front of her and told her to sign them and get them back to my lawyer. "I have been fair, we'll split what's in the savings and checking accounts and you can have the furniture and your car. The house is rented so that's not a problem, you can stay or go. It really didn't matter because I'm gone. I suggest you sign them. You won't do so good if you contest the divorce. You know how the courts are here."
Women who commit adultery do not fare well in the divorce courts of Texas. It's still a "good ole boy" network state and a cheating wife is treated about the same as a horse thief. Maybe that's not fair or politically correct but that's the way it is and that's okay too.
I moved in with Jesse for a while and the first week away from Marsha Ann was the hardest. The anger and hurt was still strong but I missed her too. She called me every two or three hours on my cell and three or four times a day at the office. The first time she called my cell and at the office I told her to leave me alone and sign the papers. I refused to take her calls at the office after that and turned off my cell. A new cell phone solved the problem of Billy Ray having to contact me when he or I were out of the office.
The separation entered its second week and Marsha Ann started to wait for me in front of the company building. Judy would clue me in which door she was at and I would duck out the other one. Cowardly I know, but I wasn't sure I could control myself and didn't want to take the chance that I might smack the hell out of her. Finally things reached a breaking point and I told Billy Ray I was going to make a run to some of our wells in northern Texas and Oklahoma. The trip should take about two weeks and maybe Marsha Ann would understand that we were not going to work through this problem.
When I came back from the business trip Judy had a letter for me from Marsha Ann. I started to throw it into the trash but Judy suggested, hell ordered, me to read it. You didn't mess with Judy; she was a force of nature. In the letter Marsha Ann promised that if I would give her 30 minutes to talk to me that she would sign the divorce papers if I still wanted her too. I called Marsha Ann and set up a time to meet at my lawyer's office. I would give her 30 minutes and have this all over with, I thought.
Friday afternoon at 1PM I walked into the lawyer's office and Marsha Ann was sitting in the conference room. The divorce papers were on the table in front of her. My attorney sat in, both to run the "meeting" and as a witness. I slid the document across the table to Marsha Ann and said, "Sign the paper Marsha Ann."
"But you said you would give me 30 minutes," she said pleadingly.
"I don't trust you. I could give you the time to talk and you could refuse to sign and we would be right back to square one."
"I promise you Honey, talk to me and then I will sign if you still want me to," Marsha Ann replied.
"Yeah you promise, but you promised that there would be no one but me when we got married too. You promised that you would quit going out "dancing" when I was gone. And you see how that went. Sign the damn papers and I'll promise to talk. If I change my mind, we can tear up the papers."
She signed the papers and I had the lawyer witness and notarize it. Then he left us alone to have our talk.
"You wanted to talk so go ahead, the clock is ticking." I looked at my watch.
Marsha Ann spent the next fifteen minutes telling me that she was sorry. She said she was mad at me for going to Mexico on our anniversary and went to The Ranch to spite me. She continued saying she had too much to drink and going out to that guy's car just sort of happened. Then I got the line about it didn't mean anything, it was only sex. And I was the only one that she loved. There was a lot more of the typical bullshit but I let her talk and didn't interrupt her. Finally she wound down and stopped talking.
"Are you finished? Have you said everything you wanted to say to me?" She nodded her head.
"Okay, now I have a few things to say to you. Before we got married, did Johnny Ray playing with your tits in that booth just happen too? Your past history at those dance halls doesn't help me to believe you. While I was in Mexico you went outside with at least two other guys, I have witnesses. Did they just happen too?" I was speaking in a normal voice, not yelling or shouting. My mama always told me that if you yelled at someone they would get defensive or start to yell back. They would start thinking about how to defend themselves instead of paying attention to what you were saying.
"If your little escapade in the backseat of the Cadillac just happened, what about the other two guys. If you felt guilty about what you did, why did you go back the very next night and every other night that I was gone? And you know the real kicker here, the real tragedy?"
Marsha Ann was sitting across from me with tears running down her cheeks. She shook her head no to answer my question.
"You've destroyed everything that I care about with your little "it just happened". You've destroyed our marriage, I might be able to forgiven you but I won't ever forget. If we got back together every time you didn't answer the phone when I called, or you took too long to go the store or beauty shop I would wonder if you were meeting someone. Every time I would leave on a trip, I would wonder if you would decide that it would be okay to go to a dance hall." I had to stop for a few seconds and get my control back. Remember what Mama told you, I thought.
"You've destroyed my career and my home. I can't stay in Midland, because everywhere I go it reminds me of you. All the restaurants, the movie house, and even the dance halls would remind me of you. So I have to leave. But the worst thing you did was you destroyed any chance I would ever have of loving someone else. I'm dead inside. I can't let anyone get that close to me again because of what you did to me; I'm afraid of being hurt again."
By this time Marsha Ann was really crying but still listening to me. I stood and looked down at her and started toward the door.



"I won't wish you good luck, but I do hope you find whatever it is you're looking for. Maybe there's a guy out there that's willing to go along with you going dancing and being a slut. But it's not me, not by a long shot. Go to hell Marsha Ann." I walked out leaving her sobbing at the table.
Billy Ray had tried to talk me out of leaving, but understood why I couldn't stay. He wished me luck, told me I could always come back and gave me my last pay check. He shook my hand and turned back to his office; I believe he had tears in his eyes too. Judy hugged me and kissed my cheek and told me to let myself heal and then come back to them; she definitely had tears in her eyes.
Having already said good bye to Jesse and Jared and packed my stuff in my truck; I stopped and spent a couple of hours with Mama and my sister and left some money for her. They both knew what Marsha Ann had done and didn't try to talk me out of leaving.
"As I hugged Mama good bye she said, "If you run from trouble or problems you can get away for a little while but every time you look over your shoulder there they are; waiting for you. Go ease you mind for little while, but you can't run away forever." She kissed me on the cheek and went back into the house.
I promised to call or write them as I traveled around. Then I pointed the nose of my truck west and started driving. I had decided to leave Texas and get out of the oil business. Didn't know where I was going or what I was going to do, but that last check Billy Ray gave me would keep me going for a few months. That check was for three months salary and a sizable bonus.
********************
Because of you
I find it hard to trust
Not only me, but everyone around me
Because of you
I am afraid
So back to where we started, I just turned 30 and am unemployed looking for somewhere to lite. Because of my last check from Jones Oil Company, I had enough to keep me going for four or five months if I didn't spend like an oil sheik. I headed west with stops in Van Horne Texas where I spent a couple of days. My next layover was in Albuquerque, New Mexico. After the eight or so hours on the road I was ready for a good meal and a nights' sleep. I wasn't in any hurry so I spent a few days as a tourist. The Sandia Peak Tramway was a peaceful ride up the mountain and a great view of some beautiful county. I sampled the Tex-Mex menus at several cantinas and just relaxed for awhile.
I decided to go to California. I had never seen the ocean and a little fun in the sun might just be the thing for this ole boy from Texas. When I got to the Pacific, I was suitably impressed; pictures and movie doesn't do it justice. I kicked around the beach for about two weeks, watching the waves. Mostly I watched the beach bunnies in their little tiny bikinis. I may be emotionally dead and didn't want to get close to anyone, but I sure did like looking at the lovelies on the beach and in the water front bars. While I was on the beach, Billy Ray called to tell me that the divorce was final. I was legally a free man.
A lot of people don't realize that there are several oil fields in California; Signal Hill, Santa Fe, and Huntington Beach just to name a few. In the early 1920's California was the number one oil producing state in the country. I talked to a couple of people that Billy Ray had told me about and got a job with one of the companies. No, I was not a driller or a rough neck, but I did inspections and preventative maintenance on the all ready producing wells. I thought I better make some money instead of just depending on Billy Ray's last check.
I worked and knocked around the L.A.-Long Beach area for several months. Southern California is beautiful, has a great climate, and some of the most beautiful girls in the world; however it's not Texas. There's just something about Texas that draws people home; even to the flat plains of the west Texas oil fields. I decided that I had run away for long enough and needed to start for home. There was no timeline but I was headed back to Midland.
Leaving L.A., I headed east on I-40 to Flagstaff, Arizona and then turned north to visit the Grand Canyon. It takes more than one day to see the Canyon and appreciate it, so I spent four days there. I made the hike down into the Canyon to Phantom Ranch, spent the night and hiked back out the next day. Tough hike, but well worth the effort.
I retraced my route back to Flagstaff and spent the night. The next morning headed back west I drove to Laughlin, Nevada which is on the Arizona/Nevada state line. Laughlin has several casinos, and is like a mini Las Vegas. I knew this was backtracking a little but Laughlin might be a good place to spend a few days; it was lively, loud, and full of people enjoying themselves. Maybe I could be like them instead of thinking about my ex-wife.
I spent a couple of days exploring the different casinos; I saw a few of the floor shows, and tested my luck and skills at Texas Hold' em. My first boss Butch and the boys on that first rig must have taught me well, I won a small tournament that I entered. Aside from the cash prize, I won a seat in a much bigger tournament starting the next night.
Not a small thing that seat, the tournament had a $500 buy in with a first place of $10,000. I really didn't think I could win, but if I could make it to the last twenty players I would finish in the money and get my entrance fee back. Plus it took my mind off of Marsha Ann.
Again the lessons taught to me by Butch and the crew proved valuable. I didn't win but I did place third and won $3000. The casino wanted publicity pictures with the top three finishers and the casino manager. I hit the jackpot again; the manager was a friend and former class mate, Ron Nichols. After the pictures Ron invited me to have dinner with him in the VIP room.
We had a good time playing catch up. Ron wanted to know what I had been doing. He asked if I had gotten off the oil rigs and what I was doing in Laughlin. I questioned him about the same things ending with how he became the manager of the casino.
"You know I took Hotel Management and Business Administration at school and after a training and breaking in period, the company sent me here to Laughlin," Ron explained. "Now what's your story and don't leave anything out."
I told Ron about my job with Jones Oil to answer his question about getting off the oil rigs. The rest of my sad story concerning Marsha Ann was told to him over more Jack Daniels than I should have had. By the end of my story, I knew I was in no shape to drive and Ron got me a room at the casino hotel. Ron did say he hoped Marsha Ann rotted in hell or something like that. It's good to have friends. The next day we met for brunch and continued our old home week.
"What are you plans now, Jason?"
"I haven't thought past the tournament last night. Don't really know what I want to do now, but this traveling around is getting old in a hurry. It's fine to do on a vacation but not as a life style. Not for me anyway."
We talked for most of the afternoon and after I had a chance to rest for a couple of hours we went to dinner, again in the VIP section. Ron arranged for a couple of lovely young ladies to join us, just for company you understand. It was nice to look at some scenery that didn't have trees or mountains, but I wasn't interested or ready for anything more than a dinner companion. The ladies were not professionals, they were a couple of Ron's playmates and he was willing to share with me. Like I said, it's good to have friends.
Ron and the ladies left me at the bar after dinner and went on their way. I had one more drink, left the bar and went to the VIP poker room. I didn't need to start looking at the world from the bottom of a bottle, even if it was a Jack Daniels bottle. I watched the games for a few minutes and then sat in on a hold' em game with a $2500 buy in. I was playing with my winnings from the tournament so the buy in didn't dig into my bankroll from Billy Ray's check or the money I had saved from my job in California. After about two hours I decided I to quit and cashed in my chips. I added another $8000 to my bankroll.
I went back to the bar to get one more drink before heading to bed. Sitting at the bar was Julie, one of the lovelies that had joined Ron and I at dinner. She smiled at me and accepted my offer of a glass of wine. We had a very pleasant two hours of conversation until we were the only ones left in the bar. She suggested that we get a bottle of wine and adjourn to her room to continue our talk.
The next morning I woke up next to her in bed. She was lying on her back totally nude and was stunning. The little noise she was making was so delicate that I don't think you could say she was snoring. I can't say it enough; it's really good to have friends. After showering, I kissed her good bye as she lay in bed. Julie told me she enjoyed our time together and invited me to come back. I was going to meet Ron for breakfast before I left. This wasn't a relationship just two healthy young people enjoying each other.
Ron and I were eating as I told him about Julie. "She's just what I needed to begin repairing my ego. Very nice girl."
He just laughed and told me it was her idea to wait for me at the bar last night, "I think she liked you from the first. Answer a question for me, will you?" Ron continued without waiting for my okay. "What the hell are you doing? The Jason I knew would never run away like you did. The Jason I knew would have stayed and rubbed the bitch's nose in what she lost. If you let it, all this shit will just follow you around. Talk to me buddy."
I looked at Ron for a few seconds and then started to laugh. "You sound just like Mama," I said when I stopped laughing. "She told me about the same thing; your problems will stay on your ass until you turn and meet them head on. I didn't know you were that smart Ron."
We both laughed and talked as we finished breakfast. As I stood up, Ron asked, "What are you going to do?"
"I'm going to take a friends advice and go rub Marsha Ann's nose in what she threw away. I'm going home and get on with my life. Thanks Ron, if you're ever in Midland give me a call. You're a good friend."
Pointing the nose of my truck east, I started my drive back home. I would go to Billy Ray when I got home and see if my job was still available, after all I had been gone for almost a year. If not, I could get a job as a rough neck or driller on one of the oil rigs and look for a chance to improve my life again. I could stay with Mama until I found my own place. Repeating history I guess. Maybe so, but I was done running away.
********************
When I got to Midland I went to Mama's place first and she invited me to stay with her for as long as I needed to. The next morning I was sitting on the hood of my truck in front of Jones Oil when Billy Ray got there. I had already been inside to see Judy and she promised not to call Billy Ray so I could surprise him.
He was on his cell phone when he pulled up in his Cadillac and not really paying attention. Billy Ray shut down his phone and climbed out of his car taking about three steps before he saw me. He was so cool; there was no shouts of hello or grabbing my hand to shake it or even a smile. An outsider would have thought that these two ole boys had just seen each other a short time ago.
As Billy Ray passed me on his way into the office, he said, "Care for a cup of coffee, Jason?" I nodded and followed him to his office. Judy already had the coffee on his desk. She smiled at me, sort of shook her head and smiled at Billy Ray's reaction to my return. Judy patted me on the shoulder and closed the door as she left.
For the first time Billy Ray showed some emotion. "Damn, I'm glad you're back son. The timing couldn't be better."
"Well, I'm glad the timing of my return meets with your approval Billy Ray," I told him.
"I need to get you up to speed on what's going on with the company because you have to take over the whole shooting match in four weeks. You'll have to run it for about three weeks after that."
There was my answer about my job still being open; no question that it was. "What'da mean run the whole thing for three weeks? What are you going to be doing?" I had no idea what he was talking about.
"I can't very well take the business with me on my honeymoon, now can I boy?"
"You're getting married?" Stupid question, why a honeymoon if there was no wedding.
"Oh, did I forget to tell you that? Yeah, I'm gonna marry Betty Sue Volmer in a month and be gone for three weeks after that. Maybe longer, don't know for sure."
"Isn't she the widow woman that owns that café over on Front Street? When did all this come about?"
Billy Ray explained it to me. He and Betty Sue had been dating, sort of on the sly, for about seven months. She sold the café and her house and was going to move to San Antonio but he wouldn't let her go. Billy Ray told her, you might as well marry me and stay here; you know you'll just be driving back and forth to see me anyway. He did admit that it wasn't the most romantic proposal but it worked.
"I rented your old apartment after Marsha Ann pulled out and Betty Sue's kids can stay there while we're gone. Their old enough to look out for themselves."
"How old are her kids, Billy Ray? How old is Betty Sue if she's got kids that can take care of themselves? For that matter how old are you?
"Let's see, Kelly is about 25 and Jeff just turned 19. He's going into the Air Force in three months so he won't be around much longer. The kids can manage in that two bedroom apartment until he leaves and Kelly can stay there after that if she wants to. She broke it off with some guy in Austin after she caught him in bed with her roommate and decided to come back home.
As far as Betty Sue I guess she's about 45 or so and I'm of legal age and know what I'm doing." Billy Ray laughed at his joke about his age. "Oh by the way, I need a best man, you up for the job?" He laughed again at the surprise on my face and took it for granted that I would say yes.
Billy Ray had been married for 30 years to Molly but she had left us due to a cancer a couple of years ago. It was good to see him happy and involved in something other than Jones Oil for a change.
My second day back at the office, Billy Ray brought Betty Sue around to introduce her to the guy that was making it possible for the love birds to take an extended honeymoon. She was friendly, funny and intelligent and it didn't hurt that she was a damn good looking woman. She may have been 45 but she could have passed for 35 in broad daylight and much younger by candle light.
We had just finished the pleasantries of nice to meet you, how are you, good to finally meet you and such when her daughter came into the office. "Jason, this is my daughter Kelly, Kelly this is Jason, Billy Ray's right hand man," Betty Sue introduced us.
I'm afraid I didn't make a very good impression on Kelly. I just stood there and didn't say anything; I finally nodded at her and sat back down behind my desk. For a guy that was supposedly dead inside and had no interest in women, I sure was stunned by Kelly.
She looked like a younger version of her mother but wearing boots and jeans. Long auburn hair, corn flower blue eyes, and tall at about 5' 10", of course two inches of her height was the boots she wore. Kelly was athletically slender, not thin but toned to just this side of muscular. She, like her mother, was very friendly, funny, and intelligent.
Kelly turned to her mother and said, "If we're done with the wedding plans for now, Jeff and I want to go out to the ranch and do some quail hunting tomorrow morning. Is that okay?"
Betty Sue replied, "Sure go ahead, but be back by evening, I have that meeting with the preacher and I want you there. You know how he riles me up sometimes and with you there I won't kick his ass out the door." She got a thoughtful look on her face, then smiled and said, "Why don't you take Jason with you guys?"
My objections about just being back to work, my hunting equipment was in storage, and not having the right clothes were pushed aside by Billy Ray. He said that I wouldn't have much time off for the next couple of months so take advantage of this lull before the storm. Billy Ray went out to his Cadillac and brought in his shotgun and some shells and solved that problem and told me all I needed was some jeans and boots and I was all set.
"I guess I don't have a choice here. Kelly if you don't mind I would like to go with you guys," I told her.
The next morning very early Kelly came to my mama's place to pick me up for the two hour drive to their ranch. "Jeff decided not to go so it's just us. That okay with you Jason?"
I nodded and off we went. The drive was pleasant and we learned a lot about each other. No prying or deep discussions, but just talking among new friends. We had a good time that day, at least I did. I developed a respect for Kelly. She did everything with a grace and ease that I found fascinating. I found myself watching her instead of hunting for quail.
Kelly got her limit of quail and I only got two, but I had a great time. On the drive back to town she and I talked mostly about the upcoming wedding and Billy Ray. Kelly liked him almost as much as I did. Though the wedding was the main topic we did learn several things about each other and found that we had a lot in common. She was an outdoor type of girl that liked to hunt, fish, camp, and ride horses. I enjoyed the same things.
She dropped me off at my mama's and as I got my gear out of the truck said, "It was fun Jason, let's do it again soon." Kelly honked the horn twice and drove off to the meeting with the preacher.
I hit the ground running and for the next four weeks I learned much more about the oil "bidness" than I had ever done before. By the time Billy Ray got married, I thought I could handle the day to day operation as long as an emergency didn't come up. Billy Ray told me that his future bride told him that he could phone and talk business for an hour a day but not on the weekends. It was a big concession from Betty Sue but she understood that he had to keep up on what was going on.
During my "training" period, Kelly and I would do something together at least on the weekend. We would go fishing or hunting or take all day horse rides on the Volmer ranch. Sometimes Kelly would meet me after I closed the office and we would have dinner. I was beginning to think that being a hermit as far as women were concerned may not be the best course of action to follow.
We talked about a lot of things on our drives to and from the ranch and our nights at dinner. I told Kelly about my busted marriage and the reasons. She told me about the ex-boyfriend in Austin. Kelly wasn't really broken up over the guy; they had only been going together for six months or so. But she really was pissed off that the ass cheated on her with her best friend. We both had baggage I guess, but mine was a bit heavier I think.
The wedding day came and I had never seen Billy Ray so nervous. A man who could negotiate multi-million dollar oil leases was literally shaking in his crocodile skin boots. I gave him a shot of Jack Daniels to calm him down while we waited in the church vestibule until we took our place at the front of the church.
Betty Sue was stunning in an ivory colored dress; it wasn't a wedding dress but was very formal. Kelly was her maid of honor and came down the aisle before the bride. She was wearing another formal typed dress but in a deep blue; the color brought out her auburn hair and blue eyes. I know that the bride is supposed to be the most beautiful one on her wedding day but in my mind Betty Sue had stiff competition in the beauty department from Kelly. Jeff walked his mother down the aisle.



There was a large reception was at The Ranch of all places. Maybe now the place would hold happier memories for me. A large contingent of oil rig workers was there by invitation including my old friends Jared and Jesse. I had a chance to catch up with them and some of the other rough necks I had worked with.
Kelly as the maid of honor and I as best man were sort of thrown together all night. There were pictures, seating at the bride and groom's table, and the traditional dances. I don't really think we had to be forced to spend the time together; in fact you couldn't have separated us with a crow bar. We spent the evening enjoying each other's company because we wanted to. Needless to say, a good time was had by all who attended.
The first week of the honeymoon, I called Billy Ray at least every other day to understand how to handle some unexpected items that came up. By the time the third week came around, he had to call me to find out what was going on. I had grown into the job and was doing well at it.
The newlyweds decided to extend their trip for another two weeks because the business was in good hands. I was glad when they came home and I could go back to my old job and get rid of the responsibilities of being the "boss" of Jones Oil.
While her new step-father and mother were gone, Kelly and I continued to meet a couple of nights a week for dinner and have our little adventures on the weekends. Once the new couple returned we saw no reason to stop spending time together. In fact I had more time now that Billy Ray returned we increased our "dates", both in number and in activities.
By this time Kelly and I were more than just good buddies spending time together. We were half assed in love with each other and had started to talk about "us". I had come to the conclusion that I couldn't wallow in self pity or cut myself off from people anymore. Maybe I would be hurt again but I decided I couldn't go through life being afraid of loving someone or having someone love me. Kelly in this case. I knew that she could hurt me but I thought it was worth the gamble.
Every time I would start to hint or talk about moving our relationship up a notch, she would smoothly changed the subject or get me to talk about something else. Now I know it's usually the women that want a clarification on a relationship. But considering my history, I wanted to know if I was setting myself up to be hurt again. Mainly I wanted Kelly and me to be "us" instead of just Kelly and me. Hell of a turnaround for me, don't you know.
One Friday night after dinner, Kelly suggested that we go dancing. We had been to a couple of neighborhood bars and danced a few time, but she wanted to go to a big dance hall. She wanted to go to The Ranch. I wasn't thrilled with her choice as it still held some bad memories for me. I thought maybe it's just another step I need to make to get rid of the baggage in my life.
We got to the honkey tonk and it wasn't too busy as it was only about 8:00; it would start to fill up around 10:00. Kelly and I had just come back to our table after dancing when up jumped that same damn devil that had screwed up my life before. Remember him?
I had pulled out Kelly's chair and she sat done when I heard, "Hello Jason. It's good to see you." It was Marsha Ann with her flavor of the night or week or whatever, another urban cowboy.
Seeing Marsha Ann brought back all the anger and hurt from so long ago. Feelings I thought I had put behind me. She was still very pretty but had a hard look about her. If she was a horse I would have said she had been rode hard and put away wet. Marsha Ann stood there waiting for me to say something to her.
"Hello Marsha Ann," I said without enthusiasm.
"I haven't seen you in what about a year and a half or so? How have you been?" Marsha Ann looked at Kelly like she was a rattlesnake under a bush. "Aren't you going to introduce us?"
That was the last thing I wanted to do, but I was sort of stuck with a dry well. "Kelly this is Marsha Ann, my ex-wife. Marsha Ann this is Kelly, my......." I hesitate a little. Did I introduce Kelly as a friend or my girlfriend or what?
"Hi, I'm Kelly Volmer, Jason's fiancée. Nice to meet you." Kelly said and saved me. There was a challenge in her voice.
Marsha Ann was a little shocked at the word fiancée. To be honest, so was I but I tried not to show it. Good ole Marsha Ann wouldn't let the challenge go unanswered and said, "Give me a call Jason and we can get together to talk about old times. Any reason two old friends can't have lunch or something, is there?"
I was steaming. First I was angry at myself because of the feelings that seeing Marsha Ann drug up. Then I was angry at Marsha Ann for trying to put Kelly down by telling me to call her and the way she looked at Kelly. All and all I was about as pissed off as I had ever been.
"No, I won't be calling you Marsha Ann. We have nothing to talk about at lunch or anywhere else. We're not friends and I don't want anything to do with you. I told you when we split up to go to hell. I meant it then and I haven't changed my mind. Go to hell and leave me alone."
I took Kelly's hand and started to lead her out to my truck. Shouldn't have done what I did then, it was petty and below me, but I couldn't resist. I said, "C'mon Kelly let's go, something stinks around here."
Marsha Ann's "cowboy" was younger than me by four or five years and shorter. He was huskier than me and I guess that gave him courage and he puffed himself up to challenge me. "We don't talk to our women folk like that where I come from," he said in a phony Texas accent.
"Then go back to where ever the hell y'all come from, boy." I answered. I think my anger had over road my good sense and I wanted to hit something.
Kelly stepped in between us and told the young man, "Buddy, you're about to make a bad career move here. It would be best for all of us to walk away."
Marsha Ann grabbed the guys arm and pulled him toward the dance floor saying, "C'mon Bobby Jo, he'll kill you if you fight with him. I've seen him hurt men before. He's a brute."
As we walked to the truck, I was muttering to myself. I opened the door for Kelly, jumped behind the wheel and drove away; still muttering to myself. When we got to her place, she turned to me and silently asked for an explanation. I think she was a little upset; her eyes bore into me like a laser.
I told her that I was really disappointed in myself. That all the old anger and hurt had came back when I saw Marsha Ann and I thought I had put all that behind me. She nodded as I talked and said she understood.
"What about this fiancée thing you said to Marsha Ann?" That really surprised me."
"I thought Marsha Ann was trying to put a spur into you and I thought I would give her back some of her own medicine. Make no mistake she didn't have to come by our table, she did it on purpose. She wanted to torture you a little. I thought introducing myself as your fiancée would set her back a step or two." Kelly smiled at me proudly.
"One good thing about seeing Marsha Ann tonight, it showed me that I have no left over feelings for her, other than the anger I showed tonight. Now that's gone too. She hasn't aged all that well, I guess her party lifestyle is catching up to her. She looks hard."
"What left over feelings did you think you had for her Jason?" Kelly's stare wouldn't allow me not to answer truthfully.
"I guess I missed her and thought maybe I still loved her a little, in spite of what she did. Now I know that isn't so. I missed being part of a family. You know a wife and maybe kids someday. That's what I missed, not Marsha Ann." I was being as honest as possible. "Where does this leave us Kelly?"
"You know how I changed the subject whenever you started to talk about a more serious relationship? Those left over feelings you talked about were the reason I did that. I could tell that you had something unresolved concerning Marsha Ann and until you dealt with them, I didn't want to get too close. I didn't want to love you and then get dumped," Kelly said.
"Well I'm free now Kelly. I love you and know that all my ghosts are gone. Will you marry me?"
"Are you sure that's what you want?"
"Yeah, I'm sure. The only reason I haven't asked before is that you seem to shut me down when I got close to asking you before. Please, will you marry me?" The hugs and kisses we exchange in the front seat of my truck that night answered that question for me.
*********************
Kelly and I have been engaged for a year and the wedding is in two weeks. The long engagement was to make sure that all my demons had been killed. They have. Billy Ray is going to have to run the business without me for about a month because Kelly and I plan to take a long honeymoon.
We are going to the Grand Canyon and hike down to Phantom Ranch. It will be my second visit but a new adventure for Kelly. After that we are going to Laughlin to spend a few days with my friend Ron. He has promised us the VIP treatment. When we leave Laughlin, Kelly and I are going on a cattle drive in Colorado. We will help move a herd of cattle from the high country pastures back down to the ranch in the lower valley.
If we have the time I will take Kelly to see the Pacific Ocean. None of these are very romantic, but the romance will be being together. We need to take the time while we can because when we come back I have a new job. I will be the big he dog at Jones Oil. Billy Ray is going to retire when we get back and he has made me a full partner.
He says a man will always work harder for himself than for someone else. Betty Sue said it's just an excuse to do something nice for Kelly and me plus it keeps it in the family.
I'll say it one more time: It's really good to have friends
Quote: Life goes on
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Sometimes in life you learn or are taught a lesson and because you weren't paying attention you have to be taught that same lesson again. Hopefully you will learn by the second time. That's what happened to me. Let me explain.
I had just turned 25 as these events took place. At that time I was a personal transportation consultant; that's what my business cards read. Truthfully, I was a car salesman. I only tell you this because it helps explain my mind set at that point in my life.
My name is Jake Steadman and I was a very good salesman, especially if the client was female. At the risk of being immodest I will say that my rugged good looks, my 6foot 1 frame, and athletic body helped in my dealings with my female clients. I was a man's man to borrow a phrase. So I had success selling to men too, but my track record with female clients was something like 75 per cent. My achievements included a better than 50 per cent success rate in selling the ladies on some romantic extracurricular activities. I was very good at getting them into bed, either at home or a motel or even in the back seat of the car I just sold them.
I was outgoing, cocky, and a little brash and felt that my lifestyle of making money, partying, and getting as many women in bed as I could was the only way to fly. One evening before going out to prowl and cruise for young lovelies, two of my friends and I discovered a restaurant called Smugglers Inn. It was sort of a high dollar Red Lobster, specializing in steaks and seafood. The food was better than average but the real draw was the bar/lounge.
The lounge had a great DJ, some discreet booths in the back and bartenders with a heavy hand when pouring my Jack Daniels. We came back at least once a week just for the lounge; it was a target rich environment for young ladies. The third or fourth time I was there, I met Beverly.
Beverly Vitali was a waitress that sometimes worked in the lounge if the dinner trade was slow or if the lounge was very busy. She was a classic Italian beauty with long jet black hair and a body made for driving men crazy. I know I wanted her the first time I met her.
Beverly brought the drinks to the table for my friends and me. She smiled as I tipped her for the service and I took her left hand to look at. "What?" Beverly said with a smile.
"I wanted to see if you were married, I don't like breaking other men's hearts when I take their woman," I responded with a smile of my own.
The smile left her face, she pulled her hand away from me, and went back to the bar with anger in every step. My friends laughed at the apparent rejection by Beverly.
"Looks like you struck out hot shot," Bill taunted me.
"You pissed her off so bad, you'll never get close to her now," offered Tom.
"Oh, ye of little faith," I proclaimed. "Give me two or three weeks and I'll have that young lady at my apartment for a weekend. One month tops," I boasted.
Neither of my friends believed me and started to rag on me. A small wager was made and I put my plan into action. If I won the bet not only would I collect $200 but I would have Beverly as a playmate for awhile. Time for recon, I needed information about Beverly. The next night I waited until my favorite bartender, Sam, took a smoke break and followed him outside.
"Sam, how're doing buddy?" He acknowledged my greeting, we talk a little and I asked, "What's the story on Beverly?"
"Yeah, I saw her stomp away from your table last night. What did you say to her, Jake?"
I described the incident at the table and Sam just shook his head. "You really stepped in it with that line."
Sam gave me the information about Beverly. She was married but separated from her husband Jerry, although not legally and was trying to get a divorce. Jerry had been verbally abusive for over a year and even hit her a couple of times. That's when she left him, took back her maiden name, and moved back in with her parents.
Apparently Jerry was fighting the divorce tooth and nail and doing everything he could to postpone it. Beverly's father and two brothers beat the hell out of Jerry the second time he showed up at the family home. He was smart enough to stay away from there after that.
During that year that Jerry was abusing her, Beverly had meet Joe, an assistant bar manager at the restaurant. He heard Beverly talking about the problems she and her husband were having and hatched a plan to become the man in Beverly's life. Joe began to sympathize with her about her problems and gave her verbal support. He was able to make her believe that he was concerned about her and really cared about her. Beverly was in a vulnerable state and believed his line of bullshit.
According to Sam, the sympathy and support voiced by Joe went a long way with Beverly after the way Jerry had been treating her. She fell for Joe and two months after the separation from her husband, Beverly moved in with Joe. Jerry, her husband, went totally ballistic when he heard about Beverly and Joe and she had to get a restraining order to keep him away from her. He got the point the second time she had him arrested.
As Sam finished his story I said, "No wonder she reacted so badly to what I said. A touchy subject for her, huh? Well I'll just have to smooth that over and see what I can do to make her feel better." I was nothing if not confident; I was also more than a little self-centered. Not once did it cross my mind that maybe Beverly didn't need any more stress in her life. At that point in my life not many other people mattered, whatever I wanted was what was important.
Sam had one more piece of info for me. "Everything isn't all sweetness and light between Beverly and Joe right now. They have been bickering at each other at work. It seems that Joe is spending all of his check and most of Beverly's too. He likes to go out with friends and play the high roller. It must seem like déjà vu all over again; that was part of her problem with Jerry. They had a bit of a blow out last night and Beverly is not a happy camper."
********************
Normally I didn't date married women. I had an experience that sort of soured me on that idea. About three months before Beverly I met Jackie at a bar and we hit it off. The next night was Saturday and I took her to dinner and dancing afterwards. Later that night we were in her bedroom resting after a romantic interlude (we had just screwed each other's brains out) and there was a knock on her front door. Knock hell, it sounded like someone was trying to beat the door in.
Jackie looked out the window and with a great deal of fear in her voice, "It's my husband and his brother. Oh my god, if he finds you here it will get very ugly."
She had told me that they were legally separated, divorce papers had been filed, and the divorce would be final in another 30 days. That didn't help me now. I slipped on my pants and shoes and told her to let him in but stall for about a minute.
"He won't find me here because I will be gone when you let him in. I'll go out the back and around the side of the house to the front. When you let him in and close the door I'll get to my car and bogie out of here."
When I got to the front of the house I heard Jackie ask him what he wanted. Her husband said he wanted to talk to her and brought his brother to keep things from getting out of hand. Then he asked her to please talk to him in a much softer voice. Jackie opened the door wide and let both men in. As the door closed, I ran to my car and got the hell away from there.
I know, what a coward. Maybe so, but I wouldn't have stood a chance in a fight with her husband and his brother. Plus I had just met Jackie; I mean we weren't in love or anything. Nothing good could have come from me facing her very large, very angry husband.
Two weeks later I saw Jackie sitting at the bar as I came into the tavern. She was sitting next to a guy that had his back to me. As I started toward her, I saw her eyes get really big and she shook her head no. I walked past them and sat at a table. When I ordered a drink I glance at Jackie and the guy she was with; it was her husband.
Jackie made it a point to meet me in the hallway leading to the restrooms. She told me that they were back together, going to counseling and trying to work things out. I wished her good luck and to call me if it didn't work out. Like I would ever put myself in that position again. But then again, sometimes the little head does the thinking and your good intentions get pushed aside.
*****************************
Back to my quest to capture Beverly. The next night after talking to Sam, I made it a point to hang around the bar. I was hoping to catch Beverly as she put in drink orders from the dining room. Finally after about an hour she came to the service end of the bar to get an order. She saw me sitting at the bar and made it a point to ignore me. I walked over to her and dropped a twenty on her tray. Beverly looked at the money and up at me with a question in her eyes.
"That's the tip you should have gotten last night if I hadn't been such an ass. I apologize for my behavior. Please forgive me." I finished and walked back to the other end of the bar and ordered another drink from Sam.
Beverly didn't quite know what to make of me and kept looking back over her shoulder as she took her order back to the dining room. Every time she came to put in an order at the bar she would look down the bar at me. Each time she looked at me I would smile and raise my glass in a salute to her. Finally after three or four times, she gave me a little smile in return.
Success I thought. Now she's forgiven me and I can move on. I left shortly after she smiled at me but watched hidden from her view in the entry way. When Beverly came back to the bar, she looked around the lounge for me. I had planted a seed; now to see if I could make the seed grow.
I went back to the lounge every night after that. By the second week of the operation, I had Beverly talking and laughing with me. I didn't pressure her but let my interest in her be known. At the end of that week I asked her out.
"I can't Jake, I'm living with someone," she responded to my invitation.
"Maybe so, but I hear things aren't all that good right now. Let me show you how a lady should be treated."
Beverly smiled and touched my hand but shook her head no. Okay, I thought; I lost that skirmish but the war isn't over yet. I continued to laugh and joke with her for another four days and then fate or gremlins or the devil stepped in.
Joe and Beverly had a big fight at work on Tuesday evening. I heard about it from Sam and made sure to be extra charming whenever I saw her that evening. On Wednesday evening, I asked her out again.
"Hey Bev, I have tickets for the George Thorogood concert on Friday night. Come with me and let me show you a good time." I knew that she had kicked Joe out of their apartment Tuesday evening.
"Maybe that's just what I need right now, a good time. Yeah, I'll go with you Jake. Thanks." She looked happy to have the chance to go let off some steam. "I work a short shift on Friday and get off at six. I'll bring a change of clothes to work. Can you pick me up here at 6:30?'
Not only would I get to be with a beautiful young lady tomorrow night, my date would be paid for by my two buddies. Serves them right for betting against me. The next evening I brought a dozen roses with me for Beverly. I didn't know it when I started to Smuggler's but my great plan was about to go up in flames.
I got to Smuggler's at 5:45 thinking I would have a drink and talk to Sam while I waited for Beverly. As I drove into the parking lot in front of the restaurant I saw a ambulance with the word "Coroner" on the side. There were also at least eight police cars parked in front of the building. Something big was going on, but I had no idea what. Entering the building by a side door I went into the lounge.
Sam was behind the bar talking to a man in a suit, obviously a police detective. I sat at the other end of the bar and Sam brought my usual drink to me.
"What's going on out front Sam? It looks like every cop in the area is out there." Bartenders always know what's going on.
Sam began to babble and tell me why the cops were out front. Joe didn't have a car since Beverly threw him out and his dad drove him to work at 5:00. The car pulled up in front of the employee's entrance and Joe was sitting talking to his father for a few minutes when Jerry walked up to the passenger window.
Apparently Jerry thought that if Joe wasn't around maybe Beverly would come back to him. Or maybe he just wanted revenge on Joe for living with Beverly. Or maybe he was tired of hurting over Beverly and decided that if he couldn't have her neither could Joe. Whatever his reasoning, Jerry walked over to the car, stuck a double barreled 12 gauge shotgun in the window and fired both barrels. He then sat down on the ground next to the car to wait for the police.
Joe was almost cut in half by the shotgun blast and died instantly. His father caught several pellets in his left side but other than being in shock wasn't seriously hurt. He was the one that called the police. The police arrived, arrested Jerry and took Joe's father to the hospital.
Sam told me that after a short investigation they took Beverly down to the police station. She wasn't in trouble, the police just wanted to get the whole story leading up to the homicide. The detective walked over to me, introduced himself and asked me if I knew Jerry or Joe or Beverly. I admitted to knowing Beverly but only because she sometimes waited on me when I came into the lounge. The detective seemed satisfied and went back out to the crime scene.
I left the lounge and started home. On the way I got to thinking that I could have been in Joe's place. If he had gotten to work earlier or stayed home or something, Jerry would have caught me with Beverly. I wasn't Joe but I probably would have been a good substitute in Jerry's mind. I never went back to Smuggler's; it had lost its appeal for me. I never saw Beverly again.
********************
All of this happened almost 40 years ago. I never dated or chased after a married woman again. Thank God, I began to grow up a little after that near death experience because I was a real bastard at the time. The only married woman I lust after now is my wife. We met and married about 3 years after the events at Smuggler's. Our kids just gave us an island cruise for our 35 wedding anniversary.
I've had to dust off a few over amorous men during the years; my wife was and still is a very good looking woman. The men I discouraged got off easier than the ones my wife handled. She can be a real spitfire when she is angry.
When fate or karma or whatever tries to teach you a lesson take heed the first time. Because if a second time is needed it could bite you in the ass.
It took twice to teach me not to mess around with married women and it could have been deadly for me.
Finally,
A Lesson Learned.
Quote: Life goes on
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My inspiration for this story is the song "Toes in the Water" by the Zac Brown Band.
I got my toes in the water, ass in the sand
Not a worry in the world, a cold beer in my hand
Life is good today. Life is good today.
Life is good today. Six years ago, I wouldn't have said or believed that statement. At that time I thought my life sucked and the world was a place I didn't care to be a part of. Things change with time and maturity. I'm 26 and like to think that I have learned some important things in the intervening years.
I'm sitting here with my toes in the water of the Pacific Ocean and my ass in the sand of a private beach on the island of Maui. As the sun sets I think back over the last six years of my life. Whatever it was before, Life is good today.
You have no idea what I'm talking about so let me explain and tell you my story.
*********************
The back ground for my story starts in my senior year in high school. Oh, I'm William Andrew Riley, better known as Drew. I was a better than average student, in fact I ranked second in my class and was offered an academic scholarship to the University of Missouri in Columbia.
It's a good thing because I would have never gotten a full ride scholarship because of my football skills. As a 6 feet and 180 pound tight end, I just didn't have the size or speed to be a top prospect for any school.
What I did posses was a lot of "want to". I ran very disciplined routes and had great hands; if the ball was catchable I would usually come down with it. I was also very good at blocking for running plays or protecting the quarter back.
Because of these skills, I was offered a partial football scholarship, and coupled with the academic one everything but spending money would be taken care of at college. These two offers made it possible for me to go to the University of Missouri.
I was very fortunate to get these scholarships because my parents couldn't afford to send me to U of M for all four years. My folks were and are great people and wanted to help as much as they could. But I had four younger siblings; twin brothers and twin sisters so there wasn't a lot of extra money.
I was the oldest of the five children. My brothers and I were planned; although, the folks hadn't planned on my brothers being twins. The twin girls that came next were sort of a surprise package. After my sisters were born, steps were taken. I don't know which one, but Mom or Dad was "fixed". No more surprises, Dad said the Riley clan was large enough.
Without the scholarships, my first two years of college would have been at a local junior college and maybe my parents would be able to help me with the last two years at UM. I planned to major in Computer Sciences specializing in Systems Analyzes. I didn't really fit the stereotype of a computer nerd, but that's what I was.
Even though I wasn't one of the starters on the team, I still "hung" with the most popular click of jocks, cheerleaders, and groupies. These groupies didn't care that much about football or athletics; they just wanted to be with the elite group of the school. Boy, as a group we were egotistical and spoiled!
I was "running" with Jackie Swanson, a voluptuous auburn haired beauty with huge green eyes. She wasn't a groupie or cheerleader but her infectious good nature and her Miss America looks garnered a place with the "in" crowd for her. Jackie was much more than a pretty face though; she was witty and intelligent.
To watch her walk across a room was a study of one of God's perfect works. Have you ever noticed that women, especially attractive ones, don't just walk? They sort of glide and I have no idea how they get their hips to move that way.
Jackie was a virgin when we met, but after our Senior Prom she lost that label. My fault, or good luck, however you want to look at it. In fairness to me, Jackie was a very willing participant in what we did. After that we were almost joined at the hip. We didn't make love all the time but we did enjoy each other several times. That summer after my senior year was the best two and a half months of my young life.
My dad is sort of cool, even though he can embarrass the hell out of me sometimes. Three or four days after the Senior Prom, he called me out to the garage as I was getting ready to go pick up Jackie.
He handed me a paper bag and told me not to be stupid or reckless and to think about my partner. As he left I looked into the bag and saw several packages of condoms. See, a cool guy but embarrassing.
Jackie and I never really discussed our relationship. It was enough that we were together and we both knew I would be leaving for school in the fall. We both sort of took it for granted that we would continue seeing each other and the future could take care of its self.
When I went to Columbia to start college, I left Jackie behind in St. Louis. Her mother was a single parent and she was a lot like my folks. She couldn't afford to send Jackie to a big college away from home because the room, board, and tuition were just too expensive. Jackie went to a local junior college and lived at home.
The University of Missouri at Columbia is about a two and a half hour drive from my home in St. Louis. So Jackie and I carried on a long distance relationship. I would come home every weekend after my last class on Friday and stay until early Monday morning. During my visits, Jackie and I would spend as much time together as possible.
We had weekend long dates, doing things and going everywhere together. Jackie and I tried to wear out the back seat of my car a few times or any other place that we could get some privacy. Not being together every day during the week made our weekends together special. It was like being on a date and on your best behavior all the time. We were enjoying our lives and each other. That is until football season started.
Once the season started, I didn't have a chance to get home very much. There were practices every day and games on Saturday. That left Sunday as the only day I could come home. The physical toll of practice all week and the games didn't leave me a lot of energy. I tried to get home at least half the weekends but it was a grind.
If we had an away game, I couldn't get home at all. After a home game, I would clean up, jump in my car and head for St. Louis. By the time I got to Jackie's place I was whipped. The two and half hour drive would give me time to come down off the high of the game and realize how tired I was. I wasn't the best date that night.
We tried to make up for it on Sunday, spending the whole day and most of the night together. I would leave for school on Monday morning getting there in time for my first class at 9:00. A few times Jackie would take the bus to Columbia and spend the weekend with me, but she was working to help pay for her education and couldn't get many weekends off.
************************
Jackie and I began to drift apart after two years of our long distance romance. It wasn't that we didn't care for each other but we only saw each other at the most about 2 days out of each month for a period of five months. Few relationships could survive this and ours didn't make it.
I thought about quitting football, but Jackie wouldn't let me give up. She reminded me that I needed the football scholarship to complete my education. Jackie was a special person and was willing to sacrifice her happiness for my future.
We cared very much for each other, thought we loved each other, but we both needed to let go of the past and get on with our lives. Our last evening together was bitter sweet. We made love for what we were sure would be the last time, cried on each other's shoulders and said good bye the next morning.
Jackie and I decided not to spend the off season together. When football started again, it would just make our being apart that much harder. A clean break would be better for both of us, so we thought.
It was sort of ironic; six months later at the start of the new season I tore the ACL in my left knee and was out of football for good. The school had to honor my athletic scholarship as I was hurt in a game and all the medical expenses were taken care of, but I wouldn't be able to play again. My dad and mom were at the hospital during the operation on my knee to make sure I was okay.
We were talking about things back home and I asked about Jackie. She had kept in touch with my folks because they had sort of adopted Jackie while we were going together. My mom told me that Jackie was dating a nice young man and seemed to be happy.
Well damn, there goes my idea of stepping back into my relationship with Jackie. I had thought that without football that we could make our romance work until I graduated; I only had one more year before graduation. Men plan and the gods laugh. The gods are assholes.
After the operation I had an intense rehab on my knee, so I couldn't go home for over three months. Going home was sort of a moot point anyway because I couldn't drive. My parents would come up and see me every couple of weeks and we would talk about my sisters and brothers and things at home.
Of course I had to torture myself and ask about Jackie. Mom tried to change the subject but I kept coming back to Jackie. Finally Dad answered me and said that Jackie was still dating that same guy and it looked like things were getting serious between them.
The news didn't do much to help me keep positive during my rehab. My knee had healed and was as good as ever except I couldn't play football. My parents wanted me to come home for a visit as soon as I could but I decided to stay on campus. I was afraid I would see or hear about Jackie and her new man; I didn't want to face that.
Mom and Dad had known all along what I was just now beginning to realize; I loved Jackie. It wasn't being with a beautiful girl or the great sex we experienced together or being comfortable with her. I was in love with her and I had already lost her.
Every time we talked or they visited me, my dad told me that I should call Jackie and let her know how I feel, but I was afraid to. I guess I was afraid of her rejecting me. I know it isn't logical; if I called at least I had a shot at getting her back but if I didn't call I would never get her back. Just because I was an "A" student didn't mean that I was the sharpest tool in the shed. I never made the call.
*********************
My college career came to an end with my graduation in the top 1 per cent of my class. I wouldn't have any trouble getting a good paying job in my field. This prodigal son returned home to a surprise party staged by his family. It was a very nice welcome home and I enjoyed seeing my sisters, brothers and some of my old friends.
I was on the back porch catching a little quiet time and my dad came out to join me. He handed me a glass of Jack Daniels and sat down. "Drew, your mother invited Jackie to the party. I wanted to warn you that she would be here."
"Damn, what was Mom thinking? She knows how I feel and seeing Jackie will be like a knife in my gut."
"I know, but Jackie is our friend too and your mother thought that if you two saw each other that you might get back together or least get closure for your busted relationship. Anyway I wanted you to know up front that Jackie was coming."
"Thanks Dad, but I can't hang around," I told him.
"It's time for you to stop acting like a spoiled child. I've never seen anyone play football as hard as you do or work to overcome a problem like you do. But you're screwing the pooch concerning Jackie. You need to talk to her and let her know exactly how you feel. If you don't you'll regret it the rest of your life," Dad lectured me.
"Okay Dad, you made your point. I'll tell Jackie how I feel if she shows up and if she doesn't I'll call her."
"Oh you'll get a chance to tell her; she's sitting on the front porch talking to your sisters right now. Go say hello and take her for a walk. You guys need some privacy right now." My dad gave me a grim little smile and left me alone.
Well that's great, nothing like letting me know at the last minute I thought. If I put it off I would probably chicken out so I walked around the house to the front porch. As my dad said, Jackie was talking to my sisters.
I knew how pretty Jackie was but seeing her in person after so many months just took my breath away. She was laughing at something one of my sisters had said and when she saw me she stopped laughing and gave me a sad little smile.
Jackie came down off the porch and gave me a sisterly type hug. All I wanted to do was grab her and hang on forever. I suggested we take a walk and she agreed to go with me. The family home sat on over an acre of land and we walked to the back of the lot and sat on a couple of tree stumps.
She asked about my knee, how it happened, and about the rehab. Then we talked about other inconsequential subjects, both of us ignoring the 400 pound gorilla sitting between us. After a half an hour of chit chat, we knew that we had to address the subject of "us".
I hung my head for a moment then took Jackie's hand gently. "Jackie, I screwed up and I'm sorry. I realize that I love you and want to marry you. You should have come first and I should have quit football when I saw it was causing problems for us. Please, can we start again?"
Jackie sort of squeezed my hand and then released it. Her face was flushed with the emotions she was feeling and she took a deep breath before she answered me.
"Drew, I can't. You will always be in my heart, but I'm engaged to John Atkins." Jackie held out her left hand and showed me the ring. "When we broke it off, I sat at home for a few weeks hoping you would call me. I called you two or three times and left messages with your roommate, but you never returned my calls so I thought you didn't want to talk to me. John and I work together and he was very supportive and sympathetic to my feelings." She stopped to wipe the tears from her eyes.
"John and I started having coffee together and then we started going out. At first it was just as friends but we developed feelings for each other. He asked me to marry him last week and I accepted." Jackie finished with tears running down her cheeks.
I sat for a few seconds in shock; I knew she was dating this guy but I had no idea that it had gone this far. If I had made a couple of phone calls when my dad suggested it I might have stopped this romance between Jackie and John. Instead, I had lost any chance with her because I was such an ass.
"Jackie, I will always love you and want you to be happy," I said. I tried to keep the sense of loss out of my voice. Leaning over I kissed her on the cheek and then walked away. She called for me to come back but there was no way I was going to sit there and talk about her life without me in it.
I had to get away; I couldn't stay there and be around Jackie. My faithful car took me away to an old hangout of mine. The "Stay-a-While Inn" was really just a tavern but it had been one of my favorite places once I reached legal age. Well maybe even before I reached legal age, that's why it was one of my favorite places.
Sitting at the bar was Ken Johnson, one of my teammates from high school. Last I heard Ken had went to college here in St. Louis and got a degree in Business Administration. He was one of three guys sitting at a table and looked up as I came into the bar. With a big smile he ordered a shot and a beer for me.
I joined the three men at their table and Ken introduced me to his friends. Ken and I caught up with our lives since high school. I learned that Ken was going to Washington University for his MBA in the fall. But before starting school he was going to spend a week in Ensenada, Mexico relaxing, partying and preparing for the grind of the MBA program. We spent about two hours reconnecting and I got to know his friends, Jim and Bob.
"Hey Drew, come with us. You deserve some down time before you start looking for a job. All it would cost you would be spending money while you're there and not much of that," Ken said. He turned to his buddies and they nodded to indicate that they wouldn't mind me going along.
Ken continued, "One of the guys had to drop out and the fees are all non-refundable so his spot is just going to waste. Our trip is all inclusive so all the airfare, food, drinks, and rooms are already paid for. You should be able to get by for a couple of hundred dollars and the dollar goes a lot farther down there. What'da you say Drew? We're flying out tomorrow night, come with us pal."
I hesitated for about a minute before I said, "Yeah, why not? It will do me good to unwind for awhile. Sure I'll go with you guys." I answered Ken thinking that it would be a good way to forget about Jackie. I didn't have a fortune but I had managed to put some money away during college.
A word about finances here. The last game of my freshman year on the football team, I caught the winning T D pass against Texas A&M. I went up between two defenders and came down with the ball as time ran out. Needless to say I was a hero for a few days.
James R. Nelson, better known as Big Jim, was an alumnus of Missouri and a very wealthy one. My game winning catch gave him bragging rights over two of his business associates who were alumni of Texas A&M. He enjoyed being able to lord it over those two so much that he arranged a part time job for me.
I worked three nights a week for three hours a night and earned two hundred dollars a week. It wasn't a tough job; I checked basketballs and other equipment in and out to students using the gym. The first and last 15 minutes were busy but the rest of the time I was able to study for the next day's classes.
In spite of not being able to afford the overall cost of college, my folks sent me some money for personal use every month while I was in school. Since I had practice every afternoon, worked three evenings a week and had to study, I really didn't go out that much and I was able to save most of the money they sent and the money I earned at my "job". There were also a lot of perks to being on the football team. I ate at the training table with the team and my housing, books, and tuition were paid for as were all medical expenses. Except for pizza and beer I was almost living expense free.
My dad walked into the bar just as I made my decision. He looked around and then came to our table and sat down. "Your mother is worried about you. You ran off without saying anything and she sent me to look for you." Dad's voice held a note of disapproval.
"I'm sorry I worried her Dad, but she shouldn't have invited Jackie to the party. I was okay until I saw Jackie and then everything went to hell," I told him with a little heat.
Dad ordered another round for the table and himself. He suggested that we go home after that drink and I agreed. I didn't mind drinking but I really didn't want to nurse a hangover all the way to Mexico.
I beat Dad home and waited on the front porch for him; I wanted to tell him about my trip and why I was going. After a little discussion he agreed that it was a good idea. He told me not to worry about Mom that he would make her understand why I had to go. I don't know what he said to her but I never heard a word from her other than for me to be careful.
The next evening my parents dropped me off at the airport and I met up with the guys and boarded our plane. It was a little over a 4 hour flight and we started to party as soon as we were in the air. When we landed a shuttle from our hotel was there to pick us up. Drinks were provided on the shuttle and we continued the party we had started on the plane. By the time we reached our rooms we were feeling pretty good.



********************
Well, the plane touched down just about 3 o'clock
And the city's still on my mind
Bikinis and palm trees danced in my head
I was still in the baggage line
Concrete and cars are their own prison bars like this life I'm living in
But the plane brought me farther.
I'm surrounded by water
And I'm not going back again
For the next six days and nights we enjoyed all that Ensenada had to offer. The mornings were spent going on tours, surfing, fishing, and playing tourists. The afternoons found me sitting by the beach bar watching all the lovelies on the beach. I had a great view and didn't have to worry about sunburn because there was an extended roof over the bar.
My favorite bartender was a very pretty young lady from the twin cities of Nogales, a town on both sides of the U.S.-Mexican border in Arizona. Alita told me her father was Irish and her mother was Hispanic and that she was born on the U.S. side of the border. She was slender with long black hair, her body was nut brown, and she had the most startling blue eyes I have ever seen.
Aside from being a beautiful woman who took pleasure in teasing me by showing off her body, she knew exactly how I liked my margaritas; a never empty glass was the key. I watched her rub coconut oil on her long legs and tight stomach every afternoon as she started work and fantasized about helping her. I don't know if it was the tequila or the coconut oil that smelled so good.
By the second afternoon she and I were the best of friends, I think the tips had a lot to do with our friendship. She showed me a beach lounge chair beside the bar that was the same height as the bar stools and much more comfortable. Alita never let my glass get empty and always had another margarita ready when I was.
Don't get the impression that I spent my days drunk, I was never drunk. However I did keep a pleasant buzz on starting every afternoon after the guys and I did our tourist thing. The guys would adjourn to the beach to chase the lovely senoritas and young ladies from the cruise ships that put in at Ensenada twice a week.
I had a better plan; I sat at the beach bar and let them come to me. Alita was my ally in my quest for companionship. Ladies from the cruise ship in port at the time would come to the bar and after a drink or two would ask Alita about things to do in the area. They usually had one day and one night before the ship would leave port. She would tell them that I was the expert on having a good time in Ensenada and I would take it from there.
********************
Four days flew by like a drunk Friday night as the summer drew to an
end
They can't believe that I just couldn't leave
And I bid a due to my friends
Because my bartender she's from the islands
Her body's been kissed by the sun
And coconut replaces the smell of the bar and I don't know if its her or
the rum
All in all, Ensenada was a great place to forget my troubles. I began to think that I would stay for a couple of months, maybe forever instead of going back to what I knew was going to be a lonely life without Jackie. If I stayed in Ensenada I would still be without Jackie but there were other compensations to help a lonely gringo.
Our week in paradise came to an end and we packed to leave the hotel. When Ken and the guys got on the shuttle to the airport I told them that I was staying. Ken tried to talk me out of staying but I had made up my mind. He reminded me that the hotel was expensive but I had already found a shack just off the beach to rent.
I had written a letter the night before the guys left and asked Ken to give it to my parents. In the letter I told my folks that I didn't want to come back just yet and planned to spend some time in Ensenada. I explained that I needed some time to get myself together and I would call them in a few days. .
I got my toes in the water, ass in the sand
Not a worry in the world, a cold beer in my hand
Life is good today. Life is good today.
The money I saved in college was what I would use to stay in Ensenada. It's entirely different being in Mexico as a tourist and being there as an expatriate from the U.S. As long as I had money I was treated relatively well but not with the enthusiasm that I had been as a guest at the hotel.
The only one that treated me the same way was my Alita at the beach bar. Of course I was paying and tipping for my drinks. I asked her for a date once and she told me that she wasn't looking for a short term affair. Alita said that I was very sad in spite of the good time Charley act I was putting on and she thought I would be leaving to go back home. She told me she didn't want to get something started that would end so quickly. I didn't try to argue the point with her because I didn't know myself what I was going to do.
Never the less, I still enjoyed looking at her in those tiny bikinis that she wore to tease me and the other customers. The same beautiful senoritas walked the beach and the ladies from cruise ships still came to the beach bar so I didn't lack for companionship. During the day I surfed or fished from the pier or took walking tours of the town. I learned about the restaurants and cantinas in town away from the tourist zone.
I didn't eat or drink at any of the large hotels, except for the beach bar where Alita worked. While their prices were about 50 to 60 per cent less than they would have been in the States, there were better bargains in town. The American dollar goes further in Mexico if you keep away from the tourist traps so I was able to stretch my money a long, long, way.
All and all not a bad life and as long as I had money it would be enjoyable. Once the money ran out so would my life style. The senoritas and cruise ship dollies wouldn't find me so attractive if I didn't have money to spend on them.
I thought about getting a job but the locals usually hire locals for everything and I was told not to bother applying for anything other than as a waiter on the beach, running drinks for tourists. Being a waiter isn't what I had hoped for and putting up with some the asshole tourists would be impossible for me.
I stayed in Mexico for five weeks and I did call my parents a few times, about once a week. My first call I got a lecture from Dad about acting like a spoiled brat and pouting; Mom just cried and told me I should come home. Dad was right, I was pouting and being a spoiled brat; I was just doing it in a Mexican paradise.
The next few phone calls were mostly to Mom; Dad was a little upset that I had "quit on the world" as he said. Again he was right, for a little while I had quit on the real world. I was trying to forget about Jackie and I must admit that looking and talking to Alita or some beach bunny or senorita did take my mind off Jackie for a little while. But she would always invade my thoughts again when I was alone.
Finally the time came to think about going home. I figured I had enough money to last for about two more weeks; five if I didn't fly home but took a bus back to the border and then another bus on to St. Louis. I was sitting in my lounge chair watching Alita, wearing the smallest bikini yet, bend over to fill the beer cooler and heard someone say "Nice view. Almost worth coming 1500 miles to see."
I turned to see who would say something like that out loud. It was my dad and he was really looking at me. I didn't know if he meant me or Alita. "Hello Drew, can I buy you a drink?"
Shocked wouldn't begin to describe how I felt at him being here. Trying to be cool I said, "Alita, dos mas, por favor."
When she brought the drinks, I introduced her to my father. The drinks were five dollars but Dad handed her a ten dollar bill and told her to keep the change.
"Gracias, the men in your family are very generous Drew," she said with a big smile for my father. She turned and walked back to the cooler swaying her hips in the way that only beautiful women can do.
"You might want to put your eyes back in your head Drew before your mother gets here," Dad told me.
"Mom too, what are you guys doing here?"
"I came to get you to come home and get on with your life. You mom came as back up."
Facing my dad as he sat at the bar, I couldn't see the pathway at my back leading to the beach bar. Then I heard my mom say, "There's my baby."
I turned to face my mother and got another shock; Jackie was coming down the path with Mom.
"Did I forget to mention that Jackie came too?" Dad was chuckling at the look on my face.
When Mom and Jackie got to us, I hugged Mom and then looked at Jackie. She smiled and came to me and hugged me. Jackie felt so good in my arms that I sort of lost myself holding her. I felt like I never wanted to let her go. After a couple of minutes my dad cleared his throat to bring us back to the present.
"Wha, wha, what are you doing here Jackie? Not that I'm not glad to see you," I said. I had no idea why she would be in Mexico.
"I came with your folks to get you to come home. We need to have a long talk," she answered. Seeing my confused look she continued, "Yeah, you and I really need to talk."
"What.............." I started and Jackie interrupted me.
"Not here, let's go to dinner or something and then we can talk after."
I nodded and as we walked away Alita said, "Adios Senior Drew and Senior Papa. Come back to see Alita soon." One last look at her by both my dad and I, a sigh, a wave, and we left.
"What was that about dear?" My mom wanted to know looking at my dad.
"Never mind Honey, I'll tell you later," Dad answered, smiling in spite of the look Mom gave him.
Good luck Dad, I thought. We're both going to need some luck and understanding to get through this night.
My parents were staying at the same hotel that I had on my "holiday" with Ken and the boys. It was also the one that had the beach bar where I hung out. I had to get cleaned up and change clothes because the hotel would not appreciate me coming into their fancy dinner room in cutoffs and T-shirt. Of course I didn't have any really dressy clothes at my rented shack but I did put on a nice pair of slacks and a muted Hawaiian print shirt.
I had to go past the beach bar to get to the hotel from my shack and Alita motioned me over to her. As I got to the bar she put a large margarita on it.
"This one is on me Senior Drew. It's a final drink to say good bye from one friend to another. You will be leaving with Senior Papa and your madre and the young senorita, I think."
"Alita, I'm not sure I'm going back with them. Nothing has been settled yet," I informed her.
"No, you will go. I saw how happy you were to see your familia and the love in your eyes when you saw the senorita, so you will go. It is what you must do," Alita lectured me. "You must face your demons and your past before you can be happy."
"Maybe your right, maybe I will go back with them. Anyway, it's been very nice to get to know you and thank you for taking care of me."
"I knew you would be going home; that's why I wouldn't go out with you. If the life back up Norte doesn't make you happy come back please come to see Alita. I will help heal you heart," she said wistfully. "Adios en vaya con dios," was the last thing she said to me. Alita leaned over, kissed me, and turned to go back to filling the beer cooler.
One last look at her beautiful behind and I left to meet my parents and Jackie. The hotel dinner room was almost full and I couldn't see my folks. I stood at the entrance looking over the room trying to find them.
Then Jackie was at my side to lead me to the table. I guess beauty is in the eye of the beholder because as stunning and exotically beautiful as Alita was, Jackie made me forget all about her. Jackie was wearing a pale green sun dress that went very well with her auburn hair and green eyes. It hung by two spaghetti straps and left her shoulders bare.
We joined my folks at their table and ordered drinks and then dinner. Our talk during the meal was about people and things back home. My brothers and sisters, Jackie's mother, and other socially acceptable things were discussed. The table was cleared and another round of drinks was ordered. The elephant at the table was ignored for the time being.
My dad is not the most patient man and when the after dinner drinks were served he couldn't wait anymore. "Okay enough of this chit chat. Are you coming back home with us, Drew?"
Mom tried to rein him in and told him to wait a while, but my dad was on a mission. "Wait hell, he's been waiting for the last month and a half. It's time that he came home and quit pouting. Are you coming with us or not Drew?"
I had to smile at Dad; he was usually so controlled but my being gone had really affected him. He was worried that his oldest was going to turn into a beach bum. My smile didn't help his temper. Dad started to lecture me some more but I held up my hands.
"Yes Dad, I will be going home with you. It's time I got back to the real world. I can't hide out here forever." I turned to Jackie and said, "I can't keep running away and beating myself up for losing you. I hope that we can remain friends; if John doesn't mind that is."
Jackie didn't say anything at first and then asked me. "Drew, can we take a walk down to the beach?"
I looked at my parents; they nodded and Jackie and I left. We walked down the pathway past the beach bar; thank the gods Alita had already closed down for the night. I don't know if I could have survived those two together. We sat down on the pontoon of a beached Hobie Cat sailboat and faced each other. I waited for Jackie to begin, I had no idea what to say.
"Drew there is something I have to tell you. I was going to wait and use it as a trump card to get you to come home, but since you've already decided to return I'll just come out with it." She stopped as if to gather courage to continue.
"I want you to come home and see if we can make a life together. You once told me that you loved me, do you still feel that way?" I could see fear and hope in her eyes.
Maybe the gods or fate or whatever decided to give me a break. The real reason that I had decided to go home was to fight to get Jackie back, but I couldn't do that living in Mexico. I figured that until she was actually married I had a chance to get her to change her mind.
"What about John? You're engaged to him and I don't think he's going to want to share you," I was teasing a little trying to keep my body under control. I wanted to jump up and down and scream because I was so happy.
Jackie seemed to understand what I was doing. "John and I aren't engaged anymore; I gave him the ring back before I made the trip with your parents," she said with a very small smile. "I realized that I didn't love John after talking to you at your party. Just didn't know it soon enough to keep you from running off to Mexico. I called the next afternoon but you had already left."
"I had to do something, I couldn't stay around and see you with John. Thought once about trying to talk you out of staying with him, but didn't think I had the right to." I admitted.
"Drew, I'm sorry I......." Jackie started but I stopped her.
"Neither of us handled our breakup very well, especially me. I should have called you at least to say hello or something. We wouldn't have gotten to this point if I had. Let's leave that behind us and go on. Okay?"
The rest of the evening was spent walking up and down the beach and holding each other and talking about our plans, our hopes and our dreams for the future. There was also a lot of I've missed you, I love you, and other endearments.
I walked Jackie back to the hotel and to her room. We decided to proceed slowly so we said good night and I went back to my shack for the last time. In the morning I met the folks and Jackie and rode to the airport with them. As I boarded the airplane I turned and took one last look at downtown Ensenada. I would miss the beach, the little bar and Alita, but it was time to go home. It was a good way to live if that's all you were looking for but I wanted more.
On the flight home Mom and Jackie sat together and talked about female things. I really think they were already planning a wedding. We men don't count when women start making plans for our life. That left Dad and me on our own.
Dad turned to me and asked, "Will you miss anything back there? Do you have any regrets?"
"I wish I hadn't flaked out for so long, I regret that. The beach and the life style will be missed; it was a good way to live, at least for a while. I guess the only thing I regret was not getting some pictures of Alita."
"Are you sure you want them around where Jackie might find them?" Dad asked with a grin.
"On second thought, it's best to let Alita live on only in my memories," I answered with a matching grin. "It will cause a lot less trouble that way."
*******************
Jackie and I had thought we would take things slow once we got back to St. Louis and we did take it easy; for about a week we tried to date and start all over again. We decided slowly didn't mean we couldn't enjoy each other in every way possible so we skipped to the good stuff.
One of our evenings together resulted in Jackie getting pregnant. The best we can figure, it was our first night together. I seriously don't remember if we took precautions or if we were in such a hurry that we forgot. The answer to that question is obvious isn't it? Doesn't matter, we just started our family a little sooner than the master plan called for all of which hastened the wedding plans.
Six years have gone by since I came back to the world. Six years that have been the best of my life.
So here I sit with my toes in the water and ass in the sand on the island of Maui waiting for my three girls.
We are on vacation for the first time since getting married. I look up the beach and here they come. Jackie and our twin girls are walking together along the beach at the water line. I guess twins run in my family.
I got my toes in the water, ass in the sand
Not a worry in the world, a cold beer in my hand
Life is good today. Life is good today.
Quote: Life goes on
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There are no graphic sex scenes in this story, sorry. I want to thank my wife and others who have helped me in writing this story. We have discussed and debated about my work here for hours. I have made a few changes before posting so any screw ups are mine. Thanks for reading my story and please ENJOY.
*****************
I have been entertained by love about as much as I care to, thank you. You see I'm a two time loser at the relatively young age of 26. That's right I've been married and divorced and had another marriage annulled in a period of time that most guys are still looking for "the one".
I'm James William Kelly by the way. Alexi Dennis and I met in high school and dated for about a year before graduating. She was tall at 5 feet 9 with a mane of long auburn hair, green eyes and a body that caused men and young boys to fantasize and run around in circles. There was more than one guy that tried to get and keep her attention. Her face was like an angel's, but an angel with a devil sitting on her shoulder leading her into trouble. You could tell by the look in her eyes that "Lexi" was something of a wild child.
The reason that I succeeded where others failed is that I never gave in to her womanly wiles. If a guy said no or refused to do what she wanted, Lexi would lower her head and look up at a guy with her soulful eyes and rub against him to get his attention. Then she would pout and use a little girl voice to get the young man to do what she wanted.
On our second date she tried to control me in this way and I just ignored her when she went into her little act. It wasn't that I was immune but I had watched other guys get wrapped around her finger and decided that I'd rather be a free agent and alone than to be at her beck and call.
To cite one example, on our fourth date we were on a picnic at the beautiful river just outside of our home town. The river was a clear spring fed stream flowing between some low hills. The water flowed up against a rock bluff and formed a swimming hole with a gravel beach that we used all summer. There were ten or twelve in the group, mostly couples but with a couple of single guys along too. The plan was to stay all day and have a cook out on the banks of the river that evening.
We ran out of the type of soda that Lexi preferred and she wanted me to drive back to get her some while she stayed at the river with the rest of the group. The last thing I wanted to do was leave her alone, especially with those two single dudes around.
"You want me to drive for 15 miles one way over a dirt road just to get you a soda?" Can't you drink something else this one time Lexi?" She started her little pouting routine on me and that's when I decided that I wasn't going to be her lap dog. I couldn't believe that she wanted me to waste an hour or more just to get her a soda.
"I don't think so sugar. Don't take too long or you'll miss all the fun," I told her as I tossed her the keys to my truck. She dropped the keys and walked away.
For the next couple of hours she made it a point to spend a lot of time with the two single guys in the group and with the others while ignoring me. Lexi didn't do anything wrong with either of the guys except she was supposed to be my date, not theirs. My day was spent playing in the river and hiking along the banks alone. I thought this looks like the end of a very brief romance. If she wants those guys, let her have them; I wasn't going to run after her and I wasn't going to be her boy toy to order around.
As the day wore down to late afternoon, the couples began to set up the grills for the planned BBQ. Lexi came back to where I was starting my grill and sat down. I looked over at her and continue to set up the grill.
"I decided to forgive you and eat dinner with you," she said with a bright smile as if bestowing a gift on me.
"That's big of you; thanks, but no thanks Lexi. My food and my cooking are for me and my date; since you left me I guess I'll be cooking just for me. Go back to the two guys you spent the afternoon with and let them feed you." I had no intention of making her do without but I had to make a point.
To say that she was shocked at my response was a gross understatement. I don't think she had ever had any one, especially a male, turn her down before. My rejection was something new to her and she didn't know how to react.
"But they only came out for the day and aren't staying," she said with puppy dog eyes.
"Then I guess you should go back with them. Don't forget your beach bag, it's in the front seat of my truck," I told her. I was purposely pushing her buttons to make my point.
Lexi was stunned, she sat for a minute and then tears started to form in the corners of her eyes. She really was at a loss. I let her sit there for a minute as I continued to work on the grill and then turned to look her in the eye.
"Look Lexi, I like you a lot. You are beautiful, intelligent, and fun to be with. But these games of yours make you just another girl. You're better than that and I won't settle for anything but your best. If we are going to continue dating you have to stop trying to play me. Just be yourself and we can have a good time. If not, I don't see much of a future for us. Okay?"
It wasn't that I knew a lot about women or was a super stud, but I had seen other guys play her game and then be pushed aside by Lexi. I didn't plan on being dumped the same way. Apparently my idea worked because our relationship grew after this confrontation and we really began to enjoy our time together.
I don't know, maybe she was smarter than me after all. We usually ended up doing what she wanted anyway. In hindsight, I guess I wasn't as much of a free agent as I thought. When Lexi flashed those startling green eyes at me, it was hard to turn her down.
We fit well together both physically and mentally. At 6 feet 2 and 200 pounds, I was just the right height to be with Alexi; she could wear 3" heels when we went someplace nice and not tower over me. She was stunning and my looks wouldn't scare little children so we made a nice looking couple.
The only fault that Alexi had was her lack of motivation. She knew what a hottie she was and had no intention of having to work for a living. Alexi's plan was to get married as soon as possible after school preferably to a well to do or rich guy and let her husband take care of her.
I on the other hand had a plan; I maintained a solid 4.0 GPA and worked toward a future in the business world. Alexi knew that I wasn't ready to get married because I planned on going to college and she didn't want to wait for me to finish my education. She might have had to get a job if she waited. Alexi and I would have probably drifted apart anyway when I left to go to college.
I really think that if things had been different that she would have dumped me that summer after our graduation. The little "blip" that kept her from kicking me to the curb was that we managed to get Alexi pregnant.
Lexi and I weren't in love and didn't feel that we were "soul mates", but we really liked each other and had fun together. (Apparently a little too much fun, it turned out). But I'm sure we would have parted ways when I went to college if she hadn't have became pregnant.
That's right; one month after graduation Alexi told me that she was two months along. We had taken precautions most of the times that we danced the horizontal tango. The one or two times that we didn't take precautions, Lexi said she was in the safe part of her cycle. Obviously she was mistaken at least about the safe part.
I have heard about a sinking feeling in your stomach and always thought it was just a phrase. Now I knew that feeling myself; I felt emptiness in my gut that almost made me sick. I felt my heart begin to beat very fast and thought I might pass out for a second. Recovering I told Lexi that I wasn't going to run away and that I would help see her through our situation.
A note here, the rhythm method of birth control is a crap shoot at best. It just doesn't work all that well. Of course if Lexi and I hadn't been in such a hurry at times we wouldn't have had to depend on a questionable means of birth control, now would we?
Lexi and I discussed our problem and I asked her what she wanted to do. She said she wanted to keep the baby; abortion and putting the baby up for adoption were never considered a solution. I had been raised to believe that you're responsible for your actions and their consequences and that you faced your responsibilities.
That left just one course of action; I asked her to marry me. I told her that if she didn't want to get married that I would still help her and wanted to be a part of the baby's life. Lexi agreed that we should get married and give the child a happy home.
When we told my dad and mom, Raymond and Molly, about our plans to get married and why we needed to, my mom reacted in a typical manner. She started to cry a little and hugged both Alexi and me. My dad also gave Alexi a little hug, said welcome to the family and nodded his head for me to join him outside. Oh hell I thought, here comes the lecture about I should have been more careful, how could I have been so dumb, etc etc.
Standing on the front porch my dad put his hand on my shoulder and said, "I'm proud of you for taking responsibility and doing the right thing. Your mother and I will help you as much as we can." Then he hugged me; it was one of the few times I ever saw tears in his eyes.
Alexi lived alone with her father, John; her mother had passed away when Alexi was twelve. Her father was a lot nicer to me than I thought he would be. I actually thought he might beat the hell out of me for knocking up his little girl. He wasn't jumping up and down with joy, but did show a grudging respect to me for accepting my responsibilities.
I had been offered a full academic scholarship to a very good university in my home town but with a baby on the way and a wife to support I planned to give up going to college. My folks and Alexi's dad got together and offered to pay our living expenses until I got a degree. They would pay for food, expenses and an apartment for us until I could finish my education. Between the scholarship and the help from our parents we would do okay.
We were married within a month after our announcement to our parents. They even footed the bill for a four day weekend at a resort in our area. Alexia and I figured the damage had already been done so we made the most of the honeymoon suite. We used very few of the amenities of the resort except for the hot tub and the round bed in our room.
Back to real life and in our apartment, to have money for the little extras necessary for a decent quality of life I worked part time on the loading dock of a UPS shipping center. Actually the schedule I followed wasn't too bad. I worked on the docks from midnight until 6 AM; then came home to eat, clean up, and go to my first class. I usually finished classes by 2 PM and was able to spend some time with Alexi before I had to get some sleep.
On the weekends we would do the normal things that young couples do; go to the movies once in awhile, out to dinner once a month or so, or just spend time together planning for the baby and our future. Our spending money was limited but we had a pretty good life. Our relationship progressed from two kids forced into marriage to that of a couple learning to live together and beginning to love each other.
About once a month I would work the weekends for extra money. The reason for this was that I wanted Alexi to be able to go have her hair done or get a spa treatment or some other girly type thing just for her. A mother to be needs to feel good about herself and her appearance.
Alexi and I were fairly happy. I don't think we were in love but we did like each other very, very much and enjoyed living together. We both knew that if there was no baby on the way that we probably would have broken up, but we were looking forward to our life together.
Possible names for the baby were discussed and we would make a decision as soon as we knew the sex of the child; we learned that we were going to have a son. We planned to paint and decorate the second bedroom in our apartment as a nursery and we made plans for a crib and all the other stuff needed for a baby. In other words we were planning the future for the three of us.
MEN PLAN AND THE GODS LAUGH.
Fate or the gods or bad luck decided that Alexi and I shouldn't be happy together. They decided that me doing the right thing and Alexi facing her responsibility wasn't good enough. We lost our son at the start of her sixth month.
I came home from work at 6:30 like every morning to find Alexi lying on the kitchen floor. She had been fixing a meal for me like she always did and fainted. There was a little blood on her nightgown and she was unconscious. I called 911 and followed the EMTs to the hospital. I called my dad and mom as soon as I could; and they joined me at the hospital. John was out of town on a job and we couldn't contact him.
Sitting in the waiting room, thinking and worrying about Lexi I realized that I would really miss her if this whole thing went south. I don't know that I was deeply in love with her but I had developed a more intense "like" that was beginning to turn into love since we got married.
Lexis' attitude toward "us" had changed too. She told me that she believed we could have a good life together and thought that we could learn to love each other. I guess the pregnancy had made her more mature and Lexi wasn't the same flighty girl that she had been. She was a soon to be mother, a more serious person and a young woman that was more sure of herself.
After what seemed to be a whole day but was actually only a couple of hours, a doctor came to see us. The look on his face made me think that everything had gone to hell. Once again I felt that sinking feeling in my stomach and my heart started racing.
He started out by assuring me that Alexi was okay, however she had lost the baby. The doctor explained what had happened; something about hemorrhaging and the complications but all I heard was that we had lost the baby. The doctor saw my response and had me put my head between my knees before I could pass out. After I calmed down a little he gave me a little hope; Lexi would still be able to have kids in the future.
We were allowed to see Lexi and as I came into her room, she started crying. She was very upset and kept apologizing to me for losing the baby. I held her and tried to comfort her until she fell asleep. The nurse suggested that I go home as with the sedative they had given her she would sleep until tomorrow morning. My folks tried to get me to leave but I sat at her bedside for another hour and then went their house.
When I got to my parent's house, I broke down and started crying. Even though I was a married man I was really just a 19 year old kid put under a lot of stress. My mom was holding me and crying too and my dad put his arm around my shoulders and we all shared a group hug.
John, Lexi's dad, called my parents that evening because he couldn't get hold of us at our place and assumed we would be with them. I had to tell him that Lexi was in the hospital and what had happened. As I got to the part about losing the baby, I broke down again. My dad took the phone and finished talking to John. Dad explained that Lexi was okay and would sleep until tomorrow morning. John said he was coming back right away and would be home in about a day and a half.
Mom didn't pay any attention to what the nurse had told me because she told us that when Lexi woke up, she would need a woman to talk to and left to go sit with Lexi. Mom basically ordered me to stay with Dad, get some rest, and go back to the hospital the next morning.
Lexi spent a couple of more days in the hospital and then I brought her home. She went to some meetings with a support group and after a month seemed like her old self. Well almost like her old self, she was a little more serious and seemed to have grown up a lot. To tell the truth I wasn't the same old carefree man either. I guess our ordeal had made both of us grow up a little.
About six months after losing the baby, Lexi and I went out for a night on the town on a Saturday. I took her to a good steak house, then to a little jazz club, and we finished the "date" at a little coffee shop. Lexi was in good spirits and smiled and laughed a lot.
We got back to our apartment and made slow, gentle love that night. It was the first time since Lexi had came home from the hospital that she had shown any real interest in being intimate and I hadn't wanted to push her. It was wonderful, tender, loving and we fell asleep in each other's arms. I thought we had finally turned the corner and could complete the healing process. Shows how much I knew.
Sunday morning when I got up, Lexi was sitting at our kitchen table. I said good morning, got a cup of coffee, and sat down across from her. She was very quiet and didn't say anything for a few minutes and then she hit me with the zinger.
"James, I'm leaving and want a divorce," she said.
"What?" That was my shocked response. "Why?"
"You're a good man James. You're kind, caring, and have treated me very well. I'm grateful and respect you for meeting your obligations and taking care of me. I even love you in some ways, but I don't love you the way a wife should love her husband." Lexi stopped to dry the tears running down her cheeks.
"We only married because of our responsibility to the baby, but when we lost our son the reason for us being together was lost too. I've been thinking a lot about us since I got home from the hospital. And as much as I like and respect you, I don't want to settle for anything but real love in my marriage."
"Lexi you know I care for you and I think we could be good together," I interrupted. Remember that sinking feeling? Well it was back; I didn't want her to go.
"I know and I care for you too, but it's not enough for either of us. If the baby had lived we might have made a good life together. My dad is coming to pick me up and then I'm going to go live with my aunt in Washington State. Please don't hate me James."
Those were her final words and she kissed me on the cheek as she went to answer her father's knock at the door. John helped her with two suitcases, gave me a little smile and said that he was sorry. I watched her walk out of my life.
I could have argued and debated with Lexi, but I wasn't sure of my feelings for her. Was it losing her that bothered me or losing the idea of us as a family that caused the pain? Until I could decide the answer to that question, I didn't have the right to try and keep her from getting on with her life.
We live in a no fault state so the divorce wasn't a hassle or much trouble actually. Lexi moved to Washington and I gave up the apartment and moved back in with my parents. I lived with them until I finished school. The money from my job went toward my college expenses so Mom and Dad didn't have to spend the money on my living expenses.
I talked to John several times trying to get a phone number, address, or even email so I could get in touch with Lexi. Each time he said he was sorry but based on what Lexi had said he didn't think it would be a good idea for me to approach her. John really did seem to be sorry but he couldn't go against his daughter's wishes. I understood. I didn't like it but I understood.
The rest of my college career was spent without much female companionship. It wasn't that I had turned into a monk or anything but I just didn't want to get involved with anyone right then. The pain or hurt or whatever of Lexi leaving was still eating at me. I certainly didn't want to go on hunting expeditions to the local hang outs for have a series of one night stands.



I was a young, healthy, heterosexual male and the pressures started to build about three months after Lexi and I split up. An expedition to the local "body shop" was looking like my only course of action when the fickle gods decided to help me for a change and brought me Beth.
Beth and I had met in high school and even dated a few times. Nothing serious came of it because we discovered we would be better as friends than as a couple. I even introduced her to Sam, the guy that she went steady with all through high school. We ran into each other at the student union one day; I had been so involved with Lexi, work, and my classes that I didn't even know she was in school.
She and I sat and talked for two or three hours, sort of renewing our friendship. I told her about Lexi, the baby, and the break up and divorce. Beth told me that she had been engaged to Sam but she caught him in the back seat of his car with some skank from another school. Thus she wasn't engaged anymore and Sam lost one of his front teeth.
We went out for pizza on Saturday night, just as friends. That soon developed into friends with benefits type of situation. Beth and I both wanted to concentrate on our education and didn't want to get into relationships or dating so we decided to help each other.
Beth and I knew we could never be a loving couple but we were good friends and enjoyed our time together. For the next two and a half years we would help "release the pressure" for each other. A couple of times a month, sometimes more, we would get together to unwind.
Most of the time we went to her place or if the weather was warm out to the quarry or down by the river for our little get togethers. I had a basement apartment with an outside entrance at my parent's house, but I was worried about trying to explain Beth to my mom. I know my dad would have understood.
After graduation, Beth moved to Texas to start her career and I never saw her in person again. We talked a few times and emailed each other but those gradually came to an end. New careers and new friends didn't leave us much time to continue our friendship especially from long distance.
I received an invitation to Beth's wedding. Due to time and work constraints I couldn't go but I sent her my best wishes. Beth was the best friend that I ever had; not because of the sex but because I could talk to her about anything. I hope she will be happy; she deserves it.
I applied myself to my studies with a vengeance and graduated second in my class. One month after graduation I started a new job with XYZ Corporation. I was 22, a college graduate with a bright future and alone in the world except for my parents.
******************
A little over a year into my job, I received a promotion and got my own office. Until the company could find someone to be my secretary, one the girls (maybe I should say women) from the secretary pool was assigned to me. That was Bobbie Joe Sawyer.
I hadn't been celibate for the year after graduation but I had purposely not gotten into a relationship with any of my dates. Well meaning friends would set me up with dates and some of them led to the bedroom but I didn't let any of them become serious.
Maybe it was Bobbie Joe's Texas twang; she was from Big Springs, or her blond hair, brown eyed good looks that attracted me. She was tall at 5 feet 8 with a voluptuous body that could start a bar fight by her just walking in. It may have been a combination of all of this plus the fact that she acted like I was the reason that the sun came up in the morning.
Her adoration of me would have been embarrassing except that my ego needed something like that. I hadn't felt loved or wanted or cared about since Lexi and I broke up. Bobbie Joe made it apparent that she thought I was the best thing since the invention of television.
Our first date was for lunch where she informed me that her name was Bobbie Joe not Bobbie and on our second date we went for BBQ and to a movie. I think it was on our sixth date that I dressed in a coat and tie and planned to take Bobbie Joe to a fancy restaurant then dancing afterwards. We never made it.
On Friday evening Bobbie Joe answered her door wearing black lace panties and bra, high heels and nothing else. She said something like "Hi cowboy want'a ride this filly?" Then she grabbed my tie, pulled me into her apartment and proceeded to screw my brains out. Later Bobbie Joe said she was tired of waiting for me to make a move so she took things into her own hands. And I mean that in every sense of the phrase.
Now I've had experience with women but nothing like this. We did things to and for each other that I had only read about. I didn't leave her apartment until late Sunday evening and wouldn't have left then except I had to get home, get some rest and get ready for work on Monday.
Needless to say, our relationship took a giant step forward after that weekend. We spent as much time together as possible and continued to try and break new free world records in sex and loving. From the minute that Bobbie Joe grabbed my tie and pulled me into her place, I was hooked or as Bobbie Joe would say, roped and hogtied.
My first warning should have been when I took Bobbie Joe home to meet my folks. My mom, who could accept a room full of terrorists with guns, didn't like Bobbie Joe. Mom was polite but I could see that there was no real warmth there. That was strange; my mom liked everybody, at least until they proved they shouldn't be liked.
I took Bobbie Joe home and when I got back to my house I saw Dad on the front porch and joined him. "Well what do you think of Bobbie Joe, Dad?"
"Well, she is certainly a pretty thing and she brightens up a room don't she? It's more important what you think of her James," Dad said. He usually had a direct, less than tactful way of talking and he was dancing around my question.
"Come on Dad, you're avoiding my question. What do you really think of her?"
He hesitated for more than a minute, gave a big sign, and nodded his head. "Okay here goes; don't let the fact that you're lonely make you do something you may regret."
"What the hell are you talking about?" I was a little upset about what he said.
"Bobby Joe is very pretty and you can't help but like her, however when you look at her I don't see the love there. There's no doubt that you like her a lot, but will that be enough in the long run?"
"Bullshit," I said and then stomped off the porch to go to my apartment. I guess I was upset because I'd wanted him to approve of my choice.
Three months later Bobbie Joe and I "eloped" from St. Louis across the Mississippi River to Belleville, Illinois to get married. In the state of Illinois you can get a marriage license and be married on the same day as long as you are of legal age. I was almost 24 and Bobbie Joe was 19, so we got married on a Friday afternoon and spent our three day honeymoon in the best hotel in town.
Bobbie Joe talked a lot about her folks during our relationship and mostly about her "Daddy". I thought it kind'a cute that a grown woman still called her father Daddy, at least for the first two months; I began to wonder if she had an obsession with her father because hardly a day went by that she didn't mention "Daddy". She had to transfer to a different department at work because company policy wouldn't allow spouses to work together. She said that I was her only real friend and didn't really like having to leave our department.
To say that my folks were less than overjoyed would be a gross understatement. But being the kind of people they are they welcomed Bobbie Joe into the family. I moved into her apartment and we planned on getting a house later on. We had discussions about starting a family but neither of us seemed in too much of hurry to do so. I guess we both wanted to get a little more settled in our jobs before taking that step.
We had been married about six months when she began to talk about going home to visit her folks and friends, which was a little strange. Bobbie Joe had always claimed that she couldn't wait to get out of the hick town of Big Springs and away from all the hayseeds that lived there; now she wanted to go back. I guess she missed her folks.
I couldn't take the time off work right then but I told her to take a long weekend and go visit her parents. They hadn't been able to come to our wedding because we eloped and she hadn't seen them in quite a while. She arranged for a two days off work and flew to Midland and her folks picked her up at the airport for the fifty mile trip to their place. Bobbie Joe left on Wednesday evening and came back on Sunday afternoon.
She was really happy to see me when she got back and we spent the entire evening making up for our time apart. For the next few days Bobbie Joe talked about her folks and what her friends back in Big Springs were doing.
Bobbie Joe changed after her visit home; there were times that she seemed to be off in another world. She would sort of stare off into space and when I asked her if anything was wrong she would just smile, give me a hug, and say everything was fine. But she certainly had something on her mind.
One month to the day after her trip home Bobbie Joe asked, "Have you ever thought about living somewhere else James?"
I had a feeling where this question was leading but just answered, "No, I like this town. Why?"
"Oh nothing really, I've been talking to my folks and they think we could do real good in Big Springs," she happily informed me. "All my friends seem to be making a good living there."
"I thought you hated that "hick" town as you called it and didn't want to be around those "hayseed friends" anymore." I reminded her.
"Well I thought I hated it too but after going back for a visit I realize that I want to go back; I think I belong there." Bobbie Joe had that far away look in her eyes again.
"Maybe we could visit your folks five or six times a year. There's no reason you can't visit and I'll come with you when I can get off work. I just don't want to move to Big Springs. My job and my future are here," I said. I was hoping that the suggested visits would solve the problem because I had no intention of moving to Texas.
A month later Bobbie Joe brought up the idea of moving to Texas again. "James, my daddy has set you up with a job at the Midland Oil Company as the business manager. He said that you would be making a little more than you do at here at XYZ."
"I told you before Bobbie Joe that I didn't want to move to Texas, so just drop it." I was a little put out that her "daddy" would set up a job for me without even talking to me about it first. He could have saved himself a lot of trouble because I wasn't going to take the job.
"But honey the cost of living in Big Springs is lower than here and we could afford a nice house there for what we spend for this apartment. Besides Daddy and Mommy have found us a nice place to rent with an option to buy and I think we should go take a look at it." Bobbie Joe apparently refused to believe me about not wanting to move. "If we moved we would be much closer to starting a family, you know."
"I'm going to tell you this one more time Bobbie Joe, I have no intention of moving to Texas or anywhere else. I like it here and here is where I'm going to stay. And if you just have to go back to Big Springs, you'll have to do it without me. And that crack about starting a family is a low blow." I stomped out of the apartment and took a walk to cool down.
The next week I got a surprising phone call at work. It was from Mr. Sawyer, Bobbie Joe's "daddy".
"James I know we've never met in person but when you married my little girl you became part of our family," he said with the same Texas twang in his voice that Bobbie Joe had.
"I appreciate that Mr. Sawyer. But if this call is about me moving to Texas, let me save us both some time. I have no desire, need, or intention of moving to Texas. Bobbie Joe and I have a future here and I'm stay'n put."
"Now son, don't go off half cocked until you hear what the program is, okay?
"Mr. Sawyer save your breath, I'm not moving and that's all there is to it. And if Bobbie Joe moves back to Big Springs or anywhere else, she will do it without me. Now is that plain enough for you? Y'all have a nice day, hear." I hung up on him because I had had enough of this bull shit about Texas.
Let me explain a little about Tyler S. Sawyer, Bobbie Joe's dad. He put on the big Texan act, but he really wasn't that well off. He lived on his "ranch" as he called it; the ranch was about ten acres of Texas plains and not really worth anything. His only income was from social security, his pension, and a check from Midland Oil for the natural gas on his property.
No he wasn't an oil man; the checks were for between fifteen hundred and two thousand dollars a month. This was hardly enough to make Mr. Sawyer an oil tycoon. There's a saying in Texas that describes Sawyer perfectly; "Big hat, no cattle". It simply means that there's a lot of big talk with nothing to back it up.
That evening when Bobbie Joe and I got home, the temperature in the apartment was somewhere around freezing. After dinner I sat down in my chair to watch a little TV and Bobbie Joe came in and dropped onto the couch with a huge sigh. She kept glancing over at me and moving around on the couch waiting for my reaction to her sighs and her pouting.
Might as well get it out in the open I thought. "Okay, Bobbie Joe stop the theatrics and tell me what's put a burr under your saddle."
"How could you talk to Daddy like that and then hung up on him?" I didn't know if she was more upset that I hung up on her father or that I wouldn't go along with their plans for me.
"Bobbie Joe, let me put this in terms a Texan can understand. I'm not some bronc that has to be broken and trained to do what you want." My voice was dripping with sarcasm. "I'm really pissed off that you and your "daddy" would try to run my life. You could have at least talked to me to see if I was interested in a new job or if I wanted a house. But then you already knew how I felt about moving."
"But honey......" she started but I interrupted her.
I'm going to say this one last time, I'M NOT MOVING, NOT TO TEXAS OR ANYPLACE ELSE. If you just have to go back to your "daddy" and Texas you can do it without me." I didn't give her a chance to say anymore, I stomped off to the guest room and went to bed.
At this point, I begin to wonder if our marriage was a mistake. If Bobbie Joe was going to make important decisions for us without discussing them first, we were in serious trouble. I couldn't and wouldn't be a second class citizen in my marriage. In addition I wondered if I really loved Bobbie Joe. I hate to use an overworked line, but did I love her or was I in love with her? Maybe it was both or maybe it was neither.
I loved being with her, she was vivacious, funny, and always in a good mood. I loved the way she looked; it boosted my ego to see other guys look at her knowing that they thought I was a very lucky man. Of course I loved the sex; she made it a point to keep me well satisfied in that arena.
But did I love her or I was I in love with the idea of "us"? The problem about moving was just one of several things that needed to be thought about and solved if possible. I had to come to grips with how I really felt about Bobbie Joe.
If things had been freezing around our place before, they were absolutely arctic for the next few days. Bobbie Joe had already planned to take off the next week to do some personal things and a few things around the apartment. So we didn't ride to work together as we normally do and we only saw each other in the evening; she wasn't awake before I left in the morning.
There was no verbal interaction between us except for things like "pass the salt please". The evenings were spent watching TV or reading or anything that would keep us from talking to each other. We still slept in the same bed, but we never touched each other. As far sex, I would have gotten more action from a blow up doll.
Friday on the drive home from work, I decided that the whole thing had gone on long enough. This situation demanded a solution because I couldn't face another weekend in the frozen atmosphere at home. I thought that I would ask Bobbie Joe if she wanted to go out to dinner and maybe we could talk and come up with some way to solve our problems.
I walked into the house and felt the difference; Bobbie Joe was gone. I checked and all of her clothes and personal items were missing. On the kitchen table was a legal size manila envelope, a folded letter, and Bobbie Joe's wedding ring.
The large envelope contained the papers for the annulment of our marriage; all they needed was my signature. Bobbie Joe had left everything we had with me. She hadn't claimed any of the bank accounts and didn't want alimony. If these papers hadn't told me what was going on, her wedding ring would have. I picked up the letter and unfolded it. The letter read:
Dear James,
I'm sorry but I have left you to go back home to Texas. When I came up here to work, I really hadn't intended to be here too long, certainly not for the rest of my life. The problem was that I met and fell in love with you.
I thought that being with you and being loved by you would make it possible for me to stay here. I do love you but I want to live my life in Big Springs near my folks and friends. I know I'm being selfish but if I stay, I would probably begin to resent you for making me stay away from my home. We would eventually begin to hate each other.
You haven't done anything wrong, but I can't be the equal partner that you need and want. I guess I'm spoiled but I need someone to take care of me and protect me from the world. You need someone to face life with you and dare it to bring you down. I'm not that person.
So I've gone back home to Big Springs. You can see that I have had annulment papers drawn up and all you have to do is sign them, send them back to the attorney, and our marriage will be over. I thought that an annulment would be better than a divorce. But if you would rather have a divorce I will sign any papers necessary.
My first choice would be that you would decide to join me here and let's stay married. Please think about doing that, I would love to continue to be Mrs. James Kelly. I guess I will know you answer soon.
Our separation is on me; I have always been taken care of by Daddy and can't get use to being a stand on my own two feet type of woman. I know that you don't want to move but I hope you love me enough to become a Texan and let my daddy help you take care of me. Again I know that I'm not being logical asking you to love me enough to move when I won't stay there with you. I love you but I have to live here in Big Springs.
I love you,
Bobbie Joe
Well that certainly puts a period to the marriage, I thought. I really didn't feel as bad as I thought I should. Maybe that was the answer to my question concerning how I felt about Bobbie Joe. If I wasn't all torn up about her leaving, maybe I wasn't in love with her after all.
On Sunday I called Bobbie Joe at her parent's house and we had a long talk. I asked her to change her mind but she was tearfully adamant about her decision. After about forty five minutes of talking I agreed that an annulment would be the best way to go. I offered her half of the assets but she said she didn't want anything and told me to keep everything. Actually all we had was a few pieces of furniture and a moderate savings account.
"James, please don't hate me. I believe that I'm doing the right thing for both of us," Bobbie Joe pleaded with me.
"I don't hate you girl," I answered. "Take care of yourself and be happy, okay?"



Her last words to me were, "I love you."
That made me feel bad until I realized that love includes compromise and not arbitrarily changing our agreement as to where to live and why. She wanted out of Texas and now wanted to go back so her dad could offer her something I couldn't.
Shaking my head I signed the papers then mailed them back to the attorney the next morning. Also, I sent her a check for half of our savings minus our outstanding bills. The lease was almost up on the apartment so I thought I would move back in with my parents. Hell of a thing, I wasn't even 25 yet and I had already had two failed marriages and was moving back in with my parents again.
********************
It's been a little over a year since Bobbie Joe left me and moved back to Texas. I stayed with my parents for two months and then found my own place. It would have been easier to live in my basement apartment again but I needed to be on my own. I would never grow up living at home.
I now owned a house or maybe I should say the mortgage company owned it and let me live there. My dad had introduced me to an elderly couple that lived about three blocks from him. The elderly gentleman and my father were members of the same VFW lodge. The couple wanted to sell their house and move to the west coast to be closer to their kids, grandkids, plus two great grandkids and my dad thought I should talk to them about the house.
The house needed a little TLC, nothing more major than paint, landscaping, and updating a little. It was perfect for me because I did nothing with my time but go to the gym or run anyway. I wasn't ready to get back into the dating scene and I might as well use all that energy to work on my own place. So I bought the house at a good price and became a home owner.
My parents and I went to our favorite pizza place on a Saturday to celebrate. We were celebrating for two reasons actually. I had just had my 26th birthday and I had received another promotion at work.
I had been made Vice President of Marketing and I didn't think that I would have the same problem with my secretary as I did with my last promotion. Mrs. Stamos was my new secretary and she was a no nonsense woman of 50. There would be no whirlwind romance with her like I had with Bobbie Joe.
Normally Sunday was a family day with dinner at my parent's and lazy discussions after eating. Then I would usually troop back to my house and continue some project I had going on. I usually walked to my parent's for dinner because I lived so close. One evening as I was returning to my house a car pulled to the curb and honked at me.
It was Kevin, a friend from my high school days. In fact Kevin and his girlfriend, now his wife, had been at the BBQ at the river the day that I refused to play Alexi's games. I remember that he had gotten a big kick out of me shutting her down. He asked me to join him for a drink or coffee to catch up on our lives and to help him kill some time. Apparently he was a refugee from a baby shower for his second child.
We went to a local watering hole; coffee is for breakfast you know, so we talked as we had a couple of beers. Kevin and his wife Judy had just moved back to town from Washington; the state not DC. They had gotten married right out of high school and went to Bellevue to work for Boeing Aerospace. His uncle worked for Boeing and got him a job on the assembly line. Kevin said they got tired of all the rain and he got a transfer back here to St. Louis.
We talk about people we had known and the good times we had. He brought up the time at the river and said he thought it was great that I put Alexi in her place. "What ever happened between you and "the little princess" anyway?" Kevin wanted to know.
"I married her Kevin," I said. I couldn't help but laugh at the look on his face as he tried to get his foot out of his mouth.
"Oh shit, I'm sorry James. I mean, I didn't know, I mean oh hell," Kevin didn't know what to say.
"It's okay bud," I let him off the hook. Of course then I had to tell him the whole story of the pregnancy, the marriage, losing the baby, and the divorce. I was surprised at the feeling of sadness that overcame me talking about Lexi.
"Last I knew she moved to Seattle to live with an aunt. I talked to her dad a couple of times trying to get in touch with her, but he thought it best that I not contact her, so I gave up. I don't know what happened to her or where she is now."
"That explains it then," Kevin said. "Judy and I ran into her at a mall once, even went to a movie and dinner with her a few times. Funny but it was always just the three of us, but she never mentioned your wedding or anything. Anyway we called her to ask her to join us for a going away party but were told that she moved."
I continued with the sage of my life including Bobbie Joe and that fiasco and told him that brought him up to date life. I had to admit to Kevin that I've been at loose ends ever since Lexi left me. After I finished he looked at me like he was the cat that ate the canary.
"What's on your feeble little mind Kevin? I can tell you're just busting to tell me something. What is it?"
"I know where Alexi moved to and where she is now," Kevin told me grinning like a fool.
"Where is she Kevin?" He started laughing and I said, "Don't screw around here, where is she?" I couldn't believe the excited feeling I got when he said he knew where Lexi was.
"She's back here in St. Louis and right now she is at my mother-in-laws house at the baby shower as we speak. Judy's mom knew Alexi had moved back and invited her to the shower because Alexi and Judy were classmates and friends."
I couldn't believe it, Lexi was back home. "Why did she come back, where is she living?"
Kevin told me that Lexi was living with her father. John had been hurt at his job, he's a heavy equipment operator, and she came home to take care of him. Kevin suggested that he take me home and that I follow him to the house. He said that I could at least say hello to Judy if nothing else.
When we got to my place, I told Kevin to go on that I knew where Judy's mom lived and that I would be along in about an hour. I needed to talk to someone that I trusted about Lexi; there was no better person to talk to than my dad.
He was putting the trash cans out to the curb when I drove up. Dad came over to the car with a questioning look and I asked him to get in. I told him that I needed some advice and went on to explain about Kevin and his news that Lexi was back home. My dad sat there and waited for me to continue.
"What should I do? Should I go see her, should I call her first, or should I leave it alone? A little help here Dad."
"Let me ask you a question James. How did you feel when you heard Alexi was back?"
"I was excited that I might get to see and talk to her again," I admitted to him.
"There you go then. I don't think I've seen you really happy since the two of you broke up. I didn't ask at the time because it wasn't really my business but why did you let her go?
"I don't know. What with losing the baby, which was the reason we got married, I didn't want to argue with her if she wanted to leave. I guess that I was thinking that I had screwed up her life enough," I said. His question did make me start thinking more about my feelings for Lexi.
"You're right though, I haven't been totally happy since she left. Even when I was married to Bobbie Joe, I still had thoughts about Lexi. Look how good that turned out. I guess I should have listened to you that night I brought Bobbie Joe home."
"Maybe, but it hadn't have been her it would have been some other girl. At least Bobbie Joe was damn pretty," Dad said as he laughed. "So what are you going to do son?"
"As soon as you get out of my car, I'm going to a baby shower," I answered with a big grin.
My plan to see Lexi didn't work. When I knocked on the door, Kevin answered it and told me that Lexi had already gone home. She said that she didn't want to leave her dad alone too long or he would try to get up and move around. I said hello to Judy and spent a few minutes with her and left.
I thanked Kevin and started home when I decided, what the hell. It was only 7:30 PM, still early so I drove to Lexi's. All she could do would be to refuse to talk to me and I already had that. I stopped in front of her house and she was sitting in a porch swing. She sort of sat up when she realized who I was.
"Hello Lexi," I said as I stepped up onto the porch. "How are you?"
"Hi James, I'm doing okay," she said with a guarded tone.
"I just heard about your dad's accident and thought I would stop by, say hello, and see if he needed anything." I was grasping at straws here.
"He's asleep right now, but I'll tell him you came by. He'll appreciate that."
"How did he get hurt? I haven't heard anything about the accident itself, just that he had one."
Lexi told me that her dad had been digging a foundation with a big back hoe and the ground gave way under the machine. He was thrown from the saddle and part of the back hoe landed on his leg. Fortunately, if you can call it that, his leg was broken in two places instead of crushed.
She said, "He has to stay off his feet for several weeks but he keeps running off the nurses that come to take care of him. Daddy apparently likes to yell at them a lot and now no one wants to take care of him. I came home to take care of him so I'll be here at least until he's back on his feet."
When she finished the story, I said, "Your dad only one of the reasons I came by and not even the most important one. I wanted to see you and I wanted to talk to you. I don't know I just wanted to be with you."
"Please James don't, I......" Lexi said but I interrupted her.
"I've missed you Lexi. I didn't realize it until you left how much I cared for you. Our marriage wasn't all about the baby." I stopped to let her absorb what I had said.
"I don't want to cause you any problems or hurt you but I would like to have my best friend back so this is what I'm going to do. I'll come by tomorrow after work to see your dad and if you tell me to leave you alone, I won't bother you again. See you tomorrow."
I gave her a kiss on the cheek and left. Tomorrow was a working day and I needed to get some sleep. Right, like that was going to happen; maybe I did get about an hour of sleep. I thought and worried all night about seeing Lexi and what her answer would be. My production at work wasn't up to my normal standards either. Several people asked me if I was okay.
The next day after work I was very nervous as I walked to John's door. Lexi answered my knock, let me in, and led me into the living room. It had been turned into John's room because he couldn't get up and down the stairs to his own bedroom. He was glad to see me and I spent an hour with him talking and visiting. Lexi didn't stay in the room and I was worried that she wouldn't want to see me.
Lexi was swinging back and forth in the porch swing when I came out. She smiled at me and patted the space next to her on the swing. I didn't think she would invite me to sit with her if she intended to tell me to leave her alone. I returned her smile and joined her and for a little while we just sat there.
"I've missed my friend too James. I would like to talk to you and spend some time together, but let's take it easy okay?"
I nodded at her to let her know that I understood. We spent the next hour talking about her dad and a lot of little things. It didn't matter what we talked about we were just enjoying our time together. So began a new schedule for me. I would come by and see John two, sometimes three times a week and also spend some time with Lexi while I was there.
Talking to John one evening he complained about the "healthy" food that he was eating and that he had to give up cigars while he was convalescing. On my next visit I brought him a huge cheeseburger, a beer, and a very good cigar. I could tell that Lexi was going to object but when she saw how happy her father was she kept quiet.
Lexi and I were on the porch swing that evening and she said, "Dad's supposed to be on a healthy diet and quit smoking, you know." She was smiling as she chastised me.
"Two times a week John gets to eat something he really likes and not have to worry about being "healthy" and two cigars a week won't hurt him," I said. "Did you see the look of joy on his face as he bit into that burger?"
She started to laugh out loud and put her hand on my arm and gave me a little squeeze. It was the first physical contact between us since I had kissed her cheek the night of the baby shower. I hoped it wouldn't be the last.
For six weeks I followed my new schedule but it didn't cut into my social life because I didn't have one. Plus I enjoyed spending the time with Lexi and John. Every time I came to their house I would bring John his "happy meal" as he called it and a cigar. Lexi and I also were spending more time on the porch swing after I visited with John.
I learned that Lexi had gone to school in Seattle and had obtained a degree in Computer Science; imagine that the little air head vamp from high school was now a computer nerd. Well she was the best looking nerd I have ever seen.
As John progressed in his recovery, Lexi and I would run out for coffee or ice cream or to the movies for a couple of hours. John knew that if he overdid it or didn't behave that Lexi would make him stay in bed, so he took it easy. These weren't dates they were just two friends relaxing a little. At least that's what I told Lexi; I was beginning to have other ideas. I sat with Lexi one evening and apparently was a little withdrawn. She noticed that I wasn't talking as much as usual and asked me if there was anything wrong.
"Lexi, I want to ask you something but I don't want to scare you off or hurt our new friendship but here goes." I hesitated for a little and continued. "My company is having an awards dinner and dance this weekend and I would like for you to go with me. I'm getting an award and want someone I care about to go with me."
"Shouldn't you take one of the girls you usually date James?"
"I haven't been dating very much and no one special. There's no one that I would rather have there than you Lexi. I don't mean like a regular date just a friend supporting another friend. Will you go with me? Please?"
She thought for a moment and then agreed to go with me. John didn't need 24 hour supervision anymore but I arranged for my dad to come over and spend the evening with John to put Lexi's mind at ease about leaving her father alone for the whole evening. At 7:00 on Saturday night I came to get Lexi and when she opened the door I was stunned.
Lexi had been a very pretty girl when we dated and then got married. In the last few years she had grown into a stunningly beautiful young woman. Lexi wore her auburn hair up leaving her neck and shoulders bare. The dark forest green dress brought out the red highlights in her hair and made her green eyes shine. I couldn't believe that this was the same young lady that I had been married to.
The evening was a great success both because of my award for management skills and because Lexi and I had a great time. We danced several times and just enjoyed ourselves without getting into any heavy discussions. Since my dad was with her father we did leave a little early. My dad was sitting on the porch swing when I took Lexi home. He said that John was asleep and that they had a good time that evening.
On my next visit a couple of days later after giving John his pizza and cigar, Lexi asked me to take her to a reading by one of her favorite authors. She said we could go to dinner after the event if I wanted to. It was another good time and I began to hope that we could progress past the friendship into something more.
Kevin was going to take Judy to a big sale on baby things and they asked Lexi to go with them. Lexi didn't want to leave her father; John had bumped his leg and wasn't feeling very good. I told her I would come over and spend the evening with him so she could go with Judy and not worry about her father. I had to promise that I wouldn't let him have more than two beers and cigar. She said that he was like a little kid and sometimes he took advantage when she left him alone.
John and I had a big pizza and a couple of beers and watched a baseball game. At the seventh inning stretch he pulled a bottle of bourbon from its' hiding place in his chair. He told me to bring two glasses and have a real drink with him. I started to get on him about the booze but he told me to leave him alone or he would hit me with one of his crutches. I agreed to have one drink with him and got the glasses.
As I sat there with the three fingers of bourbon that he handed me John said, "Thanks for coming over to visit and talk while I've been laid up. I know it wasn't just me you were coming to see but thanks anyway. I would have had to eat all that healthy shit without you." John laughed out loud as he said that.
Kevin, Judy, and Lexi got back around 9:00 PM. The extra drinks that night had made John sleepy and I had helped him to bed about a half an hour before they got home. Kevin and Judy stayed for a few minutes and left Lexi and I alone. The next day was Saturday and I invited Lexi for a picnic. I told her I would pick her up about 10:00 and said good night. Lexi did give me a hug and thanked me for staying with John.
I arrived to get Lexi in my truck instead of my car and she was a little surprised but didn't say anything. When I turned off the main road onto the rutted dirt road she began to smile. Lexi knew that I was taking her to our picnic spot on the river.
"Are we going where I think we're going?" Lexi asked with a tender little smile.
"You'll just have to wait and see young lady," I answered with a big smile of my own. I had an ulterior motive for bringing Lexi to the river. This was the spot that where we really started our relationship over seven years ago.
We spent a lot of the day wading in the water or hiking the river bank and just enjoying the beautiful area and our time together. I asked Lexi what she planned to do when her dad was back on his feet. She said she hadn't made up her mind but maybe she would go back to Seattle.
About 1:00 we spread a blanket on the river bank and brought out the food and drinks. Lexi had put together some really great hoagies and I had brought the drinks in my cooler. I asked Lexi if she wanted a soda and produced her favorite from back in high school.
She looked at the soda can and started to laugh and with moist eyes said, "You remembered."
"I remember a lot of things Lexi. I remember how pretty you were on our wedding day. I remember how glad I was to see you every morning when I got back to our apartment after working all night. I remember how you would get up early to cook a meal for me." I had to stop for a few seconds and gather myself.
"I remember how sad I was when we lost the baby and at the same time how happy I was that you were okay. And then I remember how empty and devastated I was when you left. I had come to love you and it almost knocked me out when you said you wanted a divorce. Why did you leave Lexi?"
Lexi listened to my comments and had tears in her eyes. She shook her head as if she didn't want to answer but I pushed her.
"Why Lexi?"
"Because I didn't want ruin your life James. You married me because of the baby and when we lost that I didn't want you to have to stay in a marriage that didn't have a reason to be anymore. I loved you but I know you; you would have stayed with me because you felt that was the right thing to do. Even if it wasn't what you wanted; you would have stayed. I couldn't do that to you."
Now Lexi was crying, tears running down her cheeks. I went to my truck and got a box of tissues and brought them to her. She blew her nose, wiped the tears off her face and continued.



"I knew that when you didn't give me much of an argument that I was doing the right thing by leaving," she said.
I gave a little self deprecating laugh and said, "How dumb can two people be? The reason I didn't put up a big fight was that I thought you didn't want to stay and I didn't want to try to force you to stay. I can't believe how stupid I was."
"What?" Lexi wasn't sure if she understood me.
"Lexi, I had grown to love you while living with you and waiting for our baby. Our marriage started out as the right thing for me to do but grew into what I wanted, a family. If I had told you that maybe you would have stayed. I loved you then Lexi and I love you now." This started Lexi crying all over again.
"The reason my marriage to Bobbie Joe didn't work is you were still in my heart and in my mind. I couldn't commit to her the way I should have. It was a mistake to marry her and my only excuse is that I was lonely and wanted a family. Unfortunately I didn't realize that it was you I wanted to be with until it was too late." I admitted.
"I guess that was the reason that I wasn't that broken up when she left. Lexi, I love you and want us to be together again. Please don't go back to Seattle, stay here with me."
Now the water works really let loose. I thought that I had really blown it and hurt Lexi again. It wasn't until she crawled across the blanket, sat in my lap and put her arms around me that I realized that these were happy tears. I held her, stroked her back and kissed her neck. She finally calmed down.
"If that's a proposal I accept," Lexi said with a big grin.
I've never understood how a woman can be crying one minute and laughing and grinning the next. One of the many things men will never understand about women I guess.
We spent the rest of the afternoon and part of the evening getting reacquainted on an intimate level. Let's just say that the blanket was put to good use. After all it's not like we were complete strangers you know. We wanted to wait to get married until John was healed up so he could walk Lexi down the aisle.
The next evening I pulled up in front of John and Lexi's and they were both on the front porch. Lexi was surprised to see me because I told her I was busy that night.
"I thought you had something to do tonight and couldn't see me," she said as I came up the walk way to the porch.
"I'm not here to see you; I'm here to see John. Would you excuse us for a few minutes please?"
Lexi looked confused but went into the house. I sat down, opened a couple of beers and gave one to John.
"John, I love Lexi and want to marry her. I'm here to ask for your permission to marry her," I told him. "Will you give us your blessing?"
He was cool, my question had to be a surprise but he didn't let it shake him at all. John took a couple of swigs of his beer and then finally looked at me.
"James, I've never told you this but I think the world of you. You faced your responsibilities when Lexi got pregnant, then made a good home for her and took good care of her. Not a lot of youngsters would have had the sand to do that. I admire you for doing it. I would be proud to have you as my son-in-law, again," John said.
Lexi must have been standing just inside the screen door because she came bouncing out. She hugged her father, and hugged and kissed me as I shook hands with John. Now there are three people with tears in their eyes.
After an hour or so, Lexi and I went to my parent's house to give them the news. Mom did her usual thing and started crying as she hugged Lexi and I. My dad shook my hand and gave Lexi a big hug. I think I saw the glint of a tear in his eyes too.
Mom and Lexi immediately begin to plan the wedding, when, where, who to invite, etc.etc. My dad motioned me outside and gave be a big hug. He said something like it's about time you got your head on straight or something like that.
*******************
Three and a half months have passed and I'm standing at the front of the church in front of the altar. My best man Kevin is beside me making wise cracks trying to loosen me up a little. I'm a bundle of nerves. Lexi and I had planned to be married three months later than this but once again, "Men plan and the gods laugh".
It seems that our becoming reacquainted at the river or the lack of taking precautions and the fact that the "rhythm method" of birth control doesn't work meant that we had to push the wedding up a few months. Lexi is pregnant, about three months along.
Judy is Lexi's maid of honor and John has healed up enough to walk Lexi down the aisle, but he still walks with a limp. Here they come down the aisle and if I thought Lexi was stunning on the night of the awards dinner then she is absolutely drop dead gorgeous now. Sorry I have to go now, I'm going to be busy for awhile.
****************
Show time. It's been five years since Lexi and I got married. I'm sitting in the hospital waiting room waiting for our son to be born. My dad and John are both here but Mom's at home with our two daughters, Rebecca and Molly, named after Lexi's and my mothers.
Apparently John and Dad think that their mojo will keep anything bad from happening. They were here for the birth of both of our daughters and they say they're not taking any chances. I keep telling them that everything will be alright but they insist on waiting with me.
The nurse is telling us that everything is okay, both mother and son are doing fine. She leads us to the nursery so we can see the baby. A nurse is holding up a little bundle wrapped in a blue blanket. I look at the boy and turn to John and Dad.
"Guys let me introduce you to our son and your grandson, John Raymond Kelly," I tell them.
It's embarrassing, three grown men standing there with tears in their eyes.
As a very good English author says: Life goes on.
*
Thank you for reading my story, I hoped you enjoyed it. Constructive comments and critiques are always welcome. You can leave comments after the story or send them to my email. All will be appreciated.
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woodmanone
My inspiration for this story is the song "Rhythm of the Rain" by the Cascades - released in November of 1962.
Listen to the rhythm of the falling rain
Telling me just what a fool I've been
I wish that it would go and let me cry in vain
And let me be alone again
The only girl I care about has gone away
Looking for a brand new start
But little does she know
That when she left that day
Along with her she took my heart
Rain please tell me now does that seem fair?
For her to steal my heart away when she don't care
I can't love another when my hearts somewhere far away

*********************
What goes around comes around, you reap what you sow, and my favorite, karma is a bitch. These are all clichés that people have spouted forever it seems. Actually they all say the same thing; you are responsible for your actions and their consequences. The reason that they are clichés is that they are all true. This is my story which proves the truth of these time worn sayings.
I'm sitting under a shelter made out of a tarp and some rope, in the mountains of Colorado that surrounded Denver. Just me and my Harley waiting for the rain to stop. The rhythm of the rain on the tarp is soothing and my mind begins to wander and think about the reasons that I'm here instead of in my cozy condo in Littleton.
********************
My name is John Bentley Cassidy. I know, I have heard all the jokes and no it's not bent, at least not yet. Anyway I'm 28 but my story starts before puberty. I never went through the stage that most boys do of not liking girls, I always liked girls.
My mother caught me at age 6 playing show, tell, and feel with the little girl from next door. I was too young to know anything really, but found her body fascinating. I got a stern lecture from my mother and another from my father along with a swat on the butt. Most children have a curiosity about their bodies but I never outgrew it.
Once I hit puberty, or it hit me, my fascination with the female form led me into a lot of trouble and caused more than a few fights. These fights were usually my fault and I probably deserved the lumps and bruises that I got. In my later years I realized that it was a miracle that I didn't father any children during that wild period. I never thought about birth control or disease, of course it was a simpler time and life altering STDs didn't run amok the way they do today. It was also a miracle that I wasn't seriously hurt by confrontations with irate boyfriends.
I guess the best way to describe myself during that early part of my life is to call me a MAN WHORE. I lost my virginity at 15. Well lost isn't quite right as I was happy to get rid of it. As I turned 16 I developed a philosophy that if one girl was good, two were better and more were better still. I can't count the times that I would be "going with" one girl, when another lovely would catch my eye and off I would go in pursuit of a new or additional female companionship. Obviously this lack of fidelity had a detrimental effect on many of my relationships. Many times I heard "Oh John how could you? I thought you loved me" and worse.
My reputation was not the best but it never seemed to hinder me in my quest for more playmates. I suppose the new playmates thought that they could change me or they just didn't care and wanted to have some extracurricular fun. As I grew older, I was responsible for many young women not being a virgin on their wedding night. All of my "conquests" were willing; in fact some were more than willing and initiated the contact. I hope that every one of them enjoyed the sexual experiences that we had together, I know I did.
I had two major problems during this period: As I said if one girl was good, two were better and this led to a lot of drama about me cheating etc etc etc. My other problem was that if I saw a possible candidate for a little playtime, I never worried about them already having a boyfriend. Let me say this in my defense, if the young lady wasn't interested I couldn't have succeeded in luring her away from her boyfriend.
The boyfriends and fiancées never seemed to understand that premise. Thus the fights I mentioned earlier. The only standards of conduct that I had were no married women and my friend's ladies were safe from seduction by me. In fact I would try and protect a buddy's girl from other guys, guys like me.
Reflecting on my past, I really don't understand my success with the female of the species. I wasn't an imposing figure at 5' 10" and about 170 pounds. Not bad looking with brown hair worn in almost a military cut and deep blue eyes, but I wasn't a movie star or anything. I guess the fact that I wasn't bashful and had kissed the Blarney Stone as the Irish say (the gift of gab for you non Irish out there) helped keep my batting average high, so to speak.
I guess part of my success was the way I treated the lady I was dating. All of the ladies were shown both respect and a very good time. Also they were all treated as ladies. The only thing I really did wrong was not to end a relationship before I started another one. Women don't care for or understand that type of behavior.
My average was about 4 out of 10 with the ladies and the average of a physical altercation was about one in seven. You would think I would learn after a few beatings, but I didn't. Not until I was 28, and then it wasn't so much that I learned a lesson but that love snuck up and hit me in the back of the head.
********************
I was out with some friends at the Rock Bottom Brewery celebrating and recuperating. Celebrating my 28th birthday and recuperating from the effects of meeting the boyfriend (Tom, I think is his name) of my latest conquest. He probably would have seriously injured me but his two companions pulled him off me. Good thing they did, Tom was really, really, upset with me. The man didn't understand the logic that his fiancée, Gail, could have said no, that she wasn't forced to come back to my apartment with me. Point of fact, my apartment was her idea. If she hadn't of wanted to be with me she wouldn't have been with me.
Tom apparently saw us at a bar, dancing and flirting, and followed us to my place. He waited until the girl and I stopped to kiss at my door and then jumped me. What would he have done if we hadn't taken the time to kiss, would he have broken down my door? Usually, I tried to protect myself in these altercations and I would give as good as I got. I may have been encroaching on someone else's territory but I wasn't going to be a punching bag for anyone.
This time I had no chance to fight back; my attention was on Gail when Tom sucker punched me and I was stunned from the start. He did a number on me, including kicking me a couple of times when I went down. That's when his friends pulled him off me. They weren't worried about him hurting me; they were worried that Tom would end up in jail.
I never did get to ask Tom why he allowed Gail to go home with me. Why didn't he confront us at the bar or in the parking lot? Personally I think this wasn't the first time his lady had strayed and he just wanted to beat the hell out of someone and I got elected. I didn't think Tom deserved to go to jail for my actions so I never reported the beating.
My best friend Pete had just made a toast to me, something about escaping once again, when I saw her. Now being the player I was at the time, I never believed in the concept of "love at first sight", lust maybe but not love. One look at her auburn hair, green eyes, and slender body and I was beginning to think differently about that "love at first sight" thing.
"Hey buddy, you still with us?' Pete broke into my trance as I tried to memorize everything about the young woman that had caught my eye.
"Be right back Pete. I just saw my next lady," I said as I started toward the bar where the lovely was standing. In spite of the bruises on my face and the one eye still swollen from my beating, I was confident that I could at least lay the ground work for another meeting.
When I got to the bar and stood next to the lady in question I saw that she was about 5 feet 7. Her long legs and slender build made me think that she and I would fit together very well. I bumped into her, on purpose of course and she turned toward me. I had planned to apologize and use the contact as an excuse to "chat her up" as our English friends would say.
My plans went down in flames. She looked at me with those piercing green eyes and a small smile and I just flat lost my voice and my train of thought. I couldn't think of anything to say; I was amazed because I had never been at a loss for words in my entire life. Before I could recover she got her drink order, smiled at me again, and went back to a table with several other people.
I ordered another double Jack Daniels as an excuse to stand at the bar and stare at her. There were four young ladies at the table, including her, and four men. One of the girls must have noticed my stare because she nudged the object of my desire and nodded her head at me. The lovely briefly looked my way smiled and went back to the conversation going around the table.
Now what, I thought? My drink came but I didn't leave the bar and didn't stop looking at the young beauty. I know she was aware of my interest because she would look at me and smile once in awhile. I decided to take a chance. Maybe my voice and mind wouldn't desert me this time and I approached her table.
One of the things that I used in bars and out on the town was business cards with my name and my cell phone number printed on them. It was a lot easier to hand a young lady a card than to try and find something to write on or write with. I pulled one of my cards out and walked up to her.
I handed her my card and said, "Hi, my name is John Cassidy. You seem like a very nice person and I would like to get to know you. If you like, give me a call and maybe we can do lunch or coffee or something. What's your name?"
She was taken by surprise but pleasantly so I thought. "Hello John, I'm Shannon Kelly."
A guy sitting across the table stood up and glared at me with laser like eyes. It wasn't so much the eyes that bothered me; it was the 6 foot 4 behemoth behind them that made me think that discretion was the better part of valor. In other words, I needed to get the hell out of Dodge before the man mountain could get around the table.
I looked up into his eyes and said, "I'm sorry if I upset you buddy. I didn't stop to think that Shannon might be here with a date because she went to the bar and got her own drink." That didn't set well with him either.
Turning to Shannon I continued, "I thought you were just out with friends. If I've embarrassed you or made Godzilla here uncomfortable, I apologize. It would be nice if you would call me."
I turned to leave as the giant made a move around the table toward me as I went back to Pete and my friends. He was laughing at me as I got close.
"Don't you ever learn? I thought that guy was going to finish what Gail's fiancée started," Pete said.
"Nothing ventured, nothing ventured, and all that. Laugh all you want big guy, but that pretty will call me within the next week. I guarantee it." I had found my voice and my confidence again.
I was a purchasing agent for a large company and two days later on Thursday morning while at work, my confidence was rewarded. Shannon called; I think she just wanted to talk to the crazy guy from the bar a few nights before. I convinced her to meet me for lunch the next day. We both worked in buildings on the 16th Street Mall in Denver and we agreed to meet at the Rock Bottom Brewery for lunch; the same place that we had met initially.
At that first lunch I again apologized for intruding on her date with Gigantor. Shannon told me that his name is Sal and that he wasn't really her date. The group had gone out for drinks and Sal thought that he and Shannon would pair up as the others were actually on a date. She said she didn't see it that way and told him so in no uncertain terms after I left her table.
"That's good to know. I thought you had better taste than to date that lummox," I said with a grin.
Shannon laughed and asked, "That's not nice. What's with the Halloween mask of bruises and the swollen eye?"
For some strange reason, I did something unusual for me with a new girl or any girl for that matter, I told the truth. The story of Tom and Gail, our confrontation and the resulting "Halloween mask" was laid out for her. She seemed a little put off by the story.
"In my defense let me say that I didn't know that Gail had a boyfriend much less a fiancée until we were at my front door. That little detail didn't come out until after the beating Tom laid on me. I don't actively go after girls that are taken," I explained my actions. "This time I had to pay the piper."
"You came after me," she taunted me with an innocent smile.
"I explained that, you were getting your own drink so I didn't think you were on a date. Ergo, you were fair game." I laughed at her reaction to the fair game comment. "I mean that I thought that it was okay to say hello to you."
Shannon accepted my explanation and we continue our lunch and getting to know each other. I kept her laughing and talking and we both had to hustle to keep from being late getting back to work. It really didn't bother me because I often had long lunches with suppliers but Shannon had to get back.
We began to meet for lunch two or sometimes three times a week and even got together for coffee at Aspen Coffee Bar on the mall on a few Saturdays. I asked her out on our second lunch together and almost every one after that. Shannon seemed to enjoy our get togethers but she wouldn't agree to go on a real date with me. After two and a half months, I finally decided that enough was enough. I wasn't use to putting this much effort into a romance.
If Shannon didn't want to go out with me and see if we could be more than friends then I would stop meeting her on those platonic lunches and such. Her refusal to have an actual date was a serious blow to my confidence; so I decided "Shannon goes out or I go on", I thought. The real problem was that I was half way in love with her and not having a chance to be more than lunch buddies was a downer.
During the two and half months of lunches and coffee "dates" with Shannon, I hadn't been dating. It was really strange; the player didn't want to play anymore. My eyes still looked at the pretty young women but my mind or maybe my heart just wasn't interested; maybe Shannon had brain washed me without my knowing it. I would still go and have a few drinks with Pete and his girl Sandy, but I didn't make a run at any of the available ladies.
Pete even asked me one night if I was okay. He said he had never seen me not chasing some girl. I just told him I was taking a break for awhile but that I would get back into the battle soon. Sandy didn't believe a word I said; she could tell that I had something on my mind.
Shannon and I met for lunch on Wednesday at our little deli shop. I was trying to think of another way to ask her out. It needed to be unique and clever so that Shannon would finally say yes.
"Would you go to dinner and dancing with me on Saturday night, Shannon?" This was the unique and clever line that I came up with. BS (Before Shannon) I would never have had this kind of problem; she just threw me off my game.
"Thanks, but no thanks John. I don't think I should," she answered.
Normally when girls say no to a date I just chalk it up and go on. Of course normally when I strike out the first time I didn't take a second or third or eighth swing at it, but I had kept on asking Shannon in spite of the rejection. Now I was done, I wasn't going to continue the rejection merry go round that I was on.
"You know Shannon, I don't usually ask a lady why she won't go out with me, but I'd like to know why you keep turning me down. I mean you seem to like me and enjoy our lunches and the time we spend together. So why won't you go out with me?"
"I don't want to insult you or anything John, but I've heard about you from other girls at the club and even here at work. Your reputation isn't the best and I don't want to be another girl you've left behind when you start chasing someone else," Shannon replied with a little embarrassment. "Then there are the stories about you seducing girls away from their boyfriends."
What I should have done was accept her reasoning and got on with my life. But I felt like I had been wrongly accused of something so I had to reply. "Shannon I never asked or told any of the girls I dated that we would be exclusive. The problem was that they got their feelings or pride hurt when I moved on." I was looking her in the eye as I went on with my little rant.
"Ask any of them and if they are truthful they will admit to what I'm saying. Hell you know Pete and Sandy, I've seen you talking to them at the bar, ask Sandy. She and I dated for awhile before she met Pete; before I introduced them. Talk to Betty and Julie in your building, I dated both of them." I was on a roll here and couldn't stop.
"As far as the girls that had boyfriends or whatever, I can truthfully say that I never "chased" a girl with a significant other on purpose. They went with me because they wanted to and it's not my responsibility to police their love life. None of them were forced to go out with me and they could have just said no. So if you don't want to go out with me, that's okay. But you're letting gossip and misinformation make your choices for you. See ya around kid." I finished my little tirade and left Shannon at the brewery.
The next Monday, Shannon called to suggest lunch the next day. I told her I couldn't meet her so she suggested the next day. I told her I couldn't on that day either.
"Aren't you going to have lunch with me anymore John?" She asked sounding a little hurt.
"Nope, I don't think it would be a good idea Shannon. After all you wouldn't want to be seen too much with a guy that has such a bad reputation, would you?" I was acting like a spoiled kid, but I didn't care and hung up on her. For the very first time, I was sad and hurt that a girl wouldn't go out with me and I really didn't know how to handle it.
When I got to my truck after work, Shannon was sitting on the tail gate waiting for me. There were two cups of coffee sitting beside her and she handed me one as I got close to her.
"What are you doing here, besides delivering coffee?" I was surprised and glad to see her.
"I called Sandy as you suggested and I talked to Betty and Julie. They told me the same thing that you did, that you never asked or offered to be exclusive. And you're right; I'm letting gossip make my decision for me. I'm sorry if I insulted you," Shannon answered looking me in the eyes.
Looking into those greens eyes I could forgive her almost anything. "Want to go out to dinner and maybe dancing afterwards on Saturday?"
Shannon laughed and said, "Why wait, how about tonight?"
That evening we went to dinner but we skipped dancing. Instead we went to a coffee house and spent more time getting to know each other. We had talked a lot at our lunches; it was a different conversation now because we were on a date. There is a world of difference between lunch meetings and dinner dates.



We went to the movies on Saturday and cut the date a little short because Shannon had something to do early the next day. I didn't want the evening to end, but I did get my first good night kiss. I know the "player" was excited about one little kiss. So sue me, it was special to me.
I had been attracted to Shannon from the first time I saw her but I wasn't struck by "love at first sight". Our lunch dates, the Saturday coffee meetings and the few dates we had allowed "love" to infiltrate my mind. I was more than half way in love with Shannon. And I was a loss as how to handle it; I had never been in love before.
We had been dating for two months, two to three times a week; this figure didn't include the lunches two times a week. Shannon and I were spending a lot of time together and from my point of view it wasn't enough. The more we talked and laughed, the more I realized that she was a special person.
Nothing was ever said about us being exclusive or "going steady" but that's what we were doing. Neither of us dated other people and from my side I had no wish to. The more I thought about Shannon the more I realized how much I cared for her. So I decided to do something I had never done before, I was going to talk to her about officially becoming exclusive with each other.
THEN THE DEVIL CAME BACK TO TOWN.
In this case the devil was Jake Robinson. Jake was a year or two older than me and was the same type of "player" that I had been before I met Shannon. He was tall at 6 feet 2, body rock solid, and about 200 pounds. In addition he had the "All American Guy" type good looks. And last but not least, Jake had money; I mean spend whatever you want and don't worry about it type of money. God, I really disliked the arrogant ass hole.
He had left Denver to take a job out of state, Texas I believe, and now he was back after about a year away. Jake and I had a "history" between us. We often would make a play for the same girl; sometimes he won and sometimes I won. We had an unfriendly rivalry, if you know what I mean. That rivalry changed from unfriendly to hatred about a month before Jake left town.
I had never tried to "save my relationship" with a girl if Jake stole her away from me. Shine her on and get another one was my response. I thought if she was dumb enough to fall for Jake's line then she deserved him. Sometimes I would "win" a lady from Jake; I didn't plan it that way I just made a run at a lady that I wanted. If she had been dating Jake so much the better.
One of us would make a remark to the other than "I'm one up on you now" or something along those lines. There was never any real animosity between us, just a mutual dislike. That's the way it was until Jake started after Sandy. Yeah, my friend Pete's girlfriend, now fiancée, Sandy.
Sandy and I had dated a couple of times but realized that we were better as friends than as lovers. We would go to a club or bar and were basically each other's "wing man". She wasn't like a sister to me but a very good friend.
Anyway, Jake made a run at Sandy and took her out a couple of times. He was just about to seal the deal as they say when I stepped in. I warned Sandy about him and told her a couple of stories about Jake and girls that she knew. Sandy shut Jake down and in a very public manner too.
When Jake found out that I was the one that threw a wrench into his plans, he wasn't a happy camper. He confronted me one night as I was leaving Rock Bottom Brewery. Jake ranted and raved at me and I answered him by saying, "Glad I could help out, ass hole." That's when he hit me.
Jake was 4 inches taller and 30 pounds heavier that me and I should have just laid there on the ground and let him walk away. But when he hit me or when I hit the ground the stupid switch in my head must have been turned on. I got up and tore into Jake. It wasn't the worst beating I ever got, but it was close. However, I was actually proud of myself because I had helped and defended a friend.
A few nights later I had Pete meet Sandy and me at the Brewery and introduced my two best friends to each other. Jake saw them together and gave me a hard look and I responded by giving him the finger. Shortly after that he left town. It's probably a good thing that he left when he did; things would have gotten ugly if he and I continued to butt heads.
Now he was back and from the looks of it he returned to his getting as many girls as possible. Jake never had a chance to try and take one of my girls because I was dating just one lady, Shannon. Because of Shannon I never thought about trying to take one of Jake's ladies. I had the one I wanted and didn't need anyone else.
Shannon and I were still hot and heavy with our dating, if not with our sex life. We fooled around a little but never got beyond the heavy petting stage and I was taking a lot of cold showers. I had never waited this long before getting a woman into my bed so it was a new experience for me but I was willing to wait for Shannon.
She was more than just a beauty. Shannon was intelligent, funny, and we both enjoyed a lot of the same things. Our dates consisted of more than just going out to a bar or dance club. For example we had gone to a couple of concerts at the Red Rocks Amphitheater.
We rode the Cog Railroad to the top of Pikes Peak, and then walked around looking at the shops in Manito Springs which is at the base of the mountain. Georgetown was another old town that we visited and I bought Shannon a pair of earrings from one of the shops there.
She was a little afraid of my Harley at first, but became an avid fan. We made a lot of day trips into the mountains on my bike. I gave her lessons on riding and she talked about getting her own bike. All of these dates and sharing experiences allowed me fall in love with Shannon. For the first time in my life I was in love.
One Friday evening as we parked in front of her apartment, I heard the four words that every man dreads.
"We need to talk," Shannon stated.
Oh hell, I'm not going to like this I thought. "About what?" I answered as I felt a very cold hollow feeling in my stomach.
"I like you very much John, maybe I'm even falling in love with you. But I think we need to slow down a little. I think we need to take a partial time out."
"A partial time out?" What the hell was she talking about? Was I being dumped or what?
"Yeah, a partial time out. I want to continue going out with you, but not as much as we have been doing. I need some time to myself. We can still date but not two or three times a week. And we need to stop having lunch together every day; once a week should be enough for now."
"So you want us to date other people, is that it?" I was hurt and angry and I could feel the end of our relationship coming over the horizon. Once you decide that you have the one you want, dating other people never works out. It only prolongs the agony.
"No, that's not the reason. I just want some time to myself. You have to admit we've been pretty much in each other's pocket for a couple of months now. I think I'm in love with you but I need time to make sure that its' not just the fact that we are always together. Can you understand?" Shannon was concerned and worried about how I would react to her reasoning.
Okay, that's a low blow, using logic where love is concerned. I guess I had never had any doubts about my feelings for Shannon. I had dated so many women that I knew what I wanted and how I felt. Shannon had only had two or three boy fiends and hadn't dated that much so she didn't have the experience to draw on that I did.
"John, say something," Shannon said as I sat there quietly for over a minute.
I shuddered, took a deep breath and answered her. "I'm sorry that you're not sure about us, I am. Have your time out if that's what you want. Do what you need to do. I guess I'll see you around."
"What do you mean, see you around? We'll still have lunch together every week and be together one night a week." Shannon realized that I wasn't going to go along with her program. "Won't we?"
"No, we won't. I'm sorry Shannon, but I can't just turn how I feel about you on and off like that. Either we're together or we're not. I can't handle a time out, partial or otherwise. If you make up your mind please call me ever if it's bad news, okay? Good bye"
"But John.......," she began.
"Shannon just get out of the car please. Good night," I said. I needed her to get out before she could see the tears in my eyes.
She got out of my car and I laid rubber getting out of there. I know, big macho man crying or about to cry over a woman. I had never felt this way about any woman before and I felt like I was losing something very precious to me. In my experience this time out bull shit never works so I guess Shannon and I were done.
Tuesday at work, Shannon called to see if I wanted to meet her for lunch.
"I can't Shannon; remember we're on a partial time out or whatever?" I was purposely being as sarcastic as possible.
"I thought we could still see each other John; I just want to cut back a little." She ignored my sarcasm.
"Sorry Shannon, I can't do it. I know how I feel and only being with you part time just isn't going to work for me." I wasn't being sarcastic now; I was telling her how I felt.
"Can we get together and talk about this some more?"
"Maybe later, but not right now. Thanks for the invitation but no thanks."
Yes I was acting like a spoiled brat; you know if I can't have what I want I don't want anything. I probably was being dramatic but you have to understand my mind set. I had never really cared for or loved any woman before and now that I had fallen for Shannon, I wanted it all or nothing. If she didn't want to be with me as much as I wanted to be with her, then I needed to go with my life. Stupid maybe, but it was the way I felt.
The next two weeks were very hard on me. Shannon and I talked three times during that time but I refused to discuss our relationship and after each call I told myself to either accept her "partial time out" or break it off with her completely. Easier said and all that, I just didn't have the courage or whatever to quit talking to her.
I had been staying at home or riding my bike during this time. There was no motivation to go to any of the bars or clubs that I used to frequent. The only reason I had gone to them was to score a new playmate or to drink. I'm not much of a drinker so that left little reason to go because I had no intention of making a run on any woman.
My buddy Pete called me on a Saturday and told me to man up and quit being such a wimp. He said that I needed to get out of my condo and rejoin the living. I tried to beg off but he wouldn't let me alone until I promised to go to the Brewery with him that evening.
"Sandy is going to be there with some of her friends and I promised to pick her up. We'll have a couple of beers and then I'll bring you back before I take Sandy home. Come on pal, you're going to go nuts if you don't shake it off and get on with yourself," Pete told me.
I thought it would be nice to see Pete and Sandy again so I agreed to go with him. He came by my place around 7:30 and we drove the bar. Sandy had told Pete that she and her friends would be at a table close to the dance floor. It was a good thing he knew where to look for her because the place was jumping. I really don't know how long it would have taken to find her just walking around.
We found Sandy and her friends and got a beer. There were four women and three guys at the table. One of the guys was the big man, Sal that had been there the first night I met Shannon; he still didn't seem too happy to see me. I sat down at the only available chair at the table.
One of Sandy's friends said, "Someone is sitting there; you'll have to get up when she comes back from the restroom. Oh, here she is now."
I stood up to give the lady her seat back and turned to apologize for taking her chair. It was Shannon. We hadn't seen each other since the discussion about the "partial time out". She smiled at me and once again those startling green eyes left me almost speechless.
Before I could do more than smile back at her and say hello, the devil showed up. Jake walked over to Shannon and took her arm.
"I've been chasing after you all night and I guess this is my chance. Come on honey, let's dance," he said as he started to pull Shannon onto the dance floor.
Shannon said, "I'm sorry but I promised this dance to John."
Remember that stupid switch I talked about, well someone flipped it into the full on position again. "No, that's okay. You two go on."
She had a look of disbelief on her face as Jake sort of pulled her onto the dance floor. As they walked away I thought to myself, you are a stupid ass John. I started to leave but then thought I should stay. At least long enough to let Shannon know that meeting her here was not my idea.
It did little good to confront Pete and Sandy about their ambushing me to get me to the bar. They both said, in different ways, that I was being an ass where Shannon was concerned. Sandy tried to explain that Shannon cared for me, if she didn't she wouldn't have wanted to see me at all. Pete just said that for such a smart guy I sure was acting like a moron.
I watched as Jake and Shannon danced first one then two and then three dances getting madder with each dance. It's you own doing idiot I thought, you're the one that let Jake take off with her. By the time the third dance was over Shannon was pulling Jake's hands away from places they shouldn't have been. I thought I had better cool down a little and went to the restroom. On the way I stopped at the bar and ordered a round of drinks for the table.
Jake was still at the table talking to Shannon when I got back. The drinks had been delivered and he picked up my drink. He looked at the drink, a double Jack Daniels, and then looked at me.
"You ordered the wrong drink for me boy, go get me a vodka on the rocks," he ordered me.
Considering how mad I was about the dancing it took a major effort on my part not to retaliate with very harsh words or a physical response. I stared at him for a second and ignored him. I turned to Shannon and asked her to dance.
Someone must have told Jake about Shannon and me and because of what had happened between he and I he decided to get a little payback. There was no other reason for him to react the way that he did.
"No you missed your chance John, she's with me now. Too bad, too sad; run along now and let the grownups play," Jake said with a sneer as he deliberately tried to provoke me. He was counting on his size to handle any retaliation from me.
"I think I'll just wait to hear what Shannon has to say," I said as I faced off against him. I had no doubt that if it turned physical that the same thing would happen that had the last time Jake and I squared off. But sometimes you have to stand up even if you know the result might be less than pleasant.
Shannon defused the tension by grabbing my hand and leading me onto the dance flow. "What, were you two going to go at it right there at the table?" She was a little upset at all the macho posturing that had gone on.
"Look Shannon I'm sorry, I should have danced with you before and maybe we could have avoided that pissing contest just now. But somehow I don't think so. Jake wants payback," I told her.
"What do you mean, he wants payback. He seems like a nice guy and except for his hands getting a little free I enjoyed his company and dancing with him."
Once again, I reverted to the truth with Shannon. I told her the story of the previous rivalry between Jake and I, I told her about me warning Sandy about the guy and I told her about Jake's retaliation. As I finished, I warned her about Jake and his intentions.
I should never have suggested that Jake or anyone else could persuade her to do anything that she didn't want to do. Shannon got angry, first at the suggestion of her gullibility and then at me for suggesting that she couldn't take care of herself.
"I'm not some little teeny bopper to be swept off my feet by some guy. I thought you knew me better than that," she was really mad now. "I can take care of myself."
"That's what every one of his "conquest" believed I told Shannon. Look you know what a player I was before I met you, well Jake is like me on steroids. At least I never lied to any of the girls I ran with, but he has no scruples at all. He will do anything to get the woman he wants. I just don't want you to be hurt and I'm sorry if that makes you mad."
Not much more was said and I took her back to the table after the dance. When we got back to the table, Jake put his arm around Shannon and looked at me daring me to say anything. He was still trying to provoke me.
"Did you get my drink for me boy?" Jake didn't so much ask me, it was more of a challenge.
In spite of my good intentions and my plan not to let this meeting get physical, I had finally reached the "Popeye the Sailor" stage. You know, "That's all I can stands, I can't stands no more". I braced up to Jake face on and started to let him know that he had gone too far; at this point I wasn't sure if it would be by words or by going to fist city.
Sal the giant stood up and came around the table closer to Jake and me. I don't know if he was going to stop the fight or help one of us or just join in on the fun. Hell, maybe he was going to pay me back for the night I dissed him when I met Shannon.
Shannon took Jake's arm and pulled him away to the dance floor. I guess that tells me where I stand, I thought to myself. I nodded at everyone at the table, even Sal, and left. Pete and Sandy tried to talk me out of leaving, but I was beyond listening to anyone. I was hurt, angry, and sad. Apparently Shannon had made her choice and the "partial time out" she suggested had turned into a full good bye.
*************************
So here I sit on my Harley under a tarp waiting for the rain to stop. I have been sitting waiting for about an hour; an hour of remembering my actions for the last few months and regretting some of them. Maybe I could have handled the situation with Shannon differently. Maybe I should have agreed to the "partial time out" that she suggested.
Maybe I should have never become involved with her to begin with. But no, we had some fun, exciting, and loving times together; I wouldn't have missed them for anything. Well that was all over with now; time for me to move on. No more hiding out in my condo, no more shutting Pete and Sandy out of my life, and no more feeling sorry for myself.
The rhythm of the rain has changed to a few drops instead of the hard drumming of the storm. It was a good thing that it stopped raining because it was getting dark. The storm has passed both physically and in my mind. Time to go home and go on. I took down my shelter, coiled the rope and shook the water off the tarp and then packed it in my saddle bags and started the ride back down the mountain to home.
One of the things I like about riding my Harley is that you have to pay attention to your riding all the time. If you don't bad things can happen. It keeps you mind clear of anything except what's going on with you and your bike.
Because of this necessary concentration, I didn't notice the figure sitting on the front steps of my condo until I pulled up and stopped. I got off my bike to open the garage and saw someone in the shadows. As I turned to face the person, they stepped out into the light. It was Shannon; she must have been there for a long time because she was soaked.
Shannon didn't say anything she just stood there, waiting for my reaction I guess. I nodded at her, opened the garage door and pulled my bike inside. The rain had started again and I didn't want to have talk to her in the rain so I motioned for her to follow me into the condo and led her into the kitchen.



"You look cold and wet, would you like some coffee?" I really didn't have a clever greeting for her; it was all I could think of.
"Yes please, if it's not too much trouble. John, I....... What I mean is.......We need to talk." She finally got out what she wanted to say. I noticed those four dreaded words again.
"Let's get dry and comfortable first; I'll get something to warm us up and then we can talk. Why don't you take a hot shower and warm up and I'll get you something to wear? I'll make some coffee, put your clothes in the drier and we can talk while they are drying."
I put the coffee on and lead Shannon to the guest bathroom and gave her a set of sweats to wear until her clothes were dry. While she was showering, I changed into sweats and went back to wipe the water and road dirt off my Harley. Shannon must have taken a very quick shower because she was standing in the door way watching me as I finished the bike.
She started to say something about last night and I stopped her again; I suggested we get our coffee and get comfortable before we did this "we have to talk" thing. I wasn't stalling or trying to put off something I may not want to hear because I had already come to a decision about "us".
During my one day sabbatical up on the mountain in the rain I had come to the conclusion, again, that it had to be all or nothing with Shannon. It was ironic that as a "player", I had dated and ran with many women at the same time but now felt that monogamy was the only way to go. Ironic maybe, but that was still the only way for me to go.
I started a fire, got coffee for both of us, and we sat on opposite ends of the couch in front of the fireplace. My thinking was that we might as well be comfortable while we're destroying our relationship. The tension was as thick as the rain had been earlier.
"Well you called this meeting Shannon, so the floor is yours." I said with a big smile and a little laugh. I was trying to ease the tension a little. I don't think it worked, at least I didn't feel any less stressed.
"Why did you leave last night? I came back to the table and you were already gone," she said.
"I left because it was obvious that you chose to be with Jake. So there was no need for me to stay," I answered.
"Pete and Sandy told me what you said, but you're wrong John. You left before I had a chance to talk to you."
"I hate to use an old adage but actions speak louder than words. You chose Jake even after I warned you about him. I told you when you came up with this time out bull that I wouldn't share you so when you went with Jake you showed me what you wanted," I responded tiredly.
"You've got it all wrong. I didn't pull Jake onto the dance floor because I wanted him; I did it to stop the two of you from starting World War III. You were just about to jump him; I could see it in your eyes. "
I started to defend myself but Shannon held up her hand to stop me. "I know Jake provoked you more than once, but I didn't want you to end up in jail for worse in a hospital because of a bar fight, she said.
"Jake seemed to know you, did you meet him before last night?"
"Yes, I met him three nights ago at the Brewery. He wanted to take me somewhere to dinner. I declined his invitation," she answered. "Then he kept asking me to dance, I didn't accept that invitation either."
We talked for several more minutes and the tension seem to almost disappear. But then I had a thought.
"Was it just a coincidence that you and I met last night? Or did my good buddy Pete set me up?" I thought I knew the answer but wanted to make sure before I punched Pete's lights out.
"Don't blame him or Sandy, please. I asked them to help get you and I together. You refused to see me and only talked to me a couple of times on the phone and even then refused to discuss our relationship. I had to do something to get to talk to you but the evening didn't work out the way I planned."
"Why did you want to see or talk to me? You've told me what you want and I've told you what I'll accept. The two aren't compatible so there is no reason to keep discussing it."
"John, my idea about that time out thing was stupid. I knew when I suggested it that I was falling for you but I was afraid of those feelings. I was and am falling in love with you and I want us back together. You once told me that you wanted it to be all or nothing between us. Do you still feel the same way about me? If so let's see where we go from here," Shannon said with tears in her eyes.
Of course you know what my answer was. She had offered this spoiled little brat exactly what he wanted. Even I wasn't dumb enough to pass up this chance. I won't go into detail about what went on for the rest of the evening; it's a private thing between Shannon and me. I will say that it was our first sleep over.
*********************
However, Shannon and I didn't move in together for about a year after that rainy night at my condo. We continued to spend most of our time together but did give each other some space. I guess we wanted to be sure of our feelings; it felt right anyway. Now that I think about it, that's what Shannon wanted in the first place.
One night before Shannon moved in we decide to join Pete and Sandy at the Brewery. It had become sort of "our" place, don't you know. We were sitting at a table when I spotted Jake coming toward us. I stiffened up and I guess Shannon noticed. She looked over her shoulder and saw him too.
"John, let me handle this and if I need help I'll let you know, okay?"
Jake got to our table and took Shannon's hand and said, "Come on honey and dance with me. You need a man not this boy."
Shannon didn't say a word or get up; she just extended her leg and kicked him in the gonads. Funniest thing I ever saw. She looked at me for approval and Pete and I applauded her actions. Sandy laughed so hard I was afraid she would hurt herself. One of the bouncers came over and helped Jake up and out the door.
"I told you I could take care of myself," she said beaming at me.
Then next time we were in the Brewery and Jake was there, he made sure to stay on the other side of the building from us.
During that year I met and got to know her parents. Shannon's folks, Mike and Theresa, lived outside of Pueblo which is about 120 miles south of Denver. Meeting Theresa I could see where Shannon got her beauty and she has Mike's striking eyes. Mike and Theresa are really nice people and welcomed me into their home and hearts.
My parents and I were sort of estranged from each other. They are good people but they didn't approve of my life style. Every time we talked or got together they would rag on me about it so I didn't go visit or talk to them very much.
I think the real problem was that I refused to go into the family business; my dad owns and runs an equipment rental business. Apparently I was an ungrateful son because I didn't want to follow in my father's footsteps. That was mentioned several times during our talks.
Shannon asked me when she was going to meet my folks and I explained my relationship, or lack of one, with my parents. I told her that if they couldn't love me before then I didn't need their love now. I know, spoiled brat time again but I was hurt and angry over their disapproval.
The day that Shannon agreed to move in with me, I proposed to her. I told her I wanted more than a sexy roommate; I want a wife to share my life with. She made me wait almost five seconds before she threw her arms around me and accepted. That was another very private evening in the condo in front of the fireplace.
***********************
I'm looking out at least fifty pairs of eyes that are looking back at me as I stand in front of the church waiting for my bride to come down the aisle. Yes, Shannon and I are getting married. We had planned for longer than a six month engagement but the fact that Shannon is pregnant move up our time table a little.
Two of the people sitting in the church are a big surprise to me. My parents are sitting in the front pew smiling at me. My mother is even crying a little. I found out later at the reception that Shannon had called and then gone to talk to my parents. She personally invited them to the wedding.
I don't know if we forgot to take precautions or if Shannon figured that she is 25 and it's time to get started on our family. It really doesn't make any difference, I'm so happy I could dance a jig; which I'm sure I'll do later at the reception.
Pete is standing next to me as my best man and Sandy is the maid of honor. They beat us to the altar by two months. We have a huge man seating people as they come into the church. Sal is our usher and to see this giant in a tux escorting normal size women and men to their seats is hilarious. It's all I can do to keep from laughing.
After the wedding we did all the normal things; pictures, dances, toasts and all the rest of the traditional events that are part of the evening. I introduced my parents to Shannon, even though they had met before; this time she was introduced as my wife.
My mother cried and hugged me, my father hugged me too and they both hugged Shannon. Shannon and I told them together that they were going to be grandparents. This brought on more crying from my mother and more hugs all around.
Shannon and I will only make a short appearance at the reception. We will change clothes and climb on my, I'm sorry I meant to say, our Harley and ride to a cabin in the mountains for a couple of days. We need to start looking for a house when we return to town because the condo won't be big enough for Shannon and me and the three kids we plan on having.
The music starts and brings back my focus as Sandy comes down the aisle; she is very pretty. The music comes to a crescendo and Mike is escorting Shannon down the aisle to me. She is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.
One last point, sometimes karma is not a bitch, sometimes karma is wonderful.
Quote from an English author: Life goes on
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Hello, just to let you know there is no graphic sex in this story, sorry. Suggest you find another author for that. Constructive critiques and comments about the story are very welcome and appreciated. Thanks for reading my story. Please enjoy.
This story was inspired by the 1953 country song, "DEAR JOHN" first recorded by Ferlin Huskey, then later by Skeeter Davis and others during early to late 60s.
Dear John, oh how I hate to write.
Dear John, I must let you know tonight.
That my love for has died away like grass upon the lawn
And tonight I wed another, Dear John.
********************
A "Dear John" letter is a letter from one person to the other breaking off their relationship.
No, my name is not John, but I did get a "Dear John" letter from my supposed loving fiancée. In today's world this letter may be in the form of email or a text message. And that's what I got, an email for God's sake. Not a hand written letter, but a damn email. Could she have been more impersonal?
My name is Patrick Riley Conner and I am a computer guru specializing in the coordination of mining technology. I work at the Diavik Diamond Mine in the far reaches of northern Canada about 130 miles south of the Arctic Circle. It's too bad there aren't any women up here because in comparison to most of the guys at the mine I'm a movie star. However, the best I've ever been called before is ruggedly handsome. Thanks Mom.
Being the only IT nerd around means I don't get much time away from the mine. I have to be in close contact to handle any problems that arise with the computers. Our schedules vary but I work for two months and then have a month off. The company flies in a specialist from the head office to cover for me during my 30 days off.
Our only contact with the outside world is a Hughes Net satellite system. This system allows us to send and receive email and surf the internet. The company paid for the hardware and pays for the monthly service fee. It's cheaper than replacing men suffering cabin fever. This mine is in an extremely remote area and is very hard to get to. There is no other way to contact the outside world except by satellite phone or short wave radio for emergencies if other systems are down.
I had only been back at the mine for a little over two weeks when I received the kiss off email from Julie, my now ex-fiancée. Apparently, according to the email she had fallen in love with my best friend Jerry during my last two month tour at the mine. Of course, she didn't feel the need to tell me while I was at home for 30 days. And I was too blindly in love to notice anything wrong.
The email read:
Dear Patrick,
I don't know how to say what I'm must tell you so I'll just come out with it. I have fallen in love with another man. It was cowardly not to tell you when you were home, but I didn't want to ruin your month off. I owed you that much.
While planning the wedding, Jerry and I spent a lot of time together. We developed a deep love for each other. Jerry said to tell you that he's sorry, he didn't plan on falling in love with me. He was just trying to sit in for you in the planning stages.
Please don't hate me, but I can't marry you when I'm in love with Jerry. It wouldn't be fair to any of us. We are getting married next week and if you were here you would be invited and welcome at our wedding. Both of us care for you very much.
I know this will hurt you and I really am sorry. Please take care of yourself and be careful in that wilderness. When you come home maybe we could all get together.
I'll always have a special spot in my heart for you.
Julie Jackson
The first thought I had was that she had to sign her whole name; as if I wouldn't know who wrote the email. My second thought was what a pile of bullshit. She just didn't want to confront me with her decision in person. Well I'll have something special for my good old buddy Jerry when I see him, my boot up his ass.
I wasn't surprised that the major emotion that I felt was anger. My fiancée and best friend had betrayed me; it hurt and tore me up inside, but the main emotion was anger. Anger at Julie for being a lying, cheating bitch and anger at my "best friend" Jerry for stabbing me in the back. My frustration was also very strong; I was over 4600 miles from my home in Missouri and couldn't do anything about the situation in person.
The only thing I could do was to send an email back to Julie. I started on the reply and decided that I would put all of my thoughts and feelings into that email. The email went on and on. It was actually a long letter taking up what would have been almost four pages of legal size stationary.
In that email I told her I thought her not telling me about her "new" love when I was home was more than cowardly; it was despicable and showed a lack of character. I said that she was a cheating, lying, self centered bitch. I mentioned that Jerry must be some kind of real macho man to let the woman he loves spend more than twenty nights in bed with her old boyfriend. I'm sure he did that just to spare my feelings. Like hell, he did that because he didn't have to balls to confess to and confront me about your affair. Crap.
There was a lot more that I wrote to Julie. Including the fact that if Jerry wouldn't stand up for them now what would he do when something goes wrong in their life? Finally I told them that when I get back to the real world they had better stay away from me because I wouldn't be responsible for my actions toward them. The last line of the email stated that I was probably better off without a bitch like her in my life or a back stabbing ass like Jerry as a friend.
I wrote, rewrote, and edited that email several different times. Finally I had just the statement I wanted to make. I reread it one more time and hit the send button. After sending that long email I thought for a few minutes and sent a second email. This email was considerably shorter.
My second email read:
Subject Line: Disregard my first email.
Message:
I have condensed the first email to the following.
Fuck you. I hope you both rot in hell.
Patrick
After receiving Julie's email and sending her a reply, I began to think about our romance.
While at home on my last month long leave like all boyfriends or husbands, I should have known something was going on. Again like all boyfriends or husbands, I was too much in love and trusted my partner to notice anything. Was Julie a little less enthusiastic in bed? Maybe, but I put it down to wedding jitters and the stress of planning the wedding by herself. Did she look at me funny when I mention Jerry a few times? Possibly, but I didn't really notice.
I did notice that Jerry didn't spend as much time with us during my leave as I thought he would. He would cite a previous engagement or some other excuse when I invited him to go out with Julie and me. Did I find this strange? No, I thought he was being a true friend and just wanted to give me and my fiancée some alone time.
********************
Julie and I met in college, as a lot of couples do. At 5' 10" and 185 pounds I was the second string running back and safety on the football team. Our school was a small college outside of St. Louis and we played Division Two football. I wasn't fast enough to be a speed runner and I was too small to be a real fullback. But our coach liked my toughness because it always took two or three tacklers to bring me down. He called it "want to" and said he wished more players had it.
Jerry Stevens was our sophomore quarterback and a big man on campus (BMOC). He was very good and hoped to parley his playing ability into a scholarship at a Division One school. Jerry had the classic all American good looks that you would expect from a star quarterback. He was around 6 feet 3, with dark curly hair and chiseled features. Jerry weighed about 215 with a body right out of "Body Builder" magazine.
If Jerry had a fault it was his cockiness. Maybe that's what made him so good; he refused to believe that he could lose. He had the attitude that he could save the day no matter what the score and he hated to lose. Most of the time he was right.
I wasn't a starting running back for the team and therefore wasn't in the elite clicks at school. Jerry and I traveled in different circles but we had a couple of classes together, one of which was a math class. He was having problems in the class so I tutored him at the request of our coach. I brought him up to speed and kept him from failing; if he had failed he wouldn't have been able to play football.
Jerry appreciated my help and we became friends and to thank me for my help Jerry always made sure that I was invited to the really good parties.
Because of Jerry's friendship I started to hang around with the "ruling class" at school. I first saw Julie at one of those great parties. She wasn't a cheerleader but had the looks to be one. Julie is about 5' 8, with long blond hair, big brown eyes and legs that went all the way up to heaven.
She has a voluptuous type of body instead of the string bean look of a model type. With some of the model types you can't be sure that they are female but one look at Julie from the front or back and there is no doubt that she is all woman.
Julie seemed to make it obvious that she wasn't interested in a second string running back the first and only time I tried to talk to her. It must have been the status thing because I'm not a bad looking guy. In fact with my long dark hair and some say startling blue eye I had been called ruggedly handsome. Okay, it was my mom that said that but I think she is right. Anyway, I thought Julie really is a shallow bitch.
The last game of the season we were playing for the league championship. Our team was leading by 3 with ten minutes left to play. We had the ball on our own 20 yard line and needed to make some first downs to run out the clock. The first play our team ran was a sweep around the right side and it was stuffed for no gain.
Jerry called time out and went to talk to our coach. I was standing about 20 feet from them and couldn't hear what they were discussing. What was Jerry doing I thought? We needed to keep the clock running not call a time out. Jerry went back to the huddle and Coach told me to go in.
When I got to the huddle, Jerry grinned at me and said, "Here's your chance to be a hero. You're going to run the ball down their throats and win this game for us."
The first play, I gained 5 yards and the second one I gained 6 yards and a first down. For the next nine and a half minutes I ran the ball. Every snap was a running play with me as the ball carrier. Our line did a great job blocking; I was able to gain 4 or 5 yards on every carry and was able to keep getting first downs.
The other team knew what we were doing but they couldn't stop us. After my last run, the clock expired and the team put me up on their shoulders and carried me off the field. We hadn't scored but we had run out the clock and won the game.
The victory party that night was where I actually met Julie. When Jerry and I got to the party everyone started cheering and congratulating Jerry on the win. He made it a point to let everyone know that it was my running the ball at the end that won the game for us. I was an instant hero and the center of attention at the party. Several lovely young ladies, that had never paid any attention to me before, decided that I was just what they needed.
I was basking in all the attention when Julie walked over to me. She stepped between me and the lovelies talking to me. Over her shoulder she said to them, "Get on your brooms and leave ladies, Patrick is all mine." She introduced herself in a unique manner and with a heart stopping smile. Hi, I'm Julie Jackson, your date for the evening."
Here was one of the best looking girls in school chasing off her rivals so she could be with me. I didn't just fall off a turnip truck; my experience with women may have been limited but I knew the only reason she was after me was that I was the hero of the hour. If Jerry hadn't been taken I was sure she would have been at his side. Julie had shot me down previously and I was young and idealistic and wanted to be wanted for myself, not because I was Saturday's hero.
Smiling at her I shook my head and said, "I don't think so Julie but it's been nice to meet you." I left her standing there and went to refill my beer at the bar. Later that evening I left with two of the football groupies that I had also just met at that party.
My thought process here was a little bent. Why was it okay to accept the attentions of those two groupies and not give the time of day to Julie? My logic there would not stand up to detailed scrutiny because the groupies wouldn't remember my name the next day but I was the hero that night. Maybe, just maybe, the difference was that I wanted to be more than just the flavor of the week to Julie.
The next afternoon Jerry stopped by my place to ask me to help him with an upcoming test. It was time to put on my cape and become Super Tutor again. He told me that he decided to take my advice and work on getting his degree. He was going to major in Sales and Marketing.
We had a discussion previously, when I was helping with his math class. I told him that his dream of playing pro football was fine but there were four things that could happen and only one of them was good. He could get to a Division One school and not be good enough to be drafted by the pros; he could get to the pros and not be good enough to stay or to be a starter; he could get hurt and not be able to play again. And finally maybe just maybe he could be a starting quarterback for a pro team.
I suggested that he have a fallback position, a plan B if you like. With an education and his degree he would still be able to make a good living if his dreams didn't pan out. Apparently he thought our discussion made sense and started to apply himself more to his classes.
It was about two weeks after the end of football season when Jerry asked me what I had done to Julie. He told me that she was really pissed calling me a jerk, an idiot, and an ass and that was the good part.
"She's not used to being turned down and ignored," I told him as I laughed.
"What do you mean?
"That night of the victory party she introduced herself and told me that she was my date for the evening but remembering her prior rejection I told her no thanks and left her standing there. Most guys are falling all over themselves to get her attention and she doesn't know how to handle it when a guy turns her down." I chuckled and then continued.
"The only reason she remembers me is because I turned her down. Normally she wouldn't have known my name the next week because I'm not one of the BMOCs but she knows me because I shut her down." Her being upset did my heart good; I felt like I had struck a blow for the normal guy.
The next day I thought I would try a little experiment. I was going to approach Julie and ask her out. Who knows, I might get a date with a very pretty girl that I was very interested in. The worst she could say was no and maybe she would say yes.
I was sitting at a table in the student union and saw Julie walking through the room. She had to pass my table to get to the exit. Julie saw me looking at her and almost changed direction. You could see her hesitate and then sort of gather herself to walk past me. She tried to ignore me but couldn't keep from looking at me and I gave her a big smile and nodded at her.
When Julie got close I stood up and said, "Hello Julie, would you like to join me for a cup of coffee or a soda or something?" I think I surprised her because she hesitated for a couple of seconds and then she nodded and sat down at the table.
I got coffee for her and a soda for me. As I sat back down at the table, Julie asked, "Why did you turn me down at the victory party?" She wasn't one to beat around the bush.
"You had never talked to me before that night and I felt you were only interested in me because I was the hero of the minute. I know it sounds hokey but I want to be more than a passing fad to you, so I turned you down."
"But you left with those two that you had been talking to and they are just football groupies," Julie argued.
"Yeah, I did. Doesn't make sense I guess, but then again I approached them. So it was all my choice." I tried to explain, but as I said before the logic wasn't logical.
We continued to talk. Our discussion wasn't anything earth shattering; we didn't find ourselves over whelmed with desire for each other or anything like that. What we did find was a lot in common and a good time. We enjoyed the discussions so much that we sat there for almost three hours. I drank so much soda that my kidneys were screaming at me. Finally I asked her out for pizza and a beer for the next evening, which was a Friday.
So began our romance. We dated for the next few months and a wonderful thing happened; we realized that we loved each other. As much time as we spent together I guess it was inevitable that we would develop feelings for one another. I had started out about half way in love with Julie but it came as a bit of a pleasant surprise when she told me that she loved me.
Jerry had received a scholarship offer from the University of Missouri and left our little enclave to pursue his dream. I wished him luck and said good bye to my friend; it wouldn't be the same without him. I would miss his friendship and the football team would miss his leadership.
I followed Jerry's career at U of M. He had been offered a scholarship to basically be a back up to their starting quarterback. Jerry was sort of a golden child and fate smiled on him again when the starter suffered a season ending injury in the first game of the season.
Jerry stepped onto the field and in a scene seldom seen outside of a movie script led the team from behind to win the game. The coach was just trying to finish the game and didn't expect Jerry to do more than that. Someone forgot to tell Jerry that a back up from a Division Two school wasn't supposed to light up a Division One school's defense the way he did.
The tension of the moment, the lost cause and the butterflies in his stomach only motivated Jerry to excel. After that game there was no doubt about who the starter would be for the rest of the year. Jerry and the team went on to a 10-1 record and an invitation to a major bowl game. Jerry and the U of M Tigers won the bowl game which capped a great season.
Jerry was a star; he became an All American in his first season as a starter and again in his senior year. More important to Jerry, he was drafted by a pro football team. He wasn't a first round pick; actually he was picked in the third round. He didn't sign a huge contract, but did get a substantial one and more important to him he had a shot at a pro career.
Julie, me, and other friends would gather on Saturdays and watch Jerry play for the U of M and cheer for him. We were at his parent's house with him when he got the phone call telling him he had been drafted and we were almost as excited as Jerry.
While Jerry was doing his hero thing at U of M, Julie and I continued to become closer and got engaged on the day we graduated. I already had a job before I graduated; the Diavik Diamond Mine and I had come to terms on a one year contract. Julie wasn't really happy that I would be gone for two months at a time, but the money was outstanding. She agreed that it would give us a great start and we would be married after my contract expired.
In month 5 I was at work at the mine and watched Jerry's debut in a pre season game on the internet. It was a game that brought to an end to Jerry's dream to play pro football. He was scrambling to avoid a sack and got hit directly on his right knee. The knee was destroyed and to this day he walks with a slight limp. Jerry's career was over before it had a chance to ever begin.



Jerry of course got the rest of his salary and he also had the foresight to get an insurance policy that would pay him if his career ended due to injury. Most of the time the top of the line pro football players purchased this type of policy for protection. Jerry was in very good shape financially but the death of his dream left him depressed.
He had surgery on his knee and moved back home for rehab. It was my 6th month and I was home on my second 30 day leave so Julie and I met him at the airport to help get him home and settled in. We also hoped to cheer him up and break the depression that gripped him.
Julie and I spent most of my leave taking care of Jerry. We did get to spend some alone time but other than about three days and nights a week we were with him. Julie fussed over him, made him laugh, and helped him forget about his dead dream, at least for a little while.
Jerry thanked me for making him think about a plan B and said that he was going to work in the marketing department for the football organization that he had played for. His exact words were, "You're the best friend I've ever had, thanks Patrick." Considering what was to happen later, if I was his best friend I would hate to be his enemy.
I was making a substantial salary so Julie didn't work. The salary was way over what I could have earned back in the real world; that was the reason I accepted the contract. Instead she spent her time with wedding and honeymoon plans, house hunting for the future and decorating our apartment. During my first two sessions at the mine Julie would email me at least every other day.
Nothing earth shattering or important, but just a note to let me know that she was thinking of me plus updates on the wedding plans. It was a comfort and helped push back the loneliness of being in the middle of miles and miles of nothing but miles and miles.
After Jerry came home he sent me an email every week or so to tell me about his rehab and his new job. He also told me not to worry about Julie that he would help her with the wedding plans and be her beck and call guy since I wasn't there.
After month 9 the emails from Julie tapered off to a couple of times a week. This didn't bother me because there was only so many times to write I miss you and there were no unforeseen problems in the wedding plans. My emails back weren't all that interesting either; there isn't a lot you can say about snow, ice, and being lonely.
I was required to attend training on new systems or changes to existing ones during my visits home. Monday to Friday I would attend seminars for 4 to 6 hours a day for two weeks. The evenings, weekends, and the final two weeks were mine to enjoy. It was almost like a normal job and Julie and I would go to movies, out to dinner, or clubs. We did have evenings that we stayed home like a normal couple. We saw Jerry a lot during these periods.
My prior two visits followed the routine that had evolved for my time at home. After the first excitement of being home passed, Julie and I would settle into our "normal" routine. A few times when I got home from "classes" Jerry was at our apartment. Julie said he was helping with some items about the wedding.
At first the emails from both of them would tell me about some of things they were doing for the wedding and where and what they had done together. But as my scheduled months at the mine continued, Julie's emails seldom mentioned Jerry and his never mentioned Julie.
Then Julie's emails dropped off to once a week or once every ten days or so. At the same time Jerry stopped his emails entirely. This decrease in communication, the fact that they didn't mention the other one anymore, and the tone of the emails should have rang a warning bell in my head.
But I loved Julie and Jerry was my best friend so I didn't think anything about it. In hindsight I should have known that there was a problem. (I can't make up my mind if hindsight is educational or just a way for life to show how it screwed you over)
My last visit home was in month 9 and then the "Dear John" email afterwards brought to a head all the things that I should have noticed before. So I sat there in my cold room (it wasn't really cold, I just felt that way inside) basking in self pity. Then a piece of advice that my dad had given me a few years before popped up in my head.
I was feeling down about some school related thing, I don't remember what now, but Dad said, "Patrick when life gives you lemons, don't make lemonade. Throw the damn lemons back in its face, say fuck you, and get on with your bad self." Dad's a philosophical gem, don't you think?
****************************
It had been a month since my last visit home and two and a half weeks since the infamous email from Julie and my two to her. The emails that basically changed my life and my plans for the future. I had begun to heal a little and was looking forward to going back to the world in less than 30 days. Then I received two things that sort of tore the scar tissue off the wound.
In the weekly mail run, I received an unexpected package; it had Julie's return address. I opened the package and looked at the two items inside. One was the engagement ring that Julie and I had picked out and the other was a note with only two words, "I'm sorry."
The other surprise was in the weekly email from my dad. After the normal everyone is fine and what was going on with the family he added that Julie and Jerry got married the previous weekend. Great, just god damn great, I thought. That's just what I need, something to think about for the rest of my time in this frozen hell hole.
My contract was finally completed and it was time to go home. The company offered me a large bonus if I would sign up for another year, but I wanted to get back to the real world. Just look at what the first contract had cost me. Another year and I might lose my sanity as well as my fiancée. No it was time for me to return and rebuild my life.
On the trip out of the "Great North" we spent the night in Yellow Knife. I would get a plane out the next morning, assuming that the weather would hold. I took a ride with a fishing boat on the Great Slave Lake; I was on a mission.
The lake is over two thousand feet deep at points and one of these deep holes is where I deposited the engagement ring that Julie had returned to me. I know it was an empty gesture but I felt it put a period to that part of my life. Now I could move on.
*********************
When I returned to the "world" I took a month off just to thaw out, and then I started job hunting. There are a lot of mines in Missouri and I hooked up with a large mining company very quickly. Times were a changing, as the song said, and computers were being used by the mines to increase production. This was my specialty.
I was concentrating on my work, maybe too much, and had little social life. Oh, I wasn't a hermit but I didn't go out very much and never with the same girl more than twice in a row. That was okay, look at what happened the last time I became involved with a woman. I didn't need the aggravation of a romance.
That's what my brain told me but someone forgot to tell my libido or my heart. I had been back to civilization and at my job for about a year and into my life stomped Alyssa Ann Cassidy. Yes I said stomped.
Alyssa (Ally) worked in the purchasing department for the same company. We first met on the phone when she called me to chew me out for spending money for some new hardware for my department. She told me that I was supposed to consult with her or her department before I bought anything. My response was "Bull shit" and I hung up on her.
About 20 minutes later I had a wildcat in my office ripping off a piece of my tail. "Who did I think I was? There were procedures in place for capital expenditures. Did I think I could bypass the rules?" Etc etc etc.
"Who are you?" I had no idea that this fireplug was the one I had hung up on.
Ally introduced herself and then continued to climb on me. I had stopped paying attention to what she was saying because I was too busy looking at her. This little pixie was giving me a first class reaming and it was fascinating. She went on for about ten minutes and never used vulgarity or repeated herself. I was impressed.
She was only about 5 feet 1 and couldn't have weighed more than 100 pounds. Her Irish ancestry was evident with her reddish brown hair and green eyes. Her face was flushed and she had a terminal case of cuteness, which made her adorable. As I watched and listened to her I thought, so much for not wanting anything to do with another woman.
To say that I was attracted and interested in Alyssa Cassidy was an understatement. She finally wound down and waited for my response. I think she was ready to start all over again if I didn't agree with her.
"Do you understand now?" Ally wanted me to admit to my mistake.
"Yes, but I do have a question for you," I answered.
"What is it?"
"What time should I pick you up tonight for dinner and what kind of food should we have?" I was going from one extreme of not wanting to get involved with anyone to the other extreme of becoming infatuated with a woman the first time I met her.
Ally was speechless. She didn't know if I was serious but she must have read something in my eyes because she smiled and giggled. For the record we had pizza and beer that evening. Also for the record we didn't spend the evening staring lovingly into each other's eyes.
We had a serious discussion concerning the right way for purchasing and production to work together. Ally was surprisingly levelheaded and very smart. Of course she agreed with me on a lot of things and that may have colored my assessment of her.
I wanted to spend a lot of time with Ally but I limited myself to an average of two dates a week. The more time we spent together the more we wanted to. We weren't in love (yet) but we certainly were developing more than just a friend's type of relationship.
On a Saturday evening Ally and I were at a club having a drink and dancing. (Let's be truthful here, it was a neighborhood bar that we liked.) We had just sat down after a few dances when I heard a voice from the past.
"Hello Patrick, how are you?" I turned and came face to face with Julie and Jerry. It was Julie that greeted me.
He still had the All American boy good looks but that hard body had began to soften up. Jerry was beginning to get a slight paunch. The six pack abs has turned into the whole case. Julie was still a beauty but she looked a little hard with too much makeup and she was dressed in clothes that were way too revealing. They made her look sort of slutty.
They both looked....I don't know how to explain it. Wait yes I do, as my dad would say "it looked like they had been rode hard and put away wet".
I nodded at them and thought now I could tell them in person how I felt about them. Then I realized that I wasn't angry anymore; I had moved on and they weren't worth my time and effort.
"We would love to talk about old times and get caught up. Can we join you?" Again it was Julie talking; Jerry hadn't said a thing. He kept eyeing me like he thought I was going to attack him.
"Sorry, we were just leaving. You can have the table," I answered.
Ally was a little surprised because I hadn't mentioned leaving to her but she followed my lead. We were in my car before she said anything.
"Who was that?" She was naturally curious.
"No one of consequence. I'll explain later, if that's okay?"
Ally nodded, smiled at me, and moved over to sit close to me as I drove. She put her head on my shoulder as I took her home.
Maybe there is hope for me. We'll take our time and make sure but our relationship certainly looks promising
Maybe I didn't want to be a loner after all. Maybe if I was going to be alone I would do it with Ally. .
Quote: Life goes on.
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Timing is everything or so an old platitude says.
I mean just think about it. A minute either way going through an intersection determines if you are hit by a driver running a red light. You think of a business opportunity or an invention only to find out that you're a little late, someone has beaten you to it. You buy some stock and it goes up and you make a large profit or it goes down and you lose your investment, tis all a matter of timing. And important to me, a micro second either way determines if you hit that perfect golf shot.
Timing is everything.
Timing brought about a strange occurrence in my marriage. Let me tell you my story.
I am a 29 year old frustrated golfer. My name is Dillon Gallagher and as my name suggests I'm Irish as is my wife Sloane, who is 26. Her maiden name was Riley, so we are about as Irish as you can be and not live in Ireland.
I would like to think that women would find me attractive enough to dream about me, but I don't think so. At 6 feet 2 and 200 pounds, I'm a little above average in size. I'm what was once called Black Irish with black hair, grey eyes, and a fair complexion. I earned spending money in college as a bouncer for two or three bars and taverns and I'm still within 5 pounds of my college weight.
My nose has been broken and my face has a couple of scars. The scars and the broken nose were courtesy of three disgruntled patrons at a bar where I was working. They were raising hell and I calmed them down; two of them were unconscious by the time I was finished. Subduing them cost me my boyish good looks; just kidding about that boyish crack. The best compliment that I ever received was that I was ruggedly handsome; maybe that's just rugged.
I was going to college on a golf scholarship. I know, it's not like football or baseball but it paid for my education. My dream was to play professionally on the PGA Tour. However, the chances of becoming successful as a pro golfer are usually slim and none.
The tour is full of guys living from tournament to tournament who don't really make a lot of money. Of course most of them don't really care because it beats working at a real job for a living. Once every two or three decades you have a natural like Tiger Woods come along, but not often.
Knowing that the odds were against me, I made sure to actually get an education. So many scholarship athletes forget about the educational side of college and then end up pumping gas or something. That wasn't going to be me. I majored in Computer Science for two reasons; there was a lot of money to be made in that field and I really liked messing with computers. It turns out that I was smarter than even I thought.
The first two weeks after graduation I was practicing for the Q School (qualifying tournament). The top 25 players and ties earn their PGA tour cards for the next year, which allows them to enter and play in the pro tournaments. Just a little background.
I decided to take a couple of days off and relax by taking an overnight ride on my Harley to a close by state park. Either the driver of the delivery van didn't see me or just didn't care. Our vehicles met at a crossroads and with his being much bigger I was the one injured.
The accident had two very bad results for me. First, my Harley was wrecked beyond repair, it was totaled. My insurance company didn't care that it was a vintage bike that I had rebuilt from the frame up and only paid me for a used motorcycle. The second bad thing was that my right shoulder was screwed up. Screwed up so bad that I had to give up my dream of the PGA tour. I was later able to play golf again but not at the level needed for the tour. See how smart I was; I actually got an education in college that I could use to make a good living.
There was one good result of that accident. It led me to my future wife; Sloane was one of my nurses for the two weeks I was in the hospital. As I got to know her I thought that maybe the accident wasn't such a bad thing after all. I don't think she felt the same way as I did.
Sloane is tall for an Irish lass at 5 feet 9 with a body just this side of voluptuous. Her dark red hair (actually almost auburn), her startling blue eyes, and the freckles across her nose make her a woman that men notice. If those men could see the rest of her freckles they would dream about her at night.
Now where women were concerned, I was far from being a novice. I had more than my share of the coeds at school and I knew my way around. But when Sloane would give me a sponge bath or lean over me to fluff my pillows my body reacted with an embarrassing response, in spite of my previous experience with women. I know she had to see my reaction to her but she never mentioned it or reacted except to get a little coy smile on her face. She was driving me crazy.
That last week in the hospital I asked Sloane out at least once a day with the same results. No thank you, I'm not interested she would say. Sloane wasn't snobbish or mean or angry each time she turned me down, but it was a rejection just the same. I think she enjoyed the game but wasn't going to go out with me. Ever notice that the more someone says you can't have something the more you want it?
My last night in the hospital, Sloane was my night nurse. I decided on a different tactic for that evening. I purposely didn't speak to her other to answer medical questions. Finally the suspense got to her.
"Aren't you going to ask me out tonight? You're going home tomorrow and you won't have another opportunity," Sloane teased me with a smile.
"Nope, you had your chance. You'll have to explain it to your parents," I replied giving her a puzzle to figure out.
"Explain what to my parents and what do they have to do with it?" Now I had her hooked.
"You will have to explain that you rejected the father of their future grandchildren."
Sloane didn't know if she should laugh or take me seriously. She didn't know until I started laughing and then it was contagious. After we both settled down, I looked at her intensely.
"Seriously Sloane, I've gotten to know you while I've been in here and I like you a lot. Let me take you out, just once, and if you don't have a good time or don't feel something I'll never bother you again."
"Pretty sure of yourself aren't you?"
"No, not really. I figure that if you go out with me and don't enjoy it then I at least had one evening with you. It's more than I had when I came in here," I told her as I smiled.
Sloane was quiet and I thought I had blown it entirely and then that sunshine bright smile appeared.
"Okay, one date, but you have to promise to leave me alone after that. Yes?"
"It's a deal. Now what time will you pick me up Saturday evening?"
"Pick you up? You should be the one to pick me up," she said.
"Normally I would, but my Harley is in the junk yard and it's my only means of transportation. Even if it wasn't, I can't ride a bike with this bum shoulder," I informed her.
We went to dinner, stopped for a drink and then she took me to my place. I invited her in for coffee and she didn't leave until late the next morning. No we didn't sleep together, at least not the way you mean. I have this huge pillow called a crash pad that's big enough for two people to lie on. We sat on it talking and went to sleep holding each other. It was almost perfect. Needless to say, that wasn't our only date.
We talked almost every day on the phone and had been dating at least once a week for about 8 weeks when she showed up at my apartment unexpectedly. I opened my door and was totally surprised. I wondered if I had forgotten a date or was I supposed to meet her somewhere?
Sloane kissed me hello and waltzed past me into the apartment. She flopped down on my crash pad and asked for a beer. What the hell? She never drank in the afternoon; I know I had tried to get her to. I gave her a beer and sat down next to her.
"Did I forget a date or something Sloane? I'm glad to see you but what are you doing here?" I was puzzled.
"I have some questions for you, will you answer them truthfully Dillon?"
"Sure, I've never lied to you yet and I won't start now," I responded, surprised at the question. What had I done, I thought?
"Do you find me attractive?"
"What, are you serious?" I answered.
"As a heart attack. Answer the question Dillon," Sloane ordered.
"You're beautiful." I had no idea where this was going.
"Do you think of me as more than just someone to date on weekends?"
"Sloane, if I've done.........," I began to try and cover my ass. She interrupted me.
"Just answer the question. Am I more than just a weekend date?"
I nodded yes at her. I was beyond words because I didn't understand all of this.
"Do you think I'm sexy?"
Another nod.
"Do you want to make love to me?"
Danger, Will Robinson, Danger. This was a trick question; I could be in big trouble either way I answered. There are certain questions that you can't answer correctly. Does this (slacks, skirt, dress etc) make me look fat is a no win situation. No matter how you answer, you're in trouble.
Sloane was waiting, and waiting a little impatiently I think, as she was tapping her fingernails on her beer bottle. Finally I decided that truth was the best policy in this instance. If I screwed up it was because I was truthful at least.
"Yes, Sloane. I've wanted to make love to you since that first day in the hospital. That's why I had the er, er; that's why I got so excited when you got close to me. Yes I've dreamed of making love to you." There now whatever happened I had told the truth.
The smile she gave me could have lit up the whole room. Sloane leaned over and kissed me and as I started to reach for her, she sat back.
"One more question. Why haven't you tried to get me into bed?"
Again I had to hesitate before answering, "Sloane I'm falling in love with you, more than that, I respect you. I was afraid if I pushed too soon or too much, I would chase you away. I wanted to show you that as much as I want to make love to you, that I want you for more than just your sexy body." I was back on solid ground now; I know that was the correct answer. Besides being the smart thing to say, it was the truth. I was still on my truth kick.
I've never understood how a woman can cry and smile at the same time, but that was what Sloane was doing. She stood up, pulled me to my feet, and led me down the hall to my bedroom. That afternoon, evening, and the next morning was about as perfect as it could be.
The only time we got dressed was to go to the kitchen for something to eat. Sloane wore one of my T-shirts and I had on running shorts both of which came off quickly when we decided to break in the kitchen table. We might have spent the whole day in the apartment but Sloane had to be at work at 3PM and I had a business meeting at 2.
I jumped into my car to go meet a classmate from college. Yes I had a car now. When the insurance company settled on my bike I didn't get enough to replace it, even if I could have found one. Instead of getting a what I thought of as a lesser bike, I bought an old beater of a car. It looked like hell but it ran like new. The rest of the money, about eight thousand dollars, I put in the bank. It was my fall back money.
I met Brian at my favorite bar & grill; they served great burgers and I was famished. Brian was into electronics the way I was into computer systems. He and I had worked together on one of his projects in school because he needed a user friendly computer dude to help him with his work. We spent long hours and used many cases of beer doing his thing and became friends as well as colleagues.
Over lunch Brian explained that he invented a gadget that made secure radio communications work better. He had a couple of big contracts lined up but was short of startup money to build prototypes. No gadgets to show the companies, no big contracts. Brian said that he had put up 20 thousand dollars but needed another ten to get into production. That's where he hoped I would come in. For 10 thousand he would give me 35 percent of the company.
I had 8 thousand from the insurance settlement and another 3 in my account. Two weeks after I got out of the hospital I had gotten a position with a national shipping and delivery company; I won't mention the companies name but you can read it on the side of the big brown trucks running around. I had money coming in and no real plans for the nest egg so I agreed to help Brian with his company. The guy was so smart he just had to succeed I thought.
For the first three quarters of that year I didn't get any return on my investment, but for the next three and a half years I received a nice check every quarter. I had my investment back by the end of the year; the rest was all gravy. But I'm getting ahead of myself. Back to Sloane and me.
I left Brian and went home; I thought I would get some sleep before Sloane got off work. No sleep for me, Sloane was sitting on my crash pad painting her toe nails wearing a pair of lace panties and one of my T-shirts. It was a very distracting view.
"What are you doing back? I thought you had to work this evening. Not that I'm complaining."
"I got to the hospital and they had screwed up the schedule. They had too many nurses on duty tonight and asked for volunteers to give up the shift. I was the first one to volunteer and here I am. Glad to see me?"
I showed her how glad I was to see her as Sloane and I resumed our work out from the previous night. It was a good thing I had a couple of more days off because I didn't have the energy to go to work.
We were married six months later.
********************
Four years have gone by and Sloane and I are as happier than ever. Our home life is great, our jobs are really good. We are thinking about starting a family as soon as we get a little nest egg put aside. In addition I got some great; I mean hit it out of the ballpark or hole in one, great news last week. I had just come from my new financial manager's office with good news. Yes, as of last week I have a financial manager.
Remember my friend and partner Brian? His, I mean our, little company had done so well that a very big company bought us out for about a gazillion bucks. My share came to just over 2 million dollars, that's why the financial manager. He is the same one that my dad uses and if Dad trusts him I guess I can too. Anyway if you can't trust your brother who can you trust?
There was a little side trip that I made on my way home. I had just parked in front of my favorite golf shop because I planned to buy the newest Callaway driver for Sloane as an anniversary present. And since she didn't play golf, I would get to use it.......No not really, but I did know a guy at work that would do things like that.
He would buy a power tool or golf club or fishing gear for his use but gave this stuff as a present to his wife for a birthday, anniversary, or even Christmas. He's been divorced for about two years now.
After the accident my golf wasn't at the same level as before and I used everything I could to play better. They say you can't buy a golf game, but I was going to try. Maybe the new driver will get back the twenty yards I lost after my accident. There is a Victoria's Secret next door to the golf shop which is strange until you think about the marketing strategy.
If a wife comes to the golf shop with her husband, normally she will go next door while he tries to find the newest gadget to help his game. He buys something and she buys something. If a husband comes to the shop alone and spends too much money on his gadget he will go next door to Vicky's and get something for his wife to help fade the heat a little. On the reverse side, a wife might spend a little too much and go next do for some little gadget or golf balls to smooth things over. Maybe the greatest piece of sales marketing in history.
Anyway I had just opened to door to the golf shop and I noticed a woman coming out of Victoria's. It was the hair color that attracted my attention. That woman has the same color hair as Sloane, I thought. Wait it was Sloane and she was carrying a large shopping bag. I started to yell to get her attention but then thought she was planning a surprise for me and kept quiet.
It was Wednesday, and our wedding anniversary so Sloane and I were going out to dinner to celebrate. My darling wife was going to surprise me tonight after we got home from dinner, I thought. What a great gal! I had already gotten a very nice necklace and matching earrings for Sloane. There was an even bigger surprise that I had for her; the asset summary sheet from my brother showing our net worth at over 2 million dollars. We'll see who has the biggest surprise I thought, giggling to myself.
Sloane was going to do something extra nice for me on our anniversary because she normally didn't wear sexy lingerie. She said that it was a waste of money because it wasn't on long and just ended up on the floor. She said we didn't need it to turn each other on and I agreed with her. But I wouldn't mind seeing her in some sexy under things. Hey shoot me. I'm just a man and we have that kind of stuff hard wired into our brains.
That night after our exquisite dinner out, I was in bed leaning up against the headboard waiting for my surprise from Sloane. She came out of the bathroom wearing the usual oversized T-shirt. I was disappointed, no sexy underwear tonight, I guess. Then I thought she was going to wait until the weekend because we both had to work the next day. Of course she didn't know about the money and that we didn't have to work unless we wanted to. Oh well, I can wait and surprise her at the same time.
The next morning I went into work and went to see my boss. I gave him my two week notice and told him I would get my crew up to speed before I left. My sense of honor wouldn't just let me quit and walk out; the company had been good to me and I felt I owed them.
He proposed that I continue as a consultant a couple of days a week. There would be times that I had to work more than that but my schedule would basically be up to me. I was sure that Sloane would want to keep working, at least part time. You can only play so much golf, I thought. I wasn't someone who could just sit around so the consulting seemed like a winner.
Saturday rolled around and Sloane and I concentrated on some projects around the house. Not a very exciting day but tonight will be special I thought. I could hardly wait for bed time. Once again I was in bed waiting for Sloane to put on her show. I had the financial report in the drawer of the night stand ready to spring my surprise.
She came out in the same T-shirt she always wore. What the hell? Where is the sexy underwear? What is she waiting for? I was really disappointed. Nothing on Sunday night either and now I was beginning to wonder what was going on.
Monday morning Sloane got ready and left for work before me; she had an early shift at the hospital. I was getting dressed to start my last two weeks as a day by day working stiff. I was sorting thru my shirts and saw the edge of a bag behind some of Sloane's shoe boxes in the back of the closet. Really, it was an accident, I wasn't snooping or anything. Well, maybe I was snooping a little.
It was the bag was from Victoria's Secret and contained three or four sets of very sexy lingerie, the type that I expected Sloane to wear for my surprise. But when was she going to model those outfits for me? And why so many outfits since Sloane thought they were a waste of money. And why were they hidden way in the back of the closet? I couldn't understand why she would wait; I mean our anniversary was the perfect time to wear something special like that.



The next morning Sloane had the day off but got up to make coffee for me. She was still wearing the T-shirt that she slept in. I thought she looked adorable as she moved around the kitchen with the cheeks of her butt peeking out every now and then. Sloane would look good and turn me on wearing almost anything but I still wondered about the stuff from Vicky's.
She said she was going to spend the day visiting with her younger sister, so if I needed her to call her cell. As I finished dressing, I peeked into the back of the closet and the infamous bag was still there. I left for work thinking about it and begin to wonder if I should just ask Sloane about it. I kissed her good bye and left for work.
Sloane's sister Cindy was two years younger. She had married her high school sweetheart right after graduation and now Bob and Cindy had two children. Cindy was a stay at home mom and they seemed to be the perfect family. The kids were well behaved and Bob came home every night. He seldom had a night out with the boys or stopped for a drink on the way home. He was devoted to Cindy and their kids.
Cindy was almost the exact opposite of Sloane. Sloane was tall and voluptuous, Cindy was short and slender. Sloane had great hair and beautiful eyes, Cindy's hair was a mousey brown and she had nondescript brown eyes. When Sloane went out she was always dressed and groomed nicely, Cindy didn't seem to care and wore "house dresses" or baggy jeans when she left the house.
My beautiful wife had a natural look and used just enough makeup to enhance her best features, her eyes and high cheekbones. Cindy's idea of grooming consisted of brushing her hair or putting it up in a bun and using a touch of lipstick. Sloane worked in the public sector and maybe that was the difference, I don't know.
Don't get me wrong, Cindy and Bob were good people and I liked them both. I particularly envied them about one aspect of their relationship, their children. Now that we were financially secure Sloane and I could start a family too. We wanted to build a nest egg before we had kids, now we didn't have to wait anymore.
My boss, the crew, and I had lunch where he explained my new status. During that meeting I spilled a cup of coffee on my shirt and as I only lived about 15 minutes from my office I decided to go home and change after lunch. Standing in front of my closet choosing another shirt I looked down and discovered that the bag from Vicky's was gone. I searched the entire closet but it was defiantly gone.
Now I was really confused. What had happened to those sexy clothes? Time to put an end to this mystery I decided. Sloane was supposed to be at Cindy's so I would go over there to verify that she was there. If she wasn't there, I would confront her that night and find out what was going on.
My thinking was a little out of the box here for a man that loved his wife as much as I do. The only excuse I have was a story I had heard that morning. One of my co-workers had discovered some bills from a lady's shop that specialized in sexy clothing. Clothing that he never saw his wife wear and he got suspicious. He caught his wife in bed with a neighbor and it broke up his marriage. I guess I was thinking Sloane's actions were suspicious too.
I got to Cindy's, maybe driving a little faster than I should have. It was lucky that there were no cops around because I think I set a new overland speed record getting to my sister-in-law's house. There were two vehicles parked in the drive way. Sloane's rose pink Mustang was there, but the other car wasn't Cindy's. The other vehicle was Bob's truck.
My first thought was that Cindy had run to the store or something but then I thought Sloane would have gone with her. And what was Bob was doing home from work? Was something going on between Bob and Sloane? If so I couldn't fault Bob's taste, Sloane is a hottie. But I could find fault with his actions. Now what do I do?
Should I confront them right away or should I wait and see where this was going? The guy at work told us that he waited a few days to get evidence of his wife's cheating before he confronted her. I didn't understand his actions; if Sloane was "misbehaving" I wanted to put a stop to it right now, one way or the other. That was my answer; I was going spoil their little party.
No sneaking around peeking in windows or slipping in the back door, I was going to meet this situation head on. Getting out of my truck I walked to the front door. We had a key to Bob and Cindy's for emergencies just as they did for our house and I used it to open the door. I didn't know what I was going to find but I was determined to find out something.
The house was quiet. There was no one in the living room, dining room, or the kitchen but I could hear Sloan's voice coming from the hallway that led to the bedrooms. Oh hell, there was something going on. I stopped to gather myself for a moment and then walked, well actually I stomped, toward the bedrooms.
Sloane was standing in the door way to Bob and Cindy's bedroom. That wasn't so bad; what she was wearing made it bad. She was wearing pale green boy shorts and a lacey bra that I had seen in that damn bag. I had never seen Sloane dressed so sexy; too bad she was dressed for another man. I heard her talking to someone inside the bedroom. Sloane was concentrating on the bedroom and hadn't seen or heard me yet.
"That's it, stretch so you're showing off what you've got. If you want to drive him crazy you've got to flaunt your body at him," Sloane was saying. "You need to bend your leg at the knee and turn toward him."
Wait! Drive him crazy? Flaunt your body at him? What? Was more than one person in the bedroom? Was she involved in a threesome? (See what kind of idiotic things your mind can conjure up)
"Sloane," I called her name softly. She turned toward me and her eyes opened wide and her jaw dropped.
"Dillon! What are you doing here?"
"I could ask you the same thing. Who's in the bedroom and what are you doing?"
"You can't be here right now honey. You have to go," Sloane replied as she tried to push me back down the hallway.
"Who's in the bedroom?" I repeated as I stepped around her and looked into the bedroom. Now it was my turn for my eyes to open wide and my jaw to drop.
Laying on the bed, frozen in her last pose was my sister-in-law Cindy dressed in a red duplicate of Sloane's outfit. She looked really good from the quick look that I had. Cindy sort of squeaked when she saw me and grabbed a sheet to cover herself. If I had been confused before I was at a total loss now.
I turned to Sloane with a puzzled look and started to question her.
"Wait Dillon. Please go into the living room and I'll be right there," she pleaded with me.
I nodded, went into the living room, and collapsed on the couch to wait for her.
Sloane came to join me wearing a robe. In spite of the situation I was sorry that she had put the robe on. "What are you doing here," she asked in a surprised voice?
I started to get on her case about what she was doing but I still didn't know what was going on. The truth was the best way to go, so I explained it all to her. I told her about seeing her come out of Victoria's Secret with a bag and that I thought the sexy things were for me; telling her of the disappointment when she didn't wear them for me. I explained that I found the bag in the closet and then it was gone. I admitted that seeing Bob's truck at home led me to jump to what was apparently the wrong conclusion.
"You thought I was having an affair with Bob?" Sloane chuckled. "Oh my poor baby."
Personally I didn't see anything funny about the whole thing. "Okay, your turn. What are you doing here, dressed like that and why is Cindy dressed the same way?"
Now it was Sloane's turn. She told me that Cindy had talked to her just before our anniversary and asked for help. Cindy said that she and Bob weren't romantic anymore after all these years and she wanted to put some spark back into their marriage but she didn't know how to liven up their relationship.
Cindy told Sloane that she was just a housewife and mother and didn't know what to do so Sloane came over to give her some pointers. Cindy's car was in the repair shop and she was taking Bob to and from work so she could get the kids to and from school. That's why Bob's truck was in the drive way. They had worked on Cindy's hair, makeup, and how to wear and use the lingerie.
"I didn't tell you what I was doing because Cindy would have been embarrassed," Sloane explained. "My plan was to get something sexy for our anniversary and buy some things for Cindy too. I wanted to model the outfit and show Cindy a few ways to entice Bob. After helping Cindy I was going to wear the sexy stuff for you. You know that if I wore the outfit for you it would end up on the floor, maybe torn off and ruined.
I stared at her for a few seconds and said, "There shouldn't be any secrets between us Sloane, sister or no sister. I made an ass out of myself today but it's partly your fault. I'm not real happy to be made to feel like a fool. We need to discuss some things, so I'm going home and would appreciate you meeting me there." She could see that I was upset and nodded.
The trip back to my house took a little more time than the trip to Cindy's. I hadn't been home for more than twenty minutes when Sloane drove into the garage. Okay, I know that my silly suspicions and action was the reason I looked like an idiot but I was a little angry anyway. Sloane came into the house wearing sweats and carrying the bag. Even angry I was disappointed; I guess I hoped that she would still be wearing those boy shorts and that lacey bra.
I started to say something but Sloane held up her hand to stop me. "I have something important to tell you before you scold me," she said with that little coy smile that extended to her eyes. She stripped off the sweats and still had on the pale green lingerie that I had seen at Cindy's.
Sloane came over and sat in my lap and said, "I love you, you big dummy. Maybe I should be upset that you didn't trust me, but it shows how much you love me." Then she kissed me.
The rest of the afternoon's conversation was mostly non verbal or unintelligible to others. Late that afternoon or early evening we were leaning against the headboard holding each other and resting. By the way, Sloane was right; the pretty little outfit hit the floor about two minutes after she sat in my lap.
"That was a great "discussion" but it's not what I wanted to tell you," she said. "I hope our nest egg is large enough because I'm pregnant Daddy."
I hugged her and started to laugh then opened the drawer to the night stand, took out the financial report, and handed it to Sloane.
"This should just about cover it," I told her.
I had surprised her almost as much as she did me. While it wasn't a "Top the Other One Contest", I think we both won.
See, I told you.
Timing is everything.
Quote from the great English author: Life goes on.
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As I sit on the tailgate of my truck, I think back over the last few years. There has been sadness, anger, retribution, happiness, and most important my love for another person. My wife and I had a difficult event to deal with but now we can see a light at the end of the tunnel; and it's not a train coming that will run over us.
I hope I have time to finish drinking the three fingers of Gentleman Jack in my glass. You see I'm expecting guests to arrive any minute now, don't you know. Well not guests really; I don't think those guys will be coming here to socialize. You see the police are coming to arrest me. AGAIN. Ah, here they come now.
Okay I've been arrested, without resisting I might add, and transported to the jail. Once again I was booked, given prison clothes, and put in a cell. It's not my first time at this party you know; I have been here twice before. I will have to wait until tomorrow morning some time before I can go before a judge to be arraigned and held over for trial.
There is another guy in the holding cell; he looks familiar. He was stretched out on one of the beds and raised his head as they brought me in.
"Hey, didn't I see you here about six months ago when I was in here for being drunk and disorderly?" he said. "I'm Dale by the way."
"Yes that was me. I remember you too; I'm JJ. My hands were bandaged and you helped me get some water," I answered. "What are you in for this time Dale?"
"Drunk and disorderly again. When I'm at my favorite bar and that asshole that stole my wife comes in, I get drunk and disorderly."
"Why don't you change bars?"
"That prick took everything I had; my wife, my car, my house, and even my damn dog. I'll be damned if he's going to take my bar," he said indignantly. "So what are you doing back here again, JJ?"
"It's a long story Dale."
"We're not going anywhere and we got nothing but time," he reminded me.
"Guess you're right. Okay, the reason I'm here actually happened about a year and a half ago and my visits to these modest accommodations started then."
********************
My name is James Jerrod Kelley and I met my wife Cynthia when I was 31. A little later in life than most young couples but she was worth waiting for. It wasn't that I was repulsive because the women I dated, and there were a lot of them through the years, said that I had roguish good looks.
They didn't seem to mind the scar on my face that runs from my right ear across my cheek almost to the corner of my mouth; the ladies said that it made me look dashing. Whatever that meant. I'm a little over six feet, with very dark hair which makes my blue eyes stand out. I'm well built with muscles earned from hard work and not from a gym.
I rescued Cynthia and her vintage Mustang from the side of the road. Her car had broken down and I pulled over to help her. Cynthia was a tall, leggy, tight bodied, redhead with green eyes and a sprinkling of freckles across her nose. I like to think that I would have stopped even if she hadn't of been so pretty.
Cynthia was wearing a man's shirt tied below her breasts, a pair of cut off shorts , and wedge sandals that made her legs look like they ran all the way up to heaven and back. She wore very little make up and looked sexy and wholesome at the same time. I was in lust at first sight.
I parked my big Ford truck in front of her car and walked back to see if I could help her. She was leaning on the fender of her Mustang with the hood up, looking into the engine compartment. Cynthia's hands were a little dirty and she had a smudge of dirt across her cheek.
"Having car trouble," I asked? Dummy of course she's having car trouble, I thought shaking my head.
"Yah, it won't start. I pulled over to look at a map and now it won't start," she replied with a puzzled look.
"If you like I can take a look." I meant look at the car, I was already looking at her and her cut offs. I own and run a small auto repair shop so I should be able to at least find out what was wrong. Worst case scenario I could have it towed to my shop if I couldn't fix it right there.
"I couldn't impose on you. I'll just call Triple A," she said.
"Let me see if I can figure out what's wrong. I try to do a good deed every week and I'm running behind this week," I playfully teased her with a smile.
Cynthia laughed, stepped away, and waved her permission for me to check out the car. I looked inside the engine compartment and saw the problem right away. The battery connects were badly corroded so the car started a few times that day but wouldn't do so now because of the corrosion.
I told her to wait a second and went to my truck for my tools; a wrench and a can of Coke. Loosening the connectors with the wrench, I poured some of the Coke over them. In case you don't know, Coke is almost as good as baking soda to clean battery connections.
I scraped the inside of the connectors with my pocket knife and retightened them and told Cynthia to try to start the car. The engine caught on the first try and I closed the hood. I walked to her window, explained what the problem had been and suggested that she have new cables installed. I told her there was an auto repair shop about a mile away that would be able to do it quickly while she waited.
"The name of the place is "J J's Auto Repair" and you can follow me if you like. By the way I'm James Jerrod Kelly," I introduced myself. I usually introduce myself with my full name.
"Hi James Jerrod, I'm Cyn," she returned the introduction and then laughed at my double take.
"Sin?" I asked, not believing that I heard her correctly.
"No, not Sin, as in SIN. Cyn as in Cynthia Reynolds," she told me with a big grin. She was enjoying my embarrassment.
We shook dirty hands and she agreed to follow me to the repair shop. As we pulled up in front of the office, one of the two mechanics that worked for me came out to greet the two vehicles. "Hey boss, what's going on?"
"Hi Sam, put new battery cables on this Mustang as quick as you can; the lady's in a hurry," I ordered. "If we don't have the cables run over to Mel's and get them; he always has parts for these vintage Mustangs.
"You bet Boss," Sam answered. He walked over to Cyn, took her keys, and pulled her Mustang into one of the work bays.
"J J.'s Auto, James Jerrod, now I see," she said smiling.
"Yah, my friends and customers call me J.J."
She sobered a minute and said, "I hope this won't cost too much, I don't have a lot of money with me."
"Have you got $20?" I asked. When she nodded I said, "Good, take me lunch at Billy's and we'll call it even."
We went to Billy's for lunch while she waited for her car. Billy's is a bar and grill that serve the best burgers in town. As we ate we talked and I learned more about Cyn. She had just moved to St. Louis from Little Rock, Arkansas where she lived with her parents on a large farm.
Cyn had traveled around the U.S. for a year after college and then worked in Little Rock for about three years before moving to St. Louis. She was starting a job at a big insurance company here and Monday would be her first day.
She was curious about me too so I gave her the ten cent version. "Grew up in a little town in southern Missouri and went into the military after high school. I was a pretty good jack leg mechanic and spent my military career in the motor pool. After 6 years in the service of my country I mustered out to go to college." I stopped to get another beer and at Cyn's insistence I continued.
"At 24 I wouldn't have felt right about asking my folks for money for school so I worked my way through college as an auto mechanic. I didn't have the time or money or the inclination to party much and got a degree in mechanical engineering and by not taking summers off I was able to finish in three years. After graduation I decided that I would rather work with my hands on cars than sit at a desk doing drafting on a computer. Now I own and run J.J.'s, that's my story and I'm stickin to it," I finished with a smile.
Cyn listened without interrupting and then she finally got to the question that almost everyone gets to at some time, "How'd you get that?' she asked as she pointed to my scar. "If you had an eye patch and a parrot, you'd look like a pirate," she kidded me to take the sting out of her question. The big smile she gave me helped put me at ease.
"Ah yes, my beauty mark," I said. "It's the result of not learning how to duck." I hesitated to go into depth about the scar.
"C'mon there's got to be more to it than that. What happened?" Then Cyn muttered to herself something like "oh shit" and said. "I'm sorry; it's none of my business. I shouldn't have asked."
She started to blush and I could tell that she was embarrassed. "It's okay Cyn, don't worry about it. The story isn't something I just put out there at the drop of a hat." I smiled at her, now it was my turn to put her at ease.
"It happened while I was in the service. We were in some shit hole third world country and three assholes decided it would be cool to blow up our motor pool. I was working late on a Humvee, saw them, and tried to stop them. The scar is a result of that confrontation." "Were they able to blow up the motor pool? Is that where you got the scar?" Cyn wanted the whole story, I guess.
"No they forgot or didn't know that every U.S. Marine is a trained rifleman, even motor pool mechanics. My training enabled me to stop them but I got too close to one of them and he cut my face, ergo the scar." Telling that story always embarrassed me a little; I guess that's why I don't talk about it very often.
"Now young lady, let's talk about how you are going to pay for the repair on your car," I said with a grin, trying to lighten the mood.
"You told me that taking you to lunch would be enough," Cyn answered with surprise.
"I did, but I changed my mind. Those cables for a vintage Mustang cost more than regular cables, so lunch won't cover it." I paused for a few seconds and added, "I think that if you let me take you to dinner Saturday, we can call it square."
She went from a concerned look to laughing at me in just a few seconds. Then she put on a frown and said, "I don't know about that."
"We've had a nice lunch and I enjoy your company and I really would like to see you again, Cyn."
I took her back to the shop and her Mustang was finished. Good ole Sam, always on top of things. Cyn and I exchanged phone numbers and made the date for Saturday. I watched as she drove away and when I turned around Sam was looking at me with a big shit eating grin.
"Get back to work," I told him with a matching grin on my face.
**********************
That Saturday was the start of a fast forward type of romance. We went from standing still to a hundred miles an hour in one date. We didn't jump each other's bones right away. In fact it was six weeks before Cyn spent the night with me and then it was just a little kissing, a little caressing, and the rest of the night we cuddled and snuggled. We woke up the next morning and I knew that lust was turning into love. It just seemed that we fit together.
I wanted to take it slow with Cyn. There was something special here and I didn't want to screw it up. I had a previous relationship that was based mostly on sex and it didn't last. About ten weeks into our full court press romance we spent a weekend finding out that we did fit together. Yes, I mean sexually.
It sounds hokey, but that whole weekend was wonderful. I wasn't sure if she felt the same way but I was thinking of a church, a wedding, kids, and a life together.
We dated hard and fast and when Labor Day came around we both took the week off to visit our respective parents. Little Rock, where Cyn's parents lived is about 5 hours south of the small town in southern Missouri where my folks live. We decided that we would make the 3 hour drive to my parents and spend a couple of days and then go to visit Cyn's folks.
I introduced Cyn to my mom and dad, James and Mary and they adopted her right away. We spent one day visiting and letting Cyn meet the rest of my family. My brothers John and William teased me that Cyn must have mental problems to be running around with me. My sister Molly told me that Cyn was too good for me and started telling her stories about me growing up.
I was able to pull Cyn away before I got too embarrassed and took her to meet the rest of the clan. There were a virtual cornucopia of aunts, uncles, nieces, nephews, and cousins that she had to wade through. They all fell in love with her too.
As we were leaving to visit Cyn's parents, my dad pulled me aside and said, "I try not to interfere in your life, but don't let this one get away son. She's definitely the pick of the litter and a keeper." I had to agree with him.
We got to the Reynolds farm just in time for lunch; I met Cyn's parents and we talked during the meal. Harry and Molly welcomed me like I was a long lost relative. After the two days we spent on their farm I got the impression that I had been adopted by the Reynolds the same way Cyn had been adopted by the Kelleys.
Our trip had made up my mind so a few days after we got back, I asked Cyn to marry me. It maybe wasn't the most romantic time to "pop the question" because I was rebuilding the carburetor on her Mustang. My hands were dirty up to my elbows so I had her take the ring out of my shirt pocket. Cyn giggled at the timing but she put the ring on, kissed me, and said yes.
The wedding was at a small neighborhood church and the reception was at Billy's Bar and Grill. Both families attended in force and we had a great party after the wedding. There was a weekend honeymoon and we moved into the apartment above my shop and lived in marital bliss. Well not really bliss but close enough and we were happy.
Even though we had dated for several months we still had adjustments to make actually living together. If things became a little tense I would pick Cyn up and sit down holding her on my lap. She would struggle and eventually start laughing. Once she started laughing we would make up, by the way the makeup sex WAS INTENSE.
*******************
Our life was almost perfect for about a year, every day we grew closer and started to talk about having children. My business had prospered and increase to the point that I had to hire two more men, one full time and one part time. Cyn had received a couple of promotions and was enjoying her career.
Our apartment above the shop was close to 2000 sq. ft. set up with three bedrooms and 2 baths so instead of buying a house we opted to buy a small cabin on a lake close to the city. It was a weekend get a way type of place but more comfortable than most with indoor plumbing, water, and electricity. It was only a two hour drive so it was close enough that we could go to it every weekend if we wanted and would be a great place to take children.
Cyn's last promotion not only came with a large raise, it gave her more responsibility. Along with the increase in salary she also got an increase in the stress level. She started to bring the stress of the job home and it affected our life.
One evening after a bitch and moan session from Cyn about her job, I told her to chill out and take it easy. Wrong thing to say, I guess. For the next five minutes I got a full ration of "You don't know the pressure I'm under, the new boss expects miracles, and you don't understand etc. all said with increasing anger in her voice.
I walked up behind her, put my arms around her, picked her up and sat down holding her in my lap. Cyn got angrier and I was subjected to another tirade. She yelled at me to let her go at once and I yelled back not until you calm down. Usually when I held her like this Cyn would start to giggle and then laugh in two or three minutes.
This time I held her for another five minutes while she told me all of my short comings and then she started to cry. Whoa, what the hell was this? Cyn never cried; she got mad, she took action, she fought but she never cried. Even a stupid man like me could see that there was more to this than her just being mad at me.
After a few minutes Cyn stopped crying and turned to hug me. Okay, now I can find out what's going on I thought.
"What was all that about Cyn? Did I do something wrong? Are you okay?" I asked with real concern in my voice.
She shook her head and looked at me with red rimmed eyes still filled with tears. Cyn sniffed and said, "No you didn't do anything wrong, I did. Something has happened at work and I should have told you about it. My only excuse is that I wanted to handle it myself."
Now I was worried. Cyn was a fighter and never let anything or anyone get the best of her. "Okay, you've got my attention, tell me what's happened," I requested strongly; actually it was more like an order.
She told me that when she got the last promotion she got a new boss, Tony Johnson. After two or three weeks Cyn found him to be an over bearing, brown nosing, less than talented jerk. Johnson came on to Cyn suggesting that she could improve her standing in the company if she was "nice" to him.
Cyn laughed at him and told him to go to hell. As she turned to go back to her office, he grabbed her arm and Cyn being Cyn almost knocked him on his ass. He cussed at her and told her to get out. She got out alright and went to Johnson's supervisor and made a complaint.
Johnson was called into the supervisor's office and denied the allegations. The supervisor warned him and let him go. He told Cyn that it was a case of he said, she said and without evidence there wasn't much that could be done. Cyn told me that every day since then, Johnson had made some snide little sexual remarks to her. He never did it in front of anyone or loud enough for anyone but Cyn to hear.
By this time I was ready to have a talk with Mr. Johnson and said so. "That's why I didn't tell you. I didn't want you to get into trouble and thought I could handle it. But it's getting to be too much," she confessed.
"Okay now it's my turn young lady. I'm going to have a talk with good old Tony. Wait I promise not to break his face but this has to stop. I would tell you to quit but you wouldn't and truthfully I don't want this ass to force you to leave. So, I'll have a discussion with him," I told her.
I helped her off my lap and while Cyn went to make some tea I went to the bathroom. I needed to be by myself for a few minutes. My image in the mirror was not an image of a nice person. The last time felt and looked like this was the night that I killed the three terrorist that tried to blow up the motor pool. It was a look that I thought I would never have again. I hope Cyn hadn't noticed my eyes, they looked wild and dangerous.
Cyn had a doctor's appointment the next morning before she went to work, nothing wrong just a regular check up. She left for appointment and I left for her work place. She wasn't aware that my "talk" with the infamous Tony Johnson was going to be today. Never put off kicking someone's ass to tomorrow if you could do it today was my motto.
Johnson and my wife worked in a division that insured industrial and business properties and buildings. I talked to the receptionist and explained to her that I wanted to speak to the head of that department about insurance for my business. In just a few minutes Tony Johnson himself came to the lobby to meet me.



He greeted me, introduced himself, and invited me to his office. I introduced myself and suggested that we talk in the court yard explaining that it was too nice outside to be cooped up in an office. We found a table in the sun and sat down. He started his spiel about insuring my business and its properties but I held up my hand to stop him.
"Tony, I'm not here to talk about business insurance, I'm here to talk about health insurance. To be specific, health insurance for you," I told him boring a hole in him with laser like eyes.
I held up my hand again when he started to respond. "Let's not waste anymore time, okay? As I told you my name is Kelley." I paused to see if he would make the connection and when he didn't I continued. "I'm Cynthia's husband and it's because of your actions toward her that you may need health insurance."
Now he began to understand and started to bluster as he stood up to leave. I motioned for him to sit down and when he didn't I grabbed his arm and forced him back into his chair.
"Cynthia told me a strange tale last night and I wanted to give you a chance at rebuttal before any action is taken."
"Mr. Kelley, I don't know what Cyn alleges that I did but she has a very active imagination and is sometime prone to exaggerate or misunderstand things. I think that she possibly……….."
"Quiet Tony," I interrupted him. First let me tell you that her name is Cynthia or Mrs. Kelley; you don't have the right to call her anything else. Let me ask you about a few things, you know just to get your side of what has been happening. I mean I want to be fair after all." I was baiting him because no matter what he said I believed Cyn's story.
Cynthia told me that you propositioned her, promising advancement in the company. She told me that you lied to your supervisor about it and ever since she reported your actions you have been making sexual asides and comments to her."
The whole time that I was talking, Tony was shaking his head no. And every time he started to say something I would hold up my hand to stop him. He took direction very well, I thought.
"Your boss couldn't do anything about you because it's a "he said, she said" type of situation. I understand his position; I don't like his decision but I can understand it. However, it's lucky for me and unlucky for you that I don't have to worry about witnesses, or law suits, or getting my company in trouble if I mishandle the situation. I only have to believe my wife and by the way I DO." The last part was said in a very forceful manner.
Tony tried to get up again and again I pushed him back down. I think at this point he didn't know what to do. He kept looking around the courtyard for other people but we were alone. Apparently no one else wanted to enjoy the nice morning.
"Relax Tony. I'll be done soon. You will stop your little sexual asides and comments to her, you'll make no gestures or comments that are inappropriate and I stress this part, YOU WILL TREAT HER WITH RESPECT. I'm not going to explain what will happen if you don't comply with my requests. Let's say that I don't think you'll be a happy camper if Cynthia tells me you are still bothering her. Do we understand each other Tony?"
He sat there, not moving or saying anything. So I asked him again, "Do we have an understanding Tony?"
Tony still didn't say anything but he nodded, rather vigorously I thought. I motioned for to him that he could leave and watched him almost run back into the building. On the way back to my shop I stopped to get donuts and coffee for my guys. I was please with myself that I hadn't reverted to the old J.J. The old J.J. would have broken an arm or given Mr. Johnson some other memento of our discussion.
******************
"So what happened, sounds like you handled it pretty well. What caused you to end up in jail with me?" Dale was really interested in the story.
I had stopped talking because one of the jailers and came to the door. He and I were casual friends; I worked on his car and we had gone fishing together a couple of times.
"Just wanted to bring you some coffee and make sure you were okay J.J. How's that cut on your head, need some Tylenol or something?"
"No thanks Ted. I'm not too bad but I do appreciate the coffee. Could you get some coffee for my friend too?"
After Ted brought more coffee I continued the story and answered Dale's question.
"I guess you deserve to hear the "Rest of the story" as Paul Harvey would say. It was stupidity and pride that put me back in here."
*******************
After the discussion with Tony apparently things improved at work for Cyn. The day after my talk she came home from work and told me that Tony had apologized for upsetting her. He never admitted the sexual comments but did say he was sorry if he hadn't been treating her with respect and that he would do so in the future.
"What did you do or say to him to make him apologize to me? Did you get physical or threaten him?" She was naturally curious and a little upset at the possibility that I had resorted to violence.
"No I didn't. I explained to him that you were upset and therefore I was upset and suggested that he examine his actions. Apparently he agreed with me and decided to make nice." Well, it was almost the truth. So shoot me for protecting my wife.
Cyn was happy again and made a point that night and the next few nights to show her appreciation for my help. We were the happy couple again. The next few months we were as happy as two pigs in the mud and were standing in tall cotton. (Sorry my country upbringing showing up, we were very happy with a good future)
As Christmas rolled around we decided that after first of the year we would begin our family and expand the Kelley clan. It was the best Christmas gift we could give each other. Then all hell broke loose at her company's Christmas party.
Cyn's company planned a big party at the best hotel in town. My shop's party was held in one of the work bays where I handed out bonus checks and a few gifts. Her company was putting on the biggest party of the year.
I really didn't want to go, I didn't want to get all dressed up to rub elbows with people that I didn't really know and had nothing in common with. When she came down to join me in the car, I thought maybe I was wrong in not wanting to dress up. Cyn was stunning and I don't mean just pretty. She was wearing a long, dark green gown which really set off her eyes and hair. She had her hair piled on top of her head in some pretty way leaving her freckled shoulders bare. I was glad that I had rented a tux for the occasion.
We arrived at the party and once we found our assigned table we began to make the rounds of the ballroom. Cyn said she wanted to show me off to her work friends, but I think she just wanted to show off her new gown. I didn't mind because she was happy and laughing and having a great time.
Cyn introduced me to the head honcho of the company, Steven Williams. She explained that he had a vintage car collection and that started Steve and I off. We discussed the merits of several of the muscle cars he owned, the problems with finding parts, and enjoyed our mutual interest.
Steve and I stepped outside to smoke a cigar and continue our talk. Kindred spirits I thought as we got into the workings of the Mach One Mustang. I told him that if I didn't want to sleep on the couch I had better rejoin my wife and went back into the ball room. We had been outside lost in our conversation for over 30 minutes.
I looked all over and couldn't spot Cyn so I went back to our table, thinking she would show up soon. I got to our table and one of Cyn's co-workers, Judy, told me that I should find Cyn. Judy said that she had seen Tony and two other guys walking down the hall with Cyn in between them. It looked like she was having trouble walking and Tony had his arm around her sort of pushing her along.
Rushing out of the room, I was thinking that I couldn't believe how stupid Tony was. Maybe more than talk was necessary to get through to him. I was checking to doors to the meeting rooms along the hallway until I found one that was unlocked. The idiots should have locked the door behind them; it would cost them.
They had Cyn stretched out on her back over one of the tables. She was telling them no and to leave her alone but her voice was slurred, almost like she was drunk and she was feebly trying to push them away. Two of them were holding her arms and good ole Tony was standing between her legs. He was running his hands up her legs pushing her dress up as he went higher up her legs. One of the other assholes had pulled the top of Cyn's dress down baring one of her breasts.
I lost control and the old J.J. came out of hiding. My training in the Marines taught me that you put multiple targets temporarily out of commission and then deal with each one separately. With a roar, I charged Tony and pulled him away from my wife. I'm not sure but I must have hit him because he was laying on the floor as I advanced on the other two.
One of them tried to run but never made the door. He was the one I hit with the chair and he went down too. The other one was a macho ass and thought he was king shit. He braced up to meet me but he was shortly laying face down on the floor. I was disappointed that he wasn't more of a challenge because I had a lot of anger to bleed off.
Tony had just stood up when I turned back to him. I kicked his leg right at the knee and went into a search and destroy mode. In my battle rage, I decided that this man was going to pay big time for assaulting my wife. I really believe that I would have killed him if Cyn hadn't started sobbing and calling my name. Cyn needed me, I thought and I can deal with this piece of shit later. I went to my wife to help her.
The door banged open and Judy, Steve Williams, and a couple of hotel security guys rushed in. I told them what I saw when I came into the room and my reaction to it. One of the young security guards told me that they would have to hold me until the police arrived and they could sort it all out.
"Son, I don't believe I'm going to allow you to hold me right now. I need to get my wife out of here and to an ER." I nodded at Judy and Steve and continued, "they know where I live and the police can pick me up there or at the hospital later tonight."
I guess the look in my eyes convinced the guard that he didn't get paid enough to go head to head with a deranged husband and he backed off. Judy helped me get Cyn dressed again; I picked her up and carried her to the car. Thank god I used valet parking when we arrived because the car was waiting in front of the hotel. I guess Steve or someone had it brought around.
On the trip to the medical center, Cyn was crying and apologizing to me. Her voice was slurred and she had a little trouble keeping her head up. I knew she was drugged rather than drunk because we hadn't been separated long enough for her to get this wasted. Besides, Cyn usually nursed one drink all night.
At the hospital Cyn was taken into a trauma room and I wasn't allowed to go with her. A doctor came to me for information and I explained what happened. I told him that I stopped it before she was raped but I was worried that the men may have drugged her. A nurse took me to a waiting area and shortly I was able to join Cyn.
She was sleeping and in spite of the evening's events looked like an angel. Her hair was spread out on the pillow and her face was as peaceful as a child's. The same nurse that took me to the waiting area came in, made an adjustment to an IV in Cyn's arm and smiled at me.
"Your wife is sleeping right now; we gave her a sedative to help calm her down. We're doing a blood test to check for drugs but in the mean time we've given her a general spectrum antidote. Her speech patterns and reactions led us to believe that she has been given Rohypnol, the date rape drug. She's not in any danger and depending on the blood work you should be able to take her home in three or four hours. Now just relax, I don't want to have to treat another member of this family." She smiled at me and then noticed my hands; they were in a hell of a mess.
"I guess I spoke too soon, yours hand need treatment. Here sit down and let me look at them," she ordered. She reminded me of my Gunnery Sergeant. The hands were okay, just some cuts and swelling. I knew that the police weren't far behind me and that I needed to take action.
In the waiting room as I took my cell phone out, Judy and Steven came in. I explained that Cyn was okay and what was going on. Steve told me that the police had arrested Tony and the other two and he thought they were on their way to talk to me.
I asked Judy to make sure that Cyn got home if I had to leave with the police and then I called Sam. He agreed to met Cyn and Judy at our apartment and stay with them until I could get home. I didn't want Cyn to be at home alone and I knew she liked and trusted Sam. Judy told me that she would stay with Cyn too.
The next call was to my dad, it was 11PM but he was still awake. Again I related the events of the evening and told him I might need some help. Dad told me that he and my mom would be on the road in the next 20 minutes and be in the city before daylight. They would check at the hospital first and go on to my place if Cyn had been released.
One more call, this time to my attorney. Tom Jensen was a customer, a friend, and a fishing buddy. He was the one that found our lakeside cabin for us; it was part of an estate and we got a good deal on it. Tom had a quite reputation in legal circles. He was nicknamed Attila the Hun because of his all or nothing take no prisoners work for his clients. In the legal community he was considered a bad ass.
I told him what happened, my actions, and that I thought the police would be at the hospital shortly. As I was talking to him I heard someone ask where James Kelley was, it had to be the police. Tom told me to say nothing other than my name and to answer no questions. He said they would take me in at least for questioning and I was to call him when I found out which precinct they took me to and he would be right there.
Okay, I had done all I could do and stepped back to stand by Cyn's bed. The curtain surrounding the trauma area was pulled aside by two police officers. I admitted that I was James Kelley and they placed me under arrest and read me my rights.
One of the cops told me that if it was up to him that he wouldn't have even come looking for me. But Tony had filed a complaint alleging assault on him and his two friends. So they had to arrest me and the detectives would investigate the complaint.
The officers tried to question me but I told them I wanted my attorney and they had to stop. At the station they did talk about what happened at the hotel but they didn't ask me anymore direct questions. Tom arrived about 30 minutes after I called him and I was released on my own recognizance. My experience with the police didn't take more a couple of hours. I called the hospital and was told that Cyn had been released.
She was at home and so were Judy, Sam, and my parents. My dad must have set an overland speed record to get to my place that quickly; I mean a 3 hour drive in just over 2 hours is movin' and groovin' Cyn was feeling much better and when I came in she rushed, well she sort of staggered, into my arms. She was still a little woozy from the drugs. After making sure that we would be okay, Sam went home and gave Judy a ride. Mom and Dad bedded down in one of the spare rooms and Cyn and I were finally able to get to bed.
She fell asleep holding me and I had my arm around her. Every time I tried to move she would whimper and pull me closer. I know it sounds very romantic but my arm fell asleep and the next morning hurt like hell. It was a small price to pay to make my wife feel safe.
The next day a police detective came to our apartment to interview Cyn. She had not been coherent enough the previous evening to discuss the attempted rape. Detective Brogan spent over an hour with us. One question he asked over and over was there a witness to someone putting something in her drink. When he left he motioned for me to follow him out.
"I shouldn't say anything about the investigation but I admire the way you protected your wife. Anyway your wife's blood test showed traces of Rohypnol, Ecstasy, and cocaine," he said.
"I knew Cyn had been drugged. She would have never gone with those guys on her own," I responded. "Now they can be put in jail where they belong."
"They will be release as soon as I make my report, Mr. Kelley," Brogan regretfully told me.
"WHAT? How can they be released? They drugged and tried to rape my wife. How can they be released?" I was totally confused.
"They claim that your wife took the drugs willingly, that she said she wanted to enhance her experience with the three men. The Rohypnol might be questionable, but the Ex and cocaine over ride that consideration. Those drugs made it look like your wife was a party girl." Brogan stopped and put his hand on my shoulder.
"You know, your wife knows, and I know that she was drugged without her knowledge but without witnesses it's just her word against the three of them. There's nothing we can do without more evidence," the detective finished.
I felt the rage building and muttered to myself, "Maybe you need more evidence but I don't."
"Don't do anything stupid Mr. Kelley. Your wife needs you with her not in jail," he cautioned me. Brogan kept looking at me with a hard stare until I nodded my head at him indicating that I wouldn't do anything stupid. At least not right now, I thought.
Two days later my attorney, Tom verified that the three assholes had been released because of lack of evidence. It was Cyn's word against theirs and there were three of them. He also told me that Tony and his buddies had planned to swear out a complaint against me for assault. Tom convinced Tony that the publicity of the trial would hurt his chances at getting a job. So the complaint was dropped.
"Getting a job? I don't understand, he works for the insurance company," I said.
"Not anymore," Tom told me. "It seems that the company has non-fraternization rule and Tony violated it. Even if Cyn had been agreeable to the sex, Tony was her supervisor and the company has rules against that type of thing. Steve Williams didn't wait until Tony was out of jail before he fired him. He wouldn't even let Tony back into his office and had Tony's personal stuff left at the front desk for him."
"It's not enough Tom. He's got to pay for what he tried to do," I told him.
"Let it go J.J., you'll just end up in jail and Cyn needs you with her right now," Tom advised me.
I nodded at Tom the same way I had at Detective Brogan. On the outside it seemed that I agreed with them, on the inside I wasn't sure I could let Tony get away with what he had tried to do. I'll let it alone for now I thought.
The one thing I couldn't understand was why Tony thought he could get away with what he tried. After our little meeting he knew that I would come after him with guns a blazing, so to speak. It didn't make sense. I had mentioned all this to Judy. Understanding came about three weeks later when I met Judy for lunch at her request.
The gossip grapevine can give you a lot of information if you can wade through it. Judy told me that a friend at work had a friend who hung out at the same bar that Tony Johnson did. The friend of a friend said that Tony was bragging that he had planned to take pictures of Cyn being screwed and send them to me.
He believed that when I saw Cyn seeming to be enjoying herself that I wouldn't believe her denials and would leave her. Now I understood why he thought he could get away with his plan. I still hadn't made up my mind on the question of Tony Johnson.



*****************
Four months had passed since the incident and our life has gone back to wonderful. Cyn and I were trying to start our family and enjoying the efforts to get pregnant. If I could have seen the future I might have stayed home that evening instead of going to have a drink with Sam.
Sam wanted me to meet his main squeeze, a bartender at a sort of dance club on the other side of the city. I went with Sam to meet Sally and could understand why Sam, the confirmed bachelor, was talking about getting married. Sally was very pretty and very feisty; she was a good fit for Sam.
I was sitting at our table and Sam had gone for another round when I saw him. Tony was across the dance floor at a table with the same two jerks that had been with him that night. Remembering my promise to Cyn to stay out of trouble I tried to ignored Tony.
Sam came back, set down the drinks, and said, "Did you see……?"
"Yup, I saw him," I answered.
"Let's go J.J., you don't need any trouble. Let's go."
"I'll be damned if I let him run me out of anywhere. I'm going to finish my drink and then I'm going home to my wife," I told him. And that was what I planned on doing. But Tony actions wouldn't let me leave.
Sam kept trying to get me to leave. I finished my drink, nodded at Sam, and we started for the door. Tony hadn't seen me and picked that moment to start bragging to his friends that he was going to set up a girl at his apartment complex so they could all have some fun.
"We'll be successful this time guys. This woman doesn't have a husband like that last bitch we tried it on four months ago," Tony bragged to his cronies. "I may still take another run at that one; I don't like having unfinished business."
Until that moment I had planned to just leave and not pay any attention to Tony, but that all changed with his last statement. I relived that evening in my mind and felt the same battle rage building up in me. Walking over to Tony's table I came up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. He turned to see who wanted his attention.
"Remember me asshole? " I asked as I backhanded him across his face and knocked him to the floor. That's when his two friends jumped me.
I won't go into a lot of detail about the fight but will say that it didn't last very long. When it was over there were three unconscious men, two on the floor and one spread out on a table. Sam grabbed my arm to stop me from going after Tony again. I thought he was another of Tony's crowd and almost attacked him before I realized who he was. He was able to get through to me and pull out the door toward the car.
Sam and I were just walking out the door when the police arrived. It took a few minutes but I was able to convince the cops that Sam hadn't been involved. Sally and another bartender confirmed my story to the officers so I was the only one arrested.
*****************
"That was my second time in this charming little cell," I explained to Dale. "That's when I met you, my friend."
"What kind of sentence did you get for kicking that guys ass?"
"I was lucky, the judge was aware of Tony's escape from prosecution for the drugging and attempted rape of my wife. My attorney Tom had filled him in on the circumstances just before my hearing. I guess that Judge Collins should have disqualified himself; his sister was drugged and raped so he was sort of on my side.
Anyway, the judge sentenced me to 30 days for disturbing the peace and destruction of private property. But he suspended the sentence and ordered me to do 50 hours of community service."
My friend the jailer was back with more coffee for both Dale and I. After he left I continued my story.
"The judge also ordered me to pay for the damages at the club. Apparently I broke three or four chairs and a table; funny about that I don't remember breaking them."
Okay, that explains when we met but what are you doing back here again? Not that I mind the company, but I'm curious," Dale said.
"That's another part of the story," I told him with a smile.
*******************
My wife was a little upset with me for jumping Tony. She was even more upset with me being arrested and told me so when she picked me up from the jail.
"I thought you had better sense than to start a fight with three guys. You could have been seriously hurt," she said.
I was going to mention that I had jumped those same three guys the night that I saved her, but stopped myself. Cyn had gotten over what happened that night but she didn't need to be reminded of it.
"Cyn, it was okay. It was just Tony and his two cronies. It's not like they were dangerous or anything," I said in my defense. Later I got another chewing out when the judge said I had to pay for the damages and do the community service.
"I'm going to punish you too," Cyn informed me. "You won't be making love to me until you complete your community service. Maybe that will keep you from getting all Rambo like again.
Just for the record, that planned punishment only lasted about 4 days. Cyn came to bed nude one night, snuggled up against me and told me that she hadn't done anything wrong so she shouldn't be the one to be punished. Whatever, both of my sentences were suspended. I was a lucky man.
My luck continued to hold. Our lives are just about as good as it gets. Cyn and I get closer every day, my business is growing, and she is a department head at her company now.
**************
"That's great J.J.," Dale said. "But what are you doing in jail again if everything is so good? Did you go after that Tony asshole again?"
"Tony wasn't involved this time. In fact I never saw him again after that night at the bar. The grapevine says that he decided that another city would be a better place to live. I heard he told a couple of people that he didn't want to take the chance of running into me again. I guess I made a lasting impression on him."
"So why did you get arrested?" Dale was very curious.
"Drunk and disorderly," I answered with a grin.
"No shit, you too?" Ain't that funny, both of us here on the same charge? What happened."
"Well, I never could drink too much because I go from sober to party animal very quickly. So I don't partake often; you know a few now and then to be sociable, but I had one or two or maybe six or eight too many tonight. I was celebrating and got a little carried away. I was standing on a table yelling at everybody to have a drink. The bartender didn't like it and when I wouldn't calm down he called the cops. And here I am," I finished.
"How did you get that cut on your forehead?" Now Dale was really curious.
"Apparently I fell off the table and hit my head on the back of a chair; I really don't remember because things are little fuzzy to me." I reached up to touch the small bandage.
"So what were you celebrating?"
"My wife is visiting her parents on their farm; she wanted to visit and talk with her mom. I thought it strange that they couldn't talk over the phone but you know women. Cyn is too impatient to keep anything to herself for long so instead waiting until she got home; she called me with the news." I paused for effect because Dale was so interested in my story and was almost panting waiting for me to continue.
"Damn it J.J., don't leave me hanging. What news?" He demanded.
"I guess all the hard work we put in trying to have a baby paid off. Cyn is pregnant and in about seven months the Kelley clan will be enlarged by two. We're having twins. You know, celebrating twice as hard isn't easy!"
Quote from the Englishman: Life goes on.
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I'm sure you have all heard the old cliché "It got so quiet you could've heard a pin drop".
When I walked through the door of Kelly's Bar, it didn't get that guiet but damn near it. There was a large crowd of regulars and the noise level went from a loud party roar to an almost church service quiet.
The reason the reduction in the noise level was sitting in a back booth with another man or maybe I should her new man. The bar crowd was almost silent with only a few muted whispers, waiting for the confrontation between me and her. I'm Jake Connors and the people were waiting to see what I was going to do.
The her mentioned is Jackie Sanders and until two weeks ago, she was my fiancée. Billy something another was the asshole she was with but he didn't really matter; he was just the guy she was using to piss me off.
I walked to the bar and Kelly slid a glass with three fingers of Jack Daniels down the bar to me. He knows what I drink because I've been a favored customer for a lot of years; especially in the last couple of weeks.
Kelly's was my hangout and I had been coming in at least once a week after work for the last several years. The last two weeks I had been in Kelly's every night. I was trying to drink my way through his supply of Jack Daniels.
I know alcohol doesn't solve any problems and the problems are still there the next day or whenever you sober up. What alcohol can do is help you forget while you're drinking. I needed to forget what happened between Jackie and me at least for a little while.
If I didn't dull my senses with alcohol my mind went round and round with questions. How could she do that to me? Why would she do that? Do I do something to cause her actions? And so on, round and round, with no concrete answers.
Half of my drink disappeared quickly and I leaned against the bar looking at the mirror behind it. That mirror gave me a perfect view of that back booth and the two people sitting in it. Jackie saw me standing at the bar and through the mirror I could see her watching me.
I had to admit Jackie looked good. She must have dressed especially nice just to yank my chain. She had on a dark green skirt that finished about three inches above her knees. It showed a lot of leg because she was 5 feet 10 and had beautiful legs that went all the way up to her ass and back.
She had on some kind of frilly top that showed enough cleavage to tease a guy. The light green color complimented her auburn hair, blue eyes, and her freckles. I knew from experience that she had freckles on some of the more interesting parts of her body.
Add to this package the fact that her face was classically beautiful and Jackie was a walking wet dream. When she walked across a room most men and some women would watch her glide past. The way she looked tonight was just another knife in my heart.
I downed the rest of the Jack, pushed off the bar, and started toward Jackie and her friend.
"Jake?" Kelly said with a worried voice.
"I know Kelly. I'm just going to talk to her that's all."
"C'mon Jake, I don't want my place smashed up," he pleaded.
"It's okay Kelly, I'm just gonna talk. I'll walk away before any trouble starts. Just like the last time." I tried to reassure him.
Last week when Jackie came in looking for me I told her to stay the fuck away from me and to stay away from Kelly's. I was afraid I would lose my cool and before she could say anything I left the bar. I wasn't gonna leave this time.
As I walked closer it was obvious that I was upset and the guy started to stand up.
I wouldn't want to be sitting down looking up at an angry me either. I'm 6 feet 4 and about 230 pounds of muscle. My hard body and muscles come from hard work not the gym. I work construction and like the most guys in my line of work, I'm in good physical shape. I have grey eyes that become laser like when I'm mad and right now they were boring holes into the shit head sitting with Jackie.
"Sit down," I ordered him as I got to their booth. He sat back down but looked at me with a smirk.
"Hello Jackie, I see you brought the asshole with you this time," I said. The guy started to say something but stopped when I held up my hand, again with a smirk showing on his face.
I turned to Bill and said, "Friend, this is between Jackie and me. Just stay out of it, okay?" I really didn't think macho man would mind his own business but I hoped I could say what I wanted to say without any trouble.
"Look Jackie, I told you last week to stay away from me and stay away from Kelly's. I don't want to see you and I especially don't want to see you with your lover. "
"This is a public bar and I can come in if I want to," she replied defiantly.
"Isn't it bad enough that you fucked me over just before our wedding but now you want to rub it in by bringing your asshole lover in here?" I wasn't a happy camper.
"Why don't you find another bar then, I like it here," Jackie goaded me. "And I'll, I mean we'll keep coming until you talk to me."
"You don't want to talk; you want to justify your actions. What you don't understand is that I don't care why; it's enough that you did. This is my hangout and has been for years. You don't care about Kelly's; you just want to rub it in that you're with this dipshit now. I promise you won't like what happens if you keep coming in here." I kept my word to Kelly and turned to walked away.
Mr. Macho wouldn't let it go. "Hey dick wad, now I've got a few things to tell you." He came out of the booth and stood, holding Jackie's hand.
I turned to face him and had to admit, the guy was good looking. He wasn't as big as me, only about 6 feet and probably 190 pounds but he did have a presence about him. Wearing a nice sports jacket, shirt and designer jeans, he was a picture off the front cover of GQ magazine. Designer jeans for Christ sake, I thought.
"What do you want Mr. GQ?" I said to goad him a little.
"First whatever concerns Jackie concerns me; we're friends. Second, you don't order her or me around; we'll go anywhere we want, when we want. And Third, I'm a third degree black belt and you don't scare me." Now he was really smirking and stepped closer to me.
I don't know what he was thinking. Maybe his marital arts training gave him confidence, maybe he thought showing that he wasn't afraid of me would make me back down or maybe he was just showing off for Jackie.
Jackie warned him saying, "Bill don't, he's like a dangerous animal when he's in this mood."
"Well Mr. GQ, you better listen to your "friend" because your mouth is writing checks your body can't cash. Take a piece of good advice and get out of my face," I said. That's when he hit me.
I've got to admit, he was very fast and I didn't see it coming. He hit me right on the nose and when I took a step back, he hit me again. More surprised than anything, I tripped on a chair and fell on my ass. As I fell I pulled a table and a couple of chairs with me.
Bill was standing in some kind of "kung fu" stance with a big grin when I got up. As I stood I threw one of the broken chairs at him. When he ducked the chair, I kicked him in the nuts. Not very sporting I know but in the area I grew up in you did whatever was necessary to win.
He doubled over and I grabbed his hair, lifted his head, and hit him with my ham like fist. It was his turn to hit the floor. I had wanted to nail this asshole for some time but I restrained myself; I was afraid that I would kill him if I kept going. Jackie was screaming as I knelt down to him and picked his head up again.
"One thing they forgot to teach you at the dojo Billy Boy, every once in awhile you run into somebody you shouldn't fuck with. I'm that guy." I dropped his head, stood up, and looked at Jackie.
"You're the one that should be lying there bitch. This is your fault. Now get this piece of shit and get out before you join him," I ordered. Normally I would never hit a woman, but my resolve was being tested here.
Jackie stared at me with anger and something I was surprised to see...sadness. She had knelt down to Bill and said "Damn you Jake. Why won't you listen?" She helped Bill get to his feet and supported him out the door.
I went back to the bar and Kelly met me with another drink. "I enjoyed the show big guy, even if you did break some fixtures," he said with a smile.
"Sorry about the breakage, I tried to walk away," I answered. "I'll pay for the damage."
"Naw, that asshole knocked you into the table, he's the one that should pay. Don't worry about it."
I was working on my next drink when the police and the EMTs arrived. The police came up behind me and ordered me to stand up, put my hands on the bar, and told me that I was under arrest. Before they could handcuff me, I had at least 30 people explaining that I was defending myself.
They asked Kelly if he wanted to make a complaint because of the fight and the broken fixtures, but he just laughed and told them no way.
The EMT that was working on me said that someone had called them and they called the police when they heard that it was a bar fight. He told me I needed to go to the ER because my nose was broken and the cut over my eye needed stitches. It wasn't the first time that my nose had been broken. Bill must have tagged me pretty good. I don't know because it was just a blur after he hit me.
I promised to go to the hospital when I finished my drink and the EMT laughed. His partner came in from outside and said that the guy out side had a broken nose too. He also said that Bill's nuts were going to be sore for several days.
Even exchange, I thought. Maybe I even got the best of it because he wouldn't be fucking Jackie for awhile, but then again neither would I. Looking at myself in the mirror, at the swollen nose and the cut over my eye I thought back over the events that led me to my current physical state.
********************
My mother was a single parent; my dad just disappeared when I was eight. Mom and my grandmother raised me and my older brother James who was twelve. Although we never had a lot of money, we always had clean clothes for school, enough to eat, and a decent place to live.
The neighborhood we lived in wasn't the inner city but it wasn't far from it. It was a tough area for a boy to grow up in and a lot of my friends and kids I knew got into trouble with the law. The only reason that James and I stayed on the straight and narrow was because of my mom and grandma.
I wasn't afraid of the police or jail, I was afraid to disappoint my "ladies". I could have taken punishment or jail but I couldn't take the look of disapproval that they would have had if I got into trouble for stealing or something. I know James felt the same way.
James waited until he was seventeen and with Mom's permission enlisted in the Marine Corp. He came home for two weeks after his boot camp and I didn't see him again until I was a senior in high school, a period of four years. Then it would be several years before I saw him again.
My "ladies" made sure that I studied and learned something while I was in school. After high school there wasn't the money needed for college so I joined the military like my brother. I enlisted for four years. For some reason, maybe my size, I was assigned to the Corp of Engineers after basic and AIT. That's where I learned about construction and grew to like it.
My first sergeant liked me because I always hustled, worked hard, and would step in to help on any project even if it wasn't my specialty. He thought I was a virgin and decided to include sex education to my learning process. . I mean why pass up pussy when it's shoved in your face, right? I didn't tell him that I lost my virginity when I was sixteen, maybe actively gave it away is closer to what happened.
My tour was coming to an end and the Army offered me a reenlistment bonus to reup but I turned it down. I wanted to go home and see my mom and grandma, get a job, and help them financially the way they had helped me.
So I said good bye to the Army and the engineers and went home. I got lucky and landed a construction job as an apprentice rough carpenter. Later I branched out into other construction specialties and became an all around type of guy. Three years later I met Jackie.
We met at the bank where she worked as a teller. I needed someplace to cash my checks and a friend took me to the bank to set up an account. Jackie was the teller that handled my first transaction and pretty soon I would wait in line just to get to talk to her for a few minutes.
Other tellers would motion me over to help me but I waited for Jackie. I waited and got up my nerve and after two months of seeing and talking to her once a week, I finally asked her if she would go to a movie with me.
"I was beginning to think that I would have to ask you," Jackie said with a smile. "I would love to go to movie with you."
Jackie and I dated at least once a week, sometimes more, for the next three months. After our sixth date she invited me into her apartment. I didn't leave until the next day. Jackie was everything a man could want in the bedroom. Not only was she drop dead gorgeous, Jackie was wildly uninhibited in bed.
She like oral sex, both giving and receiving; me too. Jackie liked to be taken from behind doggy style; I like to do her that way too. She enjoyed being on top or bottom, in fact there wasn't much that she didn't like sexually; me too.
She still had a few dates with other men but we hadn't said anything about not dating others so I didn't feel like I could bring it up. It did eat at me to think that she might be doing the same things in bed with other guys that she did with me.
We were going out to dinner on Friday after she got off work and maybe some dancing on Saturday evening. I planned to tell her that I was falling in love with her and wanted us to only date each other while we were at dinner Friday evening.
Jackie and were having an after dinner drink and I thought this would be a good time to make my suggestion. Before I could say anything, Jackie said something that blew me away.
"Jake I know we were supposed to go dancing tomorrow night but I'm going to have to cancel. Something came up and I can't go. I'm really sorry and I'll make it up to you," Jackie said. She acted like she really hated to cancel.
"Okay, I guess we can go dancing next Saturday. What came up anyway?" I didn't read anything into the cancellation, I was just curious.
Jack looked down at the table and didn't say anything. Either she didn't hear me or she doesn't want to answer I thought. I was getting a bad vibe about this broken date.
"Jackie what came up?" I repeated more forcefully.
She sighed and looked at me. "One of the other guys I date sometimes has an emergency and I'm going to help him."
"What kind of emergency and how can you help?" The bad feeling was getting stronger. I don't think I'm going to like this, I thought.
"Well, Bill is going to an awards dinner for his company tomorrow night and his date got the flu or something and can't go. So he asked me to go in her place and I told him I would," Jackie was hesitant with her answer.
"Why do you have to go? Why can't he go by himself?"
"It would look funny if he went alone, I mean his boss and everybody will be there," she explained. "It could hurt his career; I mean it would look like he didn't care enough to get a date."
"Let me get this straight now. You're going to break a date with me that we made over a week ago so that you can go out with another guy that just asked you yesterday. Is that about right Jackie?" I think the sarcasm showed in my tone.
"It's not like that Jake. This is an emergency," she said in her defense.
"It's exactly like that. I'm sure glad that one of his female fuck buddies didn't get sick, you'd probably consider that an emergency and want to help out with that too."
She was shocked that I reacted the way that I did. Jackie apparently thought I would just roll over and accept this bullshit.
I motioned for the check, paid the bill, and stood up. "C'mon, I brought you here and I'll get you back to your place. After that, you're on your own," I told Jackie.
The ride home was less than comfortable. Jackie tried to talk to me and explain again why she "just had to help" Bill. I never made a comment, or answered her questions, or said a word on the entire trip.
I pulled up in front of her apartment, reached across her, and opened the door.
"Aren't you coming in tonight Jake?"
"You've got to be shittin me Jackie. Get out," I said with more force than I intended. She got out and I peeled rubber getting away.
Jackie called me on Sunday morning. When I realized it was her I hung up without saying a word. She called back and I let the machine answer. Jackie left a long message on the machine saying that going to the dinner with Bill wasn't a romantic thing; she was just helping him. She said she cared about me, that we needed to talk and please call her. When she finished I erased the message.
The next two weeks when I went into the bank to cash my checks, I made it a point to go to any teller but Jackie. If her window was available I would stand in line at another window. If she motioned me over to her window, I ignored her. Twice she came out from behind her counter and tried to talk to me and both times I walked out of the bank. I just plain didn't want to talk to her.
Some people will say I was acting childish. They will say that I should talk to her. To those people I say fuck you. You weren't the one that was shit on. It wasn't pride, it was anger that she would screw me around the way she did.
Three weeks to the day when I came off a job site, Jackie was leaning on the fender of my truck. Damn it, I thought, how did she find out where I was. I put my gear in the bed of the truck and opened the driver's door.
"Jake," she almost shouted. "You've got to talk to me sometime."
"No I don't," I replied and got into the truck.
"Are you going to just leave me here? I caught a ride with a friend and don't have a way back to the city," she was concerned. "Can you at least give me a ride back to my place?"
Oh hell I said to myself, I can't leave her out here. I motioned for her to get into the truck and took her home. Every time Jackie tried to talk I would hold up my hand or shake my head no. She finally got the hint and kept quiet. We got to her place and I reached across her and opened the door. When I sat back up, Jackie reached across and grabbed my truck keys and jumped out of the truck.
"Now you're going to talk to me or you're just going to have to sit there," she said with a self satisfied smirk.
I got out of my truck, went to the wheel well and got the magnetic key holder that held an extra key to my truck. Holding it up so Jackie could see I climbed back into the cab and started the engine.
"Jake, please. This isn't fair," she pleaded.
She's right; it was time to put an end to this. I looked at her and nodded.
"Go ahead talk," I told her.
"Come inside and I'll make you coffee or a drink," she asked.
I sat in the truck for a few seconds and said, "I'm good, start talking."
"That night with Bill wasn't what you think. He just needed a companion that evening; it wasn't a romantic date," she told me. "We didn't do anything but go to the dinner and come straight home."



"Yeah, but what did you do when you got home?" I asked with a nasty look.
Jackie was shocked and threw my keys at me. "Fuck you Jake," she yelled and turned to enter her apartment.
"I'm sorry," I shouted at her. "That was uncalled for and I apologize. Please come back and let's settle this." I realized that I had stepped over the line with that last comment.
She calmed down and said, "I don't understand why you got so upset. I told you it was an emergency situation."
"No Jackie. An emergency is when Bill calls and says he cut off a finger or hand, please come take me to the hospital. An emergency is when he calls and says he's fallen and broken his leg and needs your help. Those are emergencies; Bill needing a date is not an emergency." I got out and stood in front of Jackie.
"Don't you understand? When you broke our date to go out with him, no matter what the reason, you were saying that I didn't count with you as much as he does. I wasn't very happy that you were dating other guys anyway and then you tell me that I'm not important enough for you to keep your date with me." I hadn't realized until just then how hurt I had been by Jackie's actions. The anger I knew about but the hurt was a surprise.
Jackie apologized again and she got me to talk some more. She finally got me to go inside for coffee. Then she talked me into staying for dinner. I didn't leave again until the next morning. Yeah I know I'm a wimp. What can I say? I was about half ass in love with her and when she came out of her room wearing nothing but high heels, my little head took control. Jackie hadn't changed in the three weeks that I hadn't seen her; she was still a sexual dynamo.
The Army and then the construction crews taught me a lot. They taught me a good work ethic, they taught me to do the job right and they taught me to be dependable. They didn't teach me how to deal with women. So I took her back.
Jackie and I become exclusive or were going steady or whatever you want to call it. We didn't date other people. This continued for about six months. She never broke another date with me, but there were a few nights that she couldn't go out. She was visiting her mother or having a girl's night out or some other innocent sounding reason.
Jackie and I didn't move in together but spent very few nights apart. I thought if this is what married life is like, I'm all for it. I bought an engagement ring and proposed to her in Kelly's after a movie. Not the most romantic setting but Jackie must have liked it. She said yes through her tears. We planned to get married in three months and I was looking forward to being a family and maybe having kids.
The month after I proposed I began to hear little things concerning Jackie. On more than one occasion a couple of the guys that I worked with would kid me about Jackie and me having an open relationship. I took it all as a joke until Rose saw me at Kelly's one night and sat down to talk to me. Jackie was on one of her girl's nights and I was there alone.
Rose is a friend and is Jeff's sister; Jeff is one of the guys I work with and a good friend. I had dated Rose a few times before I started dating Jackie. Rose is a good looking gal but there wasn't a spark there so we decided to be buddies.
"Where's Jackie tonight?" Rose asked with more than normal curiosity.
"Hey Rose. She's out with some girls from the bank again. I think I'll have to put a stop to that after we're married." I laughed.
"Jake, you better check your woman. She's doing stuff that an engaged girl shouldn't be doing," Rose sadly told me.
"What are you talkin about Rose?" Normally I don't pay any attention to gossip or rumors, but Rose was a close friend.
She hesitantly told me that three or four times in the last two months she had seen Jackie at Bailey's and she wasn't alone. Rose told me that Jackie was sitting with a good looking, well dressed guy and they seemed to be more than casual acquaintances.
This guy and Jackie would dance very close and seemed to be really into each other. Rose said that they didn't do anything raunchy but she didn't think it would pass the boyfriend test.
"I'm sorry as hell Jake, but you're my friend and I don't like seeing you get screwed over," Rose finished.
I thanked Rose, finished my drink, and left. If it had been anybody other than Rose, I would have just brushed it off. It was only about 10 PM and I wondered if I should check up on Jackie. I remembered Jackie's emergency date with Bill and the fact that her nights out with the girls didn't start until we got back together.
Before I knew it I was in Bailey's parking lot; I guess I had made the decision to check up on her. Bailey's is a large club on the other side of town. Inside the place a bar ran down one wall separated from the tables around the dance floor by a chest high divider. The place was fairly crowded for a week night but I found a place at the bar where I could see the dance floor.
It didn't take long to spot Jackie; she had just finished dancing and came back to a table with several other people at it. There were two guys at the table; three counting the guy that Jackie had been dancing with. Mostly it was girls that Jackie worked with. Nothing wrong with that I thought; man was I wrong.
Jackie and her dance partner sat down side by side at the table. The guy said something to Jackie, put his arm around her, and pulled her to him. She smiled at him and kissed him. It wasn't a peck on the cheek but a full fledged, stick your tongue down the throat kiss.
Jackie was wearing a little summer dresser held up by two straps leaving her shoulders almost bare and showing a lot of cleavage. After the kiss the guy hand was sort of hanging over her shoulder and his fingers would brush the top of her breast now and then. Jackie was rubbing his leg and appeared to love the attention.
Rose was right; Jackie's actions wouldn't pass the boyfriend test.
Finishing my drink, I pushed myself off the bar and started toward Jackie and her friend. I had no intentions of starting trouble but I wasn't going to put up with this shit. Our engagement was over and I wanted my ring back, at least that's what I told myself. But I also hoped that her buddy and/or his two friends would want to get involved. That would be just fine with me.
Just before I rounded the room divider, my friend Jeff stepped in front of me. He grabbed my arm and tried to pull me away toward the door. I shook his hand off and turned back toward Jackie and her friends.
"Jake, don't," Jeff said. "If you go over there will be trouble and you don't need it."
"I'm not going to start anything. I just want my ring back from that bitch and I'm going to get it. No trouble, I'll just get my ring and tell Jackie that we're over," I explained.
"Bullshit. Your eyes have that crazy look in them. If you go over there one of those guys will say something and all hell will break loose. They'll end up in the hospital if their lucky and you'll end up in jail; maybe for a long time. You don't' need that."
I listened to Jeff and then started to push by him saying, "Stay out of it Jeff. If I have to put you down to get around you I will."
He shook his head, stepped back and said, "I can't believe that you're going to let that cheating bitch ruin your life. You're an idiot, go ahead."
I stepped around Jeff and found Rose standing in my way.
"Are you going to put me down too, Jake? That's what you'll have to do because I'm not letting you go to jail tonight." Rose stared at me defiantly with her hands on her hips. "I knew you would come here, I could see it in your eyes. I called Jeff and we decided to follow you and keep you out of trouble."
I hesitated and stared back at Rose. If the situation hadn't have been so sad, it would have been funny. This little girl about 5 feet 6 standing in front of this 6 foot 4 behemoth; trying to stop him from making a bad mistake.
It's nice to have good friends. Rose had shocked me into thinking and not reacting. She and Jeff were right, if I went over there someone was going down.
Jeff and Rose convinced me to confront Jackie in a more private setting, preferably when she was alone. Good idea, I knew I would never physically harm Jackie and I could get my ring back. That was cut in stone, I wanted my ring and I wanted shed of Jackie.
On my way home the more I thought about it, the more I didn't want the situation to continue any longer than necessary. I drove to Jackie's place and parked a couple of houses away to wait for her. She shouldn't be very late because she had to work tomorrow.
If she came home alone, I would get my ring and tell her to go to hell. If she came home with that guy and he wanted to get involved, that was his problem. Either way, it would be settled tonight.
About midnight a car parked in front of her apartment and Jackie and the dude from the club got out. They walked hand in hand to her door. Jackie turned to say good night and in the next minute they were making out.
There was no doubt, they were swapping tongues and grinding against each other. If it's possible to fuck with your clothes on, those two were doing it. After five minutes or so, Jackie pushed him away, smiled, and said something to him that made him laugh. She unlocked her door and turned back toward him.
Some guys would have went belly up and been all torn up by seeing what they were doing. Some guys would wait and get pictures or other evidence to use in confronting their cheating partners. And some guys would do what I did.
I didn't hesitate and went right to Jackie's door. They didn't notice me at first and then Jackie looked over the guy's shoulder and saw me. She let out a small scream and stepped further away from her friend. Of course I heard the classic line.
"Jake, what are you doing here?"
"I'm breaking up with my lying, cheating, whore of a fiancée. I'll take my ring back bitch." I grabbed her hand and pulled off the engagement ring. Then I heard the rest of the clichéd lines.
"Wait! It's not what it looks like. Bill's just a friend. We weren't doing anything. It doesn't mean anything," Jackie said.
"Bullshit. I saw you and your "friend" at Bailey's Jackie." Her eyes got big and she put her hands up to her face. "Yeah, that's right; I saw the kissing, hugging, and his hand on you. I saw you stroking his leg and loving the attention. I also saw the make out session just now."
As I finished talking to Jackie, Bill put his hand on my arm and told me to get away from her.
"Billy Boy, you wouldn't be here unless she invited you, so I'll give you one warning. Take your hand off me and stay out of this," I told him.
He braced himself to come after me, but before he could do anything Jackie stepped in between us. "Bill, please leave. Don't make things any worse," Jackie pleaded with him.
He stepped back and walked toward his car. "I'll call you tomorrow Jackie," he said, smiling at me.
"Don't leave on my account Billy Boy. Stay, go inside and finish what you two started at the door," I told him. I turned to Jackie and said, "It doesn't matter to me because we're done Jackie.
I walked past Bill and started toward my truck. Jackie was following me crying and trying to get me to talk to her. I never said a word went to my truck, and drove off. Two or three blocks away I had to stop because I was shaking so bad. The anger was boiling inside of me and I needed to calm down before I drove into a tree or ran over someone.
After ten minutes or so, I restarted the truck and headed back to Jackie's. Why I did it, I can't explain but I had to know if Bill stayed or left. I drove past Jackie's and his car was gone. For some reason that made me feel better.
I know it's a cliché but it's true anyway. If you love someone you can't turn it off like a beer tap; no matter what they have done. You may hate them, but you hate them because you love them. I guess that's why I felt better when Bill didn't spend the night at Jackie's.
****************
So here I sit in Kelly's as I finish my Jack Daniels and trying to decide which hospital to give my business to. I promised the EMT that I would go and besides my nose was starting to hurt and my eye was swelling up.
Jackie had called several times after that night at her door, but I refused to talk to her. She would say we needed to talk and I would say no we don't and hang up. I guess she got the message after eight or nine times. That's when she started to come to Kelly's.
Two nights after the dust up, I was in Kelly's having my usual and showing off the stitches over my eye and the bandage on my nose. I was still depending on Jack Daniels to help me get through the nights.
There weren't a lot of people in the bar, maybe 20 or so regulars but it got really quiet all at once. It was the old "you could've heard a pin drop" scenario all over again. I looked into the mirror behind the bar and saw Jackie standing behind me. Oh shit, not again I thought.
"Jake please talk to me," Jackie pleaded. "If you will just talk to me for a few minutes I promise I won't come into Kelly's anymore, if that's what you want."
"Okay Jackie, grab a booth. I'm going to get another drink and then I'll come and talk to you. You want something?"
After getting my drink and a white wine I slid into the booth across from Jackie and said, "By the way, where's Billy Boy? Didn't he want to come with you?" I asked with dripping sarcasm
She smiled a little and answered, "No, he said he never wanted to see you again. I think you destroyed his confidence in his black belt. It was a mistake to bring him with me, but I thought it might goad you into talking to me. Guess I was wrong, huh?"
"You wanted to talk so talk. Let's get this over with." I wanted to get away from her because I didn't want her to see how much I was hurting.
Jackie started with the clichés again. I'm sorry, it didn't mean anything, it wasn't what it looked like and it's you I love. I listened to her spout all the usual bullshit until she wound down after about five minutes.
"Enough! First, you don't cheat on or lie to someone you love. I'll tell you what it looked like. At the club, it looked like you were lovers. At your door, it looked like you two were humping each other like dogs in heat. That's what it looked like. And it did mean something, it meant everything to me. It meant that the woman I loved, my fiancée, the woman I was going to spend the rest of life with was a cheating bitch. No don't start crying now; it's too late for that bullshit."
Jackie had started to cry, loudly. She got control of herself and I continued.
"I was told by several people that you were out partying with some guy on you girl's nights out, but I didn't believe the rumors and gossip. I didn't want to believe that my lady would do that. It wasn't until a close friend told me she saw you that I knew you were cheating." I stopped to take a drink and Jackie jumped in.
"But I didn't cheat. I didn't sleep with Bill; we just danced and fooled around a little. Maybe I did let things go too far that night, but I wasn't going to sleep with him. I wasn't Jake," she told me.
"It isn't just the night that I caught you, although that's a big part of it. You used your girl's nights as an excuse to spend time with Bill and lied to me about it. The first time you lied to me, you cheated. The first time you let him hold you too close as you danced, you cheated. The first time you hugged him or the first time you kissed him, you were cheating." Now I was the one that had to get control of myself; I was getting mad all over again.
"The fact that you didn't sleep with him doesn't change the fact that you were cheating Jackie. I believe that you would have screwed him if things kept on the way they were. The next time you probably would have invited Bill in. Let me ask you something. If you had known I was at Bailey's would you have still acted the way you did with Bill? If I had been at your door would you still have had the make out session that I saw?
Jackie hung her head for a few seconds and then looked over at me. "No, I wouldn't have done any of that if you had been there. It wouldn't have been right and you wouldn't have liked it."
"Then what makes you think it was alright to do that shit behind my back?" I stopped waiting for an answer but she couldn't or wouldn't give me one.
"Okay Jackie, we've had our talk and nothing has changed. You say you love me; well that's your misfortune. I still love you and that's my cross to bear. At least until I can get you out of my heart. Now, I expect you to keep your promise and stay out of Kelly's. Good bye Jackie."
I got up and went back to the bar. Kelly saw me coming and had another drink waiting for me. It took a few minutes but Jackie got up walked past me and out the door. I never saw her or Bill again. I heard later that she quit her job at the bank and moved to the west coast, alone.
******************
Two years have passed since Jackie and I broke up. I still go into Kelly's almost every night, but most of the time I drink club soda or coffee. The Jack Daniels still gets poured for me but only on the weekends and then with moderation. I found I didn't need it after Jackie and I talked that night.
Do I miss her? I certainly miss the sex; she was the best I've ever had before or since. The idea of "us", a family, and the life with someone you love is what I miss.
Am I bitter? No, I don't think so. I still want to get married and have a family but none of the ladies I've met and bedded have touched me in that way. But I keep looking.
I'm still working construction, but I'll have to get out of it in the near future. I fell off a scaffold about a year ago and messed up my knee big time. Right now I can keep working but there will come a time that the knee won't hold up to the abuse.
My brother came home about six months ago with a bum leg; it got shot up in some shit hole third world country. He uses a cane to help him walk but that's okay. James won't have far to walk behind the bar.
You see Kelly wanted to retire so James and I bought the bar. Between the two of us we were able to come up with most of the cash and Kelly financed the rest of it. Maybe I can get into the office and do construction planning or scheduling but even if I can't I'll be okay with my share of the bar. I'm already cutting back on expenses at the bar because I don't have to hire a bouncer.
So here I am, starting a new career and looking for the right woman. In the mean time as an English friend of mine says, life goes on.
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There are some people who say "When life gives you lemons, make lemonade". I say "where the hell is the water and sugar to go with these damn lemons?" I'm not a pessimist, just a realist. It's all well and good to look for a silver lining in the storm but don't forget you have to get through the damn storm to get to it.
Life handed me lemons 21 years ago. I was 25 when life or fate or the gods decided to punch me in the stomach and when I bent over to kick me in the ass and bury me in lemons. This is the story of how I tried to make lemonade for all those years.
****************
By the way, my name is Ray Kelly. For a Computer Science major I keep in good shape by running for a few miles almost every morning to keep my weight under 200.
I was alone and on my own since I was 17. My parents had been killed when I was a senior in high school so I had to work my way through college. I guess I'm not your stereotypical IT nerd.
I had several different jobs during my four years at college. I worked at whatever job was available that paid the most; from a loading dock at UPS to working on the "kill" floor of a slaughter house.
Between my classes and my jobs I didn't have much time for dating but I don't think I would have had too much problem getting dates. I'm not a movie star but at 6 feet with brown hair and blue eyes I was more than presentable. I've been told my best feature was my crazy eyes that seemed to become more piercing, depending on my mood.
Even if I would have had the time, I don't think I would have spent the money for dating; I had to work too hard for it. I guess I became a little shy around women because of my lack of interaction with them.
I was 22 and fresh out of college with a brand new Computer Science degree. The first interview for employment was also my last interview. ABC Construction offered me a position with the company during that meeting.
Maybe I could have found another job but ABC offered a good salary with room for advancement in a company with divisions all over the United States, so I accepted the position in their IT support office located in Clayton, a suburb of St. Louis.
My first day on the job I was very lucky, twice. First my new boss was a really good guy; he wanted me to do well and helped me in every way he could. The second piece of luck was meeting Elizabeth Ann Bailey. She was friendly and very helpful to the new guy too. All in all it was a very good first day.
I saw "Beth" several times a week as our areas of responsibility overlapped. There were no flirting or romantic little asides or lines with double meanings or anything like that. It was just two colleagues working together and enjoying doing so.
One of the reasons that I never thought about "putting a move" on Beth was that I felt she was out of my league. I'm not a bad looking guy but Beth was stunning. She was so beautiful that when she entered room men and some women would stop talking and stare at her. Beth was a brown eyed blond from Amarillo, Texas with long legs and a body just this side of voluptuous.
Her parents had moved from Texas to Missouri when she was twelve. She had been living "up north" for ten years but she still had that Texas drawl in her voice. Words and sayings such as: y'all, hissy fit, walking in tall cotton, and all hat no cattle among others would slip into her conversations. I also used a few "country" sayings as I had grown up in southern Missouri.
Lots of times Beth or I would have to explain what was meant when she or I used one of our down home sayings. It was really funny, some of these "city folk" didn't understand the little girl from Texas or the young man from southern Missouri.
After two months of working together, Beth surprised me one day by joining me at lunch in the company cafeteria. She came into the eating area, looked around, spotted me and headed my way. Beth sat down, looked at me for a long time and then smiled and shook her head.
"You're not going to do it are you? You're going to make me do all the work," she said with a smile.
"I'm sorry Beth, was there something I forget to do?" The last thing I wanted to do was to disappoint her. I was already half ass in love with her.
She shook her head and said, "Well if y'all won't do it, I guess I have to." The look she gave me with her big brown eyes made my heart start beating a little faster.
"What are you talking about?" I was at a loss as to what she was talking about.
"If you won't ask me for a date, I'll just have to ask you. Ray would you like to take me to dinner tomorrow night?" Now Beth was grinning at me as I tried to answer her. "Well would you?"
"I...I... I...," my voice stuttered. It took a few seconds for me to gain control. "Yes I would, very much Beth." I was still surprised at the invitation.
That dinner was the beginning of a romance that built in depth and intensity every time we were together. We learned a lot about each other on our dates; I guess that's what dating is for after all. Politically Beth was a little right of center and I thought she was a little too liberal. Neither of us liked or believed in the politicians in Washington; we thought that the ones on the state level were just as bad.
We liked the same music and the same type of movies; John Wayne and Clint Eastwood were our favorites. Our taste in food was very similar, we both preferred good simple food as opposed to artsy fartsy cuisine. Our tenth date was a weekend trip to my farm in south central Missouri. Well actually it belongs to my older brother Thomas and me. The trip from St. Louis to the farm took about 4 hours.
My parents had left the 600 acres and huge house to us as equal partners. Thomas and his wife, Julie, and their kids Brian and Sally lived on and worked the farm. Beth was a hit with all of my family. My brother told me after our first evening with them that if I let her get away he would shoot me to put me out of my misery.
That first evening, Beth and I were set up in separate rooms. That was my idea because I didn't want Beth to think that I had invited her to the farm just to get her into bed. Everyone went to bed around 11:00 but around midnight Beth tip toed into my room and into my bed. That was the first time that we were intimate. In other words we went at it like bunnies. Beth was enthusiastic and I couldn't have been more excited.
I thought she would sneak back to her room before morning, but she stayed put and said, "Who are we trying to kid?"
The next morning when we awoke in each other's arms, I asked Beth to marry me. I guess the fact that we didn't get out of bed until almost noon was the way that she said yes.
We finally strolled into the kitchen just as Julie was putting lunch on the table for Thomas. They both started to laugh at the look on our faces. I think it embarrassed Beth a little but I was strutting around like a peacock.
Thomas couldn't help himself; he just had to tease me a little. "Y'all might want to oil those squeaky springs on the bed before tonight. I would like to get a little sleep because the noise kept me up most of last night. Oops, bad choice of words I guess."
"Thomas, behave yourself," Julie scolded him laughing as she did.
"Just trying to keep up with you big brother," I teased him back. Beth and Julie giggled and I grabbed Beth in a bear hug. "We are going to get married as soon as possible," I told them.
Our wedding was put together in a hurry for no reason except that we didn't want to wait any longer than necessary. I had only been at ABC for a few months so I couldn't take any time off. If I could have taken a week off and if we had the money to spare we would have gone to Las Vegas and been married there.
We were married at a little church close to the downtown area where we worked. Neither of us had any real deep religious beliefs so we let the minister at the church perform the ceremony. Thomas was my best man and my boss acted as an usher for us. He was as close to a friend as I had at work or otherwise.
Beth's maid of honor was Julie and her kids were the ring bearer and flower girl. The guest list was very small, twenty people at most. Beth walked down the aisle by herself, because her parents were on an extended vacation in Europe and either couldn't or wouldn't come back for her wedding. That surprised and pissed me off.
I think I was more upset about it than Beth. I spent the last six years of my life without parents and I couldn't believe that her folks wouldn't come to their daughter's wedding. They did send a large check as a wedding present. Beth was apparently more upset than she let on.
"If they think they can pay me off like some damn ranch hand, their drilling a dry well." she said. Her eyes were like a cold laser as she looked at the check and then tore it into several pieces. Turning to Julie, she said, "Send the pieces back to them for me please. I'm going to be busy for the next few days."
I realized that as much as I loved her, Beth had depths to her that I hadn't discovered yet. It was the first time I had seen her angry. I hope I never see her anger directed at me, I thought. She would be a handful if she was mad.
We had planned to spend a weekend in a modest motel for our honeymoon because I had no time off available as yet. ABC and my boss wouldn't hear of it. My boss arranged for me to take off Thursday and Friday and the company gave us the use of the suite they kept for visitors at the finest hotel in St. Louis. It was a nice thing for them to do.
The first day back at work we heard all the jokes that newlyweds usually had to put up with. Did you see any of the hotel except for your room and maybe now you two will get some sleep or glad you're back at work so you can get some rest? We heard these and more but didn't care, we smiled and went on doing our jobs.
The first weekend that we could get away after the aftermath of the wedding, we made a return trip to the farm. Beth was the only woman I had ever met that liked to hunt, fish, and camp as much as I did. To her a good time was camping out on a river bank so we could fish all day and make love under the stars.
According to Beth we were happier than a puppy with two peters or pigs in mud; her phrases not mine. But I knew what she meant; I didn't think I could be any happier or more satisfied with my life. We had a few spats and confrontations like all newlyweds. It wasn't all sweetness and light, but mostly it was. And Beth and I never went to bed mad.
One example of the less than wine and roses times was the night of the special dinner. I had seen a recipe for a beef dish in the food section of our daily paper. I cut it out and suggested that it would be something to try. What I didn't realize was that there was a recipe on each side of the piece that I had cut out of the paper.
Beth took an afternoon off, went shopping for the ingredients, and fixed the special dinner for me. She spent over two hours prepping and cooking the meal and set up the dining room table with candles and everything. It was a very nice thing for her to do. Unfortunately she made the wrong dish. She served the dinner and being a stupid male, I asked her, "What's this?"
"That's the dish you pointed out in the paper last week," Beth said, very pleased that she had surprised me and showed me the clipping from the paper.
I must have had a brain fart, because instead of saying thank you, I turned the clipping over, pointed out the other dish, and said, "No, this is the one I wanted."
Now I have no excuse for being so stupid and inconsiderate. My day at work had been, well really bad, but that's no reason to be such an ass, especially where your wife is concerned.
Beth's face got red, not a blush, but an angry red. She picked up the serving plate with the special dish on it, went to our back door, and threw the dinner, plate and all, into the back yard. Beth stomped out of the room and I heard the front door slam.
Maybe it was the dinner being thrown out the back door that clued me in. I had really screwed the pooch this time. Guys use a little common sense before you open your month; if someone, especially your wife, does something nice for you just say thank you. Even if it's not what you wanted or expected, just say thank you. Save yourself a lot of grief. End of sermon.
I went outside to look for Beth but I didn't see her; her car was still there so I knew she hadn't gone far. About an hour later, she came back. She went into the bedroom and slammed the door ignoring me when I tried to apologize and asked her if she was okay.
The smart thing to do is to let her calm down a little before I go talk to her, I thought. I waited for about 30 minutes and then entered the "killing fields" of the bedroom. Beth was still pissed and with a death wish showing in her eyes, she started on me as soon as I walked in.
I apologized and she reamed me some more. Another apology and more reaming. Then I got mad, I guess because she was mad, and I started yelling back at her. This verbal battle lasted for some time. But we had promised never to go to bed angry and we did keep that promise that night. However it took until 2AM before we both said sorry, hugged and kissed, and went to bed. I don't know if we weren't mad anymore or if we were just tired, but we finally got to bed.
This event was the worst argument that we ever had and taught us both a valuable lesson. We never again let our anger override our respect and love for each other. There were still a few little spats but we would take a time out until we could discuss the problem sensibly. A few months later we could talk about that night and laugh at ourselves. But it wasn't funny while it was going on.
One year and eight months after our wedding I found out that there was another level of happiness. Beth and I had a daughter. I think my happiness gland went on the fritz from overwork. Alyssa June, named after my mom and Beth's grandmother, may have been the most beautiful baby ever. I know all parents think that but in this case it was true.
I wasn't one of those husbands that wanted to be in the delivery room with their wife, in fact I would have rather been in an old fashion waiting room. But not to be, I stood by Beth's side as she did her job. I did draw the line at cutting the cord; I told the nurse that I was feeling a little woozy as an excuse and got out of it. Beth and the baby were fine without my participation.
One of the nurses cleaned up the baby, wrapped her in a blanket, and handed her to me. I was supposed to hand her to Beth and then play proud papa. After several minutes the nurse had to remind me to give the baby to Beth; I didn't want to let her go.
I know that if you put your finger in a baby's hand that the baby will grasp your finger, it's a natural reflex for babies. But when Alyssa held on to my finger, I was hooked. That inconsequential little reflex bound me to her for the rest of my life. My heart swelled, I got tears in my eyes, and I lost my voice. Beth beamed at my reaction to our daughter.
Two days later I brought Beth and Alyssa home. Alyssa was a very good baby, her feedings and diaper changes were routine with no unpleasant surprises or drama. She even slept most of the night so that nether Beth or I walked around like zombies due to lack of sleep.
It was a good thing that Alyssa was such a good baby, because I spoiled her rotten. She would be sleeping when I got home from work and I would pick her up. Beth warned me that she had just gotten Alyssa to sleep and that she didn't need to be held. Maybe the baby didn't need to be held but I needed to hold her. After all I had been away from her all day.
Beth understood my feelings and didn't get upset or jealous. She understood that the loss of my parents had something to do with my, well obsession, with Alyssa. Taking care of the baby in the evenings was a good thing, it gave Beth a chance to relax and have some time for herself instead of being a mother on call all the time.
We had called Beth's parents when Alyssa was born but had to leave a message because they were on another long trip. I don't think either one of them were too excited about being known as grandparents.
They sent another large check with a note saying that they would try to fit in a visit sometime in the near future. Beth sent the check back in pieces with her own note telling them not to bother coming because our family didn't need them. They never did come to visit but they did call; however I couldn't get Beth to even talk to them.
*******************
The next three years were a nearly perfect period. I had gotten a couple of promotions at work and our financial world was good. Beth worked out of our home doing medical billing so that she could be there for Alyssa. While Alyssa napped Beth would be on her computer slaving away.
I would get home, play with Alyssa and put her to bed. After wards Beth and I would have dinner and spend some quality time together. Every evening we took the time to talk, snuggle, or make love. Life was good.
Then a whole orchard of lemons got tossed at me.
Thomas and Julie had come to the city for a visit and were staying with us having left their children with a neighbor. Beth had to drop off some hard copies of her work at the home office and left Alyssa with them while she ran her errand. It was only supposed to take about 45 minutes and since Thomas was taking a nap, Julie stayed at the house to take care of Alyssa.
On Beth's way home a drunk driver made sure that I would never have my wife with me again. He ran a red light and T-boned our car; hitting the driver's side and killing Beth. The para medics and the ER staff at the hospital did everything possible but she never made it out of the trauma room. Beth died before the staff could get her stabilized.
I rushed from my office after the police notified me of the accident but she was gone before I could get there. On the way to the hospital I called my brother and he met me in the ER waiting room shortly after I arrived. It was a good thing he was there because I basically shut down when I found out that Beth had left us.
*******************
The next few days were a total nightmare for me. I don't think I would have been able to handle everything without Thomas and Julie. Thomas helped me with making the funeral arrangements and Julie helped me take care of Alyssa.
Julie sat with me as I tried to explain to Alyssa that her mommy wouldn't be with us anymore. How do you explain to a three year old that some drunken asshole took the most important person in our lives away? I finally told Alyssa that although Mommy loved us both very much that she had to go on to heaven and would wait for us there.
Thomas suggested that I call Beth's parents and let them know about her death. I didn't want to; they hadn't cared enough about her when she was alive to come to her wedding or to come see their granddaughter. Why would they care enough to come to the funeral? I had never met them but I disliked them immensely because of the way they treated Beth.
I called and wonder of wonders, Mr. Bailey wasn't on another trip and actually answered the phone. Identifying myself, I explained what had happened to Beth and gave him the time and place for the funeral. He started to ask some questions but I didn't have the compassion to answer them and hung up.



My brother was sitting at the table with me when I made the call and when I hung up. He climbed on my case pretty good about my spiteful treatment of Mr. Bailey. I tried to defend my position but he reminded me that no matter how they had acted in the past that they were still Beth's parents.
A thousand things were done, all the arrangements made, and the day of the funeral arrived. We had a closed casket at the "viewing" in the funeral home and at the funeral service. The closed casket was a necessity because of the damage inflicted on Beth. In addition I didn't want Alyssa to see her mommy lying in the casket, still and lifeless.
Beth's parents came to the funeral and I finally met them for the first time. At best I was polite to them. I introduced them to Alyssa and let them have a little time alone with her. In spite of how I felt about them, I knew that they were hurting and would always regret their lack of attention to Beth and Alyssa.
Thomas stayed for two days after the funeral and then had to get back home. Their children were staying with a neighbor and the farm needed attention. Julie remained with Alyssa and me to help with the transition to our new life. Again, I don't know how I would have managed without their help.
For two weeks Julie and I interviewed candidates for a combination nanny/housekeeper/cook; in other words a wife but without emotional attachment or the sex. I planned to go back to work and Julie promised to stay for a while longer, but she was anxious to get back home to her own children and husband.
I had been in my office for about three hours when I received a call from a concerned Julie. Alyssa had been asleep when I left for work and when she woke up and found me gone she began to cry.
Julie tried to calm her and explain that I would be home after work but Alyssa continued to be upset. She sat in a corner of her room with tears running down her cheeks saying "Where's my Daddy? I want my Daddy" over and over as she rocked back and forth. Nothing Julie said could calm her down.
I left work and came home immediately, probably driving faster than I should have. When I got home, Alyssa heard me talking to Julie and came running out of her room and into my arms.
"Daddy you came back. Don't leave me again, please Daddy. I'll be a good girl, I promise," Alyssa said as she was crying and hugging me.
I held her on my lap and she stopped crying after a few minutes. The whole time that I held her I kept telling her that I would always come for her and that she was a good girl and that I loved her more than anything. I was having a little trouble talking plainly because I was almost crying too.
Alyssa wouldn't let me out of her sight for the rest of the day. I can do a lot of my work from home and I went into my den to work on the computer; Alyssa followed me and sat in a chair and watched me. I tried to get her to go play in her room but she said she didn't want me to leave again.
I explained to her that I had to go to work the next day but that I would be home that afternoon. I didn't think at three and half Alyssa understood work but I tried to impress on her that I would always come home at the end of the day. That evening between Julie and I, we got Alyssa fed, bathed and put to bed. I had to sit on the bed with her until she fell asleep.
"I think you're going to have the same problem tomorrow Ray," Julie said.
"Maybe I should wait until she gets up before I leave for work. You know, to say good bye. Maybe that way it won't seem like I'm running off." I was grasping at straws here.
The next morning I waited for an hour until Alyssa woke up. I hugged her and kissed her and told her not to worry that I would be back later. She looked very sad as I left but at least she wasn't crying.
Two hours later I checked in with Julie to see how Alyssa was doing. Julie told me that Alyssa was sitting at the window and when asked what she was doing, Alyssa said she was waiting for her Daddy to come home. No amount of coaxing could get her to move away from the window. Alyssa wasn't crying but she wasn't behaving like a normal little girl.
The rest of the week was the same thing. Alyssa wasn't crying but all she would do was sit at the window waiting for me. Once I got home she wouldn't let me out of her sight.
I talked to Alyssa's doctor and explained what was happening. He said that Alyssa was too young to understand death and that all she knew was that her mother had left her and she was afraid that her father would leave her too.
Nothing changed for the next week. Alyssa just wasn't behaving like a normal little girl. This can't go on, I thought. I had to find some way to make Alyssa's life better and I did. If she had a problem with me going to work, then I would work at home. But I couldn't do it without help.
I talked to Thomas and Julie, outlining my idea and they not only agreed but they thought it was a great solution. Being an I T manager I could work anywhere that I had access to a computer and a high speed internet connection. I needed help with the house and tending to Alyssa while I was working so the solution was for Alyssa and me to move to the farm.
Thomas and Julie's son Brian was eight and her daughter Sally was 6 and both were in school. Julie was extremely happy because she would have a little one to take care of again. It was a win-win scenario. The farm house was very large and there was even a carriage house that had been turned into an apartment.
One other factor that helped my decision was the two insurance policies that paid out upon Beth's death. In addition, there was a very substantial settlement from the insurance company of the drunk driver that killer her.
I would be living almost expense free with no housing cost. My only living expenses would be my share of the utilities and food. This gave me the option of not working at all for several years if I chose to.
*****************
The move to the farm was made and after a short adjustment period things settled down. The farm house was huge with a master bedroom suite at each end of the house. Between the two master suites were the other bedrooms. I moved into one of the suites and Alyssa's room was next to mine.
I was able to do almost all of my work from my computer set up at the farm. Alyssa improved immediately. Daddy was in her sight the entire day and she was happy. Brian and Sally were good for her too. Sally said she had always wanted a little sister was especially good with Alyssa.
After two weeks, Alyssa stopped following me around the house. She knew that I wouldn't leave her and that she didn't have to keep me in sight every minute. Every night I would tuck her into her bed and tell her I loved her and every night Alyssa would reply "I love you more, Daddy."
We had been living at the farm for four months when I had to make a trip into the main office in the city and I planned to take Alyssa with me. When I told Alyssa that we would have to go to the city the next day and stay overnight, she asked me if she could stay at home and play with Sally and Brian.
I had tears in my eyes as I told her she could stay at the farm. My little girl was no longer haunted with the thought than I would leave her.
*****************
After Alyssa "recovered" I made monthly trips into the city and was able to extend them to include a weekend away. This gave me a chance to attend to my needs; in other words I got laid. I had two or three women friends that I saw on a regular basis; friends with benefits I think you call it. All I know is that we enjoyed our time together and they would send me home happy and worn out.
There were a couple of women in the small town where we lived that I would take to barn dances, church socials, and out to dinner once in a while. Again, I wasn't looking for a relationship; I just wanted a little companionship. I wasn't ready nor was I looking for anything more than a friend and a little companionship. Beth still had my heart even though she was gone.
Alyssa and I fit in very well at the farm. Since Alyssa had been "cured" of her fear of me leaving, I was able to put in an office in the carriage house. There I was able to concentrate better and get more work done in a shorter period of time. About once every two hours I would take a break to check on Alyssa.
When Alyssa started school, I was the one that was affected by her absence. Julie kidded me about my reaction to Alyssa being gone all day. It was sort of funny, now I was the one that would watch the clock and look out the window waiting for the school bus.
When Alyssa was eight we went to a county fair and she fell in love with the show horses and the pony ride. She asked me if she could have a horse for her birthday and after I checked with Thomas I bought her one.
Alyssa's gift led to two more horses being bought for Brian and Sally as early Christmas presents because Alyssa wanted them to be able to ride with her. It was a small price to pay to make my baby happy. This is just one example of the way I spoiled her. It was a good thing that she took after her mother because she never turned into a brat.
There are many other trials, tribulations, and stories I could tell about Alyssa growing up. One trial was the talks about her becoming a woman, training bras, and sex in general. These were things that I couldn't bring myself to talk about; thank God for Julie. She took over and did a much better job than I could have.
*****************
Alyssa was 16 and the first young man that came to pick up Alyssa for a date would have been subjected to a long and stern lecture if Julie hadn't pulled me aside and warned me to behave. I limited my comments to saying hello to him and telling him what time I expected him to bring Alyssa home. Of course I waited up for her.
"Did you have a good time honey?" I asked hoping that she hadn't.
"I really did Daddy. The decorations at the school were very nice and I enjoyed the music and dancing."
"Will you go out with Jim again?"
"Maybe, but we're just friends Daddy. He's in love with Marcie but she went to the dance with another boy." Alyssa had no idea how glad I was to hear that.
I knew the time was coming that Alyssa would met that "special" young man and I would be alone. It made me sad to think of not seeing her everyday but I was also very proud of how we had overcome a tragedy.
******************
I was asked to help chaperone one of the dances at the high school and I accepted; Alyssa at 18 didn't seem to mind that her daddy would be there. That night I met one of Alyssa's teachers, Samantha Cassidy while I was checking out the secluded corners of the hall; the students use these spots to get together away from scrutiny. Samantha was another one of the watch dogs for the dance and helped me do the spy work.
We spent most of the evening talking and I learned that she was 37, a widow, taught fifth grade, and ran her own small accounting firm. Her husband had developed a very aggressive type of cancer and died in a few months and Samantha had been by herself for about ten years. She already knew my story; the gossip mill in the small town made sure of that.
For the first time in the fifteen years since Beth's death I became romantically interested in a woman. Samantha was lovely and almost the exact opposite of Beth. Sam was slender, with auburn hair, green eyes and was only about 5 feet 6.
I was lonely, in spite of our extended family at the farm. It had been a full time job raising Alyssa to this point and I guess that I felt it was okay to tend to my needs now, maybe just a little.
Sam and I began dating and quickly became an item of gossip in the small town. After two or three months the talk revolved around the fact that I was staying late at Sam's or that she was came out to the farm for the whole weekend.
We tried to control our baser nature but it was a lost cause after the third date. Sam was inventive, infectious, and uninhibited in bed. Even having been married and a bit of a player in my early years, Sam taught me a few things. I was very glad that she did and certainly enjoyed myself.
Alyssa came to me one evening and asked if Sam and I were going to get married. "You guys have been going out for almost a year," she said. "Don't you think you should get on the stick Dad?"
Imagine my little girl that I have loved, taken care of, and protected for her whole life was worried about me.
"I don't know baby girl. Sam and I are just enjoying ourselves and haven't talked about marriage or anything."
"Well you better make up your mind Dad. I heard that Mr. Taylor, the principal, is trying to get her to go out with him. Don't lose out here Mister, I like Sam a lot," Alyssa advised me. "Remember, I'm going to graduate in three months and then I'm going off to college and I won't be here to take care of you."
Sam came out to the farm the next weekend and Saturday evening after everyone but us had gone to bed, we were sitting around a small campfire looking at the stars and enjoying the early spring like weather. I put my jacket around her shoulders and tried to pull her next to me.
"Ray, we need to talk," she said. Those four words seldom bring anything good. Every boyfriend, fiancée, or married man dreads those four words.
"Okay Sam. About what?" I answered cautiously.
"Where do you see us going from here? Before you answer let me tell you that I'm not trying to pressure you or push you into anything. I know you still miss Beth but I would just like a clarification of our relationship. Are we friends with benefits or lovers or what?" All of this was said with a gentle tone.
"Sam, until just this minute I never thought about it. I was enjoying out time together and never thought beyond the next time we would be together. But first Alyssa and now you made me realize something very important." I took Sam's hands and looked directly at her.
"Alyssa told me Taylor at school was making a run at you and I have to admit, I don't like it. When I think about having to share you or maybe losing you I almost get sick. I never thought I could love another woman after Beth, until now. When I get up in the morning my first thought is, will I get to see Sam today." Sam wiped a tear from the corner of her eye.
What I'm trying to say is that I love you. What I'm trying to say is "will you marry me Sam?"
When Sam smiles she lights up a room; her smile this time could have lit up downtown Chicago. "I was hoping that's where you want our relationship to go. Yes, I will marry you." Sam grabbed me and we held each other.
"I wasn't smart enough to have a ring for you so we'll have to get you one a.s.a.p. Maybe we could go to the city tomorrow and find one. I want to put my brand on you so Taylor will see that you are off limits," I said, only half joking.
We went into the house and told the whole family that we were engaged. Brian and Sally cheered, I was kissed by Julie, pounded on the back by Thomas, but most importantly I was hugged by Alyssa. She hugged me with a big smile and then hugged Sam just as hard. I know she approved of my choice.
Sam and I decided on a long engagement. Now that we knew where we were going we didn't feel that the length of the journey was important. Nothing really changed; we either slept at Sam's place in town or out at the farm. The only real difference was that Taylor didn't ask Sam out anymore.
Three months later the whole family: Thomas, Julie, Sally, and of course Sam and I sat in the front row as Alyssa graduated from high school Brian was in the Marines stationed overseas and couldn't get home. He had sent his congratulations and best wishes via an internet picture and phone hook up.
It was a bitter sweet time for me. I was proud of Alyssa, her accomplishments, and the way that she had overcome the loss of her mother. But I couldn't help thinking that she would be leaving me soon. I hoped that I wouldn't sit at the window waiting for her the way she had waited for me when she was little. Sam would help me get through the rough parts.
************************
Great news; Alyssa is coming home from college to visit. She is a sophomore and is going to major in education. Alyssa said that one of the things that helped her deal with losing her mother was the kindness and dedication of her teachers; including Sam. She said she wanted to make the same type of positive difference in children's lives. My little girl is something, isn't she?
I knew from her emails and phone calls that this was more than just a visit to see her family. There was something on her mind. Whatever the excuse I would be happy to see my little one. It was sort of ironic, now I was the one sitting at the window waiting for my Alyssa.
Alyssa arrived in a whirlwind, just like when she was small. She was more graceful now but still all arms and legs and excitement. It was several minutes of hugging and kissing before I realized that there was a young man standing back watching the homecoming.
Finally, Alyssa led me over to the young man and said, "Daddy I want to introduce you to John Stewart. I guess he's sort of my boyfriend. John, this is my father, Ray Kelly."
I was polite and greeted him warmly, but my heart sank. The tone of Alyssa's emails and calls was no longer a mystery; John was the reason. I was about to lose my little girl. It was bound to happen, she was a special person and some young man, in this case John, would realize it.
After the hubbub of their arrival died down and Alyssa brought us up to date on her studies, life at school, and we got to know a little more about John. I stepped outside to smoke the one cigar a day that I allowed myself. Beth hadn't liked my smoking so I quit except for that one cigar. Sam concurred with Beth's judgment.
It was very dark on the patio with very little light escaping from the house and I didn't see John come out to join me until he held out a light for my cigar. I got the cigar going and thanked him.
"Mr. Kelly, may I talk to you for a minute sir?" John was obviously nervous about something. I nodded for him to go on.
"Sir, I love Alyssa and she loves me." Again I nodded at him. I want your permission to marry Alyssa. My family owns a few electronic stores that specialize in computers and I'm going to work in the family business after graduation." John stopped for a few seconds and seemed to gather himself to continue.
"I'll graduate in the spring and we hoped to be married immediately. My job will start right after the wedding and Alyssa can continue her schooling. We won't be rich but I can provide for her Mr. Kelly." He stopped and waited for my answer.
"Are you sure you two are ready for this type of commitment? How long have you known each other?"
"We met about half way through Alyssa's freshmen year and have been seeing each other since then. Alyssa and I talked about getting married but I wanted to talk to you first Mr. Kelly?"
This is a nice young man, I thought as I stared at John. I'm sure my stare and silence made him even more nervous than before. It took a lot of courage to approach me and showed a respect for traditional values. I motioned for John to follow me and went back into the house. Everyone was in the family room and looked up as John and I came into the room.
"Alyssa, John has just asked me for permission to marry you." Her face turned a little red as she blushed and the rest of the group was very surprised. "Do you love him and do you want to marry him?"
"Oh yes I do. Please give us your blessing, Daddy!"
**************************
I know I've left out a lot of events in Alyssa's life as she grew up.
For instance when she was 7 and I found her skinny dipping in the creek than ran through one part of the farm. Alyssa, Sally, Brian, and three or four of the farm hand's kids were naked and playing in the water. It wasn't anything like "you show me yours and I'll show you mine"; the kids had been picking blackberries, got hot and sticky, and decided to cool off.



Or when she was ten and fell of her horse and broke her arm. Even though she was in pain on the way to the ER, she begged me not to be mad at the horse. She said she had been showing off and that it wasn't his fault and made me promise not to punish him.
Or the time that we were in a pasture and a bull mounted a cow right in front of Alyssa and me. She was twelve but I was the one that was embarrassed. Alyssa laughed at my discomfort and told me that she knew about sex and stuff from her talks with Julie.
Or the time she was bitten by a snake. Her leg became swollen as I rushed her to the ER. Alyssa was fine but I almost had a heart attack. Her adventurous spirit and curiosity led to many trips to the doctor or the ER.
My little girl and I had a very good life as she grew up in spite the loss of her mother and my partner.
*******************
Six months after her visit home I walked my Alyssa down the aisle and gave her hand to John. I sat in the front pew and watched my little girl transfer her life to another man. There would still be a special spot in her heart for me but I would no longer be the exclusive love of her life.
But that's okay, she seems very happy and John is a good man. I know he will do his very best to make Alyssa's life all that it should be.
I thought it would be neat for Sam and me to have a double wedding with Alyssa and John. My plans for that went down the tubes very quickly as Sam convinced me that the day should belong to Alyssa and John. So we will be married after John and Alyssa get back from their honeymoon and get settled into their new home.
I have had three great loves in my life; Beth, Alyssa, and now Sam. It has been many years since the tragic accident that took Beth, but Alyssa helped me get to this point. Now that my little girl is moving on, Sam has arrived to take over as Alyssa leaves.
Maybe the old adage is right; when life hands you lemons make lemonade. All I wanted was to take care of Alyssa and make her happy. I guess by doing that I have managed to make lemonade out of the lemons life threw at me.
Alyssa is happy, Sam and I are happy ..... and life goes on.
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For four years I had the best job I've ever had. It's been about two years since I left it and nothing I've done since compared. I'm currently a 26 year old teacher and as a career it is fulfilling, rewarding, and enjoyable but it doesn't compare fun wise to my previous position. I have moved on as circumstances dictated and while cleaning out a storage unit at my condo I came across a box with mementos, pictures, and souvenirs of that time in my life and of that job.
I'm moving into a new house and have to decide what goes and what gets thrown away. Taking a few minutes I remember those years and the good times with a nostalgic fondness as I go through that box of memories.
James Nelson O'Connor is my name. As if the name didn't clue you in I'm of Irish extraction and really proud of it. There are a lot of Irish in St. Louis and my family immersed themselves in all the holidays and special celebrations. The Irish have an old adage or saying "Don't be too proud or too happy because the devil will find you and slap you down. I've paraphrased it some but that's what happened to me.
***************
My parents were killed when our house caught fire and was destroyed late one night and I was suddenly on my own at 18. I woke up coughing from the smoke and disorientated. My dad rushed into my room yelling that the house was on fire and to get out. I jumped through the window in my bedroom as my dad yelled that he was going to get my mom. That was the last time I saw him or my mother; they never made it out.
I was lost and alone; there were no other family members to help. After the shock, after the funeral, and after the realization that I was truly alone, I moved in with a friend for a two months. His parents were very nice and told me I could stay with them as long as I needed to.
Great people, I mean really great, but I couldn't stay with them forever; it was a financial strain on them and too much of an emotional strain on me. It was a loving family but it wasn't my family and every day it reminded me of what I had lost.
My dad's attorney contacted me one month after the funeral; I didn't even know that Dad had an attorney. He told me that my parents had a will and suggested a meeting for the reading of that will and explanation of finances. At the meeting I was told that insurance policies paid off both the first and second mortgages on the house and the funeral expenses.
All additional expenses or debts were paid and after all the dispersals of money I was left with about nine thousand dollars and the long standing wish from my parents that I go to college and make something of myself. I also inherited my dad's vintage 69 Mustang Mach One. The family car had been destroyed in the fire but the Mustang had been in a separate garage at the back of our property. My dad left the Mustang to me; for transportation to school and to attract a few young ladies according to his statement in the will.
I had transportation and money to go to school, now I needed a job to pay for a place to live and other expenses. A warehouse/shipping company needed a man on the loading dock and I got the job working Monday through Thursday, 8 PM to 6 AM. I was a big kid at 6 feet 3 and I could handle the hard work on the dock.
Those hours would allow me go to school and leave a little time for winding down. I decided to go to Harris Teachers College; the costs were reasonable and I could stretch the money from my folks into a four year education and a degree. Teaching wasn't my first choice as a career but once I had my degree I could teach, earn a living, and continue my education in whatever field I opted for.
I found a studio apartment near the school; a studio apartment is like a room at a bed and breakfast but without the breakfast. I had one big room that was a combination kitchenette, living room, and bedroom. It wasn't fancy, but it was clean and inexpensive.
*******************
My freshman year in school I joined a fraternity, Lamda Beta Lamda. If you remember the crazy Delta Tau Chi fraternity in "Animal House", you have a good idea of our group. We paid more attention to our education than they did but we partied like the Deltas on the weekends. And like the Deltas, we seemed to frequently be in some kind of trouble with the school administration.
I never hooked up with any special girl but I wasn't without female companionship. Apparently my size, the dark hair, and the piercing blue eyes all contributed to my success with the fair young coeds of our school. I was seldom without a date when I wanted one. Working four, ten hour days gave me time to study during the week and at least one day a weekend to party if I wanted to. I wanted to; I was at school to get an education but that didn't mean I had to be a monk or hermit.
Our school was relatively small; we weren't a high dollar school like Washington University or St. Louis U. Most of our students worked at least part time jobs while attending classes. None of the frats or sororities could afford a house and most students lived at home or shared apartments.
My frat brothers decided that even though we couldn't afford a frat house we needed somewhere to party on the weekends that there wasn't some frat or sorority sponsored dance or mixer going on. We thought about apartments but there were few places that would rent to a bunch of rowdy drunken college students.
After my pledge semester Chuck Long, the president of Lamda, and I continued to search for a place that the fraternity could call their own. I had an inspiration one evening as I was hanging out at one of the clubs on Gaslight Square. The Square was a thriving entertainment district that could be compared to Bourbon Street in New Orleans. It ran for four blocks and was a haven for musicians, artist, poets, and sometimes ladies of the evening. Numerous bars, clubs, galleries, and restaurants lined both sides of the street.
There were always people enjoying the different businesses seven days a week from around noon until 2 AM when the bars closed. There was even a real honest to goodness old fashioned bordello at the end of the block. The whole area was only about two miles from the college; providing easy access for the fraternity.
Sitting at an outdoor table in front of a coffee house I saw a for lease sign on a two story building across the street. I wrote down the phone number and called for information the next day. I learned that a dance school had been leasing the second floor and had gone out of business.
I explained who I was and what I wanted the place for and the leasing agent offered to show it to me; she wanted to regain an income from that property very badly. Chuck Long the president of Lamda went with me to meet the agent and we knew we had found our "frat house" as soon as we saw the space.
The only question remaining was could we afford it. The agent let it slip that there weren't many takers for an apartment this size; I think she was new and didn't realize that she shouldn't have told me how much trouble her company was having trying to lease the apartment. I was able to negotiate the terms for a one year lease, security deposit, and utilities. Maybe I should go into sales or purchasing I thought because I got the frat a sweetheart of a deal.
A showing for the rest of the frat was arranged and we told the agent that the fraternity would have a meeting to discuss the terms before looking at the space; that way we could make a decision on the spot after the frat members inspected the place.
The financial arrangements were explained at the meeting. We had 40 active members in the frat plus another 10 or so that were on academic probation for this semester, in addition some of the alumni could be counted on for financial assistance.
The initial cost would be $100 per fraternity member; this would pay first and last month's rent and the security deposit for the lease which included utilities. The cost after that would be $30 a month to any of the brothers that wanted to use the "house". If you didn't pay you didn't use the apartment, not even as a guest.
The brothers were blown away when they saw the size of the "apartment" we would be leasing. The apartment took up the entire second floor. It had a huge room in front with a kitchen/dining area in the middle and three bedrooms and two baths at the rear. The large room was 40ft by 75ft with concrete floors and walls so we couldn't do much damage to them. It was perfect and Chuck signed the lease representing the fraternity.
The frat needed someone to oversee the apartment and I was offered the use of the master bedrooms and a small salary to basically take care of "Lamda House". I also got the use of the parking space in the basement garage; so my Mustang had a new home too. My duties included collecting the money, paying the lease, cleaning up after parties, and keeping the "house" presentable; this included the two other bedrooms with all the expenses paid out of a slush fund. If we would have had a real house, I guess I would have been the "house mother".
One of the brothers was a techno-geek and installed a numerical electronic lock on the door of the apartment. Each contributing brother was given a code to let them in; this lock also recorded the code used each time it was punched in. This saved us the problem of keys for everyone.
We used part of the start up money for a few items like party supplies, cleaning supplies, and a second hand sofa and chair. Several of the frat members donated used furniture so the apartment wasn't a completely bare space. I'm sure several garages were cleaned out to furnish our apartment. We did a little painting and a lot of cleaning and we were all set for the first party.
There were several rules that the executive committee, that was Chuck and I, drew up for the use of "Lamda House".
All brothers that wanted to use the place must pay the monthly fees in advance. If they were more than a week late their codes would be deactivated until the fees were paid.
Parties were to be on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday only; except on special occasions or during the holiday breaks from classes. A curfew of 3 AM was to be adhered to. Exceptions for week day use were also made for "finals" week but only for studying, no parties.
The brothers would bring their own drinks and food for any party they had. Anything left at the apartment after their party became property of the apartment and placed behind the bar.
ABSOULTELY NO DRUGS OF ANY KIND WOULD BE ALLOWED IN "LAMDA HOUSE". This was cut in stone; it was a zero tolerance rule.
Any damage caused to furnishings or the apartment would be paid for by the offending party. Their privileges were suspended until their payment was received. If a guest caused the damage the frat brother that invited them was responsible.
And the most important rule, at least to me. My bedroom/bathroom suite was off limits to everyone.
The schedule gave me four days a week on my own and if I didn't want to party any night during the weekends I could retire to my bedroom. The sound proofing was really good and it needed to be because my frat brothers were a loud and noisy bunch. I went from living and paying for a ratty little studio apartment to living in a large apartment rent free and actually getting paid for living there. The extra duties were fairly easy and didn't take much time or effort.
After the first month of weekend parties I hired a couple of middle aged women that lived in the neighborhood to do the clean up. I gave them an entry code and called them the day after a party. By that evening the apartment was spic and span and ready for the next party. The cost of the cleaning was more than paid for by my salary.
Apparently some of my brothers neglected to read the rule about my room being off limits. The first time I walked into my room and found an orgy of six or seven people onmy bed, I put an industrial grade deadbolt on my door. That solved that problem.
*******************
"Lamda House" worked out so well that we just kept renewing the lease every year. There was seldom a weekend that there wasn't something going on at our place. Aside from the fraternity sponsored mixers and parties which happened about once a month, some of the brothers were always in attendance with their honeys or even stag. Usually a good time was had by all.
Although the "house" was for the frat brothers and their guests, outsiders would be allowed on the premises but they had to bring at least two young lovelies with them to gain entrance. A frat brother could invite another guy but the guest better have two coeds in tow or he wouldn't get in.
If you were a male and didn't have two ladies with you, you didn't get in. This two and one rule included young ladies that wanted in, however if the girl wanting in was a real hottie exceptions were made. The executive committee would make that decision; that committee consisted of Chuck and me.
The parties at "Lamda House" were loud, fun, and well lubricated by alcohol. They soon became a legend at school. Everyone wanted to party at our place. It got to the point that we had to limit the number of guests; the apartment was very large but would only hold a certain number of people. A night seldom went by without some young ladies ending up topless and sometimes bottomless too.
It got to the point that I didn't made dates anymore because there were always extra pretties at the house; it was a target rich environment. I would scout out the available women and make a move. If things went well we didn't have far to go; my bedroom was only about 75 feet away.
For the next four years, I never had to buy any booze, snacks, and not a lot of food. After almost every party the brothers would usually leave behind any extra food and alcohol that they had brought with them. Mainly they forgot because they were too drunk to think about taking their stuff with them. I usually could eat free for a couple of days after a party and there was a cornucopia of soft drinks, mixers, beer and hard liquor left behind.
The company renting the space below us was a sort of arts and crafts store. It closed every day at 5 PM so our parties didn't interfere with their business or customers. But I made it a point to personally invite the two guys that owned that store to any and all of our parties; these two were an exception to the rule of needing two girls to get in. It never hurts to keep the neighbors happy.
We were raided once during the first year that we had the apartment; nothing major we were just too damn loud too damn late one evening; actually it was early one morning. I knew that the police looked the other way concerning the corner bordello and I wanted them to have the same attitude about us.
So after this raid I made it a point to become friendly with the police that patrolled Gaslight Square. I would sometimes stand at the entrance to our place with a fresh pot of coffee for the patrolmen as they started their rounds. Shortly I was inviting some of them to our parties. The cops were usually relatively young and appreciated a place to go and unwind with some good guys and many pretty coeds. It never hurts to have in house security either; they were also an exception to the rules for admittance.
The only other major bump in the road to happy partying happened in the third year of our lease. We caught one of the male guests trying to use a date rape drug on one of the girls at a Saturday night bash; it was Rohypnol I believe. That evening showed the wisdom of having a couple of friendly police officers on hand.
The officers didn't arrest or detain the guy but they did stop some of the brothers from practicing a vigilante type of justice on this guy. I really believe that my brothers would have seriously injured the asshole if the police hadn't gotten him out of there. As it was, I heard that he suffered a broken nose and a couple of cracked ribs. We were deadly serious about NO DRUGS at our place.
******************
I graduated, got my degree and a teaching certification. I gave up my job on the docks and began teaching at a nearby grade school. "Lamda House" was still my home and my job. I knew I couldn't live there forever but I could live there for right now. The right now was open ended with no time table. However, something happened that marked the beginning of the end of my residency there. I fell in love.
Remember the young lady that was drugged? I had decided not to party that night because I was still suffering from the previous evening's celebration. After the hoopla died down, I was the only one sober enough to get the girl home.
I didn't want to send her home in a taxi; she was still a little out of it and I wasn't sure she could get into her house. By the way, the taxi drivers loved us and we could always get a cab with a phone call. At the conclusion of a lot of our parties several taxis would be called because most of the frat brothers were too drunk to drive safely and the brothers tipped excessively when they were under the influence.
Anyway, I drove the young lady, Julie Reynolds, home. She was still a little wobbly so I helped her to her door. Julie was fishing in her purse for her key when the door sprang open. Standing in the door way was a young woman and a very large very angry gentleman who seemed upset; it was Julie's father and her sister as I found out shortly.
"What the hell is going on here? Who are you and why is my daughter in this condition? What did you do to her?" Mr. Reynolds approached me with fire in his eyes.
"Daddy please calm down," the young woman said. "Let's find out what happened before you start hammering this man into the ground. Mr. Reynolds backed down a little but was still visibly upset. "Please come in," she said.
I'm pretty good sized but Mr. Reynolds was huge and mad. I'm no coward but I certainly didn't want to tangle with him. It was a good thing that the young lady was there to soothe him down a little.
I helped the girl and her father get Julie into the house. "Hi, I'm Kelly; Julie's older sister. This is our father Charles."
"Kelly, take Julie to her room and make sure she's okay. Young man comes with me into the den and you can explain what's going on and what is wrong with Julie."
Mr. Reynolds was still mumbling but led me to a chair into the den. When Kelly came into the room I got my first good look at her. I had been distracted by Mr. Reynolds and the activity of getting Julie into the house.
Kelly Reynolds looked like a summer's day. She was tall for a woman at 5 feet 9 with a slender build and reddish blond hair. But the thing that struck me, the thing that stood out the most, was her sparkling green eyes. Eyes that I could have lost myself in for hours and hours. It was all over but the shouting for me, I was in love.
"I'm sorry I didn't catch your name," Kelly said to me. "Would you like some coffee or something to drink while you explain my sister's condition?" She made it clear that I was going to explain the situation before I left.
"My name is James O'Connor and yes I would like some coffee if it's no trouble."
Kelly returned with coffee for the three of us and motioned for me to begin. Mr. Reynolds sat forward in his chair; he was very interested in my story too.



I explained about the guy getting caught putting the drug into Julie's drink and the cops taking him away. "We didn't want her to take a cab home in her condition and I was the only one who hadn't been drinking so I decided to bring Julie home. That's about it Mr. Reynolds."
"Where is that bastard now?" Mr. Reynolds asked. "He needs to be punished."
"Sir if you found him you would beat the hell out of him and probably end up in jail. He isn't worth it and your daughters need you at home not rotting in some cell because of what you did to that asshole."
I also explained that the frat brothers had touched him up pretty good before the cops could get the guy out of the apartment. Laughing, I told him that one of our guys seemed to be trying to rip the man's arm off when the police stopped him. My drunken frat brother said that he was going to use the arm to beat the hell out of the guy.
"Believe me sir; it will be a long time before that ass tries anything like that again. He'll be reminded of his punishment for the next month or so every time he looks in the mirror. And by Monday afternoon the story will be all over school so his welcome is pretty much worn out around there too."
Kelly walked over to my chair, bent down, kissed me on the cheek and looked into my eyes. "Thank you James for helping Julie. It was a very decent thing for you to do."
If I hadn't been in love before, I certainly was after the kiss and that look. How could I feel the way I do when I've just met her I thought? I didn't have an answer to my question but I knew that I loved Kelly. Finishing my coffee I said good night to the Reynolds and got up to leave.
Mr. Reynolds walked me to the door and explained "I guess I'm a little over protective of my girls since their mother passed away six years ago."
He shook my hand, thanked me, and he said he hoped to see me again. I don't know if you're just being polite, I said to myself, but I will bet that we do meet again.
The story about the guy trying to drug a girl at our party and the results quickly spread around school and as I had predicted the jerk was shunned by everyone, especially the young ladies. The only people who did greet and talk to him were some of my frat brothers. A lot of them made it a point to greet him between classes and some of them suggested the many bad things that could happen to him in the next few days. No direct threats were heard but he got the idea anyway. He left school before the week was out.
Some of the lovely young coeds at the "house" paid more attention to me when the story got around and Julie made it a point to write a letter to say thank you. It was funny, my frat brothers were the ones that "saved" Julie but I got to be the hero because I was the only sober one there. Go figure. I guess fate or cupid or whoever decided I deserved to be rewarded.
Three weeks after the incident at our party, Julie's car broke down and she had to scramble for transportation. She caught a ride to school with a friend but her return trip home was an adventure the first 3 or 4 days. Neither Kelly nor her dad could pick Julie up because they were working. Mr. Reynolds was a dispatcher for a trucking company and Kelly worked in the administration office of a hospital. I heard about Julie's problem from one of the brothers and stopped by Harris Teachers on my way home from my teaching job. Julie was surprised and happy to see me.
I offered to stop by every afternoon and give her a ride home. Julie's house was only about two miles out of my way and I felt responsible for her a little; even though we banned drugs from our place and even though it wasn't one of the fraternity members that tried to drug her, it was still at our party that she almost got raped. Also I had an ulterior motive.
Okay, honesty time. The chance to get to see Kelly was the main reason I offered to help. I had to do something because I hadn't heard or talked to Kelly for almost a month. Usually I wasn't backward or shy around young lovelies but this girl was different. I used the excuse that I didn't have her phone number. But I could have gotten her number in several different ways including looking in the phone directory. I guess I was worried about being rejected; being in love sometimes undermines your confidence you know.
Julie and I would talk during the ride to her house and after a week she asked a question that I didn't have a good answer for.
"Why haven't you called my sister? I know you're attracted to her and she asks about you every night when I get home."
I mumbled something because I couldn't think of an answer. We pulled up in front of her house before the silence became too awkward. Whatever my motives or my reasons, my plan worked; Kelly was sitting on the front porch when we got there. I hoped she was waiting for me.
Normally I would stop my car, Julie would say thank you, and jump out. Today I got out with her and walked to the house; Julie was giggling as she went inside.
"Julie's knight in shining armor saves her again or at least saves her the hassle of riding the bus," Kelly said with a big grin. "Hello James. Very nice," she said pointing at my Mustang.
"Hi Kelly, it's nice to see you," I responded. "Thanks, the car belonged to my dad." I tried to think of some witty thing to say but looking into her eyes my brain took a small vacation. She waited for a few seconds for me to say more and then continued.
"Why didn't you call me after that evening you brought Julie home? The way you were staring at me I thought you would be on the phone the next day." Apparently Kelly was nothing if not forthright.
Busted. I stuttered and stammered a little and finally found my voice. "Considering the circumstances of how we met I didn't think you would want to talk to me. I mean, it was at our party that Julie was almost hurt."
"Circumstances? Let me tell you what I think about those circumstances. Julie told us what happened, at least what she remembers of it and a couple of my friends were at that party and told me what went on and how you and your frat brothers handled it." Kelly paused as Julie brought us some coffee and then went back inside.
"In spite of the party animal reputation that your frat has, you guys did an honorable thing. You and your fraternity brothers protected a young woman that was defenseless. That's the circumstances. Julie, my dad, and I are grateful and admire all of you. Julie considers you our knight in shining armor." Kelly made me feel ten feet tall saying this.
I smiled at her and said, "Okay so we're knights. Got any dragons you need slaying?" I was trying to cover my embarrassment at her praise. "Thanks, I'll tell the guys and they will appreciate you saying that."
"No, Julie and I want to tell them. So I guess you have two dates for the next party, don't you?" Kelly giggled at the look on my face. "Unless you would rather not be our escort."
"That's not it but you two don't have to do that. Besides things can get a little rowdy at "Lamda House".
"No problem, Julie and I will have our knights to protect us. So what time will you pick us up tomorrow night?"
The next evening Kelly, Julie, and I went to the usual Saturday night party at "Lamda House". I carried a case of good bourbon, Gentleman Jack to be exact, into the party. The bourbon was a thank you gift from the Reynolds clan. Kelly and Julie circulated during the party personally thanking the guys that had protected Julie. The girls were the hit of the evening. My frat brothers got together and vocally passed a resolution that adopted Kelly and Julie as the official fraternity mascots.
After that Saturday evening, anytime Julie or Kelly came to the apartment; they were not only allowed to come in but were welcomed like visiting royalty. The word went out to all the fraternity brothers and their male guests that those two ladies were special guests and were to be treated with respect.
Kelly surprised me one evening by arriving at Lamda House to cook dinner for me and any frat brothers that were there. It was a Thursday so she and I were alone; she was surprised that no one else was there.
"Where is everybody? I brought enough pasta to feed a small army."
"No parties allowed except on the weekends. The rest of the week the place is all mine," I explained. "We can go out for dinner if you don't want to be here without others around. I know you don't know me very well I don't want you to feel uncomfortable."
"Don't be silly; I'm perfectly comfortable being here with you. After all you are our family's knight in shining armor," she said laughing. "But if you're uncomfortable I guess we could go somewhere else."
"Now who's being silly, fair damsel? Come on, I'll help with dinner."
That evening set a precedent and sort of a schedule for Kelly and me. For the next month we would usually have two dates a week. One would be on the weekend and we would come back to Lamda House and join the party; the other date was always during the off nights and we would be by ourselves.
Those two dates a week turned into three and then four and then into almost every night. We always found time to spend a couple of evenings a month with the frat members at a party but the times alone were the most enjoyable. It was a good thing that I had a deadbolt on the door to my room because Kelly and I didn't always wait to be alone in the apartment; several times we capped off the week with a love making marathon.
We went and did all the things that any young couple would do; but it wasn't all drinking, dancing, and frat parties. Kelly enjoyed the outdoors as much as I did and we took several day long hikes, went fishing, and even tried water skiing a couple of times. The two guys that owned the craft shop below Lamda House invited us to a big arts and craft show in town. Surprisingly I enjoyed it almost as much as Kelly.
Kelly and Julie took their role as fraternity mascots seriously and even came to the house during finals week several times to cook dinner for the brothers that were cramming for their final tests.
When I first met Kelly I felt that I wanted to be with her, now I wanted to be with her for the rest of my life. Like I said I was in love and the depth of my feelings almost got me sent to prison. The confrontation might have happened anyway but I wouldn't have reacted with the same anger if it had been someone other than Kelly.
We had been out to an early dinner and came back to top off the night at the frat party. Kelly and I were circulating, having a drink, and talking to my frat brothers. I went back to the kitchen to make some coffee; I wanted some and knew that several of my guys would probably need coffee before they started home.
I heard an angry Kelly say "Get your hands off me you pig", and went to investigate. I don't know who invited this asshole but it really didn't matter; he had just made a bad decision.
Coming into the party room I saw Kelly standing in front of a large man giving him hell. Her blouse was ripped almost entirely off. This jerk reached out, put his hand over Kelly's face and shoved. She took a couple of steps backward and fell to the floor. Before she had time to bounce I was all over the guy.
Let me say that I have no martial arts training, no training in boxing, and no experience with the feint, strike, and kill military type self defense. I had to hear later from people what I did because I don't remember. A red haze came over my eyes and for the first time in my life I was ready to kill someone.
I came back to myself as I was bending the asshole backwards over the railing of our second floor balcony. Two of my police buddies, John and Sam were at the party and pulled me off of the guy and two of my frat brothers were holding on to him to keep him from falling to the pavement below.
Someone was pulling on my arm, trying to get me back into the apartment. I started to shake them off and then realized that Kelly was the one pulling on my arm. She led me back inside and to the table in the kitchen. Kelly got some coffee for me and sat down beside me asking if I was alright.
"I guess so," I answered. "What happened? I remember that guy pushing you down and running at him and the next thing I knew you were pulling me off the balcony."
Kelly began to tell me what happened as John came into the kitchen and took over telling me the story.
"Man, don't ever get that mad at me; I'd have to shoot you to stop you," the cop said laughing. "You know I've run into guys that were so mean that we would joke that if you shot them you would just piss them off. That's the way you were when you started after that man. You yelled at him, ran at him and Kelly, and he hit you." John paused to put a folded hand towel over my left eye. I hadn't noticed but I was bleeding from a cut over that eye.
"He had something in his hand when he hit you; not brass knuckles but close enough," John continued. "We saw your head snap back when he hit you but you didn't even slow down. You screamed like a wounded bear and kicked him in the nuts. When he bent over you kicked him in face and broke his nose. We saw your blood fly everywhere and then you grabbed him and started to pound on him. "
John noticed the bruise on Kelly's cheek and said, "Here let's get some ice on that cheek Kelly." He took another towel, wrapped some ice in it and put it on Kelly's cheek.
The two frat brothers who had kept the ass from going over the rail had joined us. "Man you were like the Tasmanian Devil from the cartoons. I never saw anyone hit someone else that hard or that fast. When you finished pounding him you sort of picked him up over your shoulder and headed out onto the balcony."
"That's when Sam and I got involved." John told me. "We didn't care what happened to that jerk, but we didn't want to have to arrest you for manslaughter."
Kelly was holding my hand and I looked at her and asked her, "Are you okay?"
She nodded her head and I continued, "I must have really lost it John because I don't remember much until you and Sam pulled me off the guy."
John said, "He must have half ass knocked you out or something and you went into shock. It was too bad for him that he didn't put you down. I think you'll be okay but you better go to the ER to have that cut taken care of and check you out for a concussion."
"Did I really hurt him? Will that ass press charges against me?"
"Not really, you did break his nose and it will be a while before his bruises fade away. Sam explained to him as he was lead out of the building that he could be charged with sexual assault on Kelly and assault with a deadly weapon for hitting you. I think it's a push," John answered. Time for me to go; see you all at the next party."
"Don't you ever get tired of being a knight in shining armor, James?" Kelly asked with a smile; it was a rhetorical question. "Come on Sir Galahad; let's get that cut taken care of." Kelly led me down to my car and drove me to the hospital.
The crew at the ER put in 9 stitches over my eye and kept me for observation over night. Kelly picked me up and took me home from the hospital the next morning. She mothered and fussed over me until I finally told her to cut it out. Kelly fixed some lunch and as we ate I asked her what caused the incident last night.
She told me that she had just finished a dance with one of the frat boys and the guy asked her to dance. Kelly told him that she only danced with friends and he grabbed her hand and said "Let's get friendly then" and pulled her toward the sofa. She pulled away and started to leave; that's when he grabbed and tore her blouse.
"I slapped him and that's when he pushed me down," she said. "The next thing I saw was you coming at him like a giant angry bear. Your eyes were opened very wide and were crazy looking James. John pretty much told you the rest. You were past angry, more like crazed. Why were you so upset? I wasn't really hurt just really mad."
Kelly knew that I liked her and enjoyed being with her but I realized that it was time that let her know how strongly I felt about her. The dates and the time that Kelly and I had been spending together just confirmed what I felt the first night I saw her. My feelings had grown and intensified as we got to know each other.
"Kelly I've been in love with you since that night I met you when I brought Julie home. Every date, every evening, every hour we've spent together have made me love you more. I don't want to scare you but I thought I should tell you before we go any further. The reason I went berserk was because that asshole attacked the woman I love." I stopped to catch my breath.
"I'm not proud of going berserk like that but I couldn't let him hurt you again," I told her shrugging my shoulders.
"You big dummy, I know you love me; I've know it since our first date. The way you looked at me and the way you've treated me told me that. I've been waiting for you to say something so I could tell you that I love you too," Kelly had taken my hand and pulled it up to her cheek.
We spent the rest of the afternoon and all night in my locked bedroom. A couple of the frat guys knocked on my door but I told them to leave me alone that I was busy. Kelly and I spent the night showing our love in a very physical way. We didn't get much sleep and were a little the worse for wear the next morning.
There was another wonderful thing that happened that night; aside from the love making that is. When Kelly and I emerged from my room the next morning we were engaged.
Mr. Reynolds, Charles is his first name by the way, was surprised and impressed that I asked for his permission to marry Kelly. He smiled, slapped me on the back and said this called for a drink. Kelly had to drive me home after my afternoon with her dad; I was in no condition to walk much less drive. Good old Charley could really put away the booze.
*******************
Our wedding was at a non-denominational church near Gaslight Square and of course the reception was at Lamda House. Mr. Reynolds walked Kelly down the aisle and Julie was her maid of honor. My friend and former president of the fraternity, Chuck Long, was my best man. At the reception John and Sam our police friends kept things from getting too much out of hand. It may not have been the biggest or classiest reception but no one ever had more fun at one.
After we were married Lamda House had two resident "house mothers". But things were changing and not for the better. I could see that the best job I've ever had was coming to an end. Almost a year after our wedding I could tell that Kelly wasn't overjoyed to still be living at the apartment.
We had discussed having a couple of kids and she wanted to start pretty soon. Her reasoning was that she wanted to have children, enjoy them as they grew up, and still be young enough to enjoy our time together after the kids left home. The apartment was no place to raise children.
In addition I was getting some flak from the fraternity. I wasn't really close with the new frat brothers and they started to bitch about my salary. Most of my friends in the frat had graduated and moved on with their lives. Some got jobs and moved away and some got married but most had progressed past the fraternity.
The current frat members took away the slush fund and I had to go to them to get money to maintain the apartment and pay the lease. Several times I had to remind them to pay me.
I finally had enough when the "Lamda House Committee" told me that they wouldn't pay a salary anymore. They said I could live there rent free and that would be my payment for taking care of the house. I told them what they could do with their offer and we moved out the same week. Kelly and I moved in with her dad until we could find our own place.



Kelly and I leased a two bedroom condo within a month. If we were going to start a family we needed more privacy than her parent's place gave us because we sometimes, hell almost all the time, got very vocal during our baby making marathons. We had been in our place for about two months when I got a visit from two of the current fraternity members.
It seems that taking care of and maintaining Lamda House wasn't as easy as the brothers thought it would be. The "committee" wanted me to come back and be their "house mother" again. I just laughed at them. Kelly came into the room as they finished making their offer and reamed them a new one. Ungrateful assholes is what she called them as she told them to get out. I never heard from the fraternity again.
A few months after the visit from the frat I ran into John, my cop friend. We stopped to have a beer and catch up with each other's lives. He told me the sad tale about Lamda House; at least it was sad to me. The new frat members had given out the codes to get into the apartment to way too many people.
A lot of the people using the place weren't frat members and if someone doesn't have a vested interest in something they won't take care of it. John said the apartment looked like a third world country trash heap.
He and Sam had stopped going to the parties the first time they saw marijuana being used. They never reported it but they didn't need the hassle when, not if, the place got raided. John also said that the lease payments were always late and the leasing company was threatening to cancel the lease every other month or so.
The utopia that I had lived in for so many years was about to die; it was sad and a damn shame. I would always have fond memories of Lamda House and my frat brothers. A few weeks after I talked to John there was a raid on the apartment, several arrests were made, and the realty company cancelled the fraternity's lease. The legend of Lamda House had died.
***********************
A year has passed; Kelly and I bought a house; that's why I'm cleaning out our storage space. She came in and caught me looking through the box of keepsakes from Lamda House.
"Thinking about your great job?" Kelly joked. She had loved Lamda House almost as much as I had.
"Don't knock that job. It was the best job I've ever had. It led me to you didn't it?" I answered her.
"You're right, it was maybe the best job you've ever had. At least until now."
"Why until now?" I was curious about her remark.
"Your new job will be better I think," Kelly told me with a grin.
"What job is that?" I was still puzzled.
"Being a father. I'm pregnant."
I whooped and hollered and grabbed Kelly in a bear hug.
You know I think Kelly is right; being a father will be the best job I've ever had.
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No real story this time, just a series of random thoughts about my writing, my philosophies of life, and my reaction to the comments made on this site. I warn you these are just what the title says, some random thoughts about life, people and this web site.
I hope this essay is entertaining and gives my "fans" or those that follow my writing a better insight into me and my work. I'm just enough of an ego manic that my enjoyment comes from putting these random thoughts on this page. By the way this is being typed late at night after a great steak and more than one glass of Gentleman Jack.
First let me say that I firmly believe that my computer is the spawn of the devil sent into my life to torment and torture me until I run screaming to my gun safe, grab my .357 and shoot myself in the head. It is a diabolical creature that has wormed its way into my brain and my life and won't let me go. It's more addicting that alcohol, nicotine, and most drugs. This beast should be destroyed.
I've been a registered member of this site since Dec. of 2007. My decision to write and post stories beginning in late April 2009 can be blamed on about a dozen of the authors on this sight that I enjoy. They inspired me to try my hand at writing. If you need to place blame on anyone for having to endure my ramblings they are the ones responsible.
My major inspiration is a talented English author whose stories are some of the best on the site, in my humble opinion. It's a damn shame that he had stopped posting on Literotica because of comments posted by some assholes. He got tired of the attacks against him personally and chucked it in. The web site is poorer for his leaving. I and I'm sure, other readers have followed him to another site so that we can continue to enjoy his talent.
One of the other authors I follow in writing about the comments put it best, I think. He explained that he realized that he couldn't please everyone so he writes for a target audience of one; himself. I follow in his footsteps concerning my poor efforts.
I would like to say a word about the comments concerning the stories posted on this site. I guess any of us who post stories here should be flattered that anybody would read our work and I suppose we should be even more flattered that anyone would take the time to comment on that work. And I am.
But one of things that bother me about the comments on this site is that the hate Nazis can post their drivel without having to be responsible for their actions. I believe they should have the "guts" to provide at least an email so authors can respond and rebut their rants. Never the less I appreciate the fact that I pissed them off enough to make them comment in the first place.
I don't mind constructive criticism anonymous or otherwise or even negative comments as long as they concern the story itself; such as technical improvements. Being a relatively new writer I can use all the help I can get. There is always room for improvement concerning a plot line, or character development, or story flow. But attacks against me or my characters are uncalled for.
No matter what or how I develop a plot or story, someone isn't going to like it. That's okay; you can't please all the people all the time. However instead of attacking me or telling me how a character should act; talk to me about how to improve the story and what you didn't like about it. My characters don't always react like a real person would. Normally they are stronger or weaker, more controlled or less controlled, and smarter or dumber than people in real life and behave accordingly.
So all you haters out there remember this, IT IS JUST A STORY.
You will see that with the exception of my first 5 or 6 stories there are no cheating or slut wives in my work. Also if you have read or will read any or all of my stories you will find that most of them a happy ending or at least not a really sad one. And if you don't like this type of ending for stories, then I suggest you exercise the ultimate form of censorship and quit reading my stories. Why would you continue to read stories or an author that you don't like?
You will also find that most if not all of my characters believe that they are responsible for their own actions and the consequences. This is a philosophy that I live by. I know, not politically correct, but then again I've never been considered politically correct. If everyone believed and followed that creed our lives and our country would be in much better shape.
Okay enough venting; on with my random thoughts. Again this is just a few thoughts, beliefs, and theories that I believe and have or will incorporate in my stories. Some are my own and some I've read or heard somewhere. If you've made it this far without turning off your computer in disgust, THANK YOU. And if you decide to continue, a big double THANK YOU.
Again, I'm enough of an ego maniac that I think people will find my rants entertaining. Hope I'm right.
The grass is always greener on the other side of the fence; that is until you have to mow it.
There are some people in this world that are a total waste of space and resources. They should be dealt with as you would any parasite or virus and destroyed for the good of society. These same people are a great argument for post natal birth control.
This is an old one but still true: If something looks too good to be true, it probably is.
At least once in your life you will run into someone that you shouldn't fuck with. The trick is to recognize these people and don't fuck with them.
After many years of getting angry over things people do or say I'm believe that "What goes around., comes around" if not in this world then in the next. I believe that you get what's coming to you most of the time. My problem is that I don't want to wait for you to get yours; I want to be the one giving it to whatever asshole has pissed me off.
I believe that Karma is a bitch. I believe payback is a mother...... I believe that you shouldn't settle for getting even, that you should get ahead.
I sometimes believe in vendettas and grudges and revenge; depending on the circumstances. If someone does something to insult, injure, or harm me or mine, well payback is what I said before. It may take days or months or even years but in the end I will have what's due me.
If someone harms you or yours in a few years you may look back and say, "I should have done or said so and so." It's much more satisfying to be able to think about what you did for payback.
There is a lot more that I would like to say but even as dense as I am, know that not everyone or even anyone is interested in my convoluted ideas and beliefs. I can't promise that there won't be more "random thoughts" posted but I promise to keep them at a minimum.
Thanks for wading through this mishmash and until the next time LIFE GOES ON.
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There are no graphic sex scenes in this story. This story is a very dark tale and a lot different than most of my writings.
Constructive comments and emails are appreciated. If you like or even dislike this story please comment or send an email detailing your reasons. I would also appreciate your votes or ratings, the comments, emails, and votes/ratings help me learn and grow as a writer.
Thanks for taking the time to read and comment on my work.
*****************
We were informed that the jury had reached a verdict and were waiting for them to come back into the court room. There is an undercurrent of noise running through the court; it's subtle and muted, but you can hear people talking. They are all wondering if I will be sent to prison; I'm wondering the same thing. Will I be acquitted or sent to jail?
I hope to be released, but it really doesn't make a lot of difference. Freedom would be much better than incarceration but either way it goes, I did what I thought had to be done. Not for me, but for my family and most other families in this city. I can live with that.
The reason I'm here is because of my actions and reactions and I will accept the consequences. I didn't start or cause the problem but I was the final solution.
*****************
My name is Nathaniel Thomas Clark; my family has always believed in personal freedom and I was named after two patriots of the American Revolution. It's not really important, but it does help explain my beliefs and actions. I was arrested on my birthday as I turned 63. Yeah, I know, a little old to start a life of crime.
I was drafted into the Army after I graduated from high school in 1963; I spent 30 years in the service of my country. I wasn't a Ranger, Green Beret, or Special Forces; I was just a man doing a job and retired as a Master Sergeant. I could have retired as a First Sergeant or even a Sergeant Major but I refused the promotions because I wanted to stay close to the men in the squad and the company. I did serve three tours in Southeast Asia and on my first tour expanded my knowledge of hand to hand combat.
My counterpart with the ARVN (Army of the Republic of Vietnam) was a master in several forms of martial arts; he spent a lot of time sharing what he knew and I was a good student. I was pretty big at 6' 3" 200 pounds and coupled with my training it made me a very dangerous man.
A few months prior to my trial, I got a call from my brother, Zachery. It was not a social call about his family or how was I doing or why I hadn't come for a visit. He wanted and needed my help because his granddaughter, Alyssa, had been car jacked and his grandson, Jake, had been beaten.
Zack's son, Robert and his wife Mary had been killed in a car crash when the children were very young. Their only living relatives were Zack, his wife Beth, and me so the kids came to live with Zack.
The three guys took Alyssa and her car behind some shops in a strip mall where these sorry excuses for men beat her up badly. One of the store owners was working late, saw what they were doing and called the police. The animals were in the process of ripping off her clothes when they heard the sirens and took off in her car.
The 17 year old Alyssa would grab any man's attention. She is tall like her father and grandfather with a slender athletic body with strawberry blond hair and green eyes from her mother. I understood the attraction to her by the three men but I couldn't and wouldn't forgive their actions.
Alyssa gave the police descriptions of all three assholes while she was in the ER being treated for her injuries. She was bruised, sore, and had a few minor cuts but basically she was okay. The quick action by the store owner saved her from being raped. Two days later the police arrested three men while they were driving Alyssa's car. She went down to the police station with her father and picked them out of a line up; the men were charged and held over for trial.
Apparently they made bail. Three days after being released, they started getting threatening phone calls about what would happen if Alyssa testified. A couple of days later, Jake was grabbed on his way home from school and roughed up a bit. It wasn't really serious, but he would have a black eye and his top lip was cut.
Jake said that a van pulled up, two men jumped out and smacked him around. After the first punch Jake kicked one the guys in the family jewels and then just tried to cover up and didn't get a good look at the guy beating on him. Jake said it was a white van but he didn't get the license number.
Alyssa was at home when Jake came in and called her father. Zack rushed home from work and called the cops but the police said that if Jake couldn't identify who beat him up that they couldn't do anything. The police said they didn't have the man power to guard his family and told Zack to be keep the family close and to be careful. That's when he called me asking for my help in guarding his family
Zack is a couple of years older than me with the same features inherited from our father; at 6' 4" and 220 pounds we share the same body type. Our black hair and blue eyes and our family resemblance have sometimes led people to think we're twins. He was my best friend growing up and always had my back. The difference in our temperament and philosophy usually complemented each other.
Normally Zack would try to talk rather than fight when there was a problem. He wasn't a coward, he just felt talking it out was better than fighting if at all possible. Not me, I was always ready to take names, kick ass, and talk later. We have the same beliefs, just a different way of getting our way. He was like Teddy Roosevelt, "Talk softly but carry a big stick".
I was more like General Patton, "May God have mercy on my enemies, because I won't."
You need to understand my philosophy to understand me and how I react to things. I will put up with a certain amount of bullshit. Once that bullshit quota has been reached, I will do what is necessary to put an end to it. It takes a lot to push me over the edge, but once I go over that edge I will go all the way. I have no compassion or sympathy for anyone but my family and my friends. I have learned to disengage my mind and I don't lose any sleep over the things I have done or have to do.
I listened to Zack for about 10minutes. When he wound down, I told him I would be at his house by daylight. "Just hang in there, the Calvary is on the way," I tried to reassure him.
Packing took less than an hour because I always keep a "kit" ready to go. I live off of my pension and some investments I made while in the Army. Therefore I didn't have to check with a job or boss to see if I could have time off. It wouldn't have mattered; I would have gone to help my family no matter what a boss or supervisor said. I didn't have a wife to check with either.
***********
I had married a pretty young nurse after my second tour in Vietnam; she was a nurse in the hospital where I was recovering. I was in the hospital because my body did not react well to bullets and Sally took a liking to the crusty old dogface. I wasn't a very good patient and yelled at the other nurses but she wouldn't put up with it.
She would tell me to pipe down and do what I was supposed to. I was impressed with this young nurse that put me in my place. We began to kid each other about who was a better sergeant. As I was leaving the hospital I asked her to go to dinner with me and our romance developed quickly. Apparently Sally saw something worthwhile in the battle hardened solider.
We had some wonderful years together in spite of some of the duty stations we lived at. After being married for a couple of years, I was going to be stationed at Fort Sill in Oklahoma for at least three years as an instructor so we decided to start a family. I came home one day from teaching some of the Second Lieutenants how to find their asses without using a road map and was a little stressed out. I remember thinking that the Army was in bad shape if these guys were our future military leaders.
Sally met me just inside the door of our apartment in a pair of high heels and a velvet chocker around her neck. She handed me a cold beer and began to unbutton my shirt; so much for the stress from work. I picked her up before she could get my shirt off and carried her into our bedroom. About an hour later as I was holding her and drinking the now warm beer she told me I was going to be a father. "Sergeant Daddy" she called me.
Two months later Sally's car was hit broadside by a drunk driver. Both Sally and the baby were killed. I was alone again. We had been married a little over five years.
***************
So the only person I wanted to call before I left was Stella. Her husband Jackson and I served together in Vietnam. He and I were on the same flight to the paradise of Southeast Asia on our all expenses paid tour provided by the U.S. Army. We became friends and spent all of my first tour in the same company. Jackson lost his battle with cancer shortly before I got out of the army. I met Stella at one of the reunions of the company after I retired. We began to spend time together since we both lived in San Diego and now are more of a friends with benefits relationship than a couple. Still, she would worry if she didn't hear from me.
I told her where I was going and why. Then I asked her, "Pick up my mail will ya hon."
"Sure, no problem, Nate. How long will you be gone?"
"Don't know for sure, I'll call you when I get an idea. Open the mail and if anything needs my attention, call me please," I requested.
"Just remember hot shot, you're not 24 anymore. Keep a firm grasp on reality, Don Quixote. These aren't windmills, these are serious assholes." Stella always worries about me.
"I'll call you when I get there, thanks Stella." I hung up and grabbed 3 hours of sleep. Waking up at 8 PM I got my kit, jumped in my truck, and began my journey. Travel time from my home in San Diego to Zack's place in Santa Clara was going to be 8 to 9 hours, depending on traffic. I planned to take as long as 10 hours with stops for food and gas. Better to be fresh upon arrival because I didn't know how long it would be before things got busy.
And things were going to get busy; I was going to see that they did. My brother can depend on the police and talk about the legal system all he wanted to, but I was going to give the system a little help. I was going to put an end to these threats or maybe to the guys making the threats. It was all the same to me either way.
These three cabrones had made a very bad career move. They had attacked my family and by doing so had given up any chance at mercy. I'm not a diplomat, I'm not a peace maker, but I am the solution to this problem. I would begin to plot my moves once I got to Santa Clara.
I got to my brother's house around 5:00 A.M. after a 9 hour drive and walked through the kitchen door; it was unlocked. I made some coffee and sat at the table waiting for someone to get up. Zack was the first one into the kitchen and he stopped in surprise when he saw me.
"Want some coffee, Zack? I just made a fresh pot," I said with a bit of sarcasm. "Anyone can come into your house through an unlocked door. Not real smart considering what's going on," I scolded him.
Recovering from the shock of seeing me sitting in his kitchen, he nodded his head as I got on his case about the door. He came over and hugged me. We said all the things that brothers usually do and Zack began to fill in the details about the three men. Their names were Sergio, Thomas, and Ralph. They aren't members of any gang so we wouldn't have that problem. It looked like they were just a trio of assholes trying to get some cash and have some fun with a young girl.
I began to tell Zack some of my ideas. Telling him I hoped to persuade the terrible trio to back off, which would take the pressure off. In the mean time I was going to be an outrider, not staying at the house but staying close. This outrider idea wasn't something I learned in Nam, but something I picked up watching a John Wayne western. If it worked for "the Duke", it could work for us.
As I finished explaining my plan, my sister-in-law Beth walked into the kitchen. She smiled at seeing me and came to me with a big hug and kiss. I was amazed again at how pretty she was. Beth is in her late 50s but you would never guess it.
She has the body of a woman 20 years younger and if her brown short cut hair didn't have some gray in it you would never guess her age. Her big brown eyes almost always had a twinkle in them; that morning her eyes were a little more guarded with concern for her family.
That evening as my brother stepped outside to get his newspaper someone shot him, and I'll give one guess as to who was responsible. Zack was hit in the leg and went down. Luckily it was a small caliber .22 round and not too much damage was done. He would have to stay in the hospital for a couple of days and then be off his feet for a few more.
I talked to the police and got the usual run around; they would investigate the shooting. We all knew who shot my brother, but the police had their hands tied by legalities. One of the police captains was a Nam veteran so I had a word with him. I guess the outrider plan was over before it had really begun and it was time for me to get proactive. You know, take some action to alleviate the problem instead of reacting when something happened.
There is a huge network of Vietnam veterans all over the country. I contacted a couple of guys in the Santa Clara area and they put the word out. My hope was to get a lead on the hang outs of the unholy three. In the mean time I would do some scouting on my own. Santa Clara doesn't have a lot of low life bars for a city that size. Other than the lounges at the hotels, there just aren't many neighborhood type taverns. I couldn't picture those three at a hotel lounge so I concentrated on the taverns.
The next morning I went to the hospital to see Zack and there was a cop outside of his room. I identified myself and he told me it was just a precaution. He smiled at me and said that someone had lit a fire under the brass. Guilty as charged I told him and smiled back at him. Beth and Alyssa were talking to Zack; asking him if he knew what I was going to do. Beth knows how I am and she was worried that I would get in trouble.
Beth said to Zack, "He should forget about getting revenge. It could backfire on him."
Zack looked down for a moment and then at Beth and said, "Make no mistake; it's not revenge he's after. It's a reckoning."
"What do you mean, honey?" Beth asked.
"Nate doesn't care about revenge; he's going to put an end to the situation or to them. There will be a reckoning brought by Nate to those three for attacking his family. You know how he is about family. The only thing left to do for those boys is to pray for their souls. Unless they are very careful, those guys are walking around dead. They just don't know it yet."
I decided to quit listening and stepped into the room. "Hello boys and girls." I grabbed Beth and Alyssa and hugged them to me. "How are you guys holding up?" They both assured me they were fine. Then Beth motioned me out into the hall.
"I don't want you to get yourself in trouble," Beth warned me. "Zack got shot just getting the paper. I know you and I know that you are going after these guys. I won't tell you not to go after them, I know you won't listen to me, so just be careful please. Call the police if you find out anything. Promise me Nate."
"Honey, Zack's the one that calls the police. I love and admire him more than anyone I know but he trusts people too much. I trust my ability to protect my family more than I trust the police to do anything. Beth, I love all of you guys, Zack, Alyssa, Jake and you. I won't let anyone or anything hurt you while I can do something about it."
I looked her in the eye and said," I will promise you this, I won't get hurt. That's as far as I can go. Someone has to stop these guys and I maybe just the right one to do it. But I'll make you another promise. Those three will have every chance to back off. If anything else happens, it will be their choice." I left Beth standing there with a sad look on her face. It was time for those three to pay the consequences of their actions.
The network of vets had come up with two possible bars that the boys might be hanging around. I waited until 7:00 that evening and went to one of the taverns. It's a cliché but the name was "The Dew Drop Inn". I had gotten mug shots of Sergio, Thomas and Ralph off the newspapers Internet site; it's amazing what can be found with a computer.
I told the bartender that one of these guys was giving my daughter a hard time and I wanted to discuss the situation with him. The bartender took the $20 bill I gave as an incentive to look at the pictures. It was a waste of a good $20. The bartender hadn't seen them and was honest enough to turn down more money. He said he had a daughter too. I gave him my cell number and he promised to call me if the three showed up at his bar; I gave him another $20 anyway.
Tavern number 2 was called "The Other Place". I had better luck there; the bartender said the trio was in the back room playing pool. That cost me another $20 bill. I gave him a $50 bill and ask him not to call the cops if something went down and after I promised to pay for any damages he agreed.
As I walked into the back room, I got my first look at the guys. There was nothing special about them, just three punks in their 20's. Sergio was about 5 ft 10 with a slim build. Thomas was just a normal guy, except for his buck teeth. He was just a punk and would follow the lead of the other two. However Ralph was pretty big and looked mean. He must have been 6 foot 4 and weighed in at around 245 pounds; he was not a man to let get hold of you. Even if he wasn't a good technical fighter he was big enough to cause me a problem.
I sort of shuffled into the room, the way an older man might and leaned against a table. It only took a couple of minutes before Sergio noticed me. He said over his shoulder, "You want something old man."
"Is this a private game? I would like to play with three tough guys," I answered. All three of them looked puzzled. "You are tough guys, aren't you?"
Sergio turned to face me then. The way he moved told me that the move was just bravado. "What the hell are you talking about?" He was sizing me up and trying to figure out what I wanted. He knew it had nothing to do with a pool game.
"I heard you guys were real tough. I mean you beat the hell out of a girl that couldn't weigh more than a hundred pounds and then to show how tough you really are you slapped around a 10 year old boy. Man, you guys are the real deal, alright."
"Old man, you are going to get hurt. You better leave while you can," Sergio ordered. He must be the brains because the other two just stood there and grinned like monkeys.
I looked at each one as I called their names. "Sergio, Thomas, Ralph, you guys are due for an ass kicking and I'm wearing the boots to do it. That was my niece you car jacked, beat up, and tried to rape. That was my nephew you slapped around to make your point and that was my brother you shot. NO ONE, I MEAN NO ONE HARMS MY FAMILY," I shouted at them.
Sergio started laughing and the other two followed suit. "Too late to leave now old man; I gave you a chance and now you're going to get the hell beat out of you. Go get him Thomas." He pushed Thomas toward me and stood back to watch.
If you have a three to one superiority over an opponent it is a tactical mistake to attack one at a time. No matter how good the one man is, if three guys rush him together it will be very difficult for him to defend himself. Obviously the trio were not students of war or they didn't think one old man was much of a threat. They were about to make a very bad mistake.



I was still leaning on a pool table and Thomas tried to grab my shirt. First I hit him in the throat going between his reaching hands. When he grabbed his throat, I swept his legs out from under him. Grabbing his pool stick, I turned and attacked Ralph. The idea was to put him out of the game as fast as possible. I was pretty sure I could handle Sergio and Thomas, but Ralph was another matter.
I hit Ralph across the bridge of his nose with the pool cue. If you hit some one's nose, the first thing they do is grab it with both hands. Their eyes start to water and they can't see for a second or two. Sergio had started forward; I took a second to kick him in the groin and he went down.
Turning back to Ralph, I kicked the side of his leg at the knee with the toe of my boot; I was wearing steel toed boots and he went to the floor. I had done what I had to keep Ralph out of the way. His nose was probably broken and that knee may never be the same. Thomas was up and moving by this time by this time.
Thomas was put back on the floor with a punch to his nose, another to his tender throat, and a kick to his mid section. The confrontation with Thomas and Ralph took less than 15 seconds. Now for the last one.
Sergio had moved behind the pool table after getting up. He was on the opposite side of the table with his pool cue held like a club. Now he began to wonder and he wasn't sure he wanted to mess with this old man.
A word here about using a pool cue as a club. Most people grab a cue by the smaller end so they can use the big end as a club. Problem with that is that when the stick breaks you are left with a thin piece of wood to protect yourself. The best way is to grab the thick end; if it breaks you still have the larger end as your weapon.
I went around the table toward him and he tried to stay away from me by circling the table. I picked up a ball from the table, threw it at him, and as he ducked I jumped onto the table. When he looked up again, I kicked him on the chin; Sergio went down and I jumped on him. I put his arm across my knee and used it as a lever to dislocate his shoulder.
Now I had all three of them in a situation I could control. I pulled all of them close together; I had a message for them. Two were barely conscious and I had to revive them a little. When I had their attention, I started my little speech.
"You guys are pitiful. You let an old man kick your ass," I laughed at them. "The only reason you are still alive is because of the promise I made my sister in law. If it was up to me you would never get up from the floor. This is what you are going to do. You will leave my family alone after our little discussion here. DO YOU UNDERSTAND?"
All three of them said yes or nodded their heads. "Let's not have this conversation again, guys. You really won't like the outcome next time." I left the back room and walked through the bar. I gave the bartender a fifty and told him I broken a couple of cues. I felt no guilt about the confrontation with the unholy trio. It was 3 to 1 but I was better than them and they had got their lumps. Payback pure and simple. If I hadn't made that promise to Beth, the three of them would be just a pile of dead meat.
I went back to my brother's house and sat down in a chaise lounge on the back porch. No one was home; the family was still at the hospital visiting Zack. That was okay, I need the time to wind down. After every military operation there is a debriefing session. This is used to gather information for the future and just as important it gives men time to unwind. You have to have a little quiet time to allow the adrenaline to get out of your system. If you don't wind down, you'll get the shakes.
The next morning found me sleeping on the back porch. When the family got home last night they didn't check out back and I was already asleep. Having breakfast with Beth, Alyssa, and Jake was a pleasant experience. I hadn't had breakfast with a family since my wife Sally was killed.
After breakfast, I treated my hands for some cuts and abrasions from the night before. No matter how hard you try, your hands will always take a beating from a fight. I finished cleaning up and we all went back to the hospital. Zack was doing very well and was going to be able to go home the next day. The bullet had missed everything important and he was healing nicely.
I almost expected the police to come see me about the fight at the bar, but they never showed up. I guess the three tough guys didn't want to admit that an old man kicked their asses.
Beth and I brought Zack home the next morning. His leg was healing but it was very weak and sore. We fixed up the hide a bed in the family room for him and Beth so they could sleep there for a few days. I went to sleep upstairs in their room for now. Everything had just about got back to normal.
What happened next was my fault. I was sure that I had read the three men correctly and that my little conversation with them would solve the problem. I was a little cocky when I explained to Zack and Beth about my meeting with the trio. My over confidence cost us, big time.
Two weeks had passed since my meeting in the pool room and everything had been quiet; the trial was going to start in about a month. It was mid Saturday morning, I didn't feel that I was needed anymore and was packing to leave. Grabbing my kit and starting down the stairs, I head a sound I had heard too many times in Vietnam; an AK-47 in full auto mode. The front of the house seemed to explode as the rounds struck.
I jumped to the landing and used the door jamb as cover. It doesn't pay to rush into at stream of bullets from a fully automatic weapon. That will get you dead. I pulled my Kimber .45 out of my kit and waited for the shooter to reload. He had been using a spray and pray technique and usually that isn't a very accurate way to shoot because the barrel rises and you lose your target. When the firing stopped, I went to one of the front windows to locate the shooter.
A car was stopped in front of the house and I could see the rifle barrel sticking out of the window. I shot twice at a spot just behind the weapon. The car raced away and I fired twice more. Then it was time to check the family. Zack's face was cut in a few places from flying glass, but the cuts weren't bad. Beth hadn't been as lucky, she had been hit at least twice. Both kids had been in the back yard and weren't hurt.
We called 911 and Zack rode in ambulance with Beth. I gathered up the kids and took them to Beth's sister for the night. After I got them settled in I went to the hospital and found Zack in the surgery waiting room. Beth was in surgery and it would be at least an hour before we knew anything.
The police arrived and started to question Zack and me. I almost went ballistic and started yelling at them. "Jesus Christ, my brother's wife is in surgery and you idiots are wasting time asking stupid questions. You know who did this so go get them you idiots." Zack calmed me down and gave the police all the information he had.
Then the police asked if one of us had shot back at the car. The cop said the neighbors heard the machine gun fire and then four very loud gun shots. I took a couple of deep breaths to keep from overreacting and told him that I didn't know what he was talking about. He didn't really seem to believe me but he had no proof that anyone had shot back. The cops left and we went back to worrying about Beth.
Remember the debriefing? I hadn't had any quiet time and the snakes were crawling. I started to shake and then I started to cry. I wasn't sobbing or anything, just tears rolling down my face. I had caused this by being over confident, I thought. Zack and I had talked about moving the family away until the trial but I was so sure that I had handled the problem that we didn't. Beth was in surgery fighting for her life, because of me.
Two hours after I got to the hospital, a doctor came to the waiting room and asked for Mr. Clark. Funny thing both Zack and I answered to Mr. Clark. The doctor said that Beth would be okay and that she had been hit twice. A ricochet had sliced into her left arm and that wound was more like a deep gouge that would heal easily. The other wound had been to her left shoulder. The round had done a through and through just below her collar bone. She had some muscle damage, but again should heal with no problem and regain full use of her arm with therapy.
I said a prayer for Beth and then one for me. Even though I was thinking about Beth my mind was planning my next move. I realized that I couldn't do anything to help Beth right now but I could see to it that no one else in the family would be hurt. I didn't say anything to Zack; he had enough on his mind right now and didn't need to worry about me too.
We wouldn't be able to see Beth for a least another hour so I left to go talk to the kids. They needed to see my face when I told them their mother would be okay. After wards I went back to the house to get ready for my mission. As I said before, I always have a kit ready to go in case I have to go somewhere in a hurry.
The kit contained the usual; extra clothes, toiletries, and an extensive first aid box. There were a couple of additional items and my weapons. In the kit was the Kimber .45, and there was also a selection of knives. Ammo for the guns completed my kit. Behind the seat in my truck was a steel box holding my "deer hunting" rifle, a .308 Remington 700 ADL. I have several accessories that turn this sporting rifle into a sniper's dream. These are the tools I will use to solve the problem of that unholy trio.
My mission was a simple one. I was going to make sure those thugs didn't have a chance to make another attack on the family. The action I was planning had three possible results and only one was good. I planned on taking Sergio and company out. First result: I could be killed and not get the job done. Second result: I erase Sergio and his posse, but get caught and jailed. Third result: (And my choice) the mission is completed and no one goes to jail. See, only one good conclusion out of the three possibilities.
Yeah I know, "Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the lord", but the last time my family was attacked, the lord must have been busy. He will just have to judge me after the fact because I will not allow my family to be attacked and hurt again. IT WASN'T GOING TO HAPPEN AGAIN. Not on my watch. Now before you totally get the wrong idea, let me explain some facts of life as I see them.
I don't believe in going around shooting people at random. I do believe in protecting what and who I care for. In the Army I protected and supported the guys in my squad and my company; it was part of my job. I will protect my loved ones with even more vigor. Before you get all emotional about "those poor innocent boys", remember what they had already done.
They stole my niece's car, beat the hell out of her, and tried to rape her. They might have killed her after they were done with her. Then they slapped around a 10 year old boy to show my niece what would happened if she testified against them. Next, Sergio and company tried to kill my family with a drive by shooting. These are not innocent young boys doing a little mischief; these are stone killers and rabid dogs. And I am the dog catcher.
A close in fire fight is a lot different than a hand to hand combat. Even if only one of them gets lucky while exchanging gun fire it could ruin my day. That is why I was going to use the sniper rifle if I could. I intended to do my mission from 400 yards away, if at all possible. Their AKs and hand guns don't have that kind of range and they probably wouldn't even know where the shots were coming from.
I was watching the T.V. news that night to get a weather forecast and got a bit of good news. The news reported that the body a young man by the name of Ralph Brown had been found down by the river. He had been shot twice with a .45 but the police had no leads to the shooter. The police had pulled in Sergio and Thomas but they had alibis from their girlfriends. On the plus side I guess the shots I fired at that car had done some good after all.
There was no need to look for Sergio and Thomas during the day; they would only come out at night. So I went to see how Beth was doing and to talk some business with Zack. I found Beth sitting up in bed looking pretty good. She and Zack were laughing about something when I walked in. Beth saw me and smiled; I almost lost it. I got tears in my eyes and apologized to her; then Beth held out her arms to me and I went to her.
"Nate, what's wrong? Why are you apologizing? You have been a rock for us and have nothing to be sorry about," Beth said.
"It was my cockiness that almost got you killed. I thought I had those punks scared enough to leave you guys alone. I should have made sure," I told her.
Between Beth and Zack they got me calmed down a little and we had a nice visit. After about 30 minutes, I motioned Zack out of the room. I asked him to take a walk with me and we ended up in a courtyard. I handed him a large thick envelope.
"Zack, you guys are the only family I have left. If something happens to me, my will is in this envelope. I have left almost everything to you, Beth and the kids. I want Stella to have my boat, she always enjoyed going out on it. The condo is paid for and can be sold for enough to put Alyssa and Jake through college, or whatever you want to do with it. The bank accounts and investments are for you and Beth. Buy a summer home or whatever and enjoy life. Keep any of the rest of the stuff you want and the rest give to the Army/Navy relief fund or the Goodwill."
"What do you mean, if something happens to you? What are you planning?" Zack wanted to know.
"I'm going to solve this problem, that's all you need to know. If this mission goes south, you can truthfully say you knew nothing about happened. Don't push me on this Zack. You can't talk you way out of this with those assholes and I won't let any of you get hurt again. Remember, I love you guys." I hugged Zack and left him in the courtyard.
My next move was to find and scout the area that the remaining two assholes ran around in. After finding out their habits, I could plan the mission. It took me two days to find them again and another two days observing their movements before I was ready.
Sergio and Thomas had changed bars. I guess even those two weren't dumb enough to go back to the bar I where I had first met them. I never could find out where they were living. The new bar didn't fit in very well with my plans. There wasn't anywhere that I could use my rifle and therefore wouldn't be out of range of return gunfire. That only left the "Gun fight at the OK corral" method.
I would have to get up close and personal to do what I felt had to be done. The only consolation was that the AKs probably wouldn't be involved. I knew I could take the two punks, but the question was could I do it and not get hurt? There wasn't going to be a chance of doing this from far away so there would probably be witnesses. I would prefer not to go to jail, but if my family were safe I could handle it.
The plan was simple. I would wait until Sergio and Thomas went into the bar and I would follow them in. Once inside, I would get in their face, insult them, and question their manhood. The goal was to provoke them into attacking me, either physically or with weapons. I could then claim self defense when I took them out.
A physical attack even if they used knives shouldn't be a problem; however it could go south if they pulled guns. They would just have to get lucky once to put a hurting on me. As much as I hate to believe it, I have slowed down a little. I wasn't as much of a"Rambo" as I had been and I was becoming a senior citizen.
I decided that do the mission on Friday night. Beth was still in the hospital so I called Zack there. He answered the phone in Beth's room just liked I hoped.
"Hi Zack, it's me. How's Beth."
"Nate where are you? We haven't heard from you in almost a week. What are you planning?" Zack was full of questions.
"It's not important where I am or what I'm going to do. I just wanted to check on Beth," I told him.
"Beth is doing fine; we can take her home tomorrow. By the way, the police captain friend of yours was looking for you. He told me to tell you to leave things alone. That the police will handle those guys," Zack told me. "He said he didn't want you to get in over your head or get in trouble."
"Charley always was a worrier. Don't tell him you talked to me. I don't want you involved in all this stuff. Remember the envelope and instructions I gave you Zack. I love you guys. Take care."
"Nate, Nate, wait. Don't do........." I hung up on him. I had told him the important stuff. Now it was time to do the mission and put an end to this shit.
I got to the bar just after dark and parked my truck a couple of doors away from the entrance. Going around to the back of the building, I blocked the back door with the bar's dumpster; no one would be using the back door to get away. I knocked out the street lights around the bar and the light over the door. Then I went across the street and waited in the shadows for the punks to show up.
An hour had passed and I began to think I would have to wait for another night. Then the two assholes pulled up in the same car they had used when they shot up Zack's house. What dummies. They got out of the car laughing at something and went into the bar.
I wanted those two to have a few drinks before I braced them. While I waited I went over my preparations and the plan in my head. I was wearing a "kidney belt" like motocross riders wear under my shirt. It covered me from just under my arms to just above my hips and had strips of hard plastic sewn into it. The belt would help protect me from knife wounds. It wouldn't help much with a gunshot though.
I had my .45 in the small of my back covered by my jacket. There was a .38 special revolver strapped to my right ankle as a backup. I also had a special ops throwing knife taped to my left forearm. It was sort of overkill but I wanted to be prepared.
An hour had passed and it was show time so I slowly walked into the bar. The only people there was the bartender, a couple of drunks at the bar and Sergio and Thomas. They were at the back of the room sitting at a table. I stepped to the bar and got two beers. I carried the beers over to their table and set them down. Then I stood there and stared at Sergio and Thomas. They didn't notice me until I set the beers down.
"What are you doing here old man?" Sergio was the one that spoke. He wasn't as cocky as he had been the first time we met.
"I thought I cured you of that old man shit the last time we met junior. I wanted to buy you guys a beer before," I said.
"Before what?" Sergio was being a great straight man.
"Before I kill you and you buddy here, asshole," I answered. Sergio and Thomas were surprised at my answer. In their world a guy would talk trash and be insulting before getting down to the nitty gritty. "You bastards made a bad career move when you attacked my family. You made an even bigger mistake when you didn't kill me with that drive by shooting. By the way, where's Ralph?"
Both of the men were beginning to realize that I wasn't just talking. They knew that I was going to do what I said. They began to fidget in their seats and looked at each other. Knowing that I had to escalate the action, I picked up the two beers and threw them into their faces. It got the reaction I wanted.
The men stood up and Sergio pulled a very large knife and started toward me. I glanced at Thomas, but he was staying put. I turned to Sergio and took a step to meet him. That's when I felt the fire across my back and into my side. I dropped to my knees.



I had made a rookie mistake. Thomas also had a knife and I hadn't kept him in view. He had slashed me with his knife. The plastic strips in the kidney belt stopped the blade from going into my body but the blade slid across my back and ribs. That was the fire I felt. I kicked Thomas away from me and faced Sergio.
Now Sergio tried to stab me from the front but I was able to block the blow. I grabbed his arm, twisted it and forced it over my shoulder as I turned. When I felt the arm lock I used my shoulder for leverage broke his arm and he went to the floor. Quickly I turned to face Thomas again, but I was starting to fade a little because of my loss of blood. I had to finish this fast, before I passed out.
Thomas stepped forward with his knife held high to stab me again. I pulled the .45 and shot him twice. Once in the chest and the second one in the forehead. So much for Thomas. I think my claim of self defense would have had more validity if I had left it there, but Sergio was still a threat. As I turned I saw him getting to his feet so I shot him twice in the head.
I know what some of you will say. Violence doesn't solve anything and I'm a ruthless cold-blooded killer. You may be right where those two are concerned. But violence begets violence and violence solved the threat to my family when the law couldn't. Neither one of those apes will ever harm anyone again.
Wait until you or your family is in danger of being beaten or killed and the police can't or won't do anything to help you. Then tell me that you wouldn't do what was necessary to protect your loved ones. I did what had to be done and I'll let God sort em out and decide who was right.
As I left the bar I must have left a trail of blood. At my truck I pulled off the kidney belt and used my first aid kit to bandage my ribs. I couldn't really get to my back so I taped a gauze pad over the wound.
I got into my truck and drove away. About a mile away, I pulled over and passed out. That's where the police found me. They had a description of the shooter from the bar; that and the .45 led to my arrest. They took me to the ER and from there to jail.
Sorry, a word here about the police. I admire these men and women almost as much as I admire our military people. The cops do a job that most of us couldn't or wouldn't do. They have to take bullshit from the asshole public that no sane person should have to tolerate. Then we expect them to put their lives on the line to protect those same assholes. They are under appreciated and woefully under paid. If you parents want a role model for your children, you could do a lot worse than a policeman.
The D.A., Charles Watson, wanted to charge me with everything including the shooting of JFK, the Lindbergh baby kidnapping, and the sinking of the Titanic. He was a liberal and didn't believe anyone had the right to protect themselves. Bring it on, I stand by my actions, I thought. He and his kind are the real assholes of the world.
After I got out of the hospital, I was brought before a judge and given an attorney and a trial date was set. Bail was refused because of the double killing. I pleaded justifiable homicide (self defense) and was put back in jail to wait for my trial. My stay in jail was interesting if nothing else. Most of my fellow inmates were waiting for trial, waiting for sentencing, waiting for an appeal or just waiting to go to another jail.
I was attacked twice. Being a new "fish" I had to be put in my place. While the two guys that attacked me were in the infirmary, the word got around about why I was in jail. After that, I didn't have any more trouble. The criminal element was impressed with how far I had gone to protect my family.
Lucky for me, I was in a relatively new section of the jail. I only had to share a cell with one other man. His name, can you believe it, was Bubba; I kid you not. Bubba was a very large man, 6 feet 7, 300 pounds, from Georgia. He had followed his wife when she came to the city to see her sister. Her sister wasn't at home, but her sister's husband was. Bubba walked in on them as they tried to screw each other to death. He helped by killing the man and putting his wife in the hospital for a month or so.
Other than that one time Bubba was a gentle giant. He and I discussed a lot of things to pass the time. We talked about music, southern rock mostly, baseball, politics, and what we were going to do when we got out. (Bubba wasn't getting out, but he had hopes) I think the fact that he and I were friends also had something to do with the prison population leaving me alone.
Zack and the rest of the family had been in to visit me a few times. On one of the visits Bubba's sister was visiting at the same time and I got to introduce my friend to my family. Bubba was touched that I would introduce him to the family and thanked me for including him. Alyssa and Jake would bring or send notes, letters, and cards to me and they began to send Bubba things too.
After one of the visits by Beth and Alyssa a few of the inmates made some sexual remarks about the girls that upset Bubba. He didn't appreciate their talking about his new "family" that way and he let them know it. He went to solitary for a few days and the two inmates went to the infirmary. I suggested to Zach that the visits with my "girls" be restricted to phone calls.
"Okay but why? I mean it seems safe enough with all the guards and everything," Zach said.
"It's not the girl's safety I'm worried about." I explained about Bubba's displeasure at some of the comments by a couple of the other inmates and the outcome. "He's got it tough enough without having to spend all his time in solitary. Have the girls send him a couple of cards and maybe a picture to let him know their thinking about him."
I didn't know it but the Nam veteran's network was working in high gear. Three days after I was put in jail, I had a visitor. His name was John Kendle and he was one of the top defense attorneys in the country. He did a lot of pro bono work for Viet Nam vets that had legal problems. John decided that I needed more than the court appointed attorney.
Finally after all the legal bullshit, my trial began. Because of the double killing, the D.A. was prosecuting this case himself instead of handing it over to one of his flunkies. It was an election year and a conviction would help his political career. It was a calculated risk on his part because a not guilty verdict would do more than a little harm to his career.
At the time that Watson the D.A. took over the case he thought he would be facing a public defender and had a press conference promising to convict the deadly killer; he meant me. I think he wished he could reconsider his involvement when he found out that John was now my attorney. Instead of facing an overworked, underpaid, and comparatively inexperienced court appointed counsel he would be facing one of the best legal minds in the country.
The jury selection process was a circus all by its self and took a full week. Mr. Watson wanted to stack the jury with anyone that thought that the government knew best and he didn't want anyone that would or could think for themselves.
In fairness I have to say that John Kendle wanted people who worked for a living, were military veterans, or families of vets. Watson wanted mostly young liberals that were used to the government telling them what to do and Kendle wanted a fair mix of older citizens who knew that the government couldn't or shouldn't be in their everyday lives. Like I said a real circus.
Once the trial actually started it was pretty much cut and dried. John stipulated to the physical evidence that my gun had killed Sergio and Thomas; there was no doubt that I had shot them. The only question was why I did it. The prosecutor claimed that the murders were premeditated; that I hunted them down and killed them to get revenge for the attacks on my family.
My stand was that the two attacked me and I killed them in self defense. Watson was right, I did hunt them down and basically executed them like the animals that they were. Of course I wasn't going to admit that to the court.
The D.A.'s glossed over the attack on Alyssa, little Jake being beaten, and the two shootings. His witnesses were a parade of policemen, forensic experts, and even a psychologist. The shrink said that I was suffering from post traumatic stress syndrome which caused me to hunt down and kill the two men. His diagnosis was made without ever having interviewed or even talked to me.
John quickly brought out the fact that the "good" doctor had never interviewed or examined me and because the D.A. brought it up first, John was able to go into more depth and detail concerning the two shootings, the carjacking, assault on Alyssa, and beating given to Jake. The prosecutor's objections were shot down so at least the jury knew what kind of people those two were.
There had been two drunks in the bar that night but Watson and John decided not to call either one of them to testify. They had been sleeping off a drinking binge and would have made horrible witnesses for either side. The bartender testified that he saw me come into the bar and go to the back room where the two boys were drinking. The D.A. didn't ask him anymore questions but John got the bartender to admit that he heard Sergio yelling at me but that he didn't see what the yelling was about or what happened in the room.
Another witness that was called by Watson was the bartender on duty when I had my first run in with Sergio, Thomas, and Ralph. It was a mistake because the man testified that the three attacked me. As it ended up the only evidence that the D.A. had was that I had shot the boys. He couldn't prove intent or premeditation.
The trial ran for almost two weeks before the judge called for closing arguments.
John Kendle's closing stated that twice I had gone to the men and tried to convince them to leave my family alone. He explained that on both occasions I was attacked, the last time with deadly weapons. I had no choice but to defend myself he told the jury; the injuries I incurred from the knives proved my life was in danger. In John's final statement he said that it wasn't a crime to protect yourself with deadly force if your life was in danger.
Mr. Watson's closing was pitiful. He rambled on and tried to convict me with his words instead of evidence. In the end if you filtered out all the big words and speech making all you had was that I had killed those two men. He couldn't prove his claims of murder and couldn't disprove my claim of self defense. Watson basically said that I had shot the men and therefore I must be guilty.
The judge instructed the jury as to their duties and sent them to deliberate on the charge of "murder in the first degree".
***********************
John told me that he believed that I would be acquitted on the charge of murder but might be found guilty of some of the lesser charges brought against me, such as aggravated assault and assault with a deadly weapon.. He told me not to worry too much about a guilty verdict on any of them because he planned to make appeals if necessary.
"Nothing personal John but if it's just the same to you, I rather not have to go through all this shit again," I told him with a smile. I knew that I could deal with what I did and with any punishment meted out, but I really would like to stay out of jail.
He laughed and patted me on the shoulder and then looked passed me as the door to the jury room opened. The members of the jury filed back to their seats with solemn looks on their faces. The jury foreman was the last in line and as he took his seat he glanced at me and nodded.
The foreman, one Ted Gallager, slipped by Watson in the jury selection. Gallager at 42 was a former Marine, retiring after 20 years in the Corp. He was now a government employee; I guess that's why the D.A. thought Gallager would be an asset to the prosecution.
You've all seen it on TV, the judge came in and asked the jury if they had reached a verdict and then requested that the jury foreman read the verdict.
"We the jury find the defendant not guilty of all charges and stipulations." The spectators in the court room gave a loud cheer of agreement.
****************
Two weeks after the trial I said good bye to Zack, Beth, Alyssa and Jake. I had done what was necessary to protect my family but I was ready to go home. Zack and Beth tried to talk me into moving to Santa Clara but I like my life and friends in San Diego. My wife is buried there and my closest friends live there; it's my home. After all the years in the Army traveling all over the world, I finally had a home.
The drive back home took longer than the drive to help my family and I had time to rethink some things. I'm truly sorry that those boys forced me to kill them, but I would do the same thing all over again. The events in Santa Clara and seeing Zack and the family also made me realize how hollow living alone is.
I think I'll talk to Stella about becoming more than friends with benefits.
I'm not ready for the grave yet and life goes on.
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In the three years since I kicked my fiancée, I guess I should say ex-fiancée, to the curb my life has changed; for the better I think. I don't know to this day if Jackie was screwing that asshole Bill; right up until the end she swore that she hadn't slept with him. It doesn't make any difference; her actions didn't pass my idea of fidelity.
Just to bring you up to speed...Jackie had lied to me and met him several times when she told me she was with the "girls" or visiting her mother. Some of my friends had seen her on more than one occasion with Bill; dry humping on a dance floor, kissing each other, and even going outside to "get some fresh air".
I confronted Jackie and her boy toy Bill in front of her house on one of the nights that she was supposed to having dinner with her girlfriends. I basically told her to go to hell, took my engagement ring back, and sent her down the road. I refused to meet with or talk to her after that night though she called several times.
Jackie didn't want to break up and brought Bill into my watering hole to make me jealous as a ploy hoping to get me to talk to her. It wasn't a good plan because Bill got all macho and shit when I told Jackie to go to hell. He broke my nose and put a cut over my eye that took twelve stitches to close. Billy Boy didn't get away untouched; I later heard that he had a broken nose, two cracked ribs, and some very bruised testicles. I managed to kick him in the gonads a couple of times. Funny, I never saw or heard from Billy Boy again.
I finally agreed to talk to Jackie because she promised to leave me alone if I would. She explained that nothing serious had happened and I explained that she had crossed a line and there was no going back. Neither of us was happy about the situation but that meeting put a period to the relationship. I lost one other thing after we broke up; I lost my desire to over indulge with Jack Daniels. One drink on week nights and no more than two on the weekends was my new norm.
Two weeks after that final meeting, Jackie's brother Rob came to see me. As usual I was at Kelly's holding court with an audience of Kelly, a glass of Jack Daniels, and who ever cared to listen to my words of wisdom. In reality I was having a drink and talking to my friend Kelly. Rob and I were more than acquaintances but less than best buddies. We knew and liked each other and would have a few drinks once in awhile.
Rob flopped down on the bar stool next to me and told Kelly to bring him what I was having. He took a sip of his drink and made a face. He never was much of a Jack Daniels fan. "How can you drink this stuff?"
"It's manna from heaven my boy. Finest kind," I answered as I took a big drink.
I knew he had something on his mind; it was unusual for him to track me down. He hesitated and after a minute or so got to the reason he was there.
"Is there any chance that you can forgive my stupid sister? Jackie really does love you, you know. She's a mess and I'm worried about her. She knows she screwed up but she's learned a lesson." Rob stopped talking and looked at me expectantly.
Taking another slug of my drink, I motioned to Kelly to bring me another one; it was Saturday night so I allowed myself a second drink. "Rob I'd like to help you because it's you but you're asking for something I can't do. Jackie screwed around on me for our entire relationship and I don't think it would be any different if we got back together. She destroyed my trust in her and that's no way to live; I would always wonder if she was messing around again. Jackie's out of my life and she's going to stay out. I'm sorry I can't help you Rob," I finished.
"Can't help or won't help?" Rob asked with a small grin.
"Doesn't make any difference, it's the same result either way," I answered grinning back at him.
"Well I promised that I would talk to you, so I've done my duty. I told Jackie that you wouldn't change your mind but she begged me to try. Believe me I understand and can't blame you. I hope we can remain friends; good drinking buddies are hard to come by even if they do drink this rot gut."
Shortly afterwards Jackie moved to the west coast; she went alone or so I heard.
********************
I'm Jake Connors by the way. A little over two years after Jackie and I went splitsville, my brother James and I bought the bar when Kelly decided to retire. It had been my favorite watering hole for a couple of years. James came home with a medical discharge from the Marine Corps, a monthly disability check, and a bum leg. He was wounded in some third world shit hole of a country.
I had been working construction but an injury forced me into their office. My knee had been screwed up in a fall and two years after the injury I had it operated on. At 28 I was still the same tall, dark, and handsome, well I don't know about the handsome part, guy that I had been but my knee wouldn't take the abuse that type of work put on it so I moved into the office. Scheduling jobs, ordering supplies, and planning were what I do now.
James wanted something to do besides sitting and waiting on his disability check and I wanted something to fall back on if the office job began to drive me nuts. My brother managed to accumulate a sizeable nest egg while in the Corps. I won't go into how, just don't ever play poker with him and I had saved most of my pay from working construction. Living at home with mom and grandma certainly minimized expenses.
So James and I pooled our resources and bought Kelly's. We changed the name to "Conner's Pub & Grill", added a kitchen and offered a basic menu. Deli type sandwiches, burgers, and a Friday night fish fry was about as fancy as it got.
I spend most of my free time at our pub. I'm like a captain in the military and James is like the grizzled sergeant that makes sure everything gets done and runs smoothly. James manages the bar and kitchen and I'm administration. I'm a full service accountant slash office manager slash purchasing agent slash chief flunky and gofer. James and I split the weekend duties and I worked the bar a couple of nights a week so he could take a little time off; it's a productive sharing of duties. We draw a salary and split the profits equally every quarter.
James and I look enough a like to be twins; we both have the same dark hair and gray eyes but I'm about 4 inches taller than him. I worked behind the bar to give James some time off and it was funny to see the reaction of some of the customers; they couldn't understand how James had grown or I had shrunk overnight. It confused the hell out of them until they caught on.
Buying the pub and the two story building that housed it was one of the best things that James and I could have done. Not only did it give us a good income, it enabled us to do more for our mom and grandmother. We bought a four bedroom house and moved our "ladies" out of the tough neighborhood where we had grown up. James now lived with mom and grandma and I had my own three bedroom apartment over the pub.
I remodeled one of the bedrooms into a home gym. When I moved out of the field into the office and started working with my brain instead of my brawn, I began to put on a lot of weight. At 6'4" I could carry my normal weight of 240 pounds, but I ballooned up to almost 300 pounds and looked like the Pillsbury Dough Boy. It was cool not having to drive somewhere to work out; I just had to walk down the hall. I worked out three times a week and got my weight back down to 240.
The income from Connor's Pub and Grill also enabled me to be more independent and not be a slave to my construction job. I wasn't ready to give that job up but I didn't have to put up with any crap either. If my work was done I saw no reason that I couldn't leave early instead of sitting around the office until a set time.
I always backed up any work to my laptop which I carried with me everywhere and I was always available by cell phone. My job wasn't an 8 to 4 type of job anyway; I always had to put out fires at weird times of the day or night. I decided that if the company didn't like the way I worked I could always just go back to the pub. Apparently they liked my work just fine; they just gave me a bonus and a raise in salary.
One of my duties when we bought the bar was to hire some help and because we added the kitchen we needed a couple of cooks and waitresses. Our plan was to be open seven days a week from lunch starting at 11 A.M. to 2 P.M. with food service stopping about 10 P.M. So my search began but I didn't have much luck; it seemed every applicant for the cook's job or the waitress's job didn't fit what we wanted. None of them had the personality and job skills I was looking for.
I wanted Conner's Pub and Grill to be a friendly place that would attract people and bring them back. A place that every customer felt welcome and like they belonged. Sort of a neighborhood version of "Cheers" the bar from the old TV show; a place where everyone said hello as you walked in and the staff made you feel welcomed.
Then fate smiled and led Jasper A. Quinn to us. Jasper is a retired Master Chief Petty Officer with 30 years of naval service. He had been in charge of mess halls in everything from destroyers to aircraft carriers; from small naval refueling ports to entire naval shipyards. Jasper was totally over qualified as cook for our little pub but we seem to hit it off and he wanted the job.
Both James and I had served in the defense of our country and I had a healthy respect for the Sergeants and Navy Chiefs that were the backbone of the service. They are the ones that actually got things done. I hired Jasper at our first interview.
"Chief, do you know of anyone that we could hire for a part time cook. We're going to be open seven days a week and we need someone for your days off?" I thought he might have some navy buddies that wanted a job.
"You don't need a second cook. I've got no family, nobody to answer to so I plan to work the whole week. My retirement is plenty for me to live on and this place will be my entertainment so I don't plan on missing any days. Okay?"
"Fine with me Master Chief. You can start your day at 10 A.M. and finish around 10 P.M. We'll see that you get a two or three hour break after the lunch trade is over. We can work out some full days off if you want or need them. If that's okay, you can start on Monday."
He nodded his acceptance and said, "Mr. Connors, have you hired any waitresses yet? I know a young woman that could use the work," the Chief told me. "She's a good girl and is having a rough time right now."
"You don't have to call me Mister; I was a Sergeant in the Army so I worked for a living." It was an old joke but it put the Chief a little more at ease. "Call me Jake. Why don't you have the young lady come in and see me? If you vouch for her and she wants the job, I'll put her on."
"Thanks Mr. Er, I mean Jake. Her husband was killed in the sandbox just before he was due to come home and then she lost her parents the same year. It's just her and her sister and she has a three year old boy to raise. And you can call me Jasper."
"You spent 30 years serving your country and you earned your rank so if you don't mind I'll keep calling you Chief," I said with a smile and respect. "I'll be here tomorrow about 3 P.M., have her come in then."
The Chief nodded and went to inspect "his" kitchen. He said he wanted to see what he needed to bring from his personal cooking tools and to check out the facilities. After his inspection as he was leaving he nodded at me and pointed to the kitchen.
"Finest kind Jake. It just needs a little spit and polish so I'll be in tomorrow. See ya."
I had just arrived at the pub at 2:30 when the Chief and a young woman walked into my small office. I smiled at the Chief, nodded at the girl and motioned for them to sit down.
"Jake this is Juanita Riley Johnson; she's the one I told you about. Juanita this is Jake Connors, he and his brother James own the place."
The Chief was a gray haired, grizzled old sea dog with a barrel chest but he couldn't be much over 5' 7"; Juanita seemed close to 6 feet and extremely pretty. The difference between them struck me as funny and I had to hide a grin and suppress a laugh as I nodded at Juanita.
"Mrs. Johnson, it's nice to meet you. The Chief vouches for you and that's good enough for me. Let me explain the hours and duties and if you want the job it's yours." I could have talked to some others but I trusted the Chief's judgment. "We'll need you to work five days a week, Wednesday through Sunday; your days off will be Monday and Tuesday. You will be our head server and the seating area will be yours to command." I smiled and gave a little chuckle.
"James and I will do anything we can to help you if you get overloaded. You'll also have to keep us up to speed on any supplies you need for the dining area." I stopped for a minute to give her time to taken in what I had told her. "Do you have any questions, Mrs. Johnson?"
"Please call me Juanita. I'd like to go to work for you. Chief Quinn vouched for you too Mr. Connors. Oh, I guess I should ask about my pay," Juanita said with a big smile. When she smiled at me it was like someone turned on extra lights in my office.
Normally waitresses are paid not much more than minimum wage plus tips I told Juanita. "But we expect you do be more than the normal waitress so we'll pay you better." I mentioned an hourly figure and Juanita agreed to the wage. "One more thing, you will have to split the tips with the Chief. If the people tip because of the service it's on you, if someone tips because they liked the food, it's on the Chief; I think it's fair that you both share the credit. Okay?"
Juanita nodded and agreed to start that afternoon by helping the Chief spruce up the kitchen and I helped her set up the fixtures for the eating area. I watched and worked with her that afternoon and thought she was going to be a very attractive addition to Connor's. Juanita was tall at 5'9" with long almost midnight black hair worn almost to her waist.
She had bright blue eyes and a slender figure that moved with easy grace. As she left that first day I wondered again how women could move the way they do when they walked. Men sort of plodded along as they walked but women, including Juanita, glided with their hips moving in an eye catching motion. Fascinating. It's an overused description but she was poetry in motion.
Juanita had been with us for about 4 months and I felt close enough to ask her about her name. I was sitting on a bar stool having the one Jack Daniels a day that I allowed myself and Juanita sat down next to me. This wasn't the first time; she usually sat and talked to James and/or me before starting her shift. Mostly we talked about the pub but today we just talked; well I guess we were gossiping, about nothing important. "You've got a strange combination of nationalities in your name, Juanita." I said, hoping she would explain.
"Not so strange when you think about it. My father is Irish and my mother is Mexican, so Juanita Riley. My husband's name was Johnson and I guess he was just down home American." She answered with pride.
If the fates smiled on Connor's Pub when they sent us the Chief, they gave us a real gift in Juanita. She and the Chief worked very well together and with James and I. We served good substantial food, poured an honest drink, and gave the customers good service. Our business boomed and we had a lot of regulars and more all the time.
Master Chief Jasper Quinn and I developed a very good working relationship; we became good friends too. Having an after work drink or just bullshitting around the bar I called him Jasper, but when a question or discussion about the pub or kitchen came up I called him Chief. He would never come right out and say I did something good; it was always "Finest kind, Sergeant." It was a sign of approval and respect from one non-com to another.
*****************
It's been a year since James and I had the good luck in finding and hiring Juanita and Jasper. Yeah, he finally got me to call him Jasper even though I had to suppress a smile every time I used his name. Here's this old salt with a barrel chest and bowed legs with a first name like Jasper. Not really funny I guess but I've got a weird sense of humor.
Several times a month, Juanita would bring her 3 year old son, William, into work with her. Her sister Lupe was her baby sitter and when Lupe had to work overtime Connor's was turned into a day care center. When Lupe got off work she would come by the pub and take William home. I was enlisted as a substitute baby sitter and kept William in my office until Lupe showed up. At first I was worried that the city inspector would raise hell about William being in a bar but I quit worrying when I found out that the Chief and he were old shipmates. Another problem solved by Chief Quinn.
The first few times I was shanghaied into babysitting, I did it reluctantly and only because it would have pissed Juanita off if I refused. As much as she did extra around the pub I didn't want her upset by anything. What's more I would have pissed off Jasper too because he had sort of adopted Juanita's whole family.
But around the third or fourth time I babysat I began to look forward to spending time with William. He was a cool kid; I hadn't been around too many children so I had no one to compare him to but I liked the little guy and enjoyed taking care of him. When he started to tell his mother that he wanted to stay with me instead of going home, William made me wonder what it would be like to be a father.
After babysitting for three months, a total of eleven or twelve times, I suggested that I take William to Lupe when she got home. She would call me once she had a chance to settle in after getting off work and I would take him home. I even bought a car seat for my truck that installed easily.
I was 28 and for the first time since Jackie I started to think about a family. Problem was that I didn't have much time to look for or develop a relationship. I worked in the construction office all day and spent most of my evenings helping out at the pub. Helping out, that's what I told myself; in reality I was just lonely.
At least twice a month or sometimes more, Juanita would stay and we would have a late supper and talk. Nothing really important or earth shattering was discussed; she would use the time to wind down a little and I used the time to keep from being too lonely. She was an intelligent, street smart, and funny; I enjoyed our "dinner dates" as we called them.
I was afraid to try to move our relationship past the friend and employer/employee stage. First I wasn't sure that Juanita wanted to become closer; I didn't want to piss her off and maybe lose her friendship and a great employee. Second, after that mess with Jackie I was still a little gun shy about letting myself get too involved with another woman.
I think Jasper was trying to help move things along because he would make special little desserts that we shared after dinner. Just imagine Popeye the Sailor playing cupid. Watching him peek over the pass through in the kitchen to spy on us was hilarious.



One Saturday evening we had a private party at the pub that went past the normal cut off for food, actually it was a wedding rehearsal dinner. The young couple had met in Connor's Pub and thought that would be the perfect place for the rehearsal dinner. The Chief, I mean Jasper, I still wasn't entirely comfortable calling him anything but the Chief, stayed over and kept appetizers and finger foods coming out of the kitchen. He said that love needed all the help it could get as he pointedly looked at Juanita and me.
That late Saturday night was a sort of turning point in the "Get your head out of your ass" operation as the Chief called it. Juanita and the Chief lived in the same apartment building and worked together so they spent a lot of time together. He told me that he and Juanita had talked a lot about me. Jasper said that I was wasting an opportunity here and wasn't real happy with me for not trying to get closer to Juanita.
His exact words were, "Shit or get off the pot son, that boy needs a father and Juanita needs someone to love." Jasper wasn't the most eloquent of speakers but he got his point across.
Juanita's car was in the shop that night and Jasper said he had to meet some buddies so I gave Juanita a ride home. I stopped in front of her house and lean across my truck to help open the passenger door; sometimes it sticks. As I moved to help with the door, Juanita moved to give me a kiss on the check as a thank you which she usually did. I turned the wrong way or she moved the right way and the kiss meant for my cheek was directly on my lips.
We both pulled back in surprise and she started to apologize but Jasper's, I mean Cupids, arrow had hit its target. I pulled Juanita to me and really kissed her. Our normal two minute good night turned into a half hour make out session in my truck. We didn't go nuts and rip each other's clothes off or anything but there was a lot of kissing and holding and caressing.
The next morning I had a hard time keeping a smile off my face. I think I was truly happy for the first time since my grandma had passed away. Yes James and I lost one of our "ladies" to a heart ailment and old age about six months after James and I opened the pub. James was still living with our mother in the house we had bought for her and my grandma.
The Chief came in and as he walked by me he said, "Finest kind Sergeant." He didn't stop and went on into his kitchen. I watched him go by and when I turned Juanita was standing there.
"Finest kind Sergeant Jake," she said with a big grin as she came and hugged me. I guess she felt the same way as I did about last night.
That started a new phase of my life. Juanita and I didn't rush anything we just enjoyed our time together. Sometimes on her day off we would do something with William, like a real family. Sometimes we would leave the boy with Lupe and go on real dates. Other times we would go out after the pub closed; there wasn't a lot to do that late at night but we had a good time anyway.
It was on one of these dates that we took the next step in our relationship. We were going to a late movie after the pub closed the kitchen down and I ran upstairs to my apartment to change my shirt. After ten minutes or so Juanita followed me upstairs to see what was taking me so long; I was having trouble deciding what shirt to wear. It was funny because I never worried about how I was dressed before Juanita; it was always T-shirts and jeans.
She started to help me and I found out that the combination of Irish and Mexican made Juanita a very sexual person. Of course I did my best to uphold my Irish heritage also. I guess I'm being too subtle here, what I meant to say was we went at it like bunnies. It was a very exhausting but enjoyable evening and morning.
Neither of us mentioned moving in together or marriage; we just enjoyed each other and had an unspoken understanding that we were a couple. Master Chief Quinn walked around strutting like a peacock because he felt he had been responsible for bringing us together. One evening Juanita had a school thing to go to and I stayed at the pub with James. When he would get a break from serving customers, I talked to my brother about my feelings since Jackie, about my feelings for Juanita, and my conflicting emotions and ideas.
"I think I love her," I said in answer to James question about where my head was. "I'm afraid of getting hurt again. I can handle it but I just don't want to go through the pain again. God, I sound like a big wimp don't I?" I asked with an embarrassed laugh.
James laughed with me and said, "You've already changed your thinking, I mean look at what's going on between you and Juanita. If you don't grab her up some guy smarter than you will. It's time to stop sulking and get on with your life and leave that bitch Jackie behind you," James told me forcefully. My brother has a unique way of cutting through the bullshit.
That night after closing the pub I took Juanita home, William wasn't feeling well and she didn't want to go out that evening. After she checked on him we sat on her front porch, snuggled and talked. I decided to take my brother's advice; I put the past behind me and took a step to get on with my life.
That night, completely sober and completely dressed and not in the heat of a sexual moment I told Juanita that I loved her. I knew she cared for me but I didn't know how she would react because we had avoided any discussion about our relationship. I waited expectantly for her to say something.
Juanita had tears in her eyes as she hugged me very hard and said, "Finest kind Sergeant Jake."
The next week to ten days were the happiest I had been in a long time. I secretly bought an engagement ring and planned to propose to Juanita at the pub in front of my brother, the Chief, and several of our regular customers that had witnessed the growth of our relationship. Nice idea, it was romantic; a good plan.
About 8 PM on Friday night I was working behind the bar so that James could take a break after the usual first rush of business. When James came back I planned to come from behind the bar, call Juanita over and when she got there I was going to drop to one knee and propose; right in front of God and everybody.
Men plan and the Gods laugh.
I had my head down restocking one of the coolers when I heard a voice from my past. "Hello Jake, it's been a long time. I like the pub, you're doing very well I see."
Looking up I saw Jackie sitting at my bar. I've heard people talk about their heart being in their throat, I've heard people talk about having a sinking feeling in their chest, and I've heard people say that the hair on the back of their neck stood up but until that moment I believed that was just talk.
Now, I understood because I was experiencing all three feelings and more. I was stunned and speechless. It had been over three years since I last saw Jackie but all the hurt, anger, and feelings of betrayal came back in a second.
"Buy an old friend a drink Jake?" Jackie asked as if nothing had happened between us.
My first thought was to tell her to get the hell out of my pub. But I didn't want her to know how much her actions years ago had affected me and still did to this day, so I played it cool. I poured her a glass of white wine and set it in front of her.
"You remembered, that's sweet," she said. After I had poured her drink she asked, "Aren't you going to join me? It's sort of a celebration, I mean seeing each other after all this time."
"Jackie, what the hell is going on? What are you doing here?" The tone in my voice was less than friendly.
"C'mon, have a drink with me and let's talk for a little. Please!" She put her hand on my arm and looked at me with the special little smile that used to drive me nuts. Jackie had always given me that smile just before we would make love.
"I limit myself to one drink a night, usually after we close." I pulled my arm away from her hand and repeated my questions. "What are you doing here and what do you want?"
Over Jackie's shoulder I saw James come back inside after his smoke break and stop at the kitchen pass through to talk to the Chief; Juanita was standing there waiting for her order. Jasper asked him something and James looked in my direction. The bar and the kitchen are at least forty feet apart but I distinctly heard James say, "Oh shit", when he saw Jackie sitting on a bar stool.
Juanita listened as James appeared to be explaining who Jackie was, what she had meant to me, and what had happened. The Chief said something like "that bitch" and other choice descriptions learned from a life time in the Navy. It would have been funny and educational if I hadn't been involved. Juanita decided that now would be a good time to put in a drink order and came to the waitress' service area at the end of the bar.
"Jack Daniels on the rocks, splash of water and a rum and coke tall," she ordered, purposely not looking Jackie's way. Normally she would have gone on to serve another table but this time she stood there watching as I filled the order.
"Jake I know who she is but what does she want?" Juanita whispered as I put the drinks on a serving tray. I shrugged my shoulders and shook my head in answer and she told me, "I suggest that you find out." Her Irish temper was beginning to show.
I moved the scheduled time for my one drink of the night up a few hours and poured three fingers of Jack Daniels over ice; I needed it more now than later I thought. Jackie smiled when she saw me with a drink and her face sort of lit up thinking I had decided to join her after all.
I had to admit that she looked good. She was more mature and had developed from a pretty girl into a beautiful woman. Her auburn hair was cut shorter and she wore less make up than she used to but Jackie was drop dead gorgeous and she knew it. She saw me inspecting her and preened a little as I came back to where she was sitting.
"One more time, what do you want Jackie?" I said with anger; it let the air out of her a little.
"Okay, no idle chatter huh?" She hesitated for a second and hit me with a sledge hammer. "I want us to get back together." Jackie held up her hand as I started to explode. "Please Jake hear me out. I know I screwed up royally three years ago, but I've matured and know what I want now. I wasn't sure back then and instead of talking to you and maybe postponing the wedding I did some stupid things." She had her head down as she spoke but now she looked into my eyes.
"I know you still care for me, maybe even still love me. I saw it in your eyes when I sat down at the bar. Please let's see if we can get back to where we were. I've never gotten over you Jake and I still love you." Jackie finished and looked at me expectantly.
"Not going to happen Jackie. That look you saw was disgust. I'm in love with someone else and if she'll have me I'm going to marry her." I have to admit it felt good to watch Jackie deflate a little.
"But I still love you," she pleaded.
"Do you remember what I said to you the last time we talked?" Jackie shook her head no.
"I told you that if you still loved me that it was your misfortune. I said that I still loved you and that would be my cross to bear until I could get you out of my heart." I paused and then continued, "It's not my cross anymore, I don't love you and I'm the better for it. The wine's on me, now for the last time good bye Jackie."
When I turned away Juanita was at the service area watching and listening. She had a big smile on her face and her eyes looked moist. I had been so intent on telling Jackie to go to hell that I hadn't know Juanita was there. I smiled back at her and neither of us noticed Jackie leaving.
"You want to marry me?" Juanita asked hopefully.
I came around the bar to join her and said, "I didn't mean for it to happen this way, but yes I want to marry you." I got down on one knee and held out the ring. "Juanita Riley Johnson, will you marry me?"
She jumped into my arms even though I was kneeling and kissed me several times, saying yes each time she did. There was no doubt that she accepted my proposal. I heard applause, looked over the room, and saw all the customers standing and clapping like crazy.
James was smiling and laughing, applauding with them. Master Chief Jasper Quinn had come out of the kitchen and was clapping vigorously. It looked like he had tears in his eyes but it must have been a trick of the lighting.
My brother went to the front door and locked up; turning out all the lights except the ones behind the bar and the celebration began. Everyone joined in including the customers and a good time no, a great time, was had by all. We partied until daylight and not many people left until the Chief shooed them out the door around 5:30 AM.
Juanita had called Lupe told her the news and asked her to bring William with her to help us celebrate. William didn't know exactly what was going on but he had a great time sitting on top of the bar talking at James and riding around on the Chief's shoulders. I guess his excitement quota got overloaded and about 10 o'clock we bedded him down in my office.
After the party James, Juanita, and the Chief helped get William and I up to my apartment. Jasper carried the boy and James and Juanita helped me up the stairs. I was having trouble walking because I had exceeded my one drink limit; I think I put away about half a bottle of Jack Daniels. What the hell, it was a party.
******************
We held the wedding at our pub six weeks after I proposed; we thought there's no need to travel a long way to party at a reception. I guess you could call it a one stop wedding and celebration. James and Lupe played the parts of best man and maid of honor in our little show.
Our mother was the flower girl, Master Chief Jasper Quinn walked Juanita down the aisle and young William Andrew Johnson was the ring bearer.
Neither Juanita nor I were regular church goers so we had the minister of a neighborhood church preside at the ceremony. He and his wife were regular customers and could be found at the pub's fish fry every Friday night. Other than family most of the invited guests were our regular customers and a few friends.
James had a huge sign made and hung it on the front of the pub telling everyone that we would be closed until 6:30 on Saturday evening because of the wedding. The sign also said that the pub would reopen at 7 for the reception and everyone was invited. There was free Champaign and a buffet courtesy of Connor's Pub; however when the food and wine ran out you were on your own.
I know it was our wedding reception but I've never been to one where the wedding party had such a good time. It wasn't just a reception but a celebration of life for all concerned. Miracle of miracles I even saw the Chief dancing with my mother; I never realized until that night that Jasper is only 57. I'll have to keep an eye on those two.
Juanita and I had planned to take a week for a honeymoon, but the pub got so busy after the wedding that we didn't want to leave all the work to James and the Chief. Connor's Pub and Grill got a lot of publicity when a local TV station did a human interest story on the one stop wedding and reception. Our business picked up overnight.
Starting the day after the T.V. story we began to get calls from couples wanting to hold their wedding and reception at our pub. It was funny, we did something that felt right for us and it turned into a cash cow for the business.
*******************
Six months later the hoopla has died down somewhat. We had seven or eight weddings/receptions at the pub before the novelty wore off. One good thing, most of the increase in business continued. If you give a customer good food, good drinks, and good service there's no reason you can't succeed.
Juanita and I finally got to take a few days for a honeymoon. We just traveled around the state playing tourist. When we got back we exchanged homes with Mom and James; I didn't think it was right to raise William in an apartment over a pub even if it was our pub. My mom and James moved into the apartment; it was easier on James and mom said she want to help out in the pub. She said she was tired of sitting around and not doing much; I wonder if that's just an excuse to spend time with the Chief.
Juanita, William and I moved into the house and we invited Lupe to join us. Lupe began to spend a few weekends at the pub helping out on the floor. It gave Juanita a break and allowed us to have a more normal home life. I had liked and enjoyed William before the marriage but now I found myself loving him and wishing he was really mine.
One Sunday afternoon we took William on a picnic. He had tired himself out chasing butterflies and squirrels and we put him down for a nap. Juanita noticed that I was quiet and a little thoughtful.
"Is there something bothering you Jake? You're very quiet today," She said with concern.
Nodding I took a deep breath and asked, "What would you think about me adopting William? No, let me finish sweetie," I said before she could say anything. "You know I love the little guy and I want to be more than his step-father." I peeked at Juanita and could see the beginning in her eyes.
"I don't want to disrespect his father or his heritage so I don't want to drop Johnson from his name; I just want to add Connors at the end." Now I looked directly at Juanita. Now the tears were running down her cheeks but she was smiling. "What do you think of the idea?"
"Finest kind Sergeant Jake," she said as she pulled me across the blanket and kissed me.
The next evening at the pub during a lull Juanita joined me at the table we reserved for family and sat down. "You know we never really talked about things before we got married. I mean we went from dating to I love you to getting married pretty quickly."
"What should we have talked about?" I asked a little worried.
"Well several things but the most important one is how do you feel about us having children? Do you want more kids or is William enough for you, just how do you feel about it?"
I studied her face for a minute trying to get a fix on how she felt. The truth would be best here I thought. "We have a big house so I'd like to fill it up with kids."
"And when would you like to start filling it up?" Juanita asked with a big grin.
"Well we been practicing a lot but maybe we should get serious now. I'd like to start right away." I matched the grin on her face with one of my own.
"That's good because I'm two months pregnant," she said laughing at the shocked look on my face. "What do you think Mr. Connors?"
"Finest kind Mrs. Connors."
*****************
Another year has rushed past. Connor's Pub and Grill is still growing and going strong. We hired a young man just out of the Navy to help the Chief in the kitchen. Jasper says he'll make him a good cook or kill him trying. There are two new waitresses working on the weekends.
Juanita and I had another son, James Jasper Connors. The kid will just have to deal with his middle name; we can call him J.J. I adopted William and his name is now William Andrew Johnson Connors. Lupe is taking over for my wife at the pub for a couple of years because Juanita wants to stay at home with our boys for awhile; or maybe she wants to get a start on number three.
There may be another wedding soon, Lupe and James are getting pretty tight. That's a good thing. More surprising to me is that my mother and Master Chief Jasper Quinn are becoming an item. I don't think they'll get married but they are spending a lot of time together.
We've been approached about selling Connor's Pub, but I don't think it will happen. How can you sell something that has become a part of you? Besides I'm going to need a place to escape to so I can rest, Juanita is talking about having at least two more children.



To quote Master Chief Jasper Quinn and an English friend: Life goes on.
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HEIRLOOM: "Something of special value handed on from one generation or person to another generation or person."
The name is John Theodore Chance and I'm the baby of the family. My older brother is Ethan Edward and my older sister is Mary Kate. My father is William; his favorite movie star is John Wayne so he decided to name us after characters from three of the "Duke's" movies. Shame on you if you don't recognize the names and don't know which movies the characters were in; your entertainment education seems sorely lacking.
My mother, Alyssa, was a fan of the "Duke" too so I guess that's how Dad talked her into giving us those names. I'm glad that Dad wasn't a fan of the movie "Horatio Hornblower". I would've had to fight all through school with that name. There are worse people to be named after than one of Wayne's characters.
We lived on a ranch outside of a medium size city in southeastern Missouri. I suppose it was just a big farm, about 500 acres, but my dad called it a ranch and he paid the bills so he could call it whatever he wanted. He even named our farm "26 Bar Ranch" after John Wayne's place in Arizona; Dad did actually raise Hereford cattle on the ranch.
He owned a building supply business and that's what paid the bills but he loved that ranch. "26 Bar Ranch" may have been a hobby for Dad but he worked hard at it. When Ethan got home after two years of college he took over the day by day running of the business and Dad spent a lot more of his time on the ranch. He would spend three or four mornings a week in the business office but the rest of the time he was with his cattle.
During elementary school and part of high school I was an average, skinny kid with big hands and feet. In the summer between my sophomore and junior year I got a growth spurt and grew like a weed. Like Wayne's character "Sheriff John T. Chance" I grew to 6' 4'' and now at 26 have the big body at 230 pounds to go with my height.
Dad is about an inch shorter than me and Mom was very tall for a woman at 5' 10". We kids all took after them; my brother is four years older and about an inch taller than me. Even my sister is the same height that Mom was. I say was because we lost Mom to cancer when I was 14. Mary Kate is three years my senior and took over the role of "mother" to a grieving and lost young boy.
My mother's death and the loss of her love and guidance caused me to become something of a rebel. Mary Kate tried to fill the void but it wasn't the same. I didn't get into a lot of trouble because my dad wouldn't put up with it.
But I developed an aversion to taking seemingly non-sensical orders or being told what to do without explanation. The only ones I listened to without question were my family or some people at school that I respected. I followed the rules that I had to but would become very stubborn when people tried to tell me what to do without some reasonable explanation. Well, reasonable to me at least.
After my mother passed away I would do my chores and then spend most of my time riding my dirt bike or one of the horses around the ranch. I didn't often feel like socializing, even with my family. The exception that I did spend a lot of time with was Roberta Cassidy.
"Bobbie" and I had known each other since the fourth grade and were best buddies. We spent a lot of time together and were totally comfortable with each other. She had her own dirt bike and would follow me on my rides or borrow one of our horses and keep me company. Sometimes we would swim in the stream running through our ranch after our rides or hikes.
Bobbie and I were in the same year in high school and had several classes together. She was the one person besides my dad and my older sister that I would listen to concerning problems and confrontations at school; unfortunately my sister went to a different school. Bobbie would notice me getting into one of my moods about something or someone at school and most times she would be able to defuse the situation by joking with me or taking my hand and leading me away.
My brother was there for my freshman year and he tried to help keep me out of trouble but he had a tendency to order me around. Sometimes I felt he was just another adult and I rebelled against him too.
Once we were alone, Bobbie would get me to explain the problem and discuss it with me. Mostly she was able to "talk me down" and get me to calm down. Sometimes it didn't work and then I would have a run in with the school administration. Without her influence I really don't know if I would have made it through high school. After one of several incidents at school Dad once asked me why I didn't just go along to get along. I told him that they hadn't earned the right to give me orders and I was smarter than them anyway. He didn't get mad or punish me but he made a comment that I didn't understand until years later. Dad said, "Son, you've got a lot to learn and as you get older you'll find out you're not as smart as you think."
As I started high school I had a growth spurt and sprouted up like a young oak. My brother Ethan was playing football for our school during his senior year and he suggested that I try out for the team. He said it would teach me discipline and allow me to work out some of my repressed anger and not so repressed aggression. It was a strange concept coming from an 18 year old; I found out later that one of the guidance counselors suggested the idea to Ethan.
The plan might have worked but the coach apparently had no use for a big clumsy kid that had never played organized football before. He told me to come back when I could run without tripping over my own feet. By my senior year I had gotten my full growth and coordination; the coach invited me to join the team. I just laughed in his face and told him that if I wasn't worth his time three years ago, he wasn't worth mine now.
I made it through high school without any serious trouble and continued my education. Dad wanted me to go to college and since I didn't know what else to do, I agreed to go. He paid for my college expenses such as tuition and books, plus room and board; I had it pretty good. Any extra spending money I had to earn; Dad told me working would teach me about the real world. He was right by the way.
I started as an apprentice and worked my way up to a framing carpenter during my summer breaks from college and thought I might continue working construction after graduation. During the summers I made enough to pay for all the extras and incidentals for the next year at school. I also did my share of chores on the ranch; Dad said I had to earn my room and board while I was living there during those summers.
It was working at my "summer" job that I begin to see that Dad was right; I wasn't as smart as I thought. I guess it was the no nonsense attitude of my foreman and my respect for his know-how that let me take orders from him without resentment. The guys I worked with sort of adopted me and taught me things that you only learned with experience; another instance to show me that I had a lot to learn, about work, people and life.
I was never shy with the young lovelies at school and my "Black Irish" heritage of dark hair and laser like blue eyes coupled with my size attracted the ladies. If a date was wanted, I had only to ask one of the coeds and a date was obtained. I was in lust a lot but never felt especially close to any of these playmates.
Bobbie was attending the same school; we were still buddies and hung around together most nights when I took a break from trying to bed every coed on campus. She would listen as I explained why this girl or that one wasn't interesting enough to pursue or to continue dating. Then I met a young lady that really caught my interest.
Amber Fleming was a tall, blond, browned eyed heart breaker with the stereotypical "cheerleader" type beauty. Along with three other guys, Amber and I were both assigned to an experiment in one of the fuzzy sciences during our junior year, a psychology test lab. I didn't make much of an impression the first time we met.
"Hi, I'm John Chance but everyone calls me J.T.," I told her.
"Hello J.T., I'm Amber Fleming," she said with a big Miss America type smile.
"Of course you are," I replied. I couldn't help it; it was all too perfect. Blond, beautiful, named Amber, and probably an airhead; I thought it was funnier than hell except I was stuck with her as a lab partner. It's going to be a tough assignment to complete I thought, and I have my work cut out for me.
Apparently Amber knew exactly what I thinking and put me in my place very quickly. "If you're going to continue to be an ass we're going to have a hard time completing this assignment." Her temper was up and she wasn't about to take any bullshit from me.
She shocked me out of my smug little mindset. I thought about the way kids in high school had treated a gangly, clumsy, 15 year old and how they prejudged me before they had a chance to know me. Now I was judging her based on her looks.
"You're right, I was being an ass. I apologize. How about we start over? Hi, I'm J.T. and you must be Amber Fleming. Nice to meet you, Amber. I'm doing my best here to get my foot out of my mouth." She started laughing and shook hands with me.
The experiment consisted of showing other students visual stimuli and recording their responses; then we had to hypothesize why they reacted the way they did. I thought it was stupid and a waste of time because the same experiment had been done countless times before in this class.
However, it was necessary to complete the experiment to get a passing grade in the psychology class and therefore my degree. So I put aside my aggravation at taking stupid orders and did the work. After meeting and working with Amber a few times I began to look forward to our lab time.
Contrary to the way she looked, Amber was very intelligent. I found out at that first meeting that she wasn't the blond bimbo that you would think. Her intellect, keen observational skills, and upbeat attitude made it a joy to work with her. Amber also made it known, in a good humored way, that there wouldn't be any type of romantic goings-on during these lab tests. We're here to get an education, not start a romance she stated. It was directed at all three of the men working on the experiment; including me.
We completed the tests after a month, and on Thursday evening the whole group decided to celebrate with pizza and beer. There were five of us in the group and somehow Amber and I ended up sitting next to each other. The pizza joint was full of students and very loud so we had to lean toward each other to make ourselves heard over the noise. It was the closest we had been physically.
I was explaining something to Amber, leaning in close to her ear and suddenly realized just how great she smelled. Maybe she would reconsider her thoughts about dating now that the experiment was over, I thought. I asked her if she would like to meet for coffee on Saturday. She said yes and we made plans to meet at the local coffee bar. My plan was to let her get to know me outside of the lab and ask if she would go to dinner or a movie with me. Plans don't always work or get the result you hope for, now do they?
On Saturday we met at 2 PM for coffee. We sat and talked about the experiment, what we expected for the rest of the semester from the class, and just talked about school in general. After about 30 minutes I put my plan in to action.
"Amber, I enjoyed working with you during the test and would like to spend some time with you outside of that lab. Would you like to go to dinner or a movie next weekend?"
"I've had a good time working with you too. But I don't think it would be a good idea for us to date," she told me. "I know your reputation and I don't want to be another toy in your playpen."
Whoa, where did that come from? My reputation, what reputation? It wasn't the response I expected. Normally if the object of my desire doesn't want to get together I accept her decision and move on. However there was no way I could just move on from her statement.
"What reputation Amber? I didn't know I had one. Please enlighten me." I was a little upset.
"The word is that you date a lot of women, sometimes more than one at a time. I don't want to get involved with a player type and end up as just another one of your discarded toys." The tone in her voice was a little defiant.
"I'm insulted by your characterization. Normally I would just say okay and not defend my actions or myself but I think you've come to a faulty hypothesis. In other words, you're full of it," I lectured her using my "teacher's" voice.
She blushed and started to respond to my statement but I held up my hand to stop her.
I fixed Amber with a hard look and said, "My turn Ms. Fleming. If you had bothered to check into "my reputation" a little deeper instead of listening to gossip, you would have found that my dates were treated like ladies and most of them don't have a problem with me. I never lied to them or made a promise for more than a good time." I stopped to get back some control. It surprised me how much her words had bothered me.
"I have dated a lot of ladies and sometimes I have dated more than one girl during the same week. Maybe that makes me a player, but the reason for so many dates is that I haven't found anyone that I wanted to be more than friends with. When and if I do find that person, I will be with her alone."
She didn't know what to say and I didn't give her a chance.
"In addition, you're being a little presumptuous to think that you could even qualify as one of my "toys", don't you think? Enjoy the rest of your weekend Ms. Fleming." I left her sitting at the table.
By the time I got to my truck to return to my apartment I was talking to myself. What a bitch, she was wrong, and the hell with her was just a few of my thoughts. Popping open a beer at my place I realized why Amber refusing a date and the things she said bothered me so much. She was the first woman that I found interesting enough to actually pursue.
The next two weeks were a study in how to avoid and ignore someone in the same class as you. I made it a point to not look at Amber during our class together and avoided her leaving the classroom. She tried to catch my eye several times but I wouldn't acknowledge her at all. If she started toward me I turned and walked in the other direction.
I was coming out of my Economics class somewhat angry with the teacher when she caught up to me. The professor was a liberal and I was somewhere right of Attila the Hun so we butted heads almost every class. This discussion had been particularly heated and I wasn't in the best of moods. One of my friends in the class walked with me and told me that I'd better keep my mouth shut or I was going to fail the class.
"Go along and get along and get the hell out of his class with a passing grade," he suggested.
Right, going along was something I hadn't been much good at in the past. I was in trouble because I needed a passing grade in this class. Oh hell, how much do I want to get a degree anyway, I thought?
It had been three weeks since Amber had shut me down and I hadn't said a word to her since. I found her sitting on the tail gate of my truck with a couple of large coffees; obviously she was waiting for me. I couldn't avoid her this time, not unless I wanted to leave my truck and walk back to my apartment.
"Hi J.T. care for coffee?" That was her opening line. "I listened to some of your debate in Econ and thought you could probably use one."
I could have reacted to her the same way as I did to the football coach in high school and told her to go away but I couldn't. This was Amber. I accepted the coffee and sat next to her on my tail gate.
"What are you doing here?" I spoke with a little anger in my voice. "I would think you wouldn't want to be seen with me, considering my reputation." I was being a tad nasty to her.
Surprisingly she just smiled at me. "I tried to get your attention in class and since that didn't work I thought I would come to you. I've come to apologize; the things I said about you were based on gossip and it wasn't fair. I've been talking to some of your former "playmates" and I found that you were right; most of them speak highly of you and a lot of them would go out with you again." Amber took several sips from her coffee and continued.
"So I've come to invite you to dinner or a movie if you still want to go with me."
It took me a real long time to answer her; almost three seconds. "Okay, but you pay this first time," I said.
We went to a movie and then out for pizza and that evening led to many others. For the first time in my "dating" career I met someone that I wanted to become closer to. I enjoyed being with the other young ladies I had dated but had never felt a real spark with any of them. I felt that spark with Amber.
She and I dated each other exclusively after that first evening. We never discussed it but that's the way it was; my days of multiple dates were over. I knew that if we weren't in love that we were in serious like and I began to think that I had met "the one". So much so that I didn't pressure Amber to climb into my bed, this was unusual for me. The only bone of contention between us was my friendship with Bobbie.
Amber couldn't understand or didn't believe that a woman and a man could spend as much time together as Bobbie and I did talking and hanging out and not be romantically involved. No matter how I tried to explain our friendship she didn't like it. I caved and consequently the time I spent with Bobbie dropped off to almost nothing although we did have a couple of classes together and got to talk a little before and after them.
After our junior year, during the summer break, I invited Amber to come home with me and meet my family; I wanted to show her off. I was going to take two weeks off before I started my summer construction job and we could spend that time together. After the two weeks Amber would go home to her parents who lived about two hundred miles from our ranch.
I had told Amber about the ranch and my family. She laughed and wanted to meet them after hearing how my parents choose our names. I explained that my dad was fiercely independent and enjoyed teasing those that he cared for; my brother Ethan was more serious and always protected and took care my sister and I; and my sister Mary Kate had taken over mothering me when Mom passed away.
Amber wasn't the instant hit with my family that I thought she would be. Dad liked her because when he teased her Amber would come right back at him. Ethan and Mary Kate also seemed to like her but the warmth that I expected wasn't there. My family was friendly, cordial, and went out of their way to make Amber feel welcomed but they treated her like a guest. People that my family really liked were sort of adopted into our clan and treated like any family member. That adoption never took place with Amber.
Those two weeks were great. I was at home with my family and had my "woman" with me too. In addition my buddy Bobbie came over a few times and now I had it all. Amber, Bobbie and I had a couple of horseback rides around the property. After the third one Amber suggested that we go on the rides alone, smiling and rubbing up against me when she said it.



She was still concerned, read jealous here, about Bobbie and me. Looking at it from Amber's point of view, I guess I could understand her concern. Bobbie is as pretty in her own way as Amber is in hers.
While Amber had the blond good looks and body of a cheerleader, Bobbie was just as tall but with a slimmer, athletic type body. She had auburn hair worn long, usually in a pony tail, and big blue eyes with a few freckles across her nose. Amber was a go to fancy dinners, plays, and the "right" type of party's girl. Bobbie was a let's go fishing, or have pizza and beer, or keg party type. In short Amber was a little bit high maintenance and Bobbie was one of the guys; a damn good looking guy at that.
Amber and I made love for the first time while on a picnic at the little stream running through the back of our ranch. We had been on a ride into the national forest adjacent to our ranch and stopped at the stream for our lunch. Let me say here that I didn't seduce Amber; if anything she was the one that seduced me, although I didn't put up much of a fight.
We had worn our bathing suits under our clothes and stripped down to them when we got to the stream. While we were swimming after lunch Amber made a comment about how pretty it was here with the stream and the swimming hole.
"When Dad and Mom bought the place years ago, he dammed the stream so the family would have a place to swim. My brother and I would sometime sneak off and go skinny dipping. Dad caught us one time when I was about ten; we were supposed to be rounding up some stray cattle and saw him standing at the edge of the tree line watching us.
He never said anything but that was the last time that we skinny dipped before our chores were done. Ethan and I would still jump off the horses, get naked, and jump in the water but only after our work was done,"
"Skinny dipping huh? Sounds exciting," Amber said, stripped off her bikini, and slowly walked into the water.
My efforts not to stare at her in that tiny bikini hadn't been entirely successful and once she took it off there was no chance of not looking. I'm a normal red blooded young man who had been chaste since I started dating Amber so I can't be blamed for my reaction. Anyway she didn't put up any resistance and in fact sort of led the way. Other than the sand on the blanket it was almost perfect.
We tried to be cool when we got back to the house but I think everyone knew what had happened. My dad was the only one to say anything when he mentioned that it looked like I had gotten a lot of sun that day. That last ride was sort of bitter sweet because Amber left the next day. It wasn't as if we would be apart for the whole summer because one of us would go to the others home twice a month on the weekends. But it wasn't like seeing and talking to each other every day.
Shortly after we got back to school Amber was busy one week end with her parents. They had stopped by on their way to the west coast to spend the weekend with her. I went to dinner with them on Friday night; the dinner was nice but cordial is the best that could be said about meeting her parents. I didn't get to see Amber for the rest of their visit: they didn't leave until early Monday morning. It really didn't bother me because it gave me a chance to talk to Bobbie.
I ordered a pizza and Bobbie and I ate at my apartment. I wasn't hiding anything but Amber didn't care for my friendship with Bobbie. I tried to explain to Amber that Bobbie wasn't competition; that next to my sister Bobbie was my best friend. My explanation didn't impress her or change her mind so I hadn't seen Bobbie for any length of time for a couple of months.
Bobbie came waltzing into my place with two six packs and a smile. "I guess you got a parole for tonight, huh?" Are you sure you want to see me, I mean Amber might not like it?" She was pulling my chain; Amber didn't impress her at all.
"Knock it off will ya? I need to talk to someone and other than my sister you're the only one I trust; I mean to talk to about this."
"Okay, let's eat and you can tell "momma" all about it," she said. Even being serious she was always a bit of a smart ass.
I was comfortable talking about my "love life" with Bobbie. We have known each other forever and she helped me get through my mother's death; in some ways she was closer than my brother or sister. So I told her about my feelings for Amber. I explained that I enjoyed being with her, that I admired her, and that she was the first woman that I had dated that I wanted to spend a lot of time with.
"When I'm not with her I want to be and when I'm with her I'm a happy guy. But something's missing, something's not right. I think about "us" but I don't think about a future together. It's all right now or next week but nothing long term. Is that weird or what?"
"How's your sex life?" Bobbie was being serious. "Do you guys fit together and enjoy each other or is it just sex?"
"The first time was her last day at the ranch and twice more over the summer when she would come to visit. And yes we fit together and yes we enjoy it; it's more than just sex," I answered, a little put out at the question. But this was Bobbie and I needed her help.
"What? The supreme Casanova has only bedded the fair Amber a couple of times. Stop the presses this is front page news." Bobbie stopped teasing me and got serious again. "I find that interesting. I mean you've bedded just about every girl you've wanted to but your experiences with Amber is very limited. Strange!"
"We didn't think it would be good to go hog wild and rut like animals. So we decided to restrict ourselves," I defended myself.
"And whose idea was that, J.T.? Yours or hers?"
"It was a mutual decision."
"Bullshit. That's not the J.T. I know and love, something's funny here but I don't know what. I've never known you to back off like this. Either you're in love or you're trying to fool yourself into thinking you are. You better think about this before you go any further." Bobbie had always had a unique talent for cutting through the bullshit.
We tabled that discussion and tried to see how many of the beers we could put away. I won but the next morning I was a little the worse for wear. Bobbie slept on the couch and was almost as bad as me. It seems somewhere in our talk we found half a bottle of Jose Cuervo and decided to put it out of its misery. Senor Cuervo won.
I called Amber after classes on Monday to see when she wanted to get together. She said she had to do some make-up work in one of her classes and probably wouldn't see me until the weekend. It seemed a little funny to me, I mean we had spent almost every day together before the summer break and now she was too busy studying to see me.
For the next two weeks I only saw Amber six or seven times. This may seem sufficient but prior to the year-end break we would have been together at least ten days or evenings. One good thing about our cut back relationship was that I got to spend more time with Bobbie without getting an ass chewing from Amber.
On Friday evening Bobbie and I were doing the pizza routine at my apartment again and I again asked her opinion about Amber. I told her that Amber and I were going to dinner the next night and that it was the first time I would see her that week. In fact I had only talked to her once during that period, I told Bobbie.
"Okay, enough. I repeat, this isn't the J.T. I know. You've never let anyone including me, dictate your life like this. Tomorrow night is the perfect time to straighten this mess out. Either you love her and want to spend your life with Amber or you don't. Cut and dried, A B C, get it done son," Bobbie cut through the bullshit again.
"But I ......" I started.
"But nothing John." Bobbie never called me John unless she was really upset with me. "Get your head out and find out what's going on. If you love her make your point and discuss your problem with not seeing her more. If you don't love her then break it off. You don't need or deserve to be treated like this and she doesn't deserve to be led on. Thus ends my sermon," she said with a smile.
Shortly afterwards she left and I spent the rest of the evening thinking about Amber, the changes in the relationship, and what I wanted to happen now. I didn't get much sleep that night but did come to a decision. I was going to be proactive at dinner Saturday night instead of just sitting back and letting things roll over me.
Saturday morning after getting enough coffee to jump start my day, I continued thinking about my situation. Why didn't I or couldn't I imagine or think about a relationship with Amber much past school. I had never thought about marriage or what we were going to do after graduation.
Sometimes you worry and chew at a problem and come up with nothing and sometimes when you're not thinking about it, the answer slips out of the back of your mind and hits you in the face. I was editing a paper for an English Lit class when the answer to the Amber question hit me right between the eyes.
I finally realized why I didn't see a future with Amber. It had been right in front of me all the time, but I hadn't seen it. The reason Amber didn't figure in my future plans, the reason I couldn't completely commit to her was very simple. I was in love with Bobbie. Shock, denial, and finally acceptance all ran through my mind. I loved Bobbie and had for years but our buddy status had covered it up. Oh shit, now what?
I picked Amber up from her dorm that evening and we went to a little steak house just off campus. It was one of our favorite places because it was a Mom and Pop place and not a national chain. We talked about our week and other things without really getting too personal; it wasn't a conversation that you would expect from two people who were past the early dating stage. I waited until the after dinner drinks before getting down to important matters.
"Okay Amber, enough is enough. What's going on? Why have you been avoiding me?"
"I don't know what you mean J.T. Nothing is going on, I've just been very busy," she said. It was the answer I expected.
"Bullshit girl. We used to be together almost every day but since summer break I'm lucky to see you twice a week. So what changed?" As advised I was going to get my head out and take back control of my life.
Amber started twice to say something before she could tell me what she wanted to. She told me she had spent time with an old boyfriend over the summer and had been talking more seriously to him since she came back to school. She said her parents gave her a letter from him and that he had been talking to her dad and had asked for permission to marry her. Amber said that she was confused and wasn't sure of her feelings for me anymore.
"You must have spent some serious time with him, I mean with him going the marriage route. Why play all the games? You could have been honest with me." I was upset, not that she wasn't sure about us but that she hadn't been up front and told me the way she felt.
"I'm not sure about my feelings for Rick either and I didn't want to lose you if I figured out that it was you I wanted," she said.
Now she's acting like a blond bimbo I thought. Well I was going to solve her problem and answer her questions.
"I'm sort of glad to hear that. I know it sounds strange for me to say that but I've had the same feelings toward you. So let's finish our drinks and part as friends and I wish you the best of luck with Rick."
"That's not what I want, I......"
"But that's what I want. It's funny, the fact that I'm more upset about your games than about losing you proves to me that I don't see a future for us. And even if I did, I wouldn't sit around waiting for you to make up your mind. So it's all good. Come on, I'll drive you home." That ended my questions and problems concerning Amber. Now what was I going to do about Bobbie?
I called Bobbie the next day and told her that Amber and I were history. She said she would bring the burgers if I got the beer and we would have a freedom party that afternoon. Just before she hung up she said that I could repay the favor by listening and helping her with a problem. Good I thought: a good meal, several beers, we'd get mellow and I could tell her how I felt about her.
About 4:30 Bobbie showed up with burgers and fries from Steak n Shake, our favorite. After two burgers and about three beers I thought it was time to talk to Bobbie about my feelings for her. Before I could get started she began to talk.
"I need your help J.T. There's this guy back home that's been coming to see me when I'm home and calling me here at school. He's a nice guy and I want to start spending more time with him," Bobbie said with a little hesitation.
"So who is this guy and what's the problem?" I asked after a few seconds. Maybe it's not too late, I thought; maybe if I tell her how I feel about her she would forget about this other guy. I was just about to confess to Bobbie when she shot down my plan.
"It's your brother Ethan. I mean, I've known your family forever and they treat me like one of their own and I don't want things to get too weird, you know? I've had a bit of a crush on Ethan for a long time but it's only been in the last year that he's paid any attention to me. What should I do?"
Love me, forget about him I screamed in my mind but I couldn't say anything; she seemed so giddy that Ethan was paying attention to her. Telling her that I loved her would put an enormous amount of pressure on her. It was a no win situation; if she felt the same way about me she would feel bad about Ethan and if she didn't, she would feel sorry for me and be upset that she hurt me. Like I said a no win situation and above all I wanted her to be happy.
Added to this screwed up mess was the fact that I loved my brother. When our mother died he made it a point to be closer to me, protecting me and helping me get through the grief; he was feeling the same loss that I did but he took care of me. As melodramatic as it sounds the phrases "brotherly love" and being "my brother's keeper" rebounded around in my head. After what seemed to me to be several minutes but in reality was only a few seconds, I answered Bobbie' question.
"If it was anyone else you would just go out with him. The fact that it's someone you've known since you were little should make it even easier. Dad and Mary Kate love you like family and that won't change so you and Ethan shouldn't be a problem. Go for it kid," I told her as I felt a sinking, empty feeling in my stomach.
"Thanks J.T., now let's get down to some serious partying," she said with a big grin.
The next morning I had trouble staying awake in my classes; Senor Jose Cuervo won the last encounter and Mr. Jack Daniels won this one; we had discovered a hidden bottle of Jack Daniels. I have to stop challenging those guys, I thought as I took more aspirin. The aspirin helped ease the headache but did nothing to ease the pain of knowing I had lost Bobbie. I ran into Bobbie in my third class of the day and she suggested that we get a little hair of the dog that evening. I begged off, telling her I was meeting with a study group.
I know Bobbie had been there for me when I was confused about Amber and other times too but I couldn't stand thinking about how I had lost her. The last thing I wanted to do was sit around and listen to her talk about her feelings for Ethan.
For the rest of the semester I only saw Bobbie about as much as I had while going with Amber. She would try to talk to me after class or call me and I made excuses most of the time so I wouldn't have be alone with her. I told her that I was concentrating on getting my GPA as high as possible so I could get a position teaching with one of the better schools after graduation. I don't think she believed me but she never questioned me.
I did get my degree in Education and a teaching certificate but decided that I liked working outside with my hands so I planned to continue to work construction. I thought I could always fall back on my degree if I got too tired or too beat up.
After the graduation ceremony all the graduates were running around saying goodbyes and joining their families. Dad, Ethan, and Mary Kate had come to my graduation but Bobbie' parents weren't able to come; something about an aunt that needed help. We planned on her visiting with us for a few days until her parents returned home.
I went to find Bobbie and make arrangements for that evening's celebration and at first I couldn't find her. Someone said they saw her heading for my dad's RV and as I came around the side of the RV there was Ethan kissing Bobbie. This wasn't a kiss between two friends saying hello, this wasn't a congratulations you made it kiss; this was a kiss that you give someone you cared for. I guess her problems over dating Ethan had been solved.
If I had said something to Bobbie sooner, that might have been me kissing her. It's said that hind sight is 20/20 and thinking back over the last two or three years I could see what I should have done. Knowing what I should have done didn't give me much comfort though.
My whole family, including Bobbie went to dinner that night to celebrate the graduation. Bobbie and Ethan sat together and pretty much ignored the rest of us. Before the evening ended I told everyone about my decision to continue working construction.
"I'm sorry Dad, I know you spent a lot so I could get an education. But it wasn't wasted, my degree gives me a fall back option if I get tired or want out of construction," I explained to him. I felt that I had let him down.
"Education is never a waste J.T. Did you learn anything?"
I nodded.
"Did you learn to control that wild rebellious nature of yours?"
I nodded again.
"Then we're both ahead of the game. I'm proud of you son," Dad said. "I'll put out some feelers with some people I know to help you find a job."
"Actually Dad, I thought about going to the west coast to work. My friend Rick, who I shared some classes with, is an architect and works for a big home builder in San Diego. He told me that they are always looking for workers and invited me to come out and give it a try."
My decision to go west hadn't been made until I saw Ethan and Bobbie together at dinner. I couldn't stay around and watch them; it hurt too much. San Diego seemed like a good place to go to "escape" their happiness with each other and my depression. I didn't know if Rick could get me a job or not; I just needed to get away.
Up to that point our discussion had been between my dad and me but when the others heard that I was moving to San Diego, they all voiced objections to my leaving. For the first time that evening Bobbie and Ethan were paying attention to what was going on at our table. I defended my decision by saying I needed to prove that I could make it on my own. Dad finally told everyone to leave me alone.
It was a good thing that I didn't have another run in with Mr. Jack Daniels because it was early the next morning that our caravan started for home. Dad, Ethan, and Bobbie were in the RV and Mary Kate rode with me in my truck. It was about six hours home and we stopped about half way to have breakfast.
Mary Kate and I had talked for most of the first part of the drive catching up on things back home, the business, and the ranch. Back on the road after the break we were quiet for about an hour when she broke the silence.
"So are you going to say anything before you leave or are you just going to run away?" Mary Kate asked as she looked hard at me.
"Say anything about what? I was puzzled at her question.
"Are you going to tell Bobbie that you love her?"
"What gave you that idea? You're crazy, I ...."
"Maybe you can fool everybody else, but I know you better than you know yourself," she interrupted me. "You can't hide how you feel from me. You've been in love with her for a long time; you were just too dense to realize it."



"I repeat you're crazy. Sure I love Bobbie, but like a little sister or my best buddy. I've never...."
"Bullshit." There she goes interrupting me again. "I was born at night but it wasn't last night. You're in love with her and it's tearing you up inside that she and Ethan are dating." Mary Kate was glaring at me now.
"You have to tell her John." Mary Kate was serious; she called me John instead of J.T. "She cares about you too. You owe it to the both of you to tell her how you feel." She paused for a few seconds and then said, "You have to do what you think is best but you should tell her." ."
For the last two hours of the trip if I tried to continue the discussion about Bobbie, Mary Kate would shake her head and say "I've said all I'm going to" and refused to talk about it anymore. I thought and rethought and then thought some more about my plans on going to San Diego.
If I told Bobbie that I loved her there were two things that could happen. She could fall into my arms and say that she loved me too or she could say that she loved me like a brother but not in that way. Either way it would affect Ethan and could drive a wedge between us. I couldn't do it; my plans for San Diego would stand.
When we got to the ranch, Dad parked the RV and walked to the passenger's side of my truck. Mary Kate jumped out, smiled at me, and Dad climbed into the cab.
"Take me down to the office, will you? I've got something to do and I could use the company," Dad requested.
I nodded and pulled out of the driveway headed for the supply yard. It was a very quiet 30 minute drive, Dad would smile, reach over and sort of pat me on the shoulder two or three times and that was the extent of the communication. He pointed to the warehouse when we pulled into the loading yard and I drove up to the large sliding door in front. Dad got out and motioned for me to follow him.
Before we slid open the door Dad spoke for the first time since we left the house. "I know why you're going to San Diego and I understand. I won't try to change your mind but I want you to know that I'll back you if you decide to stay. I won't try to change your mind but I wanted you to know how proud I am of you."
I started to say something but he held up his hand to stop me. "Your choice, your decision. You don't have to justify your actions to anyone John." There's that John instead of J.T. again. Dad slid the door open and pointed into the warehouse. "That's your graduation present from Mary Kate, Ethan, and me," he said as he pointed.
A Ford 250 King Cab, ivory colored with red pin stripes stared back at me. As I walked around it I saw J.T. Chance 26 Bar Ranch in small script just below the driver's window. It was the best looking pickup I'd ever seen. I was stunned, couldn't talk, and could feel tears welling up in my eyes. I couldn't even say thank you, I just grabbed Dad in a bear hug.
"We didn't know about San Diego when we bought it, we just thought it was time to put your old truck out to pasture," he said. "The keys are in it, the title is at home, and it already has license plates on it; it's good to go J.T." We pulled my old truck to the back of the yard and drove back to the ranch in my brand new ride.
I spent ten days at home before I left on my journey. They were bitter sweet; I rode around the property like I used to do when I was a kid not knowing when I would see the place again. Every one of those ten days Mary Kate would say "tell her" at least once. Each time I would just shake my head no.
The morning that I left everybody was there to say good bye; Dad, Ethan, Mary Kate and even Bobbie were all there in spite of it being 6:30 AM. I hugged Dad and Ethan and kissed Mary Kate. Bobbie presented herself for a hug and I must have put a little extra in the hug because she leaned back and looked into my eyes. I smiled sadly, gave her a kiss on the cheek, and jumped into my new ride. As I pulled out of the drive way in the rear view mirror I could see Bobbie standing there with both hands up to her face looking very upset.
******************
It's a little over 1800 miles from our ranch to San Diego and could be driven in about 29 hours if you drove straight through. I wasn't in any hurry so it took me about ten days to finally reach Mission Bay in San Diego. I took I-70 west and along the way I stopped if there was something I wanted to see or experience. I played in the snow in Loveland Pass Colorado, spent a night in Las Vegas, and backtracked to see and be awestruck by the Grand Canyon. From there I went on to San Diego.
I walked onto the sand of Mission Bay beach, took off my boots, and waded into the ocean. "California I'm here," I proclaimed.
If you've never seen the ocean I suggest you go. Standing on the beach looking out across that huge expanse of water sort of puts everything into perspective. I know it sounds all very philosophical but it's true anyway.
About ten days after getting to San Diego, I called Mary Kate and Dad to let them know I was okay and that I had a job. Mary Kate climbed on me a little for not calling sooner but was happy to hear that I wasn't sulking around. I talked to Dad for about 30 minutes telling him about San Diego, the construction scene, and the beautiful weather.
If you want to work construction, San Diego is the place to be; especially housing construction. The weather enables you to work year round and someone is always building something. I've never seen a place that has continuous construction like San Diego. My friend Rick got me a job framing houses my second day in the city.
The work ethic taught to me by my father and reinforced by Ethan came in handy. My foreman saw how hard I worked and coupled with never missing any days because of a hangover or women troubles he began to give me more responsibilities, along with more money. I was squatting in tall cotton.
I called home every ten days or so to let my family know I was okay and thinking of them. The days were busy; I was working six days a week sometimes seven. It was the nights that gave me problems; I would think about Bobbie. The guys at work would ask me to go out with them at night but I didn't have any interest in picking up some overnight honey. I wasn't pouting; I just didn't want to go out.
My foreman, Sam, insisted that I come out with the group one Friday evening to say good bye to one of our crew. Bill had joined the National Guard a couple of years ago and his unit was being called up and deployed to Afghanistan. "As much as he helped you when you first got here the least you can do is attend his going away party and have a beer or two," Sam told me.
I was sorry to see Bill leave; he was a hard worker and a good guy. The party showed me that I was the only one being hurt by depriving myself of the wonders that San Diego had to offer. Read pretty girls for that last part about the wonders of San Diego. As good as the young ladies looked on the beach they looked even better that night in the club. It was an interesting scouting trip of a target rich environment.
After that evening, I came back to the world so to speak. I didn't go out every night with the guys but every ten days to two weeks the group would invade one club or another. There was a cornucopia of young lovelies to watch, meet, dance with and sometimes more. I didn't have one special lady but keep my options open.
My battles in college with Mr. Jack Daniels and Senor Jose Cuervo taught me that I couldn't beat those gentlemen so I didn't try. I would have one or two beers during our invasions and switch to club soda or tea or some other non-alcoholic drink for the rest of the evening. I think being sober actually helped my success rate with the girls I met.
While the ladies and my crew would get wild and crazy and out of control, I would be wild and crazy with them but I was sober and in complete control. That self control helped in my interactions with women; the only nights that I went home alone were the ones that I wanted to.
I hadn't forgotten about Bobbie but I had pushed her into the back of my mind; I still loved her but I could live with the fact that I couldn't have her and moved on with my life. I owed Sam for the push he gave me, or as he called it "a swift kick in the ass", whatever it was it showed me that there was still a lot of enjoyment to be had. Thanks Sam.
****************
I had been in San Diego for about three months when Mary Kate asked, "When are you going to stop pouting like someone stole your bicycle and come home?" She was getting upset at me for staying away.
"I like it out here, the weather is nice and the beaches are great. Lots of pretty girls in bikinis playing in the ocean, don't you know. It's a floor show every time you go." I did like my life now but in my heart I would have rather been back in Missouri.
"Well I think you should come home. I was telling Bobbie just yesterday that......"
"How's the ranch doing? I interrupted her; I didn't want to talk about Bobbie. "Did Dad buy that breeding bull he was looking at?"
In spite of me changing the subject every time Mary Kate brought up Bobbie, she slipped little tidbits about her into our conversations. When she said something about Bobbie asking for my phone number, I made Mary Kate promise not to give it to her. "Tell her I live in a construction trailer or whatever but don't give her my number." She would pass messages from Bobbie to me, but I didn't or couldn't talk to Bobbie; not yet anyway.
Then Mary Kate got sneaky and used technology to get around me not wanting to talk to Bobbie. When I got home after work there was a notice that Federal Express had left a package for me with the manager of the apartment building. Who would send me something, I hadn't ordered anything? It was a large package and contained a new Dell laptop and a note that read.
Hey J.T.,
Dad thought that using email would be an easier way to keep in contact than calling. We can email each other and not worry about time differences or interrupting our schedules. The laptop has an air card and the service has been paid for a year so you can use it anywhere you can get cell phone coverage. Pretty neat huh?
All you have to do is plug in the charger so your battery doesn't run out and power it up.
The laptop also has a webcam feature so we can see each other as we talk, how cool is that? I will contact you Sunday morning around ten your time for our first web chat. If that's not a good time email me for the best time to get together.
I'm looking forward to getting to see my little brother after all these months. Talk to you on Sunday.
Love,
Mary Kate.
On Sunday morning I saw my sister for the first time in months. We had a nice talk and Dad even stuck his head into the picture and talked for a few minutes. The web chat helped me feel close to the people I loved the most. It wasn't until the next chat that I realized that my dad had nothing to do with the laptop or the web chats. It was all Mary Kate being devious.
I was actually waiting the next Sunday morning and when my screen notified me that I had a web cam call I jumped to answer it. Mary Kate and I talked for a few minutes and then Dad took his turn. His questions and talk was what you would expect from your father; how was I doing, did I enjoy my work, did I need any money, and when did I think I could get home for a visit, typical parent stuff. It was nice to actually see my family members while I was talking to them.
When he finished, Mary Kate got back into the picture and after a few minutes she said, "There's someone here that would like to talk to you."
She got up and Ethan sat down; we talked for about ten minutes; his parting words were "You should come home J.T."
Mary Kate came back and said, "One more person that wants to say hello," she said. When she got up, Bobbie took her place.
Oh shit, I thought. The one person I didn't want to see or talk to right now; I had pushed the sense of loss and the hurt into the back of my mind but it was still too fresh to deal with. My first thought was to disconnect and later blame it on a malfunction but I waited too long.
"Hello John, it's good to see you. How have you been?" Bobbie looked into the web cam with her big blue eyes. Instead of a pony tail her hair was all styled and curling around that pretty face. Oh shit, I thought again.
"Hey Bobbie," I responded. "I'm good." The rest of the conversation was a little awkward but I was able to talk without embarrassing myself; I think. We signed off shortly afterwards.
As soon as we signed off I sent a very heated email to Mary Kate. I ripped her a new one for ambushing me like that and told her that if she wanted to keep up the web chats she had better not do it again. I don't know if a paper letter could have taken the heat of that message, it might have burst into flame.
The next day I got an answering email that put me in my place. Mary Kate explained that Bobbie was there to go shopping with her and that Bobbie had to be shanghaied into talking to me. She also told me that my dad planned his whole weekend around those web chats just so he could talk to me. "Get your head out and think of someone besides yourself," was her closing line.
Nothing more was said and the web chats continued. Sometimes Bobbie was there but most times she wasn't. I hated to admit it but I enjoyed the times that she was more than the other times. I guess I hadn't pushed her as far back into my mind as I thought.
I did learn from Mary Kate that the week after I left, Bobbie and Ethan quit dating. Mary Kate told me she thought that Bobbie guessed or knew how I felt about her.
"You should come home John," Mary Kate told me. "I think you're missing out on something good here."
"I can't right now, maybe in a year," I replied.
"You're a dumb ass J.T.," she said and hung up.
*******************
It was about three months later that Mary Kate called and ordered me to come home. "Get your ass back here right now," was what she actually said. She explained that Dad and Ethan had been unloading some roofing supplies and one of the tie downs broke. The load tumbled off the truck and both of them were seriously injured and were in the hospital; Dad had stabilized, but Ethan was in critical condition.
I loaded my gear in my new truck and headed east; this trip would take a lot less time than the one I made headed west. I planned to drive nonstop, only taking breaks for gas and the bathroom. As I drove, almost on auto pilot, my mind thought back over the past few months.
The trip west in my new truck took ten days; the trip back home took a little over 22 hours. I had to slow down going through the cities but on the open road I picked up speed and the truck only touched the high spots in the road. (For those of you that don't understand country sayings, that means I was driving flat out fast.)
I had called Mary Kate and told her what time I expected to get in and that I was going directly to the hospital to check on Dad, and Ethan. She told me that Dad was doing much better; he was conscious and aware of what happened. The news wasn't as promising about Ethan; he was still in critical condition and in the ICU.
When I walked into Dad's room he was awake and talking to Mary Kate. Dad saw me first and said, "Bout time you came home."
Mary Kate turned, saw me, and ran into my arms. She was crying just like you would expect a woman to. There must be something in that hospital room that irritated my eyes because they were watering too. Dad tried to sit up straighter in bed and motioned me over to him. I shook his hand with both of mine and just stood there holding on to him for a couple of minutes.
Dad had a bandage on the right side of his face, his right leg was in a cast, and he had an IV going into his left arm. His face was a study in bruises and discoloration; the right eye was still almost swollen shut. He was going to have a hell of a shiner. Talking to his doctor later I learned that Dad's leg should heal fine and he had a cut on the side of his face that required 22 stitches. It was going to leave a scar but other than that he would be fine.
"Glad you're here son. You look like hell but I'm glad you're here," he said
"I look like hell? I'm not the one with the rainbow of blues and yellows running across my face," I teased back at him. My dad and I always managed to embarrass each other with our feelings.
"Twenty-two hours non-stop tends to make you look like a zombie you know?" I explained the reason for looking like a dead man walking.
"You didn't have to half kill yourself to get here, we're okay."
I looked at Mary Kate and quoted "get your ass back here right now". "That's what I was ordered to do and that's what I did," I explained to him. He looked over at my sister, smiled and shook his head.
"She always did have a tendency to overreact, don't you know?" Dad said as he smiled at his daughter.
"Somebody's got to take care of you three; neither of you is smart enough to come in out of the rain," she said.
"How's Ethan and where is he?"
Mary Kate looked at my dad and when he nodded she said, "He's in ICU in critical condition. Most of the load fell on him when he pushed Dad out of the way. He had some broken bones including his arm and a punctured lung but the doctors say he has a good chance to fully recover.
"Ethan's a fighter; if anyone can pull through this he can," I said with conviction. I don't know if I was trying to comfort Dad and Mary Kate or myself. I sat in thought for a couple of minutes with my head down and when I looked up Mary Kate seemed to be waiting for me to say something. I looked at her as if to ask what.
"Are you going to tell her now?" Mary Kate poked at me.
"Tell who what?" Dad asked. "Oh, now I know, never mind," Dad realized what we were talking about.
"Nothing Dad, it's personal and damn it Mary Kate this isn't the time," I scolded her. "I'm going to check on Ethan, see you later."
Going to ICU one of the nurses led me to Ethan's room. She told me that he was heavily sedated to keep him quiet and help him recover from the operation to close the puncture in his lung and to set his broken leg. He also had bruises that were sickly blue and yellow. There was an IV in his arm and a large cast on his leg. But he was breathing normally and didn't seem to be in pain. I walked over, touched his shoulder and leaned down and told him I was here. Ethan smiled a little in his sleep so maybe he heard me.
I went back and said good night to Dad and Mary Kate and left for the ranch. The trip had been tiring and I needed to wind down. The next morning Mary Kate and I returned to the hospital just in time to hear Dad telling the male nurse that he wanted some real coffee. Dad told the nurse that his crutches could be used as weapons if he didn't get some real food and real coffee.
"Take it easy on the guy Pop; he's just doing his job. I'll get you some real food and coffee in a few minutes, okay?" Mary Kate shook her finger at Dad and told him to calm down.
"I know, sorry kid," he said to the nurse. "It's just that I'm pissed off and you're the only one around to take it out on." Dad said and apologized again to the nurse. The guy just smiled, shook his head, finished his chores, and left.
My dad looked at me for a few seconds and said, "I've got to ask you for help here J.T.. I can't work for awhile and neither can Ethan; I need you to take over running the business. Mary Kate will help but you're going to be the "boss" until I can get back. Will you help?"
"You know I will."
"There's one thing you need to know before you start."
"What now? Don't tell me I have to wear a tie," I laughed.



Dad seemed to think for a few seconds but finally broached an uncomfortable subject and told me, "Bobbie works for my company now. She's the office manager and you'll have to see her every day."
I guess I had a stunned look on my face. It was one thing to talk to her on a web cam and another to have to see her every day. I couldn't resist and said, "Did Ethan decide to bring his girlfriend into the business?"
"That's not fair J.T.; you already know that Bobbie stopped dating Ethan right after you left. She continued to call Mary Kate and me; she was worried about you and wanted to know if you were okay," Dad explained. "When Shirley, my office manager, retired I hired Bobbie to replace her. I needed someone I could trust and she fit the bill."
"I don't know if I can do this Pop, I just don't know," I said and turned to leave.
"And where do you think you're going little brother? Get back here right now," she ordered me.
Mary Kate had stepped between me and the door, put her hands on her hips, and said, "You're not going anywhere John. I paddled your butt when you were younger and I can do it again if I have to. What happened between the two of you is your business, but you're family needs you now and I won't let you run off again."
The absurdity of her physically trying to stop me was funnier than hell; Mary Kate is 5' 10" compared to my 6' 4". It was hilarious and I started laughing in spite of myself; I couldn't help it. I guess it was a release of the stress of hearing about Bobbie but the laughter almost turned into tears. Finally I gained control and nodded at Mary Kate. My sister had made her point.
I decided to stay at my dad's house; there was no need to get my own apartment because I planned to go back to San Diego as soon as Dad was able to take over. The clothes I had brought from San Diego and my things still at the ranch would let me get by until I was able to go back to California. I had a couple of days to get some rest but after the week end I would start at my dad's company.
Monday morning bright and early I was at the supply yard sitting in the parking lot trying to get up nerve enough to go into the office. I don't know how long I would have sat there if Mary Kate hadn't come to get me. She smiled, patted me on the shoulder, and nodded toward the door. As I got out of my truck she hugged me and I followed her into the building.
The warehouse is a huge building with the offices and business areas on the second floor. The entire side wall of the office complex was glass because Dad liked to watch the activity on the floor of the warehouse. I kept glancing up at the offices to see if I could spot Bobbie.
Mary Kate took me around the building so I could say hello to the people that were working for my dad before I left and was introduced to the newer employees. I told them all that I appreciated them helping my dad and that I would try not to screw up things too bad. Then came the moment that I had been dreading and looking forward to; I had to see Bobbie again.
To get to my dad's office I had to pass by Bobbie. She was sitting at her desk and looked up as I passed her door. Her first reaction was to stand up to greet me, but I smiled and nodded at her and continued on to Dad's, I mean my, office. Mary Kate followed me and closed the door; for the moment I was safe.
"You're going to have to talk to Bobbie sometime J.T." Mary Kate said and then she suggested, "Wouldn't it be better to do it now while I'm still here, maybe it will make things a little less awkward."
"I guess you're right. Give me a few minutes to brace myself and then ask her to come in," I replied.
I knew that if I was going to run the place until my dad got back that I would have to come to grips with Bobbie being here. It was one thing to talk to Dad and Mary Kate about it in the hospital room and a different matter when I came face to face with the reality of seeing Bobbie in person.
"I'll get you a cup of coffee and tell her to come to see you in about five minutes, okay?"
I nodded and Mary Kate left the office. A few minutes later she returned with a huge mug of coffee. Taking the mug I thanked her and took a drink. Surprise, surprise, surprise; the coffee had a healthy dose of Irish whiskey in it. Nothing like a touch of the drink to give you false courage, I thought and took a larger drink. Five minutes later Bobbie knocked on the door frame and came into the office.
"Hello J.T. It's nice to see you," she said.
I nodded at her again but couldn't keep myself from smiling at her. I stared at Bobbie for a few seconds, took a deep breath, and said, "It's nice to see you in person Bobbie; the web cam just isn't the same. I'll need your help in running the place until Dad can come back."
Bobbie blushed and stammered a second looked at the floor then said, "Okay. I'm glad you're back; I've missed you."
That was about the extent of our first meeting. I think both of us felt a little shy and reserved.
Monday evening I went to see my dad and Ethan. Dad was still bitching at the nurses except for one no nonsense head nurse. Sally Johnson was the one in charge of the eight room section that my father was in and every time Dad started to bitch at her Sally would tell him to shut up and quit being such a baby. She told him she had people to take care of who were really sick and couldn't be bothered with some over aged, feeling sorry for himself, delinquent.
I think Dad ragged on her just to get her to stay in his room longer. He was always in a good mood after she left. I watched Sally come out of Dad's room a couple of times and saw her smiling where he couldn't see it. Maybe Cupid was walking the halls of the hospital. If so, I was all for it, Dad had been alone for too long.
After visiting Dad I went to check in on Ethan before going home. For the first time he was alert and awake when I came into his room. He smiled when he saw me and I walked over and took his hand in both of mine. I was relieved to see that he was finally awake. We didn't say anything at first, just looked at each other and nodded our heads like a couple of bobble head dolls.
I had tears in my eyes and had to wipe them before I said anything to Ethan, his eyes were watery too and I handed him the box of tissues. Just like with my dad, Ethan and I seemed embarrassed about our feelings for each other.
"When are you going to stop gold bricking and get back to work?" I asked in greeting.
"Why would I want to go back to work? I've got three meals and a bed and pretty nurses to take care of me. Now who would want to leave all that?"
I pointed to the IV, the chest tube, and the cast on his arm and said, "Yeah, I can see you've got it made."
"I'm good J.T., really. The arm is healing and so are the bones in my hand and this chest tube will come out tomorrow. I'll be okay," Ethan was trying to reassure me. He was the injured one and he was worried about me; typical Ethan.
I visited with Dad and Ethan every day after work for that first week. Dad and I would talk about the business and Ethan and I just talked. On Sunday evening Dad suggested that I just call instead of coming to the hospital every day. Both of them were out of danger and it sure made it easier on me. I had never realized how much it took to manage the building supply business. I was almost as tired after a day in the office as I had been after a day of framing.
By the end of that first week I found it easier to be around and talk to Bobbie. We had too many years as friends for us not to enjoy time together. Bobbie was a very good at her job; without her the business could have been in big trouble.
I hadn't talked about my feelings or the reason I went to for San Diego; for right now it was enough that we began to get comfortable with each other again.
It was during a Saturday evening visit with Dad and Ethan after my second week running the company that it occurred to me that Dad should have been released from the hospital by now. He seemed in good shape but he was guarded every time I asked about him coming home. Ethan I could understand still being in the hospital because of the punctured lung, but Dad should have gone home by now.
Bobbie's parents, James and Molly, were visiting my father also. James had retired last year and he and Molly had moved to a small town on a lake about two hundred miles from us. The special effort they made to visit was a very nice considering the four hundred mile round trip they had to make. I waited for them to leave before I questioned Dad about why he was still in the hospital. As they said good bye Mr. Cassidy motioned for me to follow him into the hall way.
He reassured me about my dad and then said, "Damn I'm glad your home J.T., maybe Bobbie will get back to being her old self."
I was puzzled and didn't understand what he meant. He saw the question in my eyes and continued.
"Ever since you left for California, she's been moping around like someone stole her dog or something. This has been going on for six months or more. But when we saw her this morning she was all bright eyed and bushy tailed; the old Bobbie is back and the only change around here is you coming home. Glad you're back boy." He slapped me on the shoulder and walked down the hall to the elevators.
Now what was that all about, I thought as I went back into Dad's room? I was sitting by Dad's bed with Mary Kate when Nurse Johnson came in to say good night to him; her shift was over and she was going home. Maybe Dad won't tell me what's going on I thought, but Sally would.
"Nurse Johnson, when can I expect to get this old man out of here and back home?"
She looked at Dad and he sort of shrugged. "William's going to be in here for a while if he follows his doctor's suggestion."
I noticed she called him William instead of Mr. Chance. As I looked at Dad I raised my eyebrows questioning what she meant. "What's go on Pop? What suggestion?"
Dad glared daggers at Sally, sighed, and said, "No need to put it off any longer I guess," Dad mumbled to himself. "About you going back to California; I'm asking you to put your plans on hold for awhile."
"What? Why?"
Dad studied my face before he answered. He explained that he needed me to stay for a while longer and help with the business because of three things. Mary Kate had gotten a job offer from a fashion design company in New York and would be leaving in two months, she could put it off for a month but she had to go; Ethan wouldn't be in any condition to run the business for quite a while and with both Mary Kate and Ethan unavailable it just left me to help him.
"Hire someone to help or promote one of the men from the yard until you get better," I argued.
"There's one other reason J. T. The doctors ran some tests just after I was admitted and found a problem with my heart. They told me that I need bypass surgery and the sooner the better. I guess the accident was actually a good thing. Anyway that's why I need you to stay."
I was shocked, scared, and worried; Dad had always been the rock that all of us leaned on. My hurt feelings and childish running away stopped here; my dad needed me and I wouldn't leave again. I would just have to learn how to co-exist with Bobbie; at least until Dad was okay.
Dad assured me that he would be okay after the procedure and could get back to leading a normal life. Mary Kate backed him up but did say that he would have to eat a little healthier and when they started wrangling back and forth I laughed and went to visit Ethan.
Ethan was looking much better; the drain tube in his chest was gone as was the IV in his arm. His color was closer to normal and he seemed stronger. I told him about Dad's procedure, which he already knew about, and laughed as I told him about Mary Kate confronting me and reading Dad the riot act about living healthier.
"I bet Nurse Johnson is giving him hell too. After he stopped laughing about Mary Kate confronting me and Dad being ordered around by Sally he said, "J.T., I think Dad's in love; he's found someone that won't put up with his bullshit." Ethan asked "By the way, how's work going?"
"It's okay. The guys in the yard and warehouse don't really need my supervision; they know what needs to be done better than I do. Mary Kate has about got me up to speed on the computer, Bobbie's been a big help with inventory control, and I actually think I'm beginning to know how to do more than just drink coffee," I answered.
"Speaking of Bobbie, how are you doing there?"
"We're working together pretty well, I think." I was dodging his real question.
"Don't give me that crap. You know what I meant. Have you told her that you love her yet?" Ethan just kept digging at me. "Mary Kate told me all about it. She said the reason you left was because Bobbie and I were dating. Is that right?"
"I eh...Well eh...I mean..." Finally I quit stuttering and said, "I went to San Diego to work and to do something on my own. That's the only reason." I tried to stare Ethan down.
"Bullshit, little brother. Look, if I had known that you thought of Bobbie as more than a fishing buddy I wouldn't have dated her, I'm sorry John."
Ethan you've known her for years, what peaked your interest in her after all this time?"
Ethan paused to put his thought together and answered, "I knew Bobbie had a little crush on me for a long time; I mean I am the good looking brother." He laughed and continued.
"When a young girl of 14 has a crush on you and you're 18, she's too young for you. Now when she is 18 and you're 22, a relationship is possible but still a little shady. But when the girl is 22 and you're 26, if there is a mutual attraction, there are no legal or moral obstacles to stop you from exploring a relationship. That's what happened to me." Ethan couldn't really look me in the eye.
I could see that Ethan was really bothered by his little fling with Bobbie. My dad, Mary Kate, and Ethan all seemed to know how I felt about Bobbie and they apparently weren't going to let me off the hook until I talked to Bobbie.
"How could you know Ethan? I didn't know myself until Bobbie told me she was interested in you. That's when I realized that she was more than just my buddy. I couldn't take being around her after you two started together so I went to San Diego," I told him. It felt good to finally talk about the whole mess.
"One last thing J.T., The week you left Bobbie broke it off with me. She said that she cared for me very much but not in that way. I didn't know why she changed, but after that we were and are just good friends. It wasn't until Mary Kate started bringing her in on the web chats that I figured it out," Ethan told me.
"Figured out what? What are you talking about, Ethan?"
"You're as dumb as a stump aren't you? Bobbie loves you too. Let's see; you love her, she loves you, and so now what's our next step here?" He laughed at the stunned look on my face.
"Look the whole family loves Bobbie, she's one of us. You can't let her get away; I mean she won't wait forever. Somebody with more sense than you have is going to snatch her up if you aren't careful. Bobbie's like an heirloom of this family and you don't give heirlooms away."
"An heirloom? What the hell are you talking about?"
Ethan laughed and said, "An heirloom is something of special value handed on from one generation or person to another and that's what Bobbie is. Something of special value. Dad's too old, Mary Kate is the wrong sex, and Bobbie doesn't love me so that leaves you. You have to do something to keep her in the family. Isn't it lucky that you love her?" He was still laughing as he talked.
"You're nuts Ethan. I think they're giving you too much happy juice in here."
We tabled the subject of Bobbie and me and discussed the business for a little while. As visiting hours ended I went back to the ranch. I was on the deck at the back of the house with a small glass of Jack Daniels thinking about Bobbie and how everybody in my family knew about my feelings for her. I wondered if Bobbie knew.
About an hour and another drink later, Mary Kate came out to join me with her own drink and sat down next to me. "How are you holding up little one?"
"I'm okay, but a little confused. Did you or anyone else in the family tell Bobbie why I left? Have you asked her how she feels about me?"
"No, we didn't think it was our place to do either of those things; that's something you should have done and something you still should do," Mary Kate chastised me a little. Then with a laugh she continued, "This isn't like grade school with the 'do you think she likes me' silliness."
"I'm afraid if I tell her I love her, I'll lose her friendship," I admitted.
"And how's that working for you J.T.?" Mary Kate said with frustration. She wasn't happy with my reasoning. "You don't want to chance losing Bobbie's friendship so you run off to San Diego. Not only do you not have her friendship but you are separated from your family and your home. Smooth move John." She stood up and continued.
"If you tell Bobbie that you love her, there are three things that can happen and only one of them is bad. Worst case scenario is that she doesn't want your love or your friendship and she decides to move on; I think pigs will fly before that happens. Another result could be that she tells you she just wants to be your friend and you guys can go back to being buddies; maybe not the best thing in your mind but it's better than what you have now. But what I think will happen is that she will tell you that she loves you too and you guys can start a life together." She finished her drink and set the glass down.
"Think about it John and do something, even if it's wrong. Right now you've got nothing. I'm going to bed; clean up the glasses before you turn in." With that Mary Kate left me to think things out for myself.
I sat on the deck for another hour going over my thoughts and those of Mary Kate. Finally I knew what I was going to do and went to bed, but not before I washed the glasses as ordered. The next morning I got to the office early and waited for Bobbie. I was going to clarify and rectify my situation this morning.
Bobbie came in, said hello and went into her office. I grabbed two cups of coffee and followed her. "Cream and light sugar, right?" I set a cup on her desk and sat down across from her.
She smiled and picked up the cup saying, "You remembered, thank you."
"Bobbie I need to talk to you. I know it's been a little tense around her between us and it's my fault; I apologize."
"It only natural, you've been worried about your dad and Ethan. No apology necessary," she said with a little smile.
"It's more than that. There's something I need to tell you that I should have told you a long time ago. My only excuse is that I didn't know how you would react and I didn't want to lose your friendship." I was stalling.
"What could you possibly say that would stop us from being friends?"
"Well, you see I...." I heard a noise behind me and turned. It was Mary Kate standing at the office door. She smiled, gave me a thumbs up, and closed the door.
"Bobbie, when I broke up with Amber I realized why I never got close to any of the girls I dated." I stopped for a sip of coffee and gathered my courage and continued. "The reason I couldn't get close to them is that I was and am in love with you." I hesitated for a few seconds and waited for her response.
Her only reaction was a small smile and a nod of her head.
"I had planned to tell you how I felt about you that night that you asked for my help with a problem but you told me about Ethan before I had a chance. You sounded so excited about him; I didn't want to put pressure on you and make you choose between us, so I didn't say anything."
I had been looking at the floor or the desk front but now looked at Bobbie. She made a motion with her hand for me to continue. At least she hadn't jumped up and run from the office.



"That's the reason I went to San Diego. I didn't want to interfere between you and Ethan but I couldn't stay around and watch you two together. It would have torn me up inside. If you don't feel the same way, please understand that I would still like to be your friend. I want you in my life even if it is just as a friend," I finished and waited for Bobbie's response.
I watched as tears welled up in her eyes. Damn, now I've lost her completely I thought. Worst case scenario Mary Kate, I said to myself. Then I saw that Bobbie was smiling.
"I'm glad you told me John but I already knew how you felt," she said surprising me. Now it was her turn to hold up her hand when I started to say something.
"The day that you left and gave me a hug and kiss good bye I saw it in your eyes that you loved me. By the time I got over my surprise you were already driving away. I should have chased after you or I should have said something to you during one of the web chats," Bobbie explained.
"Said something? Said what?" Now I was confused.
"I love you too," she admitted.
Now I was shocked. "Why didn't you tell me?"
"Because I was afraid of losing your friendship too; you had never done or said anything to suggest that you wanted to be more than friends. I know now that's why I never liked any of the girls you dated. That's why I gave you crap about Amber and all the others. The fact that they were after you was the problem." Bobbie stopped to catch her breath for a few seconds.
I looked at Bobbie for what seemed to be an hour but was really only a couple of minutes and then broke out laughing. Standing up I started around the desk and Bobbie came to meet me. We grabbed on to each other and I finally gave her a lover's kiss.
We heard a muffled "About damned time" from behind the door and knew we wouldn't have to tell anyone about "us"; Mary Kate would take care of that.
I did go visit my dad and Ethan and told them the news. Dad said, "Well you finally got your head out of your ass, good job John."
Ethan hugged me when I told him and said, "That's one heirloom that won't get out of this family."
****************
Bobbie and I didn't get engaged and start planning a wedding; instead we planned dates to reacquaint ourselves. We wanted to make sure that our feelings were real and not colored by our being close to each other again. It was a waste of time because after the first three dates there was no doubt that we were in love. Then we got engaged and planned a quickie wedding.
Bobbie wanted Mary Kate to be her maid of honor so we needed to get married before she had to leave for New York. Dad had bypass surgery and came through without any problems the day after Bobbie and I talked. Ethan had already come home from the hospital, was doing well, and was going to be my best man. We had to plan the wedding around all those factors.
In addition we had to arrange lodging for Bobbie's parents; they were coming to the wedding of course. James did his fatherly duty and walked Bobbie down the aisle. The four hundred mile round trip to their home was too much for a one day turn around after attending a wedding and what proved to be a great reception. Mr. Jack Daniels and Senor Jose Cuervo both attended but I made it a point not to visit with them except to say hello.
Dad's nurse, Sally Johnson, came to the wedding with my father. She said it was to make damned sure he behaved himself and didn't waste all the work she had done getting him well. They didn't fool anyone, there was a romance blooming there. You could see it every time they looked at each other.
At the reception Dad stood and asked for quiet. He called Bobbie over to him and put a blue agate cameo pendant around her neck. "This belonged to my wife; it belonged to her mother and her mother before her. The day that she passed away she told me to give it to the wife of the first of our boys to get married. That's you honey."
Dad lifted his glass of Jack Daniels, it was the one and only drink that Sally let him have, and toasted Bobbie saying, "One valuable heirloom should be worn by another valuable heirloom."
Everyone toasted Bobbie; I thought Ethan was going to bust his stitches he was laughing so hard and pointing at me. Smart ass.
*****************
A lot has happened in the year and a half since Bobbie and I got married. We had a little boy and named him Thomas Lane Chance; following in my dad's footsteps by naming him after two of John Wayne's characters.
Bobbie redecorated the office next to hers so she could bring Thomas to work with her. We cut a doorway in the wall between the two offices to make it easy for Bobbie to check on him. Bobbie said she was going to be a working mother but she'd be damned if she leave her child in daycare.
Dad and Sally Johnson got married about six months after Bobbie and I, surprising no one but Dad. He retired to the "26 Bar Ranch" and left the building supply business to Ethan, Mary Kate, and me. The company name was changed to Chance & Sons and our new motto was "Take a Chance on Quality"; the customers seemed to like it.
Sally had been raised on a cattle ranch in Texas and knew more about raising cattle than her new husband.. She and Dad got serious about raising Hereford cattle; they bought the two farms that adjoined the ranch and increased its size to over 1000 acres. Now Dad has someone that cares as much about his ranch as he does and he is happy again; I didn't know if he ever would be after Mom passed away.
Ethan was physically able to come back to work at the company soon after Dad retired. Ethan, Bobbie, and I have actually been able to increase our share of the market. Mary Kate decided she didn't want to live in New York and is coming home. So she, Ethan, and Bobbie can run the supply company.
I'm back in the construction business, no not as a framer but I'm starting my own custom home building firm; I've got an in with a building supply company and can cut my cost on supplies.
Bobbie is pregnant again. She says she wants to have our children in a bunch so we'll be young enough to enjoy each one as they grow up. She won't tell me how many kids are in a bunch though.
I told her just last night how much I love her saying, "It's not every man that can kiss an heirloom good night."
We're as happy as any two people can be and life goes on.



        Rich Man, Poor Man

        Is being rich worth giving up your soul and beliefs.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/rich-man-poor-man

Title: Rich Man, Poor Man

Author: woodmanone

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Is being rich worth giving up your soul and beliefs.

Tags: 




If you have read any of my work you know that they don't contain graphic sex scenes. This story is no exception.
This story is also longer than my normal postings and I thought about breaking it into chapters. I decided not to because I believe the flow would have been interrupted. So here it is in one large bite.
Constructive comments are welcome and appreciated. If you like or even dislike the story take a moment to comment or send me an email. Your ratings, votes and comments help me to grow and improve as a writer.
Thanks for taking the time to read my work and please enjoy.
*********************
Rebecca Colman was the bright and shining star of our college class; forever out of reach of mere mortals. She was the "impossible dream" written about in the song. She was a person that you looked at and just knew that cruel fate was telling you "eat your heart out, boy", because you can't have her. At least that's the way it looked and felt to a "working class" guy like me.
She had the classic good looks of the stereotypical California hard body beach bunny; except we were in the Midwest. Tall for a woman at 5 feet 9 with blond hair, big brown eyes, and a body that you could bounce quarters off of. Rebecca's clothes, makeup and hair style were typical of the idle rich who had nothing better to do than groom themselves and party.
I'm James Riley O'Connor, usually called Jamie and met Rebecca in college; in unusual circumstances. She was 21, the queen of the elite social click, master of her domain, a bit of a wild child, and excessively rich. I don't mean like very well to do; I mean like her dad buying the school and firing everyone if things didn't go well for his little girl. That's an exaggeration but not by much; Rebecca, or I should say her father, had a lot of money.
Mr. Colman had gotten into a few "dot. Com" companies at the beginning of the upward surge. He was smart enough or lucky enough to get out just as they started their decent back down to reality; sometimes just hours before the company began its downward slide. His net worth was somewhere around 30 million dollars. That's a lot of money by anyone's standards. I should explain Mr. Colman's and therefore Rebecca's monetary status to show how bizarre it was that Rebecca and I even met.
I was 25, a little older than most college seniors because I had worked for almost three years as an auto mechanic in my father's garage before I enrolled in school. It was at my dad's urging that I went to school; he wanted more for me than just being a grease monkey. I agreed with him; I was a good mechanic but it wasn't something I wanted to do for the rest of my life.
I wanted to pay my own way in college, that's why the three year stint working with my dad. The only thing I accepted from my parents was free room and board for the three years before leaving for college; that's a lot when you're trying to save money. In addition, when I started classes I worked three nights a week and two weekends a month at the UPS loading dock so I could continue my education. I didn't take a summer vacations but took a reduce class load and worked full time through the break.
It was around midnight and I was on my way back to my room after work. I was taking a short cut through the common area between the dorms and heard noises coming from the BBQ Ramada between two of the buildings. I'm no hero but I didn't like the sounds coming from the ramada. Of course I had to see what was going on and walked over to investigate.
A college campus is one of the most dangerous places in the country for young women. The instances of rape and/or sexual assault are very high per capita. I guess the three "men", and I use that term very loosely, decided that our school had to uphold that ranking. They had a young lady on her back spread eagle on a picnic table in the ramada.
One of the guys was standing between the girl's legs, spreading them apart and the other two each held an arm. They were trying to keep the girl's mouth covered to keep her quiet but one or two screams escaped. Actually she wasn't screaming so much as she was calling them names and cussing at them.
The two holding her arms were squeezing her breasts and the one between her legs was dodging her kicks and trying to get her panties off. The young lady was very limber and every time he let go of a leg to reach under her dress she would pull her leg up to her chest and then kick at him. From the looks of his face, she had already connected a couple of times. Apparently he decided enough was enough and drew back his fist to beat her into submission.
"I don't think the lady wants to play anymore, guys." My statement and my appearance startled them and they stopped to stare at me. "Why don't you let her go and hit the bricks before this gets nasty?"
"You can't stop us so stay out of this and you can have a turn when we're done pal," the one between her legs said.
He just had to call me pal; I hate that. "Do you really thing I'm going to just walk off and let you guys rape her? I'm telling you guys to let her go and get out of here. If you don't I'll have to show you that three doesn't go into one, the hard way. Believe me you won't enjoy the lesson."
I was running a colossal bluff trying to con them into leaving. I'm no martial arts guru or bad ass street fighter but I couldn't let these sexual deviants molest the girl. The guy was right, I probably couldn't stop them but I had to try. The smart thing would have been to call the cops on my cell phone except that by the time they got there the girl would have been raped; I wasn't going to stand around waiting for the police. Sometimes you have to step up even if it means getting your ass handed to you on a platter.
I told them to let her go again; the two holding the girl's arms let go and started toward me. When they freed her arms, the girl didn't just lay there. She grabbed a double handful of hair of the guy between her legs and was trying her best to give him a Yul Brenner haircut. He was yelling, trying to get her hands out of his hair, and calling her a bitch among other choice names.
The two advancing on me turned to see what the yelling was about and gave me the opening I needed. I kicked one in the groin and hit the other one with a short right to the side of his face. He went down like he had been hit with a baseball bat; I must have caught him just right. I turned back to the first one but my kick had put him out of commission.
I'm not a small guy at 6 feet 1 and about 195 pounds but the guy holding the girl was huge. He must have been about 6 feet 4 and better than 225 pounds. I needed an equalizer to handle him so I grabbed the heavy metal cooking grate from one of the BBQ grills in the ramada and advanced toward him.
The big one had finally pulled the girl off him, losing a lot of hair in doing so. He had the girl by the throat and was getting ready to punch her lights out. I hit him in the back with the heavy grate and as he turned toward me I used the grate to hit him in the throat; his jaw was my target but whatever works. The behemoth went down in a heap and just to make a point I kicked him in the family jewels.
The "poor victim" jumped off the table, stepped over to the giant on the ground and started kicking him in the face and head. I felt that she deserved a little pay back and let her get in a few shots before I pulled her away. I released the girl and started to call the police.
"Please don't call the cops. I don't want the publicity," she said.
"But these assholes tried to rape you. Don't you want them to be punished?"
"Looks to me like they have been punished pretty good." She pointed to the three guys lying on the ground. Two were unconscious and the one I had kicked in the crotch was moaning, curled up into a fetal position. I could see her point and shrugged my shoulders. As I did she walked over to the one that was moaning, kicked him in the head, and then did the same to the other one.
"Thank you, I don't think I was going to convince them to stop. I'm Rebecca Colman," she introduced herself. Other than a torn blouse and breathing a little hard she seemed unfazed by what had almost happened to her.
"Yeah, I know who you are. I'm Jamie O'Connor," I answered.
"I know it's a lot to ask after what you just did, but could you help me get home? I'm a little shaky right now."
My truck was on the other side of the campus so we walked to the main street and caught a cab to her apartment. Rebecca Colman wouldn't be caught dead living in a common dorm; she had an apartment in a very exclusive and expensive building. I told the driver to wait and walked her through front door as the security guard opened the entry way for us.
"Thanks again Jamie. Things could have really gone bad if you hadn't ridden in on your white horse to save me." Rebecca leaned over, kissed me on the cheek, smiled, and got on the elevator.
I nodded at the guard and got back into the cab for the return trip to my dorm. Damn, I hoped I had money to pay the cab fare. When we got to my dorm, I asked the driver how much I owed him. He told me that the security guard had paid the fare including a large tip. I guess he was used to paying for cabs for Miss Rebecca Colman.
The next morning on the way to class I heard on the radio that three men had been found unconscious in a ramada on campus. They claimed that they had been jumped by a gang of men and were victims of a random act of violence. I laughed out loud after hearing the news broadcast; they were victims of a non random act of payback.
When I got back to my dorm that night after work there was a package on my desk. George Taylor my roommate said that it had been delivered around two. I opened the package and found a bottle of very good bourbon inside; Gentleman Jack to be exact. The note read:
"I thought about sending flowers but thought you could put this to better use.
Thanks again,
Rebecca."
I fixed myself a drink and toasted Rebecca. It was a nice gesture I thought, especially from her majesty Miss Colman. Two weeks went past and one evening before I left for work George asked me what I had gotten involved in.
"What are you talking about George?" I asked puzzled by his question.
"There is a guy going around campus asking questions about you, checking you out. He caught me between classes and asked about your background, work habits and a bunch of other personal stuff. I clammed up and said that I didn't know much about you. What's going on Jamie?"
"I got no idea why anyone would be checking up on me. Haven't done anything wrong that I know of." Now I was puzzled and concerned.
Two days later, I saw Rebecca as I came out of my last class. That's strange; I had never seen her there before. Apparently she was waiting for me because she left the group she had been standing with and came over to meet me.
"Hello my White Knight. How are you doing?" She said with a smile.
"Hi Becky, I'm fine. What brings you here?"
"My name is Rebecca, if you don't mind," her smile faded a little.
"If I'm a white knight and a hero, then I can call you whatever I want," I kidded her.
She laughed and said, "Okay, you can call me Becky. My daddy sent this to me and asked me to deliver it to you." She handed me a business size envelope.
"What is it?
Becky just shook her head, smiled and said, "No idea. See you around Sir Galahad." She rejoined her group and left.
I was running late for work and stuck the envelope into one of my books and hurried to my job. When I got to work my boss told me that some guy had been there checking up on me. It sounded like the same thing that George had told me about. I had no idea who this guy was or what he was after.
That evening as I tossed my books onto my desk, I saw the envelope; I opened it and pulled out a sheet of stationary. As I unfolded the letter a smaller piece of paper fell to the floor. I picked it up and saw a check for five thousand dollars made out to me. The check was signed by Rebecca's father, Jason Colman. The letter read:
Dear Mr. O'Connor,
I wanted to thank you for helping Rebecca. Not many men would get involved, especially with three assailants.
I know you didn't do it for any reason other than that it was the right thing to do but perhaps this check will show my gratitude in a more substantial way than words.
Thank you sir for saving Rebecca from what could have been a very serious situation. If I can be of any assistance please don't hesitate to call me. I have included my private number.
Thanks again.
With gratitude and admiration,
Jason Colman.
Wow, talk about conflicting emotions. I could really use the money but I wouldn't feel right about keeping it for doing what was right. I poured a drink of the very good bourbon and thought for a few minutes. It didn't take very long and I had reached a decision. A bottle of bourbon as a thank you was one thing, money was something else entirely.
The next day was a day off for me from my night job and after class I drove to Rebecca's apartment. It was a different security guard and he called her apartment before he would let me up. Rebecca was waiting in her doorway when I got off the elevator.
"Hello White Knight. Are you on another quest?" She teased me. "Come on in."
"No thanks I have to get back to the books. But I am on a quest to return something. Here," I said as I handed her the check. "Tell you father thanks but I can't take money for what I did."
Rebecca looked at me with a question so I told her about the letter and pointed at the check from her father. I smiled, waved at her and turned to leave.
"Jamie I didn't know Daddy was going to do that. If you won't take a thank you from him, take one from me. Let me take you to dinner night."
"The bottle of Gentleman Jack was enough and thanks by the way. You don't have to spend any time with me."
"It's not a matter of have to, it's because I want to spend some time with you. Think you can put up with me for an evening?"
I hesitated for a few seconds and then nodded at her. If one of the prettiest girls at school wanted to spend an evening with me, who was I argue with her? Becky made a very quick phone call, took my arm, and we rode the elevator down. When we got to the entrance, the guard had a cab waiting for us.
"Let's take a cab and leave your truck. We can concentrate on each other more that way, don't you think?" Becky suggested.
Becky gave the cabbie the name of the restaurant and off we went. The place was called the Breakers; why I have no idea. The nearest ocean was over eight hundred miles away. It was a high class, read that as expensive, seafood restaurant. Not really my kind of place for two reasons: One because I'm not big on sea food but the main reason was that I couldn't afford to eat at the Breakers.
"Err Becky, maybe we should go somewhere else. I'm not really dressed for a nice place like this," I told her. I was trying to avoid embarrassment of not being able to pay for our meal.
"Don't be silly. I know the owner and we'll eat at the chef's table in the back. And don't worry about money, I asked you out, remember?" Becky looked at me with a devilish grin. She sensed my discomfort about the cost of dinner.
Maybe some guys could have resisted her smile and those big brown eyes, but I wasn't one of them. I nodded and we went around the building to the service entrance. When we walked in the head chef smiled at Becky gave her a hug and led us to a table in a small room just off the kitchen; the chef's table, reserved for special customers and friends.
After dinner we took another cab back to her place. At the door to her apartment, she took my hand and led me inside. "I want to thank you properly Jamie," Becky said. She kissed me, did a quick sexy strip tease, and was soon down to just her bra and lace trimmed boy shorts. Becky crooked her finger and motioned me over to her.
I wasn't a virgin by any means; I had been something of a player during the three years I worked before starting college. My sex education had been more of practical hands on type rather that from some dull books or lectures and I knew what went where, why, and how to get it there. But I had never had a beauty like Becky come on to me so openly.
"Becky, this isn't necessary. You don't have to do this to thank me," I said. She didn't pay any attention to my protest. My first intention was to leave but I hesitated; I didn't want a romantic evening with Becky to be payment for doing the right thing.
I felt like I had a little angel on one shoulder and a little devil on the other; like you see in the cartoons. The angel was telling me to be honorable and leave; the devil was saying how beautiful and sexy she was and to jump her bones. Finally it seemed like the little devil walked across my shoulders and kicked the angel in the butt and pushed it off my shoulder.
I let myself be led to the sofa and she began a lap dance that grabbed my full attention. Becky rubbed up and down my body with hers and soon got rid of the bra, leaving her in just the boy shorts. My body had responded the moment she kissed me and went into hyper drive with the strip tease and lap dance.
She felt my excitement as she rubbed against me during the dance and smiled like the cat that ate the canary. Becky took my hand, pulled me off the sofa and down the hallway to her bedroom. We entered her bedroom and the cute lace boy shorts were tossed aside as she climbed onto her bed.
Once again Becky crooked her finger and motioned me over to her. She smiled at the look on my face and said, "Close your mouth Jamie unless you intend to put it to good use."
She pulled my head down to her breasts and I did close my mouth; I closed it around one perfect breast and nipple. Becky moaned, I moaned and began to explore the rest of her body with my lips and hands. In return Becky showed me that she too knew how to use her lips and hands too. The rest of the evening intensified from there.
I think I held my own pretty well but was sort of glad to see the sunrise through her bedroom window. I was totally worn out. After that marathon session I can understand why people lose weight when they have a lot of sex. There may be no better cardiovascular workout in the world.
As I was dressing Becky said, "You can show yourself out Jamie, I'm too tired to get up." She rolled over and was asleep before I got dressed. Apparently Becky didn't need the after sex cuddling or talking that most women like and want a man to get involved in.
Thank God it was the one of the weekends off from my job at UPS. I was able to go home, clean up, and get some rest. About noon, I called Becky and invited her to get a pizza that evening.
"You took care of dinner your way last night, now I would like to show you how the other half lives," I teased her as I laughed.
"I've got a thing this afternoon, but you can pick me up at 7:00 sharp. Don't be late. See you then." Becky hung up before I could agree or verify the time.
That evening I was at her building at 6:45; I wasn't anxious but would rather wait there instead of at my place. I was waiting for 7 to go into the building and get her when I saw a red Mustang convertible stop in front of the entrance. Becky got out of the car straightening her skirt and buttoning her blouse. She waved at the driver and bounced into the building.
It appeared to me that Becky's "thing" that afternoon was another guy. I know I didn't have any claim on Becky but it didn't set right with me that she would jump some guy's bones and then go out with me a few minutes later. Her appearance suggested a very hot make out session at best and banging like bunnies at the worst.
I know I sound like a hypocrite because I was a real pussy hound earlier in my life, but I never finished with one girl and immediately the same day went out with another. In addition I had matured a little since that time and I guess I was looking for more than a chance for a quick bed bouncing with just any woman.



The guard recognized me and let me into the building and onto the elevator. He must have called and let Becky know I was on my way up because her door was standing open. I entered the apartment and called out for Becky. She answered and told me to have a beer and grab a seat that she was going to take a shower and would be right out.
"Don't bother cleaning up. I can't take you out tonight after all," I said. I hadn't made that decision until I walked into her apartment.
"We're not going out?" Becky asked as she walked out of the hallway leading to her bedroom wearing only a large towel wrapped around her.
"Becky, I'm just fooling myself here. You're different that I am and I don't see us headed in the same direction. I'm sorry, I did call earlier to cancel, but you didn't answer." I hadn't really called but she didn't have to know that; I was trying to make a point here.
She smiled at me and asked, "Is this the money thing again? I'm not better than you because my family's rich."
"No, this isn't about money and I didn't say better, I said different." I answered with a little force.
Becky wasn't smiling any more. "I don't understand," she said with a puzzled look.
"Becky I saw you get out of the Mustang just now. It was apparent that you and the guy had been making out; I don't know maybe it was more. I would never rush from one date to another with just minutes to spare."
"Oh that was Roger, he's just a friend from home and dropped by to say hello. He doesn't mean anything to me Jamie." She was smiling again; sure that she had solved my problem.
"I'm not judging you Becky but that's what I meant about us being different. You don't see a problem with going at it hot and heavy with someone even if he doesn't mean anything to you and then going on a date with another guy a few minutes later. Look Becky, I don't have the right to tell you who to see or be with or what to do, but I do have the right to decide if I want to be a part of that lifestyle and I don't." I watched Becky and I don't think she really understood why I was upset.
"You said you wanted to thank me for my help. Well, you've done that better than anything I could have imagined. The bourbon, the great dinner, and then the evening with you were all wonderful. So your debt is paid, and thanks for a great evening. I hope to see you around sometime."
I left her apartment and rode the elevator down. The security guard was there and told me that Miss Colman would like for me to wait for her. I smiled, shook my head and kept walking toward the front door. "I'm sorry sir but I've been instructed to detain you until Miss Colman can get here," the guard said as he walked to intercept me.
"You will really be sorry if you try to stop me, buddy. Believe me they don't pay you enough for that." I must have made my point because he stepped aside.
The pizza joint was packed and I joined some friends for the evening. The next day I did routine things like laundry, apartment cleaning, and getting a head start on some of my classes for next week. I didn't think about Becky more than once or twice an hour. Finally, I laughed at myself and put her out of my mind. It was an amazing interlude in my life but it was just one night.
Three days later, Becky was waiting for me as I came out of my last class of the day. She was sitting on a bench outside the lecture hall and stood up when she saw me. I was surprised to see her but never once thought she was waiting for me. Becky intercepted me as I was walking away. I don't think Becky was use to people, especially men, not doing what she wanted. She had to reach out and take my arm to get me to stop.
"Hey, wait up," she said. "Did I piss you off so much that you won't even talk to me? Can I talk to you about Saturday?"
I laughed a little and responded, "I'm not mad at you; I just don't see the point in talking. Your life style isn't something I want to be involved in, so why waste time talking about it."
"That's sort of a provincial way of looking at things, don't you think?"
"Don't know about that, but it's the way I feel," I answered with feeling. "You apparently think of sex as a recreational sport and I don't. Maybe it's because I'm a little older and I've gone through that phase in my life but I want making love to mean more than just horizontal exercise." I sure sound like some bible thumping preacher, I thought.
"My, aren't you the prude all of a sudden?" Becky was insulted; I could hear it in her voice. "You didn't seem to mind my life style Friday night, now did you?"
"I'm sorry; I know I sound like a sanctimonious jerk. I don't mean to criticize you; it's your choice on how you live your life. There is nothing wrong with you or your life style; it's just wrong for me." I gave her a little hug and started to walk away; I had to get to work.
"Maybe we could have a little fun?" Becky had stepped in front of me.
"Why this sudden interest in me? I know we had a good time Friday but according to what you said, it was not that big of a deal to you. So why this full court press?"
"I enjoyed our night together but more than that you're a good person. I haven't been involved with too many good people lately and thought you and I could spend some time together. You were more concerned with my pleasure than yours; that was something new, believe me."
I thought for a few seconds and answered, "Thanks for the compliment but I think I'll pass. See ya around Becky."
For the rest of my senior year Becky would smile and wave at me when I saw her around the campus. She called a few times, not begging but just wanting to know if I had changed my mind; I hadn't. I heard through the college grapevine that she was still living the free life style and was dating several different men.
*****************
I graduated in the top 5 per cent of my class with a double major in Computer Science and System Analysis. A medium size manufacturing firm offered me a position and I jumped at it. It was strange not to have to run to a night job like I had done all through college.
Two years later a head hunter contacted me with a job offer with JCOL Enterprises, another big manufacturing company. The salary was almost twice what I was making and included some very nice perks. A company car, country club membership, and stock options were just a few of the extras. I owed it to myself to take the interview with the company just to check it out.
I had an interview with the HR manager, a Vice President of sales, and the IT department head. We discussed the building and revamping of a web site, internet marketing, and other general IT aspects to the business. It was a strange interview and the questions were general and not very probing. I felt that the three men were stalling and waiting for something. Oh the job offer was real and we did discuss the duties and area of responsibility for the position, but something wasn't quite right.
The door to the office opened behind me and the three men stood up to greet whoever came in. I also stood, turned, and got a surprise. The man joining us was Jason Colman, Rebecca's father. I recognized him from the pictures in her apartment and the stories in the financial section of the paper. The stalling tactics were explained, the three had been waiting on Mr. Colman.
"Hello Jamie, I understand you prefer that to James. It's nice to finally meet you," Mr. Colman shook my hand and motioned for me to sit back down.
Turning to the three men he asked, "Well, how does he stack up? Can we put him to use and will he be an asset for us?" All three nodded their heads or verbally indicated that I was the real deal.
"What do you say Jamie? Would you like to join us and bring our IT department into the 21st century?"
Until Mr. Colman walked in I had decided to take the job. His presence put that decision on hold for the moment. "I'm not sure Mr. Colman."
He seemed surprised and asked, "The starting salary and perks are quite generous but I guess we could negotiate on those."
"It's not that Mr. Colman. I wonder if this offer isn't because of what I did for Rebecca."
"Jamie I won't lie to you. Even though that incident was three years ago, that's part of my interest in you but only because it showed that you are a young man with character and good morals. I admired your actions in saving her from those men and the fact that you stood by your convictions concerning her wild life. Yeah, I know all about you breaking up with Rebecca because of her life style." He smiled at me, offered me a cup of coffee, and continued.
"Let me assure you that even though I am grateful and admire you, gratitude only goes so far. I'm always on the lookout for good people that can be an asset to my company; that's why I have scouts always looking for additions to my business. When my people came up with your name and explained the great job you had been doing, I already knew about your character so I had them offer you this position. This is strictly a business proposition, nothing else is involved. So do you want the job?"
I looked at Mr. Colman trying to gage his sincerity. "It's a great offer Mr. Colman, but I would like to think about it for a day or two, if that's alright," I told him.
"Jamie, you can have until tomorrow noon. The assistant director of our IT department is going to England in three months to manage the IT department in that branch and we have to get on the stick to get someone in here to replace him. You're my first choice but there are other candidates also and we can't afford to wait too long. Okay?"
I nodded, shook hands all around, and left the office. When I left my current office for the interview I had made arrangements to take off the rest of the day. I grabbed some lunch and went to my condo to think about the job offer. As I had told Mr. Colman the offer was a great opportunity for anyone but especially someone my age.
Sitting on the balcony with my first and last Gentleman Jack of the day, I thought about the offer. The only drawback that I could see was that the position may have been offered to me because of Mr. Colman's gratitude over the incident in college. But Mr. Colman denied that was the reason.
After about 20 minutes I realized that no matter why I got the job, I would do well and be an asset to the company. I may get the job because of Mr. Colman's regard for me but I would keep it because I could do the work. Take the job dummy, I told myself.
I called the HR manager the first thing the next morning and accepted the position but told him I would have to give a month's notice to my current employer. There was a project winding down and I didn't want to leave them in a bind. He understood and told me to report to him in 30 days. In the mean time he said he would send over some documentation on their systems so I could hit the ground running when I reported in.
*******************
For eighteen months I did exactly what Mr. Colman had asked in my interview, I brought the company's IT department into the 21st century. The head of the IT department, Bill Myers, was more a sales orientated type and running the department was pretty much left up to me. I was the fair haired boy and had received a couple of large bonuses, and received another perk for my work.
The company provided me with a large suite in a concierge type hotel. The apartment had two master bedrooms separated by a large area that consisted of a living room, dining room, and a galley type kitchen. It came with all the amenities; all I had to do was sleep, eat, and leave for work.
The hotel provided maid service, laundry service and just about any other service I could think of as part of the package. I could even leave a menu with the main desk and dinner would be ready at whatever time I told them. It was a great way to live.
I wasn't dating very much, maybe going out for pizza and beer once in awhile; I used my spare time to develop a program for purchasing and inventory control. It was designed for a small business and my company had no interest in the soft ware.
One small addition to my contract that I had asked for stated that any programs I designed that weren't wanted by my employer were mine to sell. I got the okay and clearance from Bill Myers and licensed the program out; receiving a large initial dollar contract plus royalties from future sales.
I had missed my first company Christmas party because I was working after hours on my program. This year it was suggested by higher ups that I make it a point to attend; actually it was more of an order than a suggestion.
The company's Christmas party by invitation only was held at one of the finest hotels in the city with no expense spared. My invitation read: Mr. James O'Connor and guest. I wasn't dating anyone; I had been concentrating on my job and on my inventory program, so I went alone. My plan was to put in an appearance, stay long enough to satisfy the powers to be, and then join a couple of friends at a neighborhood tavern.
There was a buffet that would have done justice to any five star restaurant and at least five free bars scattered around the ball room. The seating arrangements were a little unusual; each table had assigned seating with representatives from each of the major departments of the company required to sit together.
Randy Smyth-Jones, the head of HR, explained to me that this arrangement was conducive to a better understanding between departments of their needs and requirements. It was a good idea because a person was a little more receptive to other's problems if they had partied together. You have to hand it to Mr. Colman; even at a party he was trying to improve his company.
The executive table was no exception; Mr. Colman and the head of the departments were seated together. For some reason my presence was requested at that table; actually it wasn't a request, again it was an order. I wasn't a department head but I was told "you will sit here, Mr. O'Connor".
My fellow table mates were Randy the head of the HR department, Gillian Grisham head of Sales and Marketing, Rob Johnson head of Production and Mr. Colman himself. The two men department heads were accompanied by their spouses; Gillian's guest was Mel, her current live in boyfriend.
Mr. Colman, Jason at least for the party, had a young lady that had to be about half his age as his guest. Her name was Cindy and after ten minutes you understood that she was a trophy and nothing more. I never learned what had happened to Rebecca's mother. There was a rumor about her and a personal trainer but I didn't have the nerve or the interest to ask for more information.
There were nine people at our table and one empty chair. I felt of out of place because I didn't have the plus one that the invitation allowed; but it didn't really matter because I planned on ducking out ASAP. About thirty minutes after every one sat down, the empty chair was filled. Rebecca swept in and sat down next to me, smiling at the surprised look on my face.
"Hi Jamie, it's good to see you. How have you been?" She talked as if we had parted as the best of friends.
I nodded, said hello, and looked at Mr. Colman as if to say what the hell? Rebecca has crossed my mind once in a while in the three years plus since college. Every time I saw Mr. Colman I had to think of Rebecca and our short time together. I wasn't carrying a torch for her but considering my lack of female companionship recently I did think about the one fantastic evening we shared and had played a little "what if?" in my head.
Now here she was, sitting next to me. Rebecca hadn't changed very much, if anything she was even more beautiful than before. Her blond hair was now in a pixie cut rather than worn down her back. From what I could see, and the dress she was wearing let me see a lot, her body was even firmer and more toned than it had been in college. The dress was maroon, mid thigh, low cut in the front and back; not slutty but a blind man would have watched her walk across the room.
"I didn't know you came to these company things Rebecca."
"Normally I don't." I must have looked puzzled so she continued," I was another party at the hotel across the street, that's why I'm dressed up, and Daddy called and asked me to come over. I wasn't going to until he told me why he wanted me here."
"And why did he want you here?" I was puzzled.
"He said that one of his rising stars came to the party alone and need a companion for the evening," Rebecca answered with a small smile.
"Is that something you do a lot, be a stand in date I mean?"
"I've never done it before and wasn't going to this time until he told me who my "date" would be." Again she was smiling, but bigger this time.
"Okay, I'll bite. Who is this guy that gets the pleasure of your company?" I felt sorry for the poor guy, because Rebecca looked amazing. He was going to look at, dance with, and spend the evening with someone he would never have a chance of being anything more than a onetime date; and only as a favor to her father. It would be torture by temptation.
"For a rising star in the company, you can be pretty dense sometimes," Rebecca replied, again with that smile.
"Huh?" That was my brilliant response.
"You're the rising star Jamie. Daddy said he wanted you to have a fun evening. If you sat at the table all evening watching and listening to the other couples you wouldn't have any fun; ergo Rebecca to the rescue. "Enough talk, let's dance," Rebecca said.
Gobsmacked is what our English friends call it. It means you're so amazed or surprised at something that your mouth opens and closes involuntarily. That was me, gobsmacked. Why would Mr. Colman care if I didn't have a date and why would he draft his daughter to remedy the situation?
The band was playing a set of only slow songs which allowed Rebecca and me to talk and get caught up to date on our lives since college. I found out that she had went to Europe for two years after graduation and then came back and was now working at a subsidiary of father's company. She had just moved back to the main office here in town a couple of months ago. Rebecca told me that she didn't even know I was working for her father until he called and asked for her help that evening.
Buried in the IT department like I was and she being with an autonomous branch of the company, our paths hadn't crossed. I told my tale of working at another company for two years and how the head hunter found and recruited me. She smiled when I told her I almost didn't take the job because of my concerns as to her father's motives for hiring me.
"Only my White Knight would worry about why instead of how much. You're still Sir Galahad aren't you?"
"I don't know about that but I still have the same convictions as I did in college. Some things you never outgrow I guess," I answered.
"Maybe but there are some things you do outgrow or think about differently," Rebecca replied.
For some reason I thought about her life style in college; who am I kidding, the reason I thought about her attitude toward sex was her body plastered against me as we danced. It seems the little head was willing to forgive and forget anything to get its way; it showed its willingness by getting hard as Rebecca rubbed against me. My only defense is that because of my work load I had been celibate for over four months.
"I see that there are some things that don't change," Rebecca said with a smile when she felt my arousal.
"Sorry," I said as I pulled back from her a little. "It's been a long time since I danced with a beautiful woman and my body forgot its manners."
Rebecca pulled me back tight against her and said, "I like you manners just fine. Quit thinking and dance with me."
The rest of the evening was sort of a blur to me. I remember sitting at the table socializing with the other people, although I don't remember what we talked about, the company and business I guess. But what I remember best was the dances with Rebecca and her laughing at the effect she had on me. She wasn't being cruel or sadistic; she said she was flattered and was laughing with me. Funny I didn't find the humor in the whole thing.



My plan to leave early went down the drain; I stayed until the last dance with Rebecca was over. Going back to our table I saw that over half of the guests had already left. I offered Rebecca a ride home but she said her car was in the garage across the street. She pulled a card out of her clutch, wrote something on the back, and handed it to me.
"The front has my office number and I wrote my cell number on the back. Give me a call Jamie, I would like to continue the discussion we had tonight," she said. She gave me a full body hug, kissed my cheek, and waved good bye with an evil little grin. I wasn't sure if she was referring to our business discussion or about what happened on the dance floor.
The next day was Saturday and for the first time in a while I wasn't working on anything that weekend. I decided to go shoot some hoops in the park across from my apartment; I needed to work out the alcohol from the previous night. I had the court to myself so as I shot jumpers I had a chance to think about the dance and Rebecca. I wondered if I should call her or just let it go.
Rebecca was a beautiful, sexy, delightful companion and I thought of how she looked and acted on our one night together back in college. A repeat of that night in her apartment wouldn't be such a bad thing, I thought. Just as long as I understood that's all it would be; a carefree sexual romp with a beautiful woman, I warned myself.
Problem was that I really liked Rebecca and had since I helped her that night at college; her courage in fighting the three men had impressed me. She was intelligent, witty, and fun to be with and I'm afraid I would want more than just a romp with her. My thoughts hadn't changed concerning relationships; sex had to be more than an energetic way of shaking hands. I know, not normal thinking for most men but it was the way I felt.
Finally as I sank a long three pointer I decided to let things slide. I had been ok without Rebecca in my life for more than three years and there was no need to change that now, I thought to myself. However I hadn't counted on Rebecca. Two weeks after New Year's, Rebecca called me at my office on a Monday; she needed an escort to her company's dinner/award dinner that weekend.
I hesitated and she said, "No big deal Jamie, but I could use your help here. I have to go to this damn thing and if I go alone I'll be the target for every single guy there; some of the married ones too. It'll be like waving a red flag in front of a bunch of bulls. It's bad enough that I have to go to this stuffy doings but I can do without being red meat for the wolves."
"Well, I don't ......" I began before she cut me off.
"C'mon Jamie, be a buddy. Do one more good deed, Sir White Knight. Please," Rebecca took her last shot and scored.
"Okay, but just to help you out here," I answered.
She suggested that she pick me up saying that she lived on one side of the city and the dance was on the other side with me in the middle. I agreed and started to give her my address; she informed me that she knew where I lived and would be there at 7 PM on Saturday.
That Saturday evening at 6:45 the front desk called to let me know that I had a guest on the way up. For some reason I was running a little behind so I opened the door to my suite and went to my bedroom to finish dressing. I was putting the final touches on my tie when I heard Rebecca call my name.
I told her to come in and as I walked out of my bedroom slipping on my tuxedo jacket got my first look at her. If she had been beautiful and sexy at the Christmas party she was stunning and sultry now. Rebecca had on a mid thigh, red sequined, dress that shimmered and sparkled every time she moved. It was cut in a deep V in front which left no doubt that she was the female of the species.
"Damn Becky, no wonder you need a knight protector; that dress would make a dead man sit up," I said by way of greeting.
"Becky huh, I haven't been called that in a long time," Rebecca answered. "It's nice to hear it again. Thanks for the compliment."
She said that we should go and as we stepped out of the elevator she handed me her car keys; suggesting that I drive. The valet had left her car parked in front of the hotel; I almost stumbled when I saw it. Sitting at the curb was a Maserati Granturismo; the car cost as much as my yearly salary with bonuses.
"Like it? Daddy gave it to me at Christmas. I think it was a bribe to stay away from his house during the holidays so he and that Cindy could jump each other's bones uninterrupted," she said with a big smile.
I could only nod and lead her to the car; they valet had the passenger door open and got a good look at her legs as she got in. Jumping in the driver's side I took off, peeling rubber because of the car's tremendous power. I could learn to like this I thought; maybe I'll get one next year.
The dinner dance was about what you would expect. Boring speeches when the awards were handed out, an okay buffet, but it did have a good choice of alcohol and plenty of it. The band was actually pretty good and played a nice mix of music.
Watching the men watch Rebecca in that dress was entertaining, to say the least. They would sneak looks at her as she sat, as she walked from table to table greeting co-workers, and when she danced; especially when she danced. Rebecca still moved with a sensual grace that attracted attention and lots of it. More than one man got an elbow in the ribs from their wives, girlfriends, or dates. It was more interesting than reality TV.
Rebecca apparently wanted to make sure the bartenders at each of the three bars in the ball room were doing a good job. She taste tested vodka martinis from each one and then retested each one several times. I guess they were doing a good job because I never heard her complain.
We sat through dinner, the awards, and about an hour of dancing. Our last dance was more of me holding her up than moving to the music. It was time for Cinderella to leave the ball, I decided. With an assist from the valet I got Rebecca into the car and began the trip home.
Now what, I thought? Should I take her home and get a cab back to my place? She was still alert enough to tell me to take her to my apartment, feed her some coffee and then she could get home. I didn't think there was enough coffee in the city to sober her up but I followed her directions.
I had the valet park her car and took her up to my apartment. Once inside, she made a beeline for the bathroom ten minutes later that's where I found her. Apparently she had started to splash water on her face, sat down on the toilet and passed out; the water was still running into the sink. I gathered her up into my arms and took her into the guest bedroom and laid her on the bed.
Now the question was should I undress her or just throw a blanket over her. Because of the way her dress was cut in the front there was no doubt that she was braless; because of the way she got into the car and the way she sat a few times at the dance I knew she had on little red lace panties and thigh high stockings and nothing else.
If I undressed her she would be all but nude and with all the rubbing together as we danced that night and the alcohol I had consumed I wasn't sure that I could or would do the right thing. I covered her with a light blanket and went to my bedroom; avoiding the temptation.
I woke up as someone sat on the side of my bed, glancing at the clock it read 9:30 AM. Rebecca was sitting beside me, smiled when I opened my eyes, and leaned over to give me a kiss.
"I'll have your clothes cleaned and returned to you," she said. "Thanks for going with me last night Jamie and thanks for taking care of me afterward."
She left my bedroom carrying her dress and thigh highs and she was wearing one of my T-shirts, a pair of my sweats cinched around her waist, and her high heels. Not the most fashionable look, but sexy anyway. By the time I was out of bed she had already gone but there was fresh coffee, that life saving liquid, in the kitchen.
On Tuesday I received a package at my office containing my T-shirt and sweats, cleaned and pressed. The package was addressed to Sir White Knight with a note simply reading "Thanks again". White Knight my ass, I thought; one more drink that night and Rebecca wouldn't have slept alone. Some knight in shining armor.
I didn't talk to or see Rebecca for three weeks. She called and again asked for my company at a charity auction. Rebecca used the same reasoning as before; she didn't want to be food for the predators at the shindig. It didn't take much convincing to get me to go. Let's face it, spending the evening talking to, dancing with, and entertaining a beautiful woman beat the hell of whatever was in second place.
The evening was almost a repeat of the dinner dance. Rebecca again was stunning, men again watched her and got punched by their partners for doing so, and she again tempted me like hell when we danced. The major difference was she drank mineral water all night after one glass of wine. I watched my intake of alcohol too; after the last time I wanted my wits about me.
As we pulled up the driveway to the front door of my hotel, Rebecca said, "Thanks Jamie, you were a life saver. Good night." She got behind the wheel of the Maserati and drove off. No kiss, no hug, no nothing; I must be losing my touch I thought.
This time it was only two weeks before Rebecca called with another invitation. This time it was an art exhibit that she had been instrumental in obtaining for some gallery. Same excuse, too many wolves for her to go alone. Hell, I'm easy I thought and agreed to go.
Rebecca was more than beautiful again, in another fantastic dress. She had a little more to drink this time but was careful to limit her alcohol intake; I did too. There was no dancing this time but we spent most of the evening holding hands or with Rebecca holding onto my arm. After the exhibit when we got back to my place she said she would really like that cup of coffee she didn't get the first time.
In the elevator I picked up the phone, called room service, and ordered coffee. I could have made it but the coffee from the hotel was much better and would be delivered almost before mine would be done; that's one of the nice things about a concierge hotel.
I invited Rebecca to have a seat and excused myself to hang up my suit coat and get rid of my tie. Rebecca then went to "freshen up" and by the time she got back the coffee had been delivered. She came back into the living room wearing the same T-shirt and sweats that she had borrowed before.
"Hope you don't mind; I'll have them cleaned and sent back to you again," she said.
After pouring coffee for both of us I sat down across from her and asked, "Okay Becky, what's going on?"
She smiled at me calling her Becky but just shook her head and looked puzzled at the question.
"You've made a point of using me to squire you around on these special evenings and I want to know why," I explained. She started to respond and I said, "The truth please Becky."
Rebecca took a few seconds as if to gather herself and asked, "Remember at the Christmas party I said that there were some things that you grew out of or felt differently about? I was talking about my life style back in college and for a time after graduation; I don't live like that anymore."
"That still doesn't explain these evenings together," I reminded her.
"I didn't know how much I missed you until Daddy called and asked me to be your date for the evening. When I saw you it brought back all the old feelings I had for you." She giggled and continued, "Do you know that I followed you around campus for over six months? I thought that if you kept seeing me you would change your mind about me, about us."
"What feelings? We had one night together, a great night, but just one night. And with your cavalier attitude about sex, even that couldn't have been all that special."
"You don't give yourself enough credit Jamie. You made quite an impression on me and it isn't easy to impress "The Princess Colman". Do you know why?" I shook my head no and she continued.
"When you attacked those three guys that night, you didn't do it because I had money; you did it to help a young woman in trouble."
"I didn't know it was you until it was over," I explained.
"Yeah, but you knew afterwards. You knew when you turned down that check Daddy sent you. You could have parlayed my rescue into a very nice life but you didn't. All you saw was a girl that you liked, you didn't see dollar signs. That's why I quickly developed, if not a love, at least an intense like for you. And then my life style screwed it up."
"So what do you want Becky? What do you see happening here?" I asked.
"I want us to spend time together or see each other or date; whatever you want to call it. We could start as friends hanging out and see if anything more develops; if it doesn't then we've had some fun together as friends. But if something grows from our time together just think how great that could be." Rebecca stopped as if to catch her breath; I think she was trying to see how I was taking the things.
"So what do you say, Sir Knight? Feel like saving the damsel again?" She waited expectantly for my answer.
I looked at Rebecca for a few seconds and said, "Let's see if I've got this right. My duties would include hanging out with a beautiful woman?"
Rebecca smiled and nodded yes.
"I would probably have to drive her Maserati once in a while wouldn't I?"
Another nod.
I would have to take the chance that we might become more than friends, wouldn't I?"
She nodded again, this time with a big smile.
"I just have one more question Lady Becky." I paused for a couple of seconds and asked with a big grin, "When do I start?"
Rebecca got up, come over to my chair, climbed onto my lap and said, "How about tonight, Sir Knight?"
I held her or rather we held each other for several minutes, occasionally talking but mostly just holding each other. Becky got up pulled me over to the couch so we could sit together and poured fresh coffee. She never did leave that evening and no, we didn't jump into bed together; she slept in my guest room
The next day I drove her home in that great car of hers where she changed into jeans and sneakers but continued to wear my T-shirt and we went on a picnic. I had my hotel put together a picnic basket with goodies and we drove out to a nearby lake. It was still too early in the year to swim but we enjoyed being beside the sparkling water.
For the next month we would go out during the week a couple of times; no big shindigs or party's; just two close friends enjoying some of the small restaurants in the city. We would find a little mom and pop pizza place or a neighborhood eatery and give them a try. On the weekends the "dates" would be more upscale; including art exhibits, charity affairs, and even the opera. I didn't care for opera but Becky loved it so I went along; like a good friend should. There were a couple of times that one of us would sleep over but that's all it was; there was no sex involved.
I realized that my feelings for Becky were more than just remembering that one fabulous night we had in college. She was fun to be around, we could talk about almost anything, and she was maybe the most beautiful woman I had ever seen much less spent time with. I was falling in love but still had some reservations about her previous life style.
There had to be a reason that Rebecca changed her life style; I didn't think she woke up one morning and said to herself, "I think I'm going to change the way I live". So I decided that a little a quiet recon mission was called for. I contacted a friend, George Taylor, in the IT department of JRC, the division of JCOL that Rebecca worked for. George was a friend from my college days and owed me a favor or two.
George and I had worked on two or three projects together during school and he was my roommate. We had gone our separate ways after graduation. George and I ran into each other at Angelo's, my favorite pizza joint, one evening and reconnected. We would get together for a beer once a month or so and talk shop. I learned that he was working for a competitor and that he wasn't happy there. He said that the IT director was the owner's nephew and other than playing video games didn't know anything about computers or networks.
I told Randy Smyth-Jones, the head of HR and Bill Myers, my boss, about George and his dissatisfaction with his job. Explaining who he was and how I knew him, I suggested that he would be just the guy for the open IT position at JRC. This was before Rebecca came to work for JRC. They asked him to come in for an interview and offered him a job that same day.
George didn't get the job because of me, he got it on his own merits; I simply gave my guys a heads up on him. He didn't see it that way; George was grateful and thought I could walk on water. I had always believed that you should use all your resources to solve a problem; I had a problem and George was a resource that I could use.
After the usual how are you and what's been going on, I asked George for a favor. He said anything I needed and I explained what I wanted him to do. I told him to find out any gossip or talk about Rebecca that was running around JRC.
"You sly old dog. Trying to get next to the bosses daughter again, huh?" George said.
"Already got next to her," I said and explained that Rebecca and I had dated some. "Before I get too invested in her I want to know if what I see is what I get or is there something more to the girl that I should know about. I don't want to get burned again, if you know what I mean."
George knew about my little fling with Rebecca in college and why it ended so abruptly. "I got your back Jamie. I'll get back to you in a few days."
"Do on the QT, George. I don't want Rebecca to know about this," I requested.
It was ten days later that George called and suggested we meet for beer and pizza. I joined him at Angelo's and after getting a pitcher of beer he gave me his report.
"JRC is like a little Peyton Place and if the people there worked as much as they gossip, the company would be a lot better off. I found out that Rebecca is very standoffish with all the men in the company. She refuses to go out with any of them. In fact there was one guy that wouldn't take no for an answer and kept bugging her to go out with him and paid for it with his job." George stopped to chuckle for a few seconds.
"The story goes that the next time this asshole started pressuring her to go out with him, she told him she would be right back. When she returned she had another woman with her; it was her supervisor but the guy didn't know it. Rebecca asked the guy why he kept bothering her and he smiled and said he was trying to wear her down." George stopped to see if he had my complete attention.
"So what happened? What did she do?" This was getting good, I thought.
"Rebecca lit into the guy. From what I heard I don't think the guy could sit down because of the ass chewing she gave him. After a couple of minutes she told him that if he bothered her again she would file a sexual harassment suit against him. The guy crawled away not realizing that he had just lost his job."
"Lost his job? Did she file the suit?"
"No, even better. Rebecca's supervisor reported it to the department head who reported it to his boss who reported it up the ladder. No one but upper management knows that Rebecca is old man Colman's daughter. When the big boys heard about it, they took action. The guy was called into the office and it was suggested that he might be happier working somewhere else. He was gone that afternoon." George sat back and poured us some more beer.



"Now all of the other men in the department are afraid to ask her out because they want to keep their jobs. The call her "The Ice Princess" and stay away from her."
"Thanks George, you done good buddy," I told him.
On the way home, I felt really good. Apparently Rebecca was telling the truth about changing her life style. Maybe it was time to take this relationship past the friends hanging out stage; I was sure Rebecca felt the same way. Before I did, I wanted to know the real reason why Rebecca changed her ways.
The next Saturday Rebecca and I went to a fund raiser given by a charity that she was involved in. It was a relatively early night and we were back at my place by 11 PM. We had coffee delivered and were sitting on the couch when I began my quest for information.
"Becky, these last few weeks have been great." She agreed and I waited a little trying to decide how to say what I wanted to. Finally I said, "We've been good friends and I would like to see if we can be more than that. What I'm trying to say is I think I'm falling in love with you."
"I'm so glad Jamie because I feel the same way," she responded. "I want to....."
I interrupted her by saying, "There is something I would like to know, if you'll tell me. I mean, before we get any closer." She nodded for me to continue.
"You said you had grown out of the "wild child" life style, but was there some reason that you changed your mind?"
Rebecca's smile left her face and she tensed up and sighed. "Yes there was a reason, something happened while I was in Europe. Are you sure you want to hear this? You may not like me anymore when you do."
"If you don't want to tell me it's okay. Maybe it's really none of my business but I remember what happened in college and it worries me. I want to love you Becky, but the way you used to be scares me."
She looked into my eyes and apparently saw what she wanted and said, "I was raped, well maybe sexually assaulted is the term, I don't know. It was in Italy and I was with a man in his apartment. We had just finished making love when his two roommates came into the bedroom and jumped on me too. I didn't mind the first man but the other two basically raped me." Rebecca stopped and got a shot of whiskey to put into her coffee.
"I fought and struggled but I couldn't get away and the gangbang was on. After the two roommates got finished, my "date" used me again and then the other two came back for more. I was always smart enough to make my sexual partners use condoms, but these two didn't and neither did the other guy after the first time. I must have passed out because I woke up on a park bench."
She was crying so I pulled her into my arms and held her. After a minute or two Rebecca sat back up and continued her story. "Thank God I was on the pill but I took a morning after pill anyway. Between the two of them they prevented a pregnancy. But they couldn't prevent an STD, three different ones in fact. God I hope their dicks fell off, those bastards."
Rebecca shook her head and almost chuckled. "So here was Princess Colman in a bad situation. Daddy had always turned his head at my wildness, as long as I didn't embarrass him he paid the bills and stayed out of my life. My mother had an affair with her personal trainer and Daddy kicked her to the curb, I guess by letting me run wild he was trying to make up for throwing her out. But if my medical problems and the reason for them became public knowledge I could lose my free ride."
"What did you do? How did you keep it quiet?"
"Having money is a good thing in this situation because my girlfriend helped me find a doctor that would treat me and then "misplace" his records. His services were quite costly comparatively speaking but well worth it. I came back home and continued treatment with my own doctor. He rationalized that since my sexual partners were in a different country there was no need to report my STDs to the local authorities."
I refilled our coffee cups and again added a shot of whiskey. "I'm sorry you had to go through that and I'm sorry I asked you about it. I didn't mean to hurt you Becky."
She nodded, hugged me, and said, "Well that's the reason my life changed. Hell, if those other two had been more romantic and asked me I might have agreed to do them too. Hopefully I wouldn't have but I was really nuts back then. At first I blamed them for what happened but came to realize that if I hadn't have put myself in that position it couldn't have happened; it was my fault for being so nutty."
Rebecca stopped talking and hung her head; her shoulders were shaking as she cried again. Pulling her back into my arms seemed to help and she got control again. Her story had taken the better part of an hour to tell; an hour full of sadness, crying, remorse, and anger. She pulled herself together and went to the bathroom; when she returned she looked me in the eye.
"Now you know my sad little tale. So where do we go from here, Jamie?"
I looked at her beautiful face, tear streaked and without makeup. She wasn't guilty of anything but bad judgment; those three assholes were responsible for their actions not her. I knew that it really didn't matter to me, other than being pissed off at the assault. The important thing was how she lived now.
"I don't plan on going anywhere, at least not tonight," I said with a smile. "Why don't you take a shower and join me in my bedroom. I don't mean for sex, you need to be held so let's just snuggle all night. Your White Knight will make it all better Becky, I promise."
She gave a little laugh, kissed me and ran to the bathroom. I heard the shower start, went to get a T-shirt and that same pair of sweats she had used before and put them in the bathroom for her. As I opened the door far enough to lay the cloths on the counter, I saw her silhouette through the frosted shower door. I hope I can keep my word and only snuggle tonight, I thought.
Rebecca came back to the living room, dressed in my cloths and drying her short hair. She had no makeup on and her hair was all tousled; she looked like a fresh faced young girl of 16 instead of a sophisticated young woman of 25. She had never looked more appealing.
We went to my bedroom and got into bed and fell asleep spooning. I normally sleep nude but I put on a T-shirt and sleeper bottoms; there was no need to tempt fate. This was a night for therapy and comfort for Rebecca, not a sexual romp for me.
Early the next morning, I woke up with Rebecca kissing my neck, nibbling on my ear lobe and with her hand down my sleeper bottoms. So much for therapy and comfort I thought as I came fully awake. The rest of the day was pretty much an instant replay of that night in college years ago. We didn't leave the bed except to shower and get something to eat. I think we answered the question that Rebecca had asked last night about where we were going from here.
I had told Rebecca that I was falling in love with her but that wasn't the truth; the truth was that I was already in love with her. After her story the previous night I felt there was no reason to be on my guard anymore.
Sunday evening after an early dinner, Rebecca went back to her apartment. We made plans for dinner on Tuesday evening and kissed good bye. All day Monday I wasn't worth much, I kept thinking about Rebecca, our evening and the next day together. I must have been smiling a lot because a couple of people asked me what was so funny.
Monday evening as I walked through the lobby I nodded and waved at Jacob, the concierge; it was a prearranged signal. He would pick up the phone and order coffee and a few snacks for me. The serving tray would have a menu of what room service had readily available for dinner although I could order almost anything I wanted. Jacob smiled and nodded back but didn't pick up the phone.
I found out why when I got to my suite; Rebecca was there and had already ordered dinner for us. When I walked in my door, she greeted me with a smile, a kiss, and two fingers of Gentleman Jack over ice. It sure beat the hell out of walking into an empty apartment.
"I hope I'm not being too pushy Jamie, but I didn't want to wait until tomorrow to see you. Do you mind?" She asked with the evil little grin of hers. "I've already ordered dinner; it should be here in 20 minutes. Why don't you jump in the shower and relax for a little?"
Smiling, I went into my bedroom thinking, you know I could get use to this. When I came of the bathroom drying myself, Rebecca was lying across my bed wearing a smile, a ribbon around her neck, and not much more.
"Foods here, do you want to eat right away or can I persuade you to wait until later?"
You couldn't have pulled me out of that bedroom with a John Deere tractor. The salad was wilted, the steaks was cold as were the baked potatoes by the time we got to them but that's what microwaves are for. We ate dinner with Rebecca sitting on my lap wearing nothing but a T-shirt. I don't remember if the food was any good or not.
We made a quantum leap from being friends to being lovers and in love. For the next month and a half we were together almost all the time. Rebecca and I learned more about each other; our likes and dislikes, what things we liked to do, and our philosophy on life. I know its heavy stuff but important if a relationship is going to succeed.
Rebecca surprisingly liked the outdoors; camping and hiking were a good time to her. She liked sports but loved football, she would rather get a root canal than watch the political bullshit called the Olympics, and thought crushing a golf shot was the ultimate joy. Who knew, the Princess Colman was really just a down home country girl; well almost anyway. Other than her previous "wild child" philosophy we fit pretty well on many other things too.
On our trips to hike or camp we discussed everything from politics, we're both moderate conservatives, to our favorite authors and movies. One of the most important things we agreed on was that we both wanted to have children someday.
I surprised her early one Saturday morning waking her up by knocking on her door. Rebecca answered the door and saw two rather large men and me.
"Jamie, what are you doing here and who are these gentlemen?"
"This is Ron and Jerry, they work on the loading dock at JCOL and have generously offered to help," I answered.
"Help with what?" Now I really had her puzzled.
"We been together almost constantly for the last six weeks or so and I'm getting tired of running back and forth between our apartments." I told her with a grin. "I thought between the four of us we could get you moved into my apartment today. What'd you say Becky, care to move in with your White Knight?"
All at once I had an arm full of woman, Rebecca jumped on me putting her arms around my neck and wrapping her legs around my waist.
"Yes, yes, yes," she yelled as she kissed me several times.
Ron and Jerry were smiling and I finally got Rebecca back on her feet. It took all day, but we got her packed and moved into my place. I thanked the guys for helping; I would thank them later financially. On Sunday we finished organizing her clothes and things.
Rebecca sublet her apartment leaving her furniture except for her chair and a few paintings and a sculpture she had bought in England. No matter how much time we had spent together, long weekends, sleepovers, and nights out; it is different when you actually live together. Maybe it's the fact that there's no haven to run to once you give up own place and live 24/7 in the same home. The process of settling in together began and finished that weekend; it was all good.
********************
About six months later I received a very interesting call from APEX SOFTWARE, the company that had bought my inventory control program. They wanted to make some modifications and expand it and felt than I was the best qualified to make the changes. I was offered a job as a consultant and a percentage of any future sales; this percentage was worth much more than the royalty I had gotten on the original program. Best of all, I could work on it in my spare time and from home.
I told APEX that I needed to check with my employer to make sure we didn't have a conflict of interest and that I would get back to them in a few days. They encouraged me to hurry as they wanted to get the new version up and running and available for sales very soon.
No time like the present, I thought and went to Bill Myers' office. I practically ran the department but he was the head of it and technically my boss. I sat down, told him what was going on with APEX, and asked his opinion. Bill said he thought I could go ahead but let's find out and picked up his phone.
"Hello Sylvia, its Bill Myers in IT. Is he in and can I get a few minutes with him?" He waited for about ten seconds and said, "We'll be right up."
Bill motioned to me to follow him and we went to the elevator. Noticing the puzzled look on my face, he explained, "We'll check with the boss and see what he wants to do. If he gives his okay then go for it."
"The boss, who ......?" I started to ask and then realized he was talking about Mr. Colman himself. I hadn't seen Mr. Colman since the Christmas party and I wasn't looking forward to the meeting. Rebecca hadn't said and I hadn't asked about how her Daddy felt about us living together. He knew about her wild life during and just after college but that wasn't up close and personal. Rebecca and I being together was the talk of the company and right in his face.
Bill and I walked into the big man's office and was greeted by a receptionist; a very pretty young woman. She told us we could go right into the inner office. The inner office was commanded by Mr. Colman's personal assistant, Sylvia Jackson. If Cindy, the girl at the Christmas party was a trophy date, then Sylvia was the 1st place trophy of personal assistants.
She was about 40, a dark haired beauty with big green eyes and a body just this side of a young Marilyn Monroe. Sylvia stood to greet Bill and he introduced me to her. One look into her eyes and you knew that as attractive as she was, that wasn't the reason Mr. Colman hired her. Her eyes showed intelligence and a self confidence that would make her an asset to any corporate executive.
When Bill told her who I was she smiled and said, "So this is Sir White Knight. We've heard all about you Jamie."
I didn't know if I should be complimented or scared. "What...I mean who...How...?" I stuttered.
She laughed interrupting me and told us, "You can go right in, Mr. Colman is expecting you."
Into the lion's den I thought as we entered the office; I wasn't looking forward to this. If the consultant fee and percentage of sales potential hadn't been so large I would have forgotten the whole thing.
"Bill, Jamie, good morning. What can I do for my I T team?"
We both greeted him and Bill explained the offer I had received. "We gave Jamie the okay to sell the original program and I don't believe that we can use the software or its modifications. I think we should give him the okay to do the job on his own."
Mr. Colman asked both Bill and I a few probing questions and stopped to think for a couple of minutes. He may appear to some to be just another playboy industrialist but he was a very astute business man who never passed up a chance to improve his company or make money.
The two or three minutes while he was quietly thinking seemed like forever, at least to me. The consultant's job would mean an extra income, but I already made a very good salary and could live very well without it. Although Mr. Colman hadn't said anything about it, his reaction to Rebecca and me was what I was worrying about.
Finally he said, "I agree with you Bill, I don't see where this software could help JCOL. Go for it Jamie and congratulations; just make sure you work on it on your own time. Don't short change us, Okay?"
I nodded, thanked him, and Bill and I started to leave his office. "Stay back will you Jamie? I'd like to talk to you for a few minutes," Mr. Colman requested. It wasn't actually a request, more like a command.
After Bill left Mr. Colman led me to a seating area that was less formal and motioned for me to sit. He looked at me for another damned two minutes, chuckled at my discomfort, and patted me on the shoulder.
"Don't look so glum Jamie. You're not facing a firing squad here. I wanted to talk about Rebecca and you," he explained.
Oh boy, I thought, here it comes. Keep away from my daughter if you like your job and other ultimatums ran through my mind. Continuing my thoughts I realized that it was going to be a bummer to quit my job, but I wasn't going to cut things off with Rebecca; I cared more about her than about Colman's job or company. I braced myself to tell him to take his job and shove it.
"I've heard the gossip and rumors concerning you and Rebecca," he said. He waited a few seconds to judge my reaction and when I didn't give one he continued. "I know that you two are living together," another pause and then, "I'm very glad that Rebecca has someone that cares about her. From what I understand her wild ways are behind her; thank you for that."
Rebecca's change in life style really didn't have much to do with me but I couldn't tell Mr. Colman that without betraying a confidence so I kept my mouth shut. I nodded as he talked, too surprised to do much more.
"I'm not trying to pressure you or push you but there's something you need to know if you two decide to get married. My lawyers will demand that you sign a prenuptial agreement to protect the company."
He held up his hand to stop my reaction to his statement. "I don't want you to think I don't trust you or your motives; it's just a business decision. If I had my way I wouldn't worry about it but the board of directors will insist on it. I just wanted you to understand."
Bullshit I thought, you run the board and this company they don't run you. But then again, he didn't have to try and make me feel better; that's assuming Rebecca and I decide to get married. I told him I understood and went back to my office.
Rebecca and I took a weekend off from all the awards dinners, charity function, and art show openings; instead we went on a camping trip. She had been bugging me to take her; she said she gone camping as a little girl and wanted to sleep under the stars with me. We didn't sleep outside because it started to rain but we did have a tent and cuddled all night.
The next afternoon we were in a boat on the lake fishing; this was something else she had done as a little girl.
I cast my line out and waited about 30 seconds and then yelled, "I got a big one here."
Rebecca was excited, clapping her hands, and bouncing up and down in her seat. Just as I got my "catch" close to the boat, I pretended to lose the fish. Rebecca slumped and said something like, oh no.
"I guess it got away and I'm left with nothing," I said frowning and pretending to be upset. "No wait, there still something on the line." I pulled the last of the line in and asked, "What's this?"
Tied on the end of the line was the engagement ring I had put there earlier. I untied it and turned to Rebecca holding it out. If you looked up surprised in the dictionary there would have been a picture of Rebecca there. Her eyes got big, her mouth opened, and her hands went to her face.
"Becky, I love you. I want us to be more than roommates. Will you marry me?"
I don't advise surprising someone when you're in a canoe in the middle of a lake. Rebecca let me put the ring on her finger, looked at it lovingly, and jumped into my lap. We ended up swimming in the cold water because the canoe capsized. It didn't matter, we held on to each other kissing with Rebecca saying yes several times and treading water but it was good that we both had life vests on.



One month before the wedding, I was asked to come to Mr. Colman's office; I knew the reason was the prenup. I didn't have a problem signing it; I had never thought of Rebecca in terms of her money or her dad's. She was all I wanted. I understood the precaution that Mr. Colman was taking but it still pissed me off a little; I felt that I had shown time and again that I wasn't a fortune hunter.
The lovely Sylvia told me to go right in and Mr. Colman stood and came to greet me when I entered his office. He wasn't alone; there was another man with him. It was his attorney, I thought. Mr. Colman introduced us and I was right; it was Carl Sanders the attorney for JCOL.
"Jamie, it's good to see you. Wedding plans coming along okay?" He was trying to put me at ease before getting down to business.
"Hello Mr. Colman. Yeah, the plans are all set; I looking forward to getting on with our lives after all this hoopla," I answered.
"Don't you think you could call me Jason?" He said with a smile.
"Okay, Jason then. Can we get on with this; I'm in the middle of installing a new program." I was going to sign the prenup but I'll be damned if I would jump through any hoops for him. Maybe I was playing with fire here, but all the phony friendliness was getting on my nerves.
Sanders laid out the agreement and began to explain all the clauses and stipulations. Basically if Rebecca and I got divorced for any reason, I would get whatever I came into the marriage with. Anything obtained or owned by Rebecca and I jointly would be split 50/50. I would receive $150,000 dollars for each year or partial year that we were married and if I was unfaithful during the marriage and it led to divorce I would get nothing.
I read the agreement and looked at Sanders. He asked if I understood and if I wanted my own attorney to look it over before I signed. I picked up a pen from the set on Mr. Colman's desk and made a few notations and changes to the agreement.
Sanders read over my shoulder as I was writing and I could see his eyes open wide with surprise. I finished my changes, handed the papers to Mr. Colman and said, "Make these changes, type it up and send it down to the dungeon with a notary and I'll sign it."
I turned and left the office before Mr. Colman or Sanders could stop me. A brave or maybe fool hardy action on my part some people would say but I wasn't the same young man trying to build a career that I had been when I started at JCOL. I liked the job and wanted to continue doing it but I could make it on my own. The royalties from my first program and the percentage of sales from the modified program and my consultant fees gave me enough money to live well if I was frugal.
Rebecca could tell something had upset me when I came home. I told her a project wasn't going well and apologized for my mood. She decided what I needed was a big dose of Becky affection; dinner was cold again before we got to it.
The next afternoon Sanders and Sylvia of all people came into my office with the amended agreement. I had deleted the clause concerning the money I would receive for each year of the marriage. Other changes stated that if we divorced both of us would leave with what we had brought into the marriage. Any assets gained during the marriage would be split 50/50 unless adultery was the reason for divorce; in that case the guilty party would get nothing. And I added that if infidelity by either of us was the reason for divorce then that would be listed as the grounds for divorce; not some generic irreconcilable differences.
After reading it, I signed and handed it back to Sanders and told him, "Now have Rebecca sign it, give me a copy and it's all legal. Now please leave, I have work to do."
Sanders handed the document to Sylvia who notarized my signature and he took the document and left. Sylvia was grinning and finally started to chuckle.
I looked at her, not understanding what was so funny.
"I just had to see Sanders' face when he handed you the amended agreement. It was priceless; I don't think anyone has ever dictated changes to anything he has ever written. That was almost as funny as what happened this morning," she told me and waited for my question.
"Okay, I'll play straight man. What happened this morning?"
"I don't know how but Rebecca heard about Jason ambushing you with the prenup and she came into his office this morning breathing fire. She swept right past my desk and cornered Jason behind his desk. My brother is a drill sergeant and I don't think he could have chewed ass any better. I mean she was ferocious. I thought I was going to pee my pants I was laughing so hard."
"Well I'm glad we could amuse you Sylvia," I said a little annoyed.
"Pull in your horns sonny boy; I'm on your side. I heard that bullshit about the board of directors that Jason fed you. I think he should have been straight with you from the start. Okay?"
I nodded, calmed down and thanked her for her thoughts. Sylvia patted me on the shoulder and went back to her throne.
That evening when I got home Rebecca was still fired up and started the minute I walked in the door. Why didn't you tell me and how could you stand to do that and I know you're not after my money and so on. Then she said that Daddy wouldn't be invited to the wedding and it would be a cold day in hell before she forgave him for insulting me.
I listened to her for a couple of minutes and walked over, put my arms around her, and kissed her. I sat down and pulled her onto my lap and held her. She tried to get up and then started giggling and finally relaxed.
"You have to invite your father, it would hurt him badly if you excluded him and you would regret it later. Just sign the damn prenup and let's get on with our lives," I told her. We spent most of the evening releasing the stress in a very romantic and physical way.
We had planned a small wedding, having to stand up to her dad to keep it from getting out of control. I did finally convince her to forgive her father. The ceremony was at my hotel in the small ball room with about 50 people in attendance, with a reception immediately following. Around 1 AM, Rebecca and I snuck away and went to my, I mean, our apartment upstairs. We would plan and take a honeymoon in a couple of months.
Rebecca had forgiven her dad and he showed up at the wedding by himself. He left Cindy or whoever the flavor of the month was at home. I guess Jason didn't want to cause any hoopla by bring a date that was as young as his daughter. For a wedding present he gave us a large block of stock in JCOL Enterprises; a gift whose monetary value was about two years combined salary.
Months later our honeymoon consisted of two weeks doing the things we both enjoyed. We stayed in Monterrey for a week playing golf at some of the most scenic courses in the U.S.; Pebble Beach, Spyglass, and Pacific Grove. The second week we roughed it; we camped at the Grand Canyon.
We hiked down the Bright Angel Trail to Phantom Ranch at the bottom of the Canyon. The hike down was through a rocky, dry, and desert like land but when we got to the ranch it was like an oasis. We crossed two or three streams getting to the ranch and there were trees, plants, and wild flowers everywhere.
The accommodations for overnight visitors at Phantom Ranch are like a big bunk house. You share a large sleeping room and a bathroom with any other guests. It wasn't very romantic for two newlyweds on their honeymoon but we enjoyed the experience. The next morning we hiked back out and spent the night in Flagstaff before returning home.
When I started at JCOL I had sold my old truck because they furnished me with a company car. One month after our honeymoon I bought my own vehicle; it was the first I had owned for several years. Rebecca fell in love with the Harley CVO Softtail Convertible I chose. Since we couldn't get away for more than a three day weekend most of the time we rode the Harley for our adventures.
On our rides I would sometimes let Rebecca drive the Harley; I would sit behind her and help her with the gears and clutch until she was comfortable and then sit back and let her have it. We did that mostly on back roads with no traffic while she was learning and because she wasn't motorcycle qualified. For some reason the police took a dim view of untrained people driving motorcycles.
One Thursday evening Rebecca told me that she had a function to attend on Saturday and would be gone all day. I offered to go with her but she said it would be too boring for me and suggested that I play golf that day. She left at 7AM and when she wasn't home by four I began to worry but just as I started pacing she came dancing in the door.
Her hair was mussed, she looked flush, and had a twinkle in her eyes. I hate to admit it, but I thought about how she looked after our night in college. Rebecca bounced over to me threw her arms around me and beamed at me.
"Would you like to kiss you newly motorcycle qualified wife?"
"Huh?" A brilliant response if I do say so myself.
She waved her license at me and then pointed to the designation to show that she was a qualified rider. That's where she had been all day, taking a riding class which gave her the qualification. Rebecca was dancing around like a kid that brought home a report card with all A's. I was happy for her and ashamed of myself for what I had been thinking.
Two weeks later on a Friday evening I called her from in front of our hotel and asked her to come down and help me with something. She said she would be right down; I guess she never thought why I wouldn't have asked Jacob or the doorman to help me.
Rebecca came out the front door and stopped in her tracks. I was sitting on a new Harley Sportster 1200 smiling at her.
"You know we were on our honeymoon at the bottom of the Grand Canyon on your birthday and I forgot a present for you. I hope this bike will make up for my being late."
She bounced up and down for a few seconds and then ran over and jumped on me almost knocking me off the bike. That's one of the things I love about her, if she gets excited about something she reacts like a 16 year old. After we recovered from the near fall off the bike she jumped up behind me and told me to take her for a ride.
"Not me Becky. It's your bike, you drive it," I said and switched places with her.
Room service had to send another dinner up to our apartment that evening; we didn't get back from her little ride until almost 11 PM. I think she liked her present, in fact she showed me how much that night after dinner. Rebecca was bright eyed and full of energy the next morning; me I was dragging a little. Never mind I thought, it was all worth it. I had to talk her out of riding her birthday gift to work; it's hard to ride in a skirt and high heels without causing a scene.
Six months after the wedding I came home and Rebecca wearing my favorite outfit; a ribbon around her neck and a smile. An hour later, after a proper response to the way she was dressed, she asked me when I thought we should start a family. We had talked about children before and after our wedding; we both agreed that a family would be great. I told her anytime was good for me and she responded that she would stop her birth control pills at the end of the month.
"In the mean time I think we should practice making a baby, don't you?" She asked as she pulled me on top of her again. Who was I to argue with my wife?
And practice we did, for six months we practiced. We didn't expect anything to happen that first month; her body had to readjust itself after she went off the pill. But for the next five months we went at each other like teenagers. About the third month we started doing research on the internet about conceiving a baby. Rebecca made a chart and watched her temperature and all the others things women do when they want to get pregnant.
We never hit the home run we were looking for. Rebecca got more impatient with every passing month. Finally I suggested that we both see our doctors and have ourselves checked out. Who knows, maybe it's a vitamin deficiency I told her. We both went to our respective doctors the same day and waited for the results of our tests.
A few days later my doctor called me and told me that I was fine. My little swimmers were strong and plentiful and could have done an Ironman competition. I didn't call Rebecca; I would tell her the results that evening at home.
Rebecca wasn't home when I got there; it was a little unusual but not unheard of. When she wasn't home by 7 PM I started pacing and by 8 I started making phone calls trying to locate her. After the third call the phone rang before I could dial the next number on my list.
It was Hope General Hospital telling me that Rebecca had been in an accident. I don't believe there is a speed law that I didn't break on the way to the hospital.
Rushing into the ER, I found that Rebecca had already been admitted and was in a private room on the third floor. I checked with the nurse's station and was led to her room. I turned to the nurse in alarm but she said that Rebecca was sleeping not unconscious. I saw the scraps and abrasions on her face and on her arm and hand that wasn't covered by the cast she was wearing. My god, what could have caused all this, I asked myself.
Shortly the nurse came back and told me the doctor was at the nurse's station if I wanted to talk to him. I introduced myself and asked him about Rebecca's injuries and her prognosis.
"We've set her broken arm and it will heal fine, she has a badly bruised hip and it'll be sore for a couple of weeks but otherwise she's in pretty good shape." He looked at her chart and gave the nurse some instructions. "If it wasn't for the mild concussion she could go home, but we want to keep her for observation over night. That's our major concern, the rest of her injuries are really superficial although the road rash is hard to look at," Dr. Robins explained.
He patted me on the shoulder and continued, "The abrasions on the side of her face and on her back look worse than they are. I don't believe they will leave a scar. In a few weeks you'll have your wife back in all her glory."
"How did her face and back get so scraped up? I would think her seat belt and air bags would have protected her better. Did she get thrown out of the car?
"Mr. O'Connor your wife was riding a motorcycle when she had the accident. It's a good thing she was wearing a helmet and leathers or the outcome would have been far more serious."
I thanked the doctor and went back to Rebecca's room and sat next to her bed. Why the hell was she riding her motorcycle at night and from what I'd been told she was doing almost eighty when she wrecked. I was still a little stunned that Rebecca had been on her bike. Then I wondered what could have caused her to go nuts like this; it didn't make any sense to me.
Between the worry this evening about where she was, the speed run to the hospital, and the relief that she was okay I guess the stress got to me. I fell asleep sitting next to the bed holding her hand. It must have been about an hour later that the nurse came in and gently woke me up.
She said, "You have a call from a Mr. Colman; he said he was Mrs. O'Connor's father."
I went to the nurse's station and told Jason that Rebecca was going to be fine and explained her injuries. After promising that I would have her call him the next day, I hung up.
I went back to Rebecca's room; as I sat down she woke up. She looked around, confused and trying to decide where she was; then saw me. I've never seen such a look of abject sorrow as I saw on her face and then she started crying. I sat on the bed and put my arms around her; it was several minutes before I could get her calmed down.
"Care to tell me what made you do an Evel Knievel?" I asked. Now that I knew she was alright, I was really upset with her. I didn't expect the response I got.
"Jamie, I'm so sorry. I didn't know. Please forgive me." All of this while she was sobbing; I had a difficult time understanding what she was saying.
"Take it easy, Becky. It's not a big deal; we'll get you a new bike. Of course you won't be riding for a while, or driving either from what the doctor said. Hell, we're usually together anyway so transportation shouldn't be a problem," I said trying to calm her down. She didn't answer and went back to sleep as I held her.
I was able to take Rebecca home the next day and spent the rest of the weekend pampering her. She was uncomfortable and seemed very sad. I couldn't coax a smile out of her no matter what I did. I went back to work on Monday, but asked Jacob to have someone check in on Rebecca several times during the day.
Slowly Rebecca became more like her old self; but there was something lurking just under the surface. We would be talking in a group or watching TV and Rebecca would unexplainably submerge into herself. Sometimes she would come back but sometimes she was gone somewhere in her mind for several minutes. I was really beginning to worry about her; she was depressed and I couldn't find out why.
Three months after her accident she became more alive and seemed to be okay. We stared to make love again, but talking about a family seemed to upset her so I didn't mention it again. She was almost frantic when we made love and she tried too hard to have a good time we went to some function or just out by ourselves. She laughed too quickly, too loudly and she began to drink more; a lot more. Several times I almost had to carry her from the car to the elevator. By the second month I'd had enough; I was losing sleep worrying about Rebecca's actions.
One evening when we at a dance club with some friends, Rebecca really let loose. She was knocking back bourbon shots like they were lemonade. When she danced she started to get really wild; I normally didn't mind if she danced with some of our friends but this was too much. The final straw was when some guy from across the club asked her to dance.
I wasn't the jealous type, but this guy was a few years younger than our group and a stranger. I didn't like the looks of him. His hair was too perfect, his shirt was open almost to his waist showing off his chest, and he had several gold chains around his neck. I thought the "Disco Dan" look was long dead.
I came back from getting another round of drinks for our friends at the table and saw Rebecca dry humping this guy on the dance floor. It took me almost five seconds to get to where they were dancing; actually it was more like screwing with their clothes on. I stepped in between them and turned to the guy.
"Mind if I dance with my wife? C'mon honey let's get it on." I took Rebecca by her arm and tried to lead her away from this jerk. I hoped he would understand the word "wife", see that I was upset, and not get involved. It was getting a little late in life to start a fight in a bar.
"Well I think the lady wants to dance with me. I mean she can be with you anytime; let her have a little fun pal," he replied with a smirk.
He just had to call me pal didn't he; I didn't like it anymore now than I did back in college. "Hey buddy, she's had a hard time lately and she had a little too much to drink tonight. So please just walk away so I can take her home."
"I'll bring her home when we're done partying pal. You just run along if you have to go home," he told me, again with that smirk.
"You guys decide who gets me for the night and do it in a hurry, we're wasting party time," Rebecca said in a drunken slur.
That was when the guy made a very bad decision; he tried to pull Rebecca away from me. I didn't realize that I had hit him until I saw him on the floor. He started to get up and I went crazy for a little while; I guess I was releasing all the stress of the last four months.



By the time the red haze cleared from my eyes, "Disco Dan" and two others were lying on the floor holding their heads or crotches. I probably would have still been beating on them but Thomas the bouncer wrapped his arms around me and led me back to my table. Not many people could have controlled me right then but at 6'5" and 300 pounds Thomas was one that could stop me.
I'm actually glad he did stop me; I really didn't want to spend the rest of my life on death row. And I had no doubt that I might have killed one of those men that night. I don't know if it was the way that Rebecca was dancing or how I'd worried about her since the bike accident or that her actions reminded me of her "wild child" days, that caused me to go nuts.
I asked Thomas if I should wait for the police but he just shook his head and told me to go home. Rebecca was standing at our table with her eyes wide open and her hands held over her mouth; she had never seen me go berserk; it must have sobered her up a little. Even that night years ago in college, I had been in control when I took on the three that were assaulting her.
Once again I had to help Rebecca up to our apartment. I had planned to get on her case for the way she'd been acting but decided it wouldn't help; she was too drunk to understand. I got her to bed with a plastic trash can on the floor because I knew she would get sick later.
I went into our bathroom to clean up and saw that at least one of the three guys had gotten in a couple of good punches. My top lip was split open and my right eye was swelling. In a few days I was going to look like a raccoon. An ice pack and two fingers of Gentleman Jack made me feel better. But I knew that tomorrow morning Rebecca and I had to straighten some things out.
I called work and left a voice mail for my boss telling him that I was taking a day off. Should I take something to settle my stomach and try and get some sleep or I should I drink myself into oblivion and forget about my troubles, at least until tomorrow. Sleep was my choice; I had been there, done that, and puked on the T-shirt by doing the drinking to oblivion thing.
I slept in the guest bedroom; hearing, seeing, and smelling Rebecca upchuck all night wasn't my idea of a good time. Let her suffer by herself, I thought. Relatively early the next morning, I showered and fix a breakfast for one; Rebecca was still sleeping it off.
It was 10 AM when I heard her stumble into the bathroom and I went to check on her. Rebecca had crawled back to bed and pulled the covers over her head. About an hour later I heard her moaning and knew wake up time was near. I put a small carafe of coffee on the night stand along with water, aspirin, and a large Mimosa. A Mimosa is champagne and orange juice, sometimes a little hair of the dog helped a person recover faster.
It was noon when Rebecca came into the living room walking gingerly as if her head was going to fall off. She looked at me and started to say something but I held up my hand for quiet and pointed to the sofa. I set another Mimosa on the end table next to her and watched her drink about a third of it before I spoke.
"Would you care to tell me what last night was all about?
Holding her head she said, "I'm sorry Jamie. I let things get out of control last night. Please, I'm sorry," Rebecca answered.
"What was that bullshit way you were dancing with that asshole and then telling us to decide who got you for the night?" I was angry and it showed in my voice.
"I'm sorry. I don't know what I was thinking. I was so drunk I didn't know what I was saying."
"You know I might have seriously injured that guy and his two buddies if Thomas hadn't stopped me. All because you were too drunk to know what you were doing!" I wasn't letting up on her.
"I know. I've never seen you like that." She paused and then said, "I really am sorry Jamie. Please forgive me."
Enough I thought, she knows how upset I am. No need to beat her into the ground. I nodded and Rebecca came and sat in my lap. She put her arms around my neck and laid her head on my shoulder. We just held each other as she cried on my shoulder for a couple of minutes
Again Rebecca rebounded and seemed more like her old self but still there was something just off center. Sometimes at night she would sit for 15 minutes or more staring at nothing; if I spoke to her she would flinch or jump as if unaware that I had been there.
I tried to be upbeat around her, hoping I could bring her out of whatever place she was in; nothing I did had any lasting effect. When I asked her if anything was wrong or if something was bothering her she would smile sadly, kiss my cheek and say everything was fine, that she was just tired or stressed about her work. There was something eating at her but I couldn't find out what it was.
We lived in this sort of limbo for three months. Our sex life suffered during this period; Rebecca never refused to make love with me but she never initiated it. She was responsive during our loving but the fire and intensity wasn't there. Thinking back over the last few months I realized that everything went to hell starting with her motorcycle accident. I wondered if the accident was what was behind her behavior but after thinking about it I knew that whatever caused her to go nuts on the bike was the cause of her depression and sadness.
One morning at work, Sylvia called and told me that Jason would like to see me in his office when I had the time. When the boss calls you make time so I told her I was on my way up. As I came into her inner sanctum, Sylvia handed me a cup of coffee and told me to go right in.
Jason was on the phone and motioned me to a seating area off to the side of his desk. He finished his call and joined me. Jason asked about my department, what I thought about the two new hires in I T, and generally made small talk. Finally I realized he was stalling before getting to why he had called me to his office.
"Okay Jason, what's going on? Why did you want to see me? Stop stalling and get to it, I have work to do," I said. Being his son-in-law gave me a little leeway in our boss/employee relationship.
"Are you and Rebecca having problems? I know it's really none of my business but something's wrong. She walks around in a daze most of the time and her work is suffering. If she wasn't my daughter, they would have let her go by now. Please, if there is a problem let me help," he said.
At first I bristled at his interference but then relaxed; he was a father worried about his daughter. And I was worried too.
"No, we're good. I've watched and worried about her actions for the last few months. It started right after the accident but I can't get her to talk about what's bothering her. And there is something bothering her!" I replied.
"What about the night in the bar when you did your Bruce Lee impression on those three guys? What caused that?"
"How'd you know about that Jason? And to answer your question, I have no idea. We talked about the next day and smoothed things out, but I still have no idea what caused her to behave that way," I said.
"A friend of mine and his wife were there and told me what happened. He said you went ballistic when the guy tried to pull Rebecca away from you," Jason said with a smile.
We discussed Rebecca and the way she seemed to be just going through the motions but neither of us could figure out her problem.
"Do you think we should get her into some type of therapy? I'll pay for it but I think she needs more help than we can give her," Jason suggested.
"First of all, the only we here is Rebecca and me. Second, I can pay for any treatment for my wife that's necessary. And last, it's worth a try; I've been thinking the same thing," I told him.
That evening at home after dinner Rebecca and I were sitting on the sofa together. By together I mean we were sitting on the same piece of furniture, we weren't snuggling or holding hands or even touching. We didn't do that much anymore and then only when I initiated it.
"Becky, what's bothering you? No, don't say everything is fine because it isn't. You walk around as if you're not really here, out sex life is suffering, and you always seem to be sad. So what's bothering you?"
"Nothing's bothering me. I've told you before I'm just stressed about work. My energy level is down so I guess I need to take vitamins or something, but I'm okay," she answered.
"Bullshit," I said softly. "It's more than a vitamin deficiency and it's more than a low energy level, something's on your mind. If you won't talk to me about it, how about seeing a therapist for help? Maybe talking to a neutral party would help," I suggested.
For the first time in several months Rebecca reacted with some fire. "Damn it I told you nothing is wrong. I'm not going to talk to some egghead and have him tell me I'm nuts and need medication or treatment. If you can't stand to be around me, then leave. Now for the last time, I'm fine," she was very angry and almost screaming as she stomped off to our bedroom.
Well hell I thought, that certainly went well. I was even more concerned and confused at her reaction. How can I help her if she won't admit something's wrong and refuses to talk about it?
An hour later I was still on the sofa pretending to go over a report. Actually I was staring at the wall trying to come up with some way to get my beautiful wife back. The woman in the bedroom wasn't the same Rebecca that I fell in love with.
Rebecca came to the sofa, pushed the report I was holding to the side, and sat in my lap. "I'm sorry for blowing up like that Jamie. I know you're just trying to help but please just let me alone. I'm okay, really I am. I'm just tired of everyone asking me what's wrong. Okay?"
I looked into her eyes for several seconds and then I nodded at her. She got off my lap, took my hand, and led me to the bedroom. We made love that night but it wasn't the same; Rebecca was tender but the old enthusiasm wasn't there, she was holding back or something.
Weeks went by and Rebecca seemed to rebound. She was more attentive and seemed to be happy. But it was artificial; it was like she was forcing herself to be happy to please me. Or maybe she was trying to get me off her back about what was bothering her. It was strange behavior and I was still worried.
On a Friday, Rebecca called me at work and said a charity group she was involved in asked her to come to a meeting that evening. She said she should be home by ten and would see me at home. I didn't think too much about it; she worked with three or four charities and there was some kind of meeting a couple of times a month.
At 10:30 and with no Rebecca, I did start to think about it. Most of the charity meetings were during the day, not at night. At 11 PM, I was pacing back and forth in our apartment, wondering where she could be. By 11:30 I was in full freak out mode; I started making phone calls but other than the charity's office and her office there wasn't too many places to call. I did call the security guard at her building but he started his shift at 7 and hadn't seen her. He did go check her office at my request and called back to tell me no one was there.
Calm, I told myself, you need to stay calm. At midnight I couldn't sit around anymore; I went to look for her. No idea where to look, she hadn't told me where the meeting was taking place but I had to look anyway. I left a couple of notes that she couldn't miss explaining that I was out looking for her and to call my cell. Our hotel had security 24/7 and I explained to guard where I was going and asked him to call me if Rebecca showed up.
The first place I looked was her office building; I know the security guard told me she wasn't there. I went to check the parking garage to see if her car was there. Driving up and down the rows of parked cars on four levels had no results; her car wasn't there. Next it was the offices of the charity that was supposed to be having the meeting and I searched for her car; it wasn't there either.
It was 1:30 and I had one more idea. I checked the valet parking of the three hotels near the charity's office, thinking that a meeting might have been held in a conference room in one of them. It cost me $150 and got no results. I was out of ideas and couldn't think of any other place to look for her. I knew the police wouldn't do anything until she was missing for 24 hours but I had an in.
Several months ago I had played in a charity golf tournament with a Ralph Jennings. He was the Captain of the precinct that served the area around my apartment. During a couple of beers after our round he mentioned that the precinct was having problems with some new software they had loaded onto the computers. Listening to him I had an idea to solve the problem.
On Monday I took a long lunch and met him in his office. Examining the computers I found that the problem was what I thought and it took about forty minutes to fix. Apparently I made a friend for life. Ralph told me to call him if he or the police could ever help me. He said that if he wasn't there to tell whoever answered the phone to look in his Rolodex under my name; he would leave instructions to provide me with whatever I needed. He also gave me his cell phone and told me to call if I needed his help.
I don't know why fixing his problem was so important to him but now it was going to pay off. The worst he can do is hang up on me, I thought as I dialed his cell.
Ralph answered on the second ring, sounding as if I woke him up. "Jennings," he said.
I told him who I was, apologized for waking him, and explained about Rebecca and my problem. "Is there anything you can do to help me find her?"
"Give me your number Jamie, I'll get back to you in ten minutes," he answered. "Sit tight."
The ten minutes seemed like an hour. He called back and told me that he had a put a Bolo out on Rebecca's car and her description with an order to contact him if she was spotted. Ralph told that now we would just have to wait.
"What's a Bolo?" I asked.
"It means 'be on the lookout' and all patrol cars will be checking for your wife's car. I made it a personal request so we should get something soon. I know it's hard but go home and try to take it easy. I'll be in touch," Ralph told me.
"Thanks Ralph, I owe you big time," I said.
"All part of your police department at work Jamie. Go home."
I was half way home when my phone rang. "Jamie O'Connor," I answered. It was Ralph.
"We found her and her car Jamie. She's in the parking lot of Jackson's, it's a bar on 47th and Broadway," he said. "One of our squad cars spotted her car about two minutes after my Bolo."
"Is she okay Ralph?" I asked almost dreading the answer.
"Yeah, aside from being really drunk, she seems to be fine. From the looks and smell she threw up in the floor board of her car before she passed out. My boys need to call the EMTs or you need to come get her."
"I'm on my way but I thought you said she was okay," I said puzzled.
"Yes I did, but she's had a lot to drink; the officer said she was really out of it. He couldn't get a response from her; she could have alcohol poisoning. Your wife should be check over by qualified medical personnel," he suggested.
I knew Jackson's very well; it was the same bar that Rebecca had gone nuts in a few months ago. As I pulled in next to the police car one of the officers came over, verified who I was, and helped me get Rebecca into my car. She looked bad and smelled worse. I took her to Hope General's ER to have them examine her; Ralph could've been right about the alcohol poisoning.
While the doctor began to examine Rebecca I filled out the necessary papers and then went to the waiting room. I sat there staring at nothing and a nurse come over and stood in front of me. When I looked up I recognized Nurse Mary Wells, she had been one of Rebecca's nurses the night of the motorcycle accident.
We said hello to each other and she asked what I was doing in the ER tonight. I explained that Rebecca had way too much to drink and on advice from a friend I thought it best to bring her to the hospital. Mary agreed that it was a smart decision.
"You know it's funny, well not funny maybe strange is a better term, but it's been one year ago today that Mrs. O'Connor had her accident. I checked the records when she came in. Isn't that strange or ironic or weird or something? Let me go check and she how she's doing for you. I'll be right back."
Did this all have something to do with that accident? Was that why Rebecca went on a bender tonight? Everything seemed to revolve around that night a year ago. Rebecca's strange behavior started then. I needed to find out what caused her to almost kill herself on the bike.
While Mary was finding out about Rebecca's condition, I began to think about the last time she had gotten out of control drunk; strange it was in the same bar. That night I had wondered how far Rebecca would have gone with that guy if I hadn't interfered.
Tonight I hadn't been there and I wondered if she had gone too far. Had Rebecca reverted to her free spirited college days, at least for this one evening? If she had returned to her "wild child" days it would mean the end of our marriage. I wouldn't live that way back then and I'd be damn if I'd put up with it now.
Mary came back and told me that Rebecca would be fine; they would get the excess alcohol out of her system and keep her overnight. I thanked her for taking the time to help me and asked if she could do a favor for me. She looked at me expectantly waiting for me to explain.
Without going into our entire history I told her about Rebecca's last drunken binge and what happen. I asked her if she could check or have Rebecca checked to see if she'd had sex that evening. Mary was a little surprised; first by my request and second because I would want to know if she had.
"Mary if she was with another man tonight and confesses tomorrow when I confront her, I believe I can handle it and we can get past it; I love her very much. However if I find out about it later and she has lied to me I don't know if I could forgive and forget."
Nurse Wells looked at me for a full minute trying to decide on what to do or say.
"I know it's a lot to throw on you, I mean we're not exactly close friends. But I, we, really need some help here. Please Mary, it could save our marriage," I laid it on thick. I wasn't proud of myself, using and misleading Nurse Wells. One thing I had told Mary was true; if Rebecca had sex tonight our marriage was over.
Mary nodded and said she would run the test while they were prepping Rebecca for the treatment and let me know in about an hour. Whatever happens, I owe that nurse; I'll have to think of some way of thanking her.
It was an hour to the minute when Mary came back to me, bringing a large cup of coffee and with a smile on her face. "Here, this is from my private stash," she said handing me the coffee. "I guess the only thing you'll have to talk about is why Mrs. O'Connor got so drunk," she told me with a big grin. "She didn't have sex with anyone but a bottle of Jack Daniels tonight."
I sort of slumped down in my chair and put my face in my hands. Mary patted me on the back and told me that I could see Rebecca in about twenty minutes. But the hospital would keep her overnight and that after seeing her I should go home and get some rest.
The ER staff pumped Rebecca's stomach to get rid of excess alcohol and I was able to see her before I went home. She was out of it and I don't know if she even knew I was there; a combination of her treatment and the residual alcohol in her system. The next afternoon I took her home and put her to bed; she was in no condition to talk right then. But a talk was coming and this time I was going to get some answers.



The next morning I put coffee, water, and aspirin on the night stand just like the last time; but no Mimosa, she'd had enough alcohol for a while. It was 1:00 before Rebecca came out of our bedroom after taking a shower. She wore a terry cloth robe and was still toweling her hair dry.
I handed her another cup of coffee and sat down across from her. "Okay now, how about an explanation for last night," confronting her. Rebecca didn't answer she just sat there looking at the floor.
"This poor little me I'm hung over act isn't gonna work this time Becky. I want some answers and you're going to give them to me. Now, what was last night all about?"
"Nothing, I just stopped to have a drink and let it get away from me. What's the big deal? I wasn't driving and didn't hurt anyone. I would have come home after I sobered up," Rebecca said defensively.
"I thought you were going to that charity meeting last night. Did any of the others neglect to call their husbands or wives to tell them where they were? Did any of the others get so hammered that they threw up in their car before they passed out? Did any of the others have to be taken to an ER to get treated for alcohol poisoning?"
"Stop, stop, please stop. I don't feel well. Please let's talk about it tomorrow, please Jamie," She pleaded with me.
I didn't like attacking her but I needed some answers about what was causing her actions. "No Becky, we'll talk about it now. Where you really at a meeting or did you go directly to the bar after work?"
She didn't answer, she wasn't ignoring me but she didn't answer. Rebecca pulled her knees up and put her arms around them and just sat there staring off into space.
"Damn it Becky, answer me. Do you go to a meeting or did you meet that asshole again? You know the one you almost made out with at that same bar."
Rebecca began to sob, I don't mean just crying but sobbing as if her heart was broken. "No, no, Jamie. I didn't meet anyone. Please believe me, I was by myself," she answered. Then she continued crying and rocked back and forth in her chair.
At first her crying hadn't bothered me, I wanted answers. But this sobbing, the defensive position of her body, and the rocking back and forth warned me that I might be going too far. "I'm sorry honey; I've been interrogating you instead of talking to you. I'll go for a walk Becky and be back in an hour. Take a few minutes to calm down and when I come back let's talk, just talk. We have to get whatever is bothering you out in the open."
I didn't actually take a walk, I got a cup of coffee and a cigar and went to the park across from out hotel and sat on a bench for an hour. The stress of last night, the past couple of months, hell of the last year had got to me. Rebecca and I had to get rid of whatever demons that were causing her actions; our relationship and our marriage depended on it.
After an hour I had finished the coffee and cigar and went back up to the apartment. I was hoping for a resolution to our problems. Rebecca wasn't on the sofa when I walked in; I found her asleep lying across our bed still wearing the robe. Her face was smooth with the frown or worry lines she had earlier; she looked about 17 years old.
So much for a resolution to our problems, at least for tonight. In a way I was glad she fell asleep; she was in a bad mental state and I was so angry that I might have done damage to our marriage that couldn't be fixed. But this wasn't over; Rebecca was going to tell either me or a therapist what was going on. Our marriage depended on that also.
I spelt in the guest room that night but sometime during the night Rebecca crawled into my bed and spooned up against me. She was still asleep with a little smile on her face when I got up the next morning. I let her sleep, left her a note telling her I loved her, and went to work.
Around ten, I received a call from the inner sanctum, Sylvia was on the line. She told me that Jason would like to see me as soon as I could get away.
"Sylvia, give Jason a message for me will you? Tell him that if he wants to see me about business, I'll be right up. If he wants to talk about Rebecca and me, tell him to go to hell. Will you do that for me Sylvia?" I'd had enough of his meddling.
"Are you sure you want to tell your boss to go to hell Jamie?" She inquired.
"I can change the part about him being my boss very quickly. I'm not taking any more of his crap. Please give him the message exactly the way I said. Okay?"
The response from on high took less than five minutes; Jason walked into my office. He closed my door and took a chair in front of my desk. Looking at me, he shook his head and then smiled. I started to say something but he held up his hand to stop me.
"Please Jamie, let me have my say and then I'll go to hell like you suggested." He laughed as he said the last part.
"I want you to know that Rebecca wasn't with a man or anyone else the other night; or any other night for that matter. She set at the bar and got blitzed all by herself. A few guys tried to talk to her, tried to get her to dance but she refused every one of them. She even got nasty and poured a drink in one guys lap because he wouldn't take no for an answer. Sam, you know the big bartender, escorted the man out."
"How do you know all this Jason? Did you have her followed?" I couldn't believe he would have his own daughter followed.
"Yes, I did have her followed. Someone's followed her every night that she wasn't with you," his answer really surprised me.
"Why would you do that?"
"The main reason is that I could tell something is bothering Rebecca, has been ever since her accident. It may have started before the wreck, hell it might be what caused the wreck. I had her followed to protect her when you weren't there." Jason caught my interest with his answer.
"I know, none of my business, right? Well Rebecca, and now you, are all I have and I'm going to protect what's mine. If that bothers you just deal with it. I love her more than is good for me and she loves you, so your part of the family whether you like it or not."
His revelation really surprised me. I knew he liked me before Rebecca and I got together and he was really happy that Rebecca and I got married but I didn't know the way he felt about me. "You said the main reason, what's the other reason?"
Jason's said, "I don't want you to make the same mistake that I did with Rebecca's mother. I guess you've heard the rumors that she ran off with her personal trainer?" I nodded and he said, "That's not quite the real story."
He went on with the story, saying that he was driven to make a financial empire and didn't give Sadie, Rebecca's mother, the attention she needed or deserved. It wasn't that he didn't love her but his business came first. Sadie tried different hobbies to past the time, waiting for his love and attention. One of the things she did was start going to a gym.
She met Karl at the gym, he was a personal trainer. He started working with Sadie and they became friends. They talked while she worked out and she started telling him about Jason and how lonely she felt. Karl smelled blood and went in for the kill. He persuaded Sadie to meet him for lunch two or three times and then started asking her out to dinner or dancing; just as good friends he claimed.
Sadie believed in her marriage vows and felt that an evening with Karl was stepping over the line; a few lunches were harmless. One evening a group from the gym went to have a drink; there was about ten of them including Sadie. She didn't know it until she got to the bar that Karl was going to be there too.
Karl put the moves on her all night, trying to get her to drink more, trying to get her to dance with him, and trying to get close to her sitting at the table. Sadie realized that Karl wasn't interested in a friendship; Karl wanted a bed partner. She was relatively young but she wasn't stupid.
Sadie left the bar early and the next day quit the gym, she never saw Karl again. But the damage had been done. Someone that knew both Sadie and Jason saw Karl put his arm around her sitting at the table and jumped to the wrong conclusion. If the woman had waited just a few seconds she would have seen Sadie push Karl's arm off her shoulders and heard her telling him to keep his hands to himself.
That "friend" couldn't wait to tell Jason about his wife and Karl. Jason went crazy when he heard about it. He confronted Sadie but wouldn't believe her that nothing had happened. After all he had an eye witness he told her. Before Sadie knew it she was served with divorce papers. She tried to talk to Jason but he told her to talk to his attorney.
Because of his power and influence Jason got custody of Rebecca. The court did order him to pay alimony but every check that was sent to Sadie was returned. Jason made it difficult for Sadie to see Rebecca and finally Sadie moved out of state. She always sent cards and presents to Rebecca for her birthday and Christmas but that was her only contact with her daughter.
Two years after the divorce Jason finally learned the truth about what happened that night. He was filled with remorse at the mess he had made of the lives of Sadie, Rebecca, and yes his life too. By this time Jason was exceedingly wealthy so he hired a private investigator to find Sadie. It was too late; Sadie had been killed in an auto accident three weeks before the PI could find her.
"So that's my sad story. I was an ass and it cost Rebecca her mother, it cost me a loving wife, and it cost Sadie her life. She would have never been in that car if I hadn't run her off." Jason stopped for several seconds and Jamie saw him wipe tears out of his eyes.
"That's one of the reasons I had Rebecca followed. I knew something was wrong after her accident because of her excessive drinking and I wasn't going to let you make the same mistake I had because some "friend" was trying to help. Considering Rebecca's previous life style, you might have believed such a report."
"You underestimate me Jason, I wouldn't believe rumors. But what if Rebecca had hooked up with some guy? Would you have told me?"
"No, because it wasn't going to happen. If it looked like someone was going to take advantage of her my people would have stopped it before it happened. They are well paid and had orders to interrupt if things began to get out of hand; up to and including kicking some guy's ass."
My first reaction was anger and resentment for Jason putting himself into our lives, but after his story I understood that he was trying to help because he loves his daughter. I stared at him without speaking for what seemed like a long time. Finally I just shook my head and smiled at him.
"Okay Jason, I understand that you love your daughter, but it's our marriage and I need you to stay out of it. We'll handle the problems and get by them or we won't, but it's our decision as to what happens."
He nodded, stood up and we shook hands. As he left my office he said, "I'm on my way to hell now just like I promised."
Rebecca hadn't gone to work, not surprising, and that evening when I got home she had our dinner on the table. I know she ordered it from the hotel kitchen but at least she made the effort to set the table. She had cleaned herself up and was wearing a bare minimum of makeup. Other than the dark circles under her eyes, she looked very nice.
We talked about inconsequential things during dinner, how my job was going and the charities we were involved in. We talked about anything and everything but the previous evening's escapade. I told her that since she had made the dinner I would clean up; I was teasing her and actually got a small, timid, smile from her.
I poured myself two fingers of Gentleman Jack and looked at Rebecca to see if she wanted a drink. She shook her head no and for the first time addressed the 400 pound gorilla in the room.
"God no, I think I had more than enough last night," she said surprising me.
She sat down on the sofa close to me. That's encouraging, I thought. At least she wants to be near me. We sat for a few minutes and I reached over and took her hand.
"Can we talk about last night Becky? I promise not to verbally attack you or berate you; but I need to understand what's going on with you. I need to understand way you would drink yourself into a stupor. Please can we discuss this?" I spoke softly; I didn't want her to get all defensive and shut down again.
"I don't know what to say. After the meeting a group of us went to have a drink and before I knew it I was the only one left. I know I should have left when the others did but I just kept on drinking; and I can't tell you why I didn't come home or at least call you," Rebecca admitted.
"Why did you need to keep on drinking? Something's eating at you and I can't help you until I know what it is," I said, still using a soft voice and tone.
"I don't know what makes me drink like that. Don't you think if I knew I would tell you? Please Jamie, I'm sorry. Can't we just let it go, I promise I won't drink like that again," Rebecca pleaded.
She looked so sad, so scared, and so pitiful that I wanted to just say "okay" and take her in my arms. I did take her in my arms but whispered to her, "We can't just let it go Becky. This is the second time in a few months that you've gone totally overboard; not to mention the nights I've had to help you home because you drank too much."
Rebecca tried to pull away from me but I held her close and continued, "You need help and if you won't talk to me you need to talk to a therapist. I'm losing my mind worrying about you; the uncertainty of what you'll do next is killing me. Please Becky, go see someone, get help, before it's too late for us." Now I was the one pleading.
I let her pull back from me and saw tears in her eyes again. She nodded and then came back into my arms. I held her and stroked her hair and her back; we were still on the sofa, holding on to each other the next morning.
As I was rushing to get ready for work, I reminded Rebecca about her promise to find professional help. She said she didn't know anyone and I suggested she call her regular doctor.
"He doesn't do that kind or work," she replied.
"No, but he'll know someone he can refer you to."
"I don't want everyone to know what I'm doing. They'll think I'm crazy," Rebecca said.
"Your doctor won't tell anyone, patient confidentiality," I assured her. She nodded acceptance and I told her I would see her tonight. Rebecca was taking another couple of days off work.
That evening I causally asked if her doctor had been able to refer her to someone. She said she forgot to call him using the excuse that her father and several people from work had called to see how she was doing. Rebecca promised to call him in the next day or so.
One week later I asked again about her doctor's referral. She said that she had the number of a therapist and would call the first of the week to set up an appointment. I waited until Tuesday before I asked her about the therapist.
"I'm feeling much better Jamie. Do you really think it's necessary for me to waste time seeing a therapist? There's nothing wrong with me that a little self control can't cure."
Quietly, softly, I reminded her of our discussion and her promise. "Please call and get help, Becky. I'm still worried about you."
She seemed a little upset and pouted but finally agreed to call the therapist the next day. Two more days went by and she didn't say anything so I asked her if she had made an appointment.
"Yes Jamie, I made an appointment," she answered sarcastically. "The first appointment I could get was at the end of next month."
I kissed her, thanked her for keeping her promise, and suggested we go out to dinner. Her suggestion was that we have a small supper at home and stay in. She said she needed some exercise and I was just the one to give it to her. Her suggestion was the better of the two so that's what we did. It was the first time we made love since her visit to the ER.
The next morning at my office I got to thinking that another month and a half was a long time for Rebecca to wait. Rebecca and I had both signed medical power of attorneys and release of information forms so that we could be give medical information and make decisions concerning treatments for each other. Maybe if I called her doctor, Dr. Phillips, he might be able to get her a closer appointment.
I didn't have any special influence with Dr. Phillips, other than being Rebecca's husband but Jason might; and Dr. Phillips certainly knew who he was. Jason had donated the money to set up a clinic for a group of doctors, one of which was Dr. Phillips.
I called his office and his receptionist told me hold one moment. "Hi Jamie, nice to hear from you. By the way, how's Rebecca feeling?"
"She's close to being her old self. That's why I called Dr. Phillips. The therapist you referred Rebecca to gave her an appointment over a month away. I was wondering if you could do something to move it up, that's a long time to wait, don't you know."
"Jamie, I haven't seen or talked to Rebecca for almost a year; the last time was the one month follow up after her accident. I didn't give her a referral, I don't understand," he answered.
I was surprised, no surprised isn't the word, stunned is a better word to describe the way I felt. I told Dr. Phillips that she must have used the company doctor and that I would contact him.
Rebecca had flat out lied to me. It was obvious that she wasn't going to get help. I wondered how long she would keep up this charade. Would she pretend to go to therapy for a few months and then say she was cured? At this point, I was beyond upset, beyond mad. I felt betrayed which is much worse. Well tonight we would have this out. No more, "please Jamie", either she would get help or I'll...I'll...What? What would I do?
Would I leave her over this? How could I help her if I left? But how could I help her if she continued to scheme and lie to me? I really was at a loss as to what to do. My father always told me that if I had a problem that I couldn't solve find someone smarter or who knew about the thing that was stumping you and pick their brain. There was one person that knew my problem and was very smart too.
"Hi Sylvia, is Jason in and if he is can I come up to see him?" If anyone knew the problem almost as good as I did, it was Rebecca's father.
"Yes, he's in Jamie. You want to tell him to go to hell again?" Sylvia had gotten a big kick out of my response to Jason the last time he called me to his office. "C'mon up, if he's busy I'll kick whoever's in his office out the door."
I didn't say anything when I entered Jason's office. He watched as I walked to the bar, poured two drinks, and sat down putting one of the drinks in front of him.
"Problem?" He said.
Then I gave him the whole story, Rebecca's mood swings, her drinking, and finally her lying about seeing a therapist. Jason got up after I finished and poured us both another drink.
"I guess you don't want me to stay out of your marriage now, do you," Jason said.
"Go to hell Jason," I yelled and stood up to leave.
"I'm sorry Jamie. Please sit down please. It was a bad joke, I should have realized how stressed out you are. Please come back and sit down. We'll figure out something," Jason said apologizing.
I grabbed the other drink, sat down, and told Jason all about Rebecca's game playing and lying to me about the appointment with a therapist. We went over the things she had been doing and how she had been acting for the last year. Apparently her behavior was keyed to the motorcycle accident. I told him that the doctors said she had recovered fully from the injuries that she sustained in the wreck.
Jason and I talked for 30 minutes and he said, "Well we haven't really come up with anything to do. I don't know how we, I mean you, can force her to go to therapy if she refuses to go."



"I've decided that I'm going to give her an ultimatum Jason. Either she gets help or I'm leaving her." I didn't expect Rebecca's father to agree with my choice of action. Before he could protest I said, "I'm hoping it will make her realize how serious this is. But make no mistake about it, if she doesn't get help, I'll leave. I can't live like this."
Jason tried to get me to change my mind without success; I had made up my mind. I couldn't live with the drunken binges, the lying, and the schemes to deceive me. If a marriage didn't have trust it couldn't survive and I didn't trust Rebecca anymore. It wasn't that I was afraid that she would go to bed with some other guy or guys, I was afraid that I would get a phone call telling me that she had been killed in an accident or died from an over dose of alcohol or drugs.
After dinner that evening, I decided to give Rebecca a chance to admit that she didn't have a therapist lined up. I could have just confronted her but felt that if I did that she would get defensive and react badly. We were on the sofa enjoying being close to each other.
"Becky I wonder if the therapist you're gonna go to is covered by our insurance. What's her name and I'll check tomorrow and if she isn't we can find one that's acceptable to the insurance company?"
She acted a little startled and then got nervous. "Oh, I already checked and she's on the covered list, so we're good."
"Good, might as well use the insurance instead of paying out of pocket. You never did tell me her name, what is it?"
Rebecca hesitated for a few seconds and then answered, "Her name is Dr. Helen Thomas."
"And this is the one referred by Dr. Phillips?"
"Yeah, he gave me the name of three doctors and I picked this one because she's a woman. I thought I might feel more comfortable with another woman. Why all the questions?"
I had hoped that before I got this far in my test that Rebecca would have admitted to what she had done. "Because I talked to Dr. Phillips today; I hoped he could get you an appointment sooner than next month.
Rebecca's face went pale and I heard her mutter something like, "Oh no."
"Funny thing Becky, Dr. Phillips said he hadn't talked to you for almost a year. Why did you lie to me?"
She started crying softly and finally said, "I thought if I put it off you would leave me alone. I don't want or need therapy." Rebecca hung her head waiting for my reaction I guess.
I had to wait a little so I could control my anger at her lies and deception. Before I could say anything, I saw a change come over Rebecca. She sat up taller and the tears were gone.
"How dare you set me up like this? She was angry.
"I wouldn't have done it except you lied to me. You deliberately told me that you had taken steps to see a therapist. So don't get huffy with me, you're the one that's guilty of lying."
We went back and forth for the next ten minutes and finally I'd had enough. "Becky I'm begging you, please see a therapist if you can't talk to me."
"No damn it, I won't see some shrink. There's nothing wrong with me. Now shut the hell up about it," She yelled at me.
"There is something bothering you. Physically you may be fine but something is running around inside your head, causing you to act this way," I argued calmly. Or as calm as I could as I watched our relationship fall apart.
Are you accusing me of having an affair or just saying that I'm crazy?"
"No, I'm saying that you've changed from the happy, strong, loving woman that I married into someone else. The change is tied into your bike wreck somehow. You're always staring off into space, you work is suffering to the point that if Jason wasn't your father they would have let you go, that night at Jackson's when you let that asshole get too close to you, and this last drunken binge tell me that something or someone has caused you to change."
"I'm just a little off right now, that's all. I'm not having an affair nor am I crazy and I won't go to a shrink that will claim I am just to pad her fee. I'M NOT GOING, DO YOU HEAR? NOW SHUT UP ABOUT IT," she yelled.
"Becky I love you but I can't take this anymore. I'm giving you two weeks to start therapy."
"That sounds like an ultimatum, it sounds like there's an or else in there. Or else what Jamie?" Rebecca was in total attack mode now.
"Please honey, just get some help," I dodged her question.
"Or else what dear?" She said dear so sarcastically it hurt me.
Speaking in a softer voice I said, "I've already told you that I'm worried about you, so is Jason by the way, and I've asked you several times to talk to me or get help. I'm getting to the point that I don't trust you anymore and I can't and won't live like this. If you don't start with a therapist I'm leaving you."
"You wouldn't dare," she said. Rebecca was in full attack mode now, "You like my money too much to leave; you couldn't give up all the perks of being married to the bosses' daughter. You won't leave because you enjoy this little apartment, the company car and all the other things you have because of me. And you won't leave because you like screwing me."
Sadly I shook my head. How had we gotten to this point? Maybe I should have told her that I knew she was lying instead of using her own words against her. Maybe I should have just accepted her mood swings, continued to watch over her and let things run their course. But then again that course was running into a deep hole for her.
"I've tried to help you and stayed with you because I love you, not because of money or prestige, or even because of the sex, which there hasn't been much of recently. And if you remember, I already had this apartment and the company car before you came back." I paused to push the anger I felt down after her tirade.
"Since you think the sex is one of the reasons I'm staying, I'll move into the guest room for the next two weeks. Tomorrow I'll give notice at work and begin gathering my personal possessions to take with me. The Becky I married would never have said the things you just said. You have a problem that you won't get help with or you've gone back to your "The Princess Colman" persona; in either case I'm not staying around."
I grabbed what I would need to go to work the next morning and moved into the guest room. The whole time Rebecca was harping at me that I didn't love her, only her money or that I was the one that was crazy or that I would be nothing without her and lastly that I was walking away from the best piece of ass that I would ever have. Finally I couldn't hold my temper any longer.
"You know maybe you're the one that's nuts Becky. You must be to say shit like that to me. I don't have to give you two weeks; I can leave right away if you like. Just say the word and I'm out of here." I started yelling and caught myself
"Go ahead and go. You want to go then go," She screamed back at me.
I should have just gone into the guest room and shut the door, I should have realized that Rebecca was mad and didn't really want me to go in spite of what she said; but I didn't, I let the emotional turmoil over ride my good sense.
Packing a small suitcase with the stuff I already had in the guest room I walked to the door as Rebecca watched me with the first signs of fear and maybe regret on her face. "Remember when this is all over, it was you that caused it. You have a problem that you refuse to deal with, you won't talk to me or get professional help, and you lied and deceived me; this is all on you. I'll come back and get the rest of my stuff when you're at work over the next few days."
It's impossible to slam a self closing door like the one on our apartment but I tried and then got madder when I couldn't slam it. In the lobby I saw Jacob, our concierge, was still on duty; I stopped to ask him to bring my car around. He looked at my face and at my suitcase, said he was sorry and called the garage for my car.
During the next week, I went back to the apartment and moved my clothes and other personal items to a hotel. I also had my friend George take me home so I could move my Harley to a secure storage facility. If I did have to leave I didn't want it left behind.
One week to the day after I left and moved into a hotel close to my office, I received a phone call from Jacob; it was surprising because he had never called me at my office before.
"I'm sorry to bother you at work but I think you should know what happened this last week, concerning Mrs. O'Connor," he said.
"It's okay Jacob, what's going on with Rebecca?"
"Well Jamie, three of the last seven evenings Mrs. O'Connor came home in a taxi; she had apparently had too much to drink. Twice I helped her up to your apartment. I know it's none of my business but I thought you should know," Jacob finished.
"Was she alone when she came home or was there a man with her?" Maybe it was an unfair question but I had to know.
"No sir, she was always alone," he answered.
I thanked him for his concern and hung up. The phone barely touched down and it rang again. "Storm warnings Jamie. You better prepare yourself for bad weather," Sylvia said.
"Storm warnings? What the hell are you tal......, oh I now I understand," I said as Rebecca stomped into my office. "Thanks Sylvia, I appreciate it." I hung up and looked up at Rebecca standing in front of my desk.
"Aren't you going to offer me a chair?"
"Have a seat Becky," I said pointing to a chair. "What can I do for you?"
"Are you ready to stop this nonsense and come back home? She asked.
"Are you ready to get some help?" I responded.
"I keep telling you that there's nothing wrong with me. I'm not crazy and I don't need help."
"And I keep telling you that there is something bothering you. You've been drunk several times this last week; doesn't that show you something's wrong? I've never said you're crazy, just that you need help. Look, I'll make a deal with you. Go see a therapist and if he or she tells me that I'm wrong I'll move back home and forget about all this stuff. You say you're okay, well have a therapist slap me in the face with that fact."
Rebecca avoided an answer and said, "I was just talking to Daddy, he said that you told him that you might be leaving the company. Why?"
"If we can't solve our differences then I'm going to leave you. If I do that I can't keep working here or even keep living in this city."
"Why?'
"Everything here, from my job to all the places and things we love about this town, would just remind me of what we've lost. I couldn't face that day to day, so I'll move some place where I don't have those memories," I answered sadly.
"We can work all this out Jamie. You don't have to leave the city; you don't have to leave me." Rebecca said just as sadly. "Please stay, don't you love me anymore."
"If you think I want this then you're crazy, sorry bad choice of words, I mean you're wrong. And I love you more now than when we got married. But no we can't work it out. I think you need help, you say you don't and refuse to get help. I love you too much, or maybe it's that I'm not strong enough, to watch you destroy yourself," I told her with tears in my eyes.
She hung her head for a little while and said, "I'm sorry about what I said about the money and all that stuff. I know it isn't true, I was just mad."
"I know... that wasn't why I left. I was just tired of fighting with you."
"Can I kiss you before I go?" Rebecca asked.
I walked around the desk and as she stood up I took her in my arms. The kiss was tender and loving and very sad. Rebecca sobbed and ran out of my office. I wasn't in much better shape and sat down before my legs gave out.
The end of the two weeks came and on Friday I went up to say good bye to Jason. Rebecca and I hadn't spoken since that day in my office. Sylvia stood and gave me a hug before she waved me into his office. Jason looked up as I walked in and motioned me over to the seating area in front of his bar.
He poured us both a drink and said, "So it's that time, I guess."
I nodded and handed him some papers and keys. He looked at me puzzled and with a question in his eyes.
"That's the company stock you gave me as a wedding present; I've included a power of attorney transferring them back to you. The keys are for the company car and the apartment. Although I guess Rebecca will stay on there."
"Will it do any good to talk about this? Is there anything I can say or do to get you to stay?" Jason knew the answers but he was grasping at straws.
I shook my head no, "Thanks for everything Jason. You gave me a wonderful opportunity with JCOL and I appreciate it."
"Any idea where you're going?"
"Not really, west maybe. I've always wanted to spend some time by the ocean. Maybe the Rocky Mountains, I don't know. So long Jason," I said. I shook his hand, walked out of his office, and away from my life. As I passed through her office Sylvia gave me a hug and said she hoped I would find some peace now.
The next morning I packed a few necessities in the saddle bags and climbed on my Harley. The road I'm traveling on ends in a T intersection; I'm at a crossroads, both literally and figuratively. If I turn left and head west, I start a life on my own, and without my wife. If I turn right and head east, I can go back to my wife and to the problems we're having. There doesn't seem to be a viable solution to them so I don't see the upside to turning right.
I've been poor, and then became rich working for JCOL and now I'm poor again, well comparatively speaking. Rich is better believe me; but not at the cost of my peace of mind. It felt like I was running away and I didn't like the feeling but I've tried for almost a year to resolve the problem; apparently it can't be resolve. Time for me to head west to a new life, I decided. Maybe in time I can get over losing Rebecca; I don't think so but maybe.
I started my trek west toward the Pacific Ocean. San Diego was my final destination; I had a reason for traveling to that part of the California coast. I had a couple of friends from college who lived there and they had a small IT systems consulting firm. They might have room for another consultant and if not there were other firms I could work for.
*****************
Gary Simpson and Jake Adams were very surprised when I walked into their little store front office. What the hell are you doing here, where did you come from, what are you doing here, and how the hell are you, they said while greeting me. It was good to see my classmates again; we had loosely stayed in touch since graduation.
We went to a bar and grill called Tooley's. Over lunch I explained about my separation from Rebecca without going into a lot of detail and told them I was going to live the good life in San Diego. "Got room in your company for a broken down old IT dude?"
Jake looked at Gary and somewhat hesitantly said, "Sorry Jamie, we can't afford another consultant right now. I'm mean we're making a decent profit but it's just enough for the two of us. If it was just us we'd pull in our horns a little and hire you anyway, but we both have families to take care of. I wish ........"
"Hey Jake, I've got an idea that's a win-win for both of us. Hire me on a commission basis; don't pay me a salary but a percentage of the profit, say 20 percent for any work I do for your existing clients. When I bring in new customers and work give me 50 percent of the profit." I stopped as the waitress brought our drinks.
"The new business is all gravy for you guys anyway" I continued. "All I need is desk space and a workstation. Hell, I'll even pay for the workstation. Your guys get the talents of an IT specialist that can handle systems analysis and maintenance, software applications, and the hardware side too. You get this miracle man and only pay for the work done without the expense of a salary. What'd ya say boys?"
You could see the wheels turning as they thought about my offer. I told them to talk it over and excused myself to use the bathroom. I took my time and even got another round of drinks from the bar as I returned to the table. I had taken about15 minutes to give Gary and Jake a chance to discuss my proposal.
As I sat back down Jake said, "You've got a deal Jamie. Let's go have a steak and and celebrate this evening. "
"Are you sure your better halves will let you out tonight?" I ragged on them a little.
Jake answered, "Not a problem. We rule our houses with an iron fist, don't you know." He chuckled and continued, "Actually we married sisters and they're both visiting their folks up in Oregon. So we can live the bachelor life for two more days."
That evening I nursed had two small drinks and switched to coffee but the boys celebrated hard and were too drunk to drive. I drove us back to my hotel and Jake slept on the extra bed in my room and Gary got the couch. The next morning two bleary eyed techno geeks stumbled and staggered to their car and went home. I don't think much work got done at Simpson--Adams Consulting that day.
I had arrived in San Diego on Tuesday and I would start work on Monday. Between Wednesday and Monday I looked for a place to live that wouldn't take the gross national product of a small county to pay for; San Diego is an expensive place to live. I had some money put away and was getting an income from my software but it wasn't a fortune and I didn't want to spend everything on four walls and a roof.
The Harley had come a long way; so on Wednesday I took it to a nearby Harley dealer for service. While I waited for it I got to talking to one of the salesman about needing a place to stay. He gave me the name and number of a rental agent that could help.
I called while at the dealership, told the guy what I was looking for, and spent the afternoon looking at some possibilities. The fourth one hit the jackpot. It was a 31 foot Airstream travel trailer sitting on a hill overlooking the beach at Encinitas. The trailer was plugged into city water and electricity and was just like a small apartment. It was at least affordable and was only about 20 miles from to my new job. I signed a six month lease and moved in.
********************
Four months have passed and I'm doing good. Jake and Gary are very happy with our arrangement and congratulate themselves almost every week for getting me to work for them. I used some contacts that I had made while at JCOL and was able to bring in several new clients including some monthly service contracts that are very profitable. My guys suggested that I concentrate on the new clients and they'll take care of the rest of the business.
They offered to make me a partner but I declined, however I did sign a three year exclusive contract with them; renewable in two year increments after that. Another win-win situation, they continued to have my services and contacts and I didn't have to worry about the month to month expenses it takes to run a business.
I wasn't trying to hide but I never let anyone beside my parents know where I was. There was no contact with Rebecca, Jason or anyone from my old life; as far as anyone back in Missouri knew I had vanished. I hadn't started divorce proceedings and I guess neither had Rebecca; at least I didn't receive any papers to sign or a divorce degree.
I finally met Shelly and Karen, Jake and Gary's wives. Nice ladies but every two weeks or so they would try to set me up with some woman "that would be just perfect for me". I finally told them the partial truth that I wasn't divorced yet and wanted to wait until I was free. Actually I was still trying to come to terms with leaving Rebecca.
Jake and Gary were almost as bad and tried to get me to go out and mingle in the San Diego night life. I told them the same thing as I told their wives and that I just wasn't interested.



The three months of establishing new clients and intense work hadn't made me forget about the past but it did help me learn to live with it. I had no plans of becoming a hermit but I wasn't ready to do the social scene; at least not yet. During the days and sometimes into the nights my work and my success were like an emotional amnesia that helped me get through another day. I was healing, it wasn't complete yet but I was healing.
It was a Tuesday morning and I was running a little late getting into work. Gary met me as I walked in the front door and said, "Not interested huh? You're a sly one, hiding that one from us."
I looked at him like he was nuts. "What the hell are you talking about? Who have I been hiding?"
Jake continued, "Your lady friend. She came in looking for you and when I offered to help her she said it was personal. She's waiting in your office and she's too hot to keep waiting, you better get in there."
What or who were they talking about? Maybe I should go find out who they stashed at my workstation, I thought. Entering my office I saw a woman sitting in front of my desk with her back to the door. She turned around and I was totally surprised, maybe shocked is a better description; it was someone I never thought I would see again. REBECCA.
I had heard about and even experienced conflicting emotions, but nothing like the ones I had now. She looks good, no dark circles under her eyes, she's gained back the weight she lost, and she doesn't have that haunted look, and it's nice to see her, were my first thoughts and emotions. Then the memories of the last year plus swept through my mind; the anger, disappointment, and sadness were the next set of emotions to sweep over me. The next thoughts were: Why is she here, what does she want, and why can't she just leave me alone?
"Hello Jamie," she was the first to speak. "It's good to see you."
It must have been ten seconds, a long time to wait for a response, before I mentally and maybe physically shook myself enough to answer Rebecca's greeting.
"Hello Rebecca, what are you doing here?" No pleasant opening conversation, only let's get right to it, was my thought.
"Rebecca? What happened to Becky?" She said with a sad little smile.
"That was a different time and a different person. I don't think that woman still exists," I replied.
"Too bad, I always liked you calling me Becky," she said, again giving a sad smile.
"How did you find me?"
She chuckled and said, "You forget who my father is. I told him that I wanted, no needed, to find you but didn't know where you were or how to contact you. Well you know Jason Colman, daddy's little girl wanted something and he got it for her. He hired a very good detective firm to find you, Pinkerton's I think it was, and here I am.
"What are you doing here?" I repeated.
"I wanted to see you, to talk to you. I thought we might have dinner or something," Rebecca said hopefully.
It wasn't dinner that I wanted as I looked at Rebecca; I wanted to hold her and feel her next to me and erase the last year. "I don't think that's a good idea, Rebecca," I said.
"How about lunch then? At least old friends could have lunch together."
"Old friends? I don't think old friends really describes us," I told her, for the first time letting a little of my anger show.
Jake stuck his head into the office and said, "Gary and I are going over to Stanton's to check on that new system we installed. I put the phones on call forwarding to my cell and we'll lock the front door. See you later." Then he was gone before I could comment or object.
"Please, give me 30 minutes of your time. I really do need and want to talk to you. Please Jamie," she pleaded with me.
I knew I would have to talk to her, if only out of curiosity if nothing else but I didn't want to do it in my office. My office was a heaven and if we talked here, her memory would break down the door to my safe place.
"I'll meet you at Tooley's Bar & Grill at 5, it's across the street," I told her.
"Thanks Jamie, see you at 5," she agreed. I had to walk her to the door because the guys had locked us in. As I held the door for her, she quickly leaned over and kissed my cheek. She gave me a timid smile and left.
So much for getting Rebecca off my mind, I thought as I closed the door behind her. For the next hour or more I tried to get back to work, but Rebecca's sudden appearance had broken through the defensive barrier I had erected around the memories of her and our life. I accomplished nothing but staring a hole in the wall opposite my desk.
Close to three hours after they left, Jake and Gary returned. I heard the door and went to meet them; it was sort of funny watching them almost tip toeing trying to be quiet and looking around corners to see what was going on.
"It's okay guys, she's gone," I laughed at their antics.
"God I'm sorry Jamie," Jake apologized. "I didn't realize that was your ex until it was too late. We would have never let her in if we had known."
"Don't worry about it," I said. "Maybe this confrontation had to happen to put a period to that part of my life; anyway we're meeting tonight at Tooley's and that will be the end of it."
"What did she want? Oh sorry, that's none of my business," Jake said.
"Don't know, she said she wanted to talk to me. Guess I'll find out tonight what she wants."
"Does this mean we're going to lose our star?" Gary was concerned that I would decide to leave. "Are you going to move back to Missouri?"
"Not a chance, you guys are stuck with me; at least until you don't renew our contract," I reassured them.
Jake and Gary both sort of punch or patted me on the shoulder, mainly to show their support. I went back into my office and after another hour gave up trying to work as wasted time; I couldn't get my head around the job.
"It's good for you guys that I work on commission instead of salary because I'm sure not earning my money today," I told Jake and Gary. "I'm going for a ride on the Harley and try to clear my head; see you tomorrow."
I rode north along the coast on Highway 101 for several miles and then turned inland to Lake Elsinore. On a high point overlooking the lake, I mulled over what Rebecca wanted. Finally I was able to put it out of my mind and enjoy the scenery. Time to get back I thought; it was close to a hundred miles back to my trailer to get a shower and change out of my riding clothes to meet Rebecca.
Finishing my clean up, I went back to the office to see if there were any messages. I almost expected some from the clients whose jobs I was supposed to be working on. Luckily they didn't realize that I had played "hooky" that day. I sat around the office until I couldn't take it anymore and walked across the street to Tooley's. It was 4:40 so I was early but Rebecca was already there waiting on me.
She was sitting in a booth in the back and motioned me over when she saw me come in. I waved at Tommy, the bartender, as I walked past the bar; I was a regular and he knew what I like to drink. Nodding at Rebecca I sat down across from her and the waitress delivered my three fingers of Gentleman Jack. Rebecca had a small glass of wine but shook her head when I pointed at it to see if she wanted another glass.
"I limit myself to one glass of wine per outing," she said. Then she asked the waitress for ice tea. "Thanks for meeting me Jamie. It's important to me."
"Okay you're welcome, now what do you want?" I wasn't going to cut her any slack.
"You never contacted a lawyer to begin divorce proceeds, why not?" She went right to the heart. "When I realized that you were really gone I expected to be served."
"I never said I was going to divorce you; I said I would leave." I knew this wasn't what she was getting at but I wasn't going to tell her the truth.
"Please Jami, why didn't you divorce me? You had the grounds and it wasn't about money, in spite of me saying those horrible things to you. Why didn't you "kick me to the curb" as they say?"
"I guess I didn't see the need; I wasn't planning on getting involved in a serious relationship or getting married again so there was no point in going through all the legal bullshit," I answered. I didn't want to tell her that I still loved her and couldn't think about someone to take her place.
"Jamie, I asked you for 30 minutes but I may need more time to tell you everything I need and want to tell you. Can I have more time?"
I stared at her for a few seconds before answering, "I don't think it's a good idea Rebecca, it won't solve anything or make anything go away. Let's finish our drinks and leave."
Rebecca looked a little grim and said, "I haven't even scratched the surface here. When you worked at JCOL you made deals every day. You negotiated prices on IT hardware and worked out deals with suppliers to the company's advantage, right?"
I nodded without answering; I didn't have a clue as to where she was going with this.
"I'll make you a deal, Mr. Wheeler Dealer. Let's take that beautiful Harley of your for a ride to someplace quiet where we can talk. Give me the time I need to say what I have to say; even if it takes a couple of hours. Do that and I'll leave, never bother you again, and sign off on any divorce terms you want." Rebecca looked at me hopefully.
As I thought about her proposal, I took a closer look at Rebecca; this wasn't the same woman that I'd most recently known. She was more in control, calmer, and more mature; not in age but in her actions and the way she carried herself. I had to admit to myself that I was curious about she had to say.
"I'll make you a counter offer, let's go back to the office and talk there. Jake and Gary have gone for the day and won't be back; their wives won't let them come back to work once they get home. And we can get some decent coffee. Will that do?"
Rebecca nodded and we walked over to the office, leaving her car in Tooley's parking lot. I unlocked the door and motioned her in, then we went into our small conference room; it had the most comfortable chairs.
"Okay, you got your deal. What did you come all the way from Missouri to tell me in person that you couldn't have done on the phone?
Rebecca looked at me for a couple of seconds, sighed, and started to talk; saying she had to talk to me in person, that she thought I deserved that much. Continuing she said it took her two weeks to realize that I was really gone; she thought I was bluffing and would come back in a few days. It took her another week to decide that maybe she did need help and then it took another week to get an appointment with a therapist.
"You went to see a therapist?" I asked surprised at the revelation and a little angry. "Why didn't you do see one before I left?"
"It wouldn't have worked; I wouldn't have let a therapist help, just to spite you. To get the help I needed I had to be the one to asked for it; not because you forced me to. Please let me say my piece, and then I'll answer any questions you have. After all I'm on the clock here," Rebecca replied with a smile.
She continued, telling me that she had learned a lot about herself in the sessions with the psychologist; three sessions a week for three months. Her wild life in college and afterwards was a rebellion against her father because he had thrown her mother out and Rebecca never saw her again. She reminded me of the sexual assault she experienced in Europe and the resulting STDs she got.
For the first time Rebecca begin to cry. I got a box of tissues for her and waited for her to continue.
"I know you remember the motorcycle accident and you always said the accident was behind whatever was bothering me. Well, you were partially right. I received the results of my fertility test that day and my shock and shame led me to ride too fast and carelessly; I missed a curve and almost killed myself." Rebecca stopped to wipe her nose.
"From your reaction, I would guess that the test showed you couldn't have babies. But that's no reason go crazy," I replied.
"The test did show that I was infertile, but what made me go nuts and ride so fast was the reason behind my infertility. I couldn't give you children because the STDs had made me sterile. I couldn't have babies because I had run around screwing every guy I wanted. It wasn't really those three men's fault; I had been teasing all three of them that night; I got just what I deserved."
"Bullshit, no one deserves to be treated the way you were," I almost yelled. It made me furious at those three Italian assholes that had raped her.
"The sad part is that it wasn't the first time it happened. Remember how we met? You saved me from those three guys that attacked me. The reason they got rough is I had been teasing them too and they decided to take what I had been flaunting at them all evening. But they didn't count on my "White Knight", did they?
I had to smile at the nickname she gave me back then and at the memory of our time together. Coming back to the present I said, "Why did you let that test bother you so much? I would have still loved you, children or not."
"Yes you would have because of the type of man you are. I knew you would be disappointed but would still love me. But I felt guilty because of the reason for my infertility. I lost you once in college because of my screwing around and after finding you again, I couldn't give you the family that you wanted because of my screwing around."
Now the water works really came. I had to wait it out until she was able to continue talking.
"I didn't know it then but the therapist has helped me to find the reasons for my actions after that accident. It seems that I felt guilty about not giving you kids but then I got mad at you for making me feel guilty. I would act crazy, like that night at Jackson's, and would feel guilty some more and then be mad at you again. It was a vicious circle that I couldn't break." Rebecca stopped to use the bathroom and I made coffee while she was gone.
We just sat thinking our own thoughts until the coffee was ready. Emotions had been running very high for both of us and we needed a short break. Once we had cups of coffee Rebecca went on.
"I know it sound like psycho babble but I believe that's what happened. Once the psychologist helped me dig that out, I began to feel better, more in control, and calmer," she finished; or so I thought.
"Do you know there two things I've lost that meant the most to me?"
"Don't have any idea. What two things are you talking about?" I was stumped.
"I lost a good man that loved me enough to put up with my bullshit for over a year and didn't leave until I forced him too; that's the more important of the two. But I lost something else that I loved too; I lost my motorcycle." Rebecca sat for a minute quietly drinking her coffee. "Well I guess my times up; I've said everything I flew out here to say."
Thinking about all that Rebecca had told me I was gratified that I had known something was eating at her but I was terribly sad at what it had cost me; what it had cost us.
"We can get you a new bike, Becky," I told her.
Rebecca looked at me, gave me the biggest smile I'd ever seen, and jumped onto my lap. For the next few minutes we just held each other and cried. Well she cried but I must have gotten something in my eye. After several minutes she got up and grabbed her bag that had been sitting on the desk.
She pulled out a large envelope and handed it to me. "I promised myself that if a miracle happened and we got back together that I would give you this. Go ahead open it," she prodded me.
I opened the envelope and poured the contents onto the desk; it was a bunch of paper that had been put through a shredder. "What's this?"
"That's the prenups we signed before we got married. I didn't want them then and don't now. And don't worry about Daddy; he loaned me the shredder in his office."
"C'mon on I want to show you my bachelor pad. You'll have to put a woman's touch on it."
*******************
We decided to stay in San Diego; I liked my new job and loved my new roommate. The company is now called Simpson, Adams, & O'Connor Consulting, I finally accepted the partnership. I didn't lose any money with the change because our company had grown; we've had to hire three more consultants, all on the commission plan.
There was another addition to the firm, we hired an office manager to run the business side; it's good to see Rebecca take on that job and do well. Jake and Gary say that she is a real asset and much prettier to look at than me.
Rebecca and I bought a three bedroom townhouse on Clairemont Mesa Blvd, it doesn't have a view of the ocean but there are a lot of good hiking trails around and through the development. We kept renting the trailer for two years as a weekend getaway; recently we let it go and bought a small cottage on Lake Elsinore.
I recently bought Rebecca a new Harley and we take long rides along the coast and into the mountains. She rides it to work sometimes, when she doesn't ride behind me. So far I haven't let her do the driving but maybe someday.
Rebecca, after asking my advice, left all her money in her father's care. We have everything we need and most of what we want and haven't needed it. Someday when Jason retires maybe we'll have to take control of the money but for now let him worry about it.
We've gotten involved in some charities that help children. Making some kid's life a little better returns much more than we give. The smiles, joy, and happiness of the children touches our hearts and helps overcome our disappointment of not having kids of our own.
Rebecca and I are rich where it matters; we have each other.
We've finally gotten where we always meant to be ...and life goes on.
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********************
He was sitting on a stool at the end of the bar with his back against a wall watching a baseball game on one of the TVs above the bar. Not a little guy at around 6' or 6' 1" and about 190 pounds, he was still quite a bit smaller than my 6' 4", 255 pounds. Never the less I was going to be careful around him. I hoped he would listen to what I had to say without going crazy on me.
"Are you Jack Wilson?" I asked as I walked over to him. He nodded and I said, "Can I buy you a drink?"
"Who are you? I don't know you and I don't want another drink, I'm meeting my wife soon," he replied.
"My name is Steve but that's not important. You need to know what's been going on with Julie while you were on your sales trip," I said hoping to arouse his curiosity and not his anger.
"My sales trip, how did you know I'd been on a sales trip? And how do you know my wife's name?" There was a bit of anger in his voice.
"I...I..." I faltered and stuttered for a few seconds. This wasn't a good situation and it could go bad very quickly. "Oh hell, there's no other way to say it Jack. I know your wife's name because I just most of tonight screwing her brains out at my place."
That's when the fight started; well it wasn't much of a fight, he hit me and I hit the floor. For a smaller guy he sure could punch hard. It happened so fast that I didn't realize he had hit me until I found myself on my ass on the barroom floor. He was standing over me yelling at me to get up so he could knock me down again. I sat right there and looked up at him trying to think of what to say. I owed him that shot at me but I wasn't going to be his punching bag.
Why would I tell a man that I'd been screwing his wife? It all has to do with payback.
********************
My name is Steven Harrow and I'm a moron, well not really but I feel like one. You see only a moron or a husband, and I'm both, wouldn't have seen what was going on behind my back. I didn't see it or even suspect it until cliché of clichés I saw my wife somewhere she shouldn't have been. She told me that her sister had broken up with her fiancé and needed cheering up. Apparently my wife was the designated cheerer upper and went to console her distraught sister.
She called me at work and told me about visiting her sister and that it would probably be late before she got home. There was a casserole in the fridge and I could heat it up in the microwave for my dinner. I decided to hell with some stupid healthy tuna shit casserole, I decided to grab a beer and burger at a new place I had heard good things about. It was about 10 miles from my office in the opposite direction to my home. When I walked into O'Toole's it only took a few seconds to spot the two of them.
The man she was sitting next to in a booth at the back of the bar might have similar features as her sister but he had the wrong fixtures; if you know what I mean. In addition, I've never seen my wife kiss her sister the way she was kissing this guy. It was full blown let me check you tonsils type of kiss, complete with breast fondling and crotch grabbing.
I wasn't really that surprised; I guess I'd been expecting something like this for the last three months.
*******************
My future wife Stella (Estella) Rodgers and I met in high school dated a few times and then went off to different colleges. We weren't in love or anything and there were no sad goodbyes; we'd had fun together and then went on our way.
Stella was not the most attractive girl at school, in fact she was a little on the homely side. She wore glasses, was still carrying around some of her baby fat, and she had no grooming or fashion sense at all. What she did have was a satirical sense of humor, a quick mind, and man she could really dance. Stella transformed on the dance floor, leaving the rest of us in her wake.
She and I were a perfect match of two, if not ugly then less than attractive people. I was tall, skinny, and uncoordinated with a more than average acne problem. If you looked in the dictionary under the word geek, you would have seen my picture. But put the two of us together and we were good for each other.
It was almost six years later that I saw her again. I was taking some post graduate classes and took a break from my studies at an off campus bar. It wasn't a place I normally went to but that night I needed to decompress and relax. The place wasn't really very loud, just the normal ebb and flow of conversations going on but then a sort of hush fell over the room.
I was staring into the one beer I allowed myself and wondering how I was going to get through one of my classes without kicking the professor's ass. He was a liberal somewhere to the left of Karl Marx and I was just a bit right of John Wayne. It got very quiet in the bar and I looked up to see why. That's when I saw Stella.
At first I didn't recognize her, it wasn't until she smiled and then laughed that I knew it was Stella. Man, she had really changed and for the better. Stella had grown, evolved, or metamorphosised into a stunningly beautiful woman. Gone were the glasses, gone was the baby fat, and gone was the homely girl who didn't know how to dress or groom herself.
In that girl's place was this woman who was dressed to the nines, this woman with long, long legs and a body you could bounce quarters off of, this woman with long golden hair and perfect makeup, this woman that made everybody stop and stare. Stella was so beautiful that when she walked across the bar room even women would watch her and say, "I'd do her."
I couldn't believe the transformation in Stella. Man I blew it when I let her go I thought, and then laughed at myself. That had been back in high school and we wouldn't have stayed together all this time anyway. Of course I had changed also. I was still tall but I had filled out; the result of better nutrition and playing tight end in college. Playing football also improved my coordination and I outgrew the acne problem.
As I turned and started to leave the bar I heard this melodious voice that I remembered very well, call my name. I turned and there was Stella right in front of me.
"Hello boyfriend, what's it been about six years now?" As she greeted me she leaned against me, stood on her tip toes and kissed my cheek.
"Hi Stella, good to see you," I answered when I got my tongue unstuck from the roof of my mouth. I was the envy of every male in the joint If only for a moment.
"Come join us and have a drink. We've got a lot of catching up to do," she said pulling on my hand and leading me over to her group. "Hey guys, pull up another table so Steve can join us."
I watch as three or four people jumped to do as she asked. It was ironic, the girl I had known was so shy that I was about the only one she talked to and here she snapped out orders like a drill sergeant. Stella had definitely changed.
One of the guys from the group asked what we wanted to drink and went to fetch them. It must be nice to have servants, I thought. Stella and I played catch up for several minutes. After several how are yous, what's happened in the last six years and what are you doing nows; I had to address the 400 pound gorilla at the table. I know Stella was waiting for it and I couldn't resist.
"Damn Stella you look great. I almost didn't recognize you. You're a lot different than back in high school," I said paying homage to this lovely creature.
"Yep, I have changed and it's all because of you Steve," she said chuckling at the puzzled look on my face.
"Me? Me? What'da you mean it's because of me? I didn't do anything."
She giggled and then laughed out loud. I've never liked a grown woman of 23 or 24 giggling, she should have outgrown that phase but in Stella's case it was cute and sexy and made me want to hear more. I was staring at her waiting for her to tell me how I'd made her change.
Stella then explained why she blamed me or maybe it was better to say gave me credit for her development. She said that when we parted after high school, she was crushed. Her looks, her personality, her shyness made me turn my back on her; at least that's what she thought.
I started to deny the things she said but before I could say anything she held up her hand to stop me.
"You, we, had never talked about love or commitment but that didn't affect what I thought. We were going to different colleges and it was natural that we would part. I didn't want to think about the logic or facts of our break up, just that if I had been prettier, slimmer, and more polished you wouldn't have left me," she told me, again that little laugh that in a younger female would be a giggle.
"That's not the reas......," I started to say, but Stella interrupted me.
"I know it wasn't true but that's the way I felt at the time. So I decided to take action, to change myself into someone you would want. I went to college and immersed myself in "Project Stella". I began to eat healthier and started an exercise regiment; I worked out in the school gym almost daily, I ran three times a week building up to a five mile run, and I joined the drama club to get over my shyness."
Stella stopped to finish her drink, lifted her empty glass, and waited while one of her minions brought her another.
"I even took a beauty course at a technical college to learn how to use make up and style my hair. Next I read all I could find on grooming and fashion. By my junior year, the change was almost complete; I still had to put everything I'd learned into practice. I began to flirt and interact with some of the men in my classes; I needed to see if I could get over being an introvert." She paused as if to gather herself before continuing.
"Stella, I had no idea you felt that way in high school," I stepped in. "You have to remember I was a geek, a male version of what you felt like. I liked you and ask you out not because of how you looked but because you were interesting to be with." I paused for a few seconds and said, "There was another reason that I asked you out, you know."
"What was that?"
"You said yes. You were the only girl that ever said yes when I asked for a date. At first that was the main reason but by the third date I wanted to be with you because of you. We seemed to fit together. I regretted us having to say good bye but I was only 18 and had never thought beyond going to college."
I hadn't intended or even thought that sitting and talking to an old friend would lead to "True Confessions". Stella gave me a warm smile, took my hand with both of hers, and leaned against me for a few seconds.
"As good as you look, as confident as you seem, you must have men falling all over themselves to be with you," I said with a big smile.
"No, there's nobody special Steve. Oh I've had two "serious" relationships since college but something was missing so we broke up," she replied. I motioned and indicated the others at the table, asking a silent question.
Stella leaned closer so no one would hear her and said, "These people are just friends; well not even friends, more like companions. That's Kyle fetching drinks, he's asked me out at least a dozen times; I enjoy the attention so instead of saying no, I smile say maybe and he keeps coming around. Two of the three girls I'm helping change themselves like I did; in the mean time they catch some of my rejects."
She giggled, again, at the expression on my face. "C'mon you know that less attractive girls pal around with a pretty girl; it's not always for the friendship, it's to latch on to guys that they might never have a chance at."
"That doesn't say very much for them does it?" I was surprised at her revelation.
"It says they are smart enough to make the most of an opportunity," she replied.
"What about the other two?"
"The other two are going together; I used to date Brad and when we stopped Sherry caught him. They seem to be happy with each other and that's a good thing. Sherry is one of my success stories, don't you know."
I had to smile grimly at the change in her personality; the girl I had known was shy, less than confident, almost withdrawn with everyone but me. The new Stella was confident to the point of being cocky or even overbearingly conceited. I think I liked the old Stella better; there was a hard shell around this new one.
"Guess I better go, got classes tomorrow morning. It's been... maybe interesting is the term, seeing you again Stella. Good luck with your projects," I said standing to leave.
She stood, hugged me, and kissed my cheek again. The hug wasn't one of those A-frame hugs that woman use, you know hug you but keep their body away from you, this was a full body hug meant to show off how a woman feels. By the way, Stella felt damn good.
Stella handed me a card and said, "Here's my home and cell numbers, give me a call and we'll talk some more." It was just short of being an order; Her Majesty, Stella the First had spoken.
Again I couldn't believe the change in this woman. I had spent less than two hours with the new Stella and I wasn't impressed. There was absolutely no doubt that her appearance and her confidence was improved but she had lost the sweet, kind, thoughtful girl she had been. I didn't think it was a good exchange.
Handing the card back to Stella I said, "There's no need to talk again, we've went over our lives between then and now. You've moved on and don't need another member for your entourage. I'm glad you're happy Stella. See ya." I walked away before she could respond or argue; I'd had enough of Her Majesty to last me.
Just before I got to the door I heard Kyle say, "How dare he talk to you like that. Want me to drag him back here and make him apologize?"
Stella laughed out loud, "Do you actually think you could make him do anything he didn't want to? Look at the size of him, you idiot."
It would have been interesting and I was almost sorry that good old Kyle didn't try to "drag me back" because I was a little upset; I would have liked to share that feeling with someone. I was upset that my friend from high school had turned into such a conceited bitch.
After Stella and I parted after high school to go to different colleges, I thought about her a lot. My first Christmas break I went home to visit my folks and tried to reconnect with her but her parents had moved. I tried to get her address from the college she attended but of course they wouldn't give out any information or even verify that she was registered; I found out later using somewhat devious means that she wasn't attending the school I thought she was.
I lost her trail and had no idea where she had gone; it made me a little sad. It wasn't love but when I thought about that young girl it was with fondness and appreciation; we had been good for each other back then. Maybe that's why the change in Stella made me angry; my good friend was gone.
Three weeks later I had just finished a nutritious dinner of pepperoni pizza and a beer when someone knocked on my door. When I opened the door, who else but Stella stood there door; as if I didn't have enough on my plate.
"Aren't you going to invite me in?" She asked, smiling.
After I waved her into the apartment she looked around and commented a little sarcastically I thought, "Nice place Steve."
I lived in a second floor walk up; it was a basic studio apartment with one big room which combined a living room, dining room, and a small galley type kitchen, with a bathroom through a doorway. My goal was a post graduate degree, not entertaining guests so it suited me. I worked for two years after getting my bachelor's degree and was able to save enough money to go back for post grad classes. It helped that I was in Information and Systems Analysis so I could schedule my work and my classes around each other; basically I worked part time about 25 to 30 hours a week.
"It's a place to sleep and study; all I need really. What do you want Stella? Wait, how did you find me?"
"You're listed in the phone book."
"Bullshit, the only phone I have is a cell. How did you find me?"
Stella paused smiled and said, "It was obvious that you weren't going to call me so I tracked you down. One of my girls works in the registrar's office and I had her check the files for your address."
"I repeat, what are you doing here?"
"I wanted to see and talk to you without the "entourage" as you call them."
"Why? It's not like we've been close for the last five or six years, we were friends a long time ago when we were both young. I don't understand you're need to have a "heart to heart" with me."
"Remember that night at Kelly's I told you I'd only had two serious relationships and that something was missing? When I saw you, I realized what was missing was you."
I started to say something about how idiotic that was but she stopped me.
"Wait, let me finish please," she asked. "I told you that I wanted to change because you left me and yes I know that's not what happened but that was my motivation. Shortly after I began "Project Stella", I became a little more confident and realized that you hadn't left, you'd just gone on to college the same as I had. But by then I was seeing results and continued working on myself. This is the finished product but now I'd like to get to know you again."
I interrupted her by asking, "What do you see happening here Stella?
"Maybe we could go out a few times, perhaps we could get back to being friends, and maybe we could be more than friends. I don't know for sure, but I do know I want to spend some time with you."
"Why? You obviously don't lack for company. Why me"
"Steve you were the only boy that asked me out back in high school. You didn't mind that I was chubby, you didn't mind that I didn't wear makeup or styled my hair or dressed funny and you were always nice to me. You're right I don't have any problems getting dates or whatever now, but they look at the package and not what it contains."
A man would have to be total idiot not to want to spend a few evenings with this stunningly beautiful girl, unless she was a total bitch. I may not be the sharpest tool in the shed but I'm no idiot and she hadn't been bitchy to me only to Kyle. The deciding factor for me was the friendship we'd had in high school; if I could discover that girl inside of this beauty this could be interesting.
"I'd like to be friends again but I do have a few conditions," I told Stella.
"Like what?" Now she was smiling.
"When we get together to hang out or date or whatever, I have to be your main focus. No posse, no entourage, and no group, just us. I scrimped and saved for two years so I could come back to school for my masters and I don't have a lot of extra money; so we won't be going to any five star restaurants or over the top type places."
Stella listened and looked at me and nodded. Before she could say anything I continued.
"One more thing, the amount and number of times together will be limited; I'm here to continue my education not be a social butterfly."
"Is that it?"
"Yeah, that's it. I know I sound like a sanctimonious jerk here, making demands and setting conditions; but I'm making an investment of my time in you. Time that I could use to study and get some extra work done so that's why all the conditions. I would love to rekindle the friendship with the girl I knew back then, I'm not sure about this new Stella. If you don't want to do this I understand."



"May I ask one question?" I nodded and she asked, "Could we go for pizza tomorrow night?
We went out for pizza the next evening and so began our "quest" to reconnect. Stella and I went places and did things that you would expect friends to do. We went on hikes and picnics, attended free outdoor concerts, explored the art museum, and just generally got to know each other again. It was fun and we enjoyed ourselves.
A couple of evenings at Kelly's or one of the other off campus bars we ran into Stella's entourage. It wasn't planned and Stella suggested we go somewhere else. It was my decision to stay and to join the group; I couldn't expect her to give up her friends entirely. I have to admit I had a good time and contrary to my first thoughts, these people were interesting and a lot of fun.
The first time we joined them, Kyle immediately jumped up to get drinks for Her Majesty and her consort. I pushed him back into his chair and asked the group if anyone wanted another drink. Kyle followed me to help carry the drinks back to the table.
"Kyle, what the hell are you doing? I know you'd like to be more than a friend to Stella but she'll never give you a chance if you keep acting like a love sick puppy. Stand up and be a man," I told him. I couldn't resist; I hated to see any guy being treated like a doormat. Don't know for sure but I think he took my advice; I never saw him with the group again.
On one of our "off" nights, I went to Kelly's for a burger and saw Stella dancing with a man. Her "posse" was sitting at a couple of tables near the dance floor. No big deal, we weren't exclusive and I couldn't expect her to sit at home breathlessly waiting for my call. But I have to admit that seeing her with another man bothered me.
Maybe I'm starting to think of Stella as more than just a friend, I thought. Maybe it's time to make a decision about Stella and me. Maybe it's time to take the next step; to be more than just buddies hanging out together.
But the last thing I needed was a full blown romantic relationship, at least until I got my post grad degree, so maybe it would be best to dial this friendship back a notch. On the other hand I was enjoying our "dates" and didn't want to go back to spending all my time studying and working. Man, I was really confused.
Stella saw me as they finished their dance, smiled and motioned for me to come to her table. I waved at her, smiled, and shook my head. I finished my beer wrapped the burger to take with me and went back to my apartment. Less than 30 minutes later someone knocked on my door.
Surprise, surprise, it was Stella. First she smiled at me, then she frowned, and then she walked past me into my apartment. "Why didn't you come over and join us?"
"Looked like you were on a date. I don't think your guy would have liked my interrupting."
"He wasn't my date, he's just a guy that started hanging around with us after Kyle left," she explained. "Why didn't you come over, you've spent time with our group before."
"So good old Kyle left the group did he?" He wasn't a bad guy and I was glad to hear that he had developed some backbone.
"Yeah, funny thing, he hadn't been around for two or three weeks and I ran into him at a coffee shop one day. I asked him where he'd been and he said that he was tired of acting like a love sick puppy. He told me if I wanted him I knew how to get in touch with him and walked off. Strange behavior, very strange."
I had to laugh; Kyle had basically told Her Majesty Stella to shove it. Good for him, I thought.
Stella saw my grin and heard the laugh and asked, "Did you have anything to do with Kyle leaving?"
"I told him that you'd never respect him or go out with him if he didn't quit jumping every time you told him too. I guess he got the message."
She shook her head and smiled. "Now what's the real reason you didn't join us?"
I took a deep breath, held it for a few seconds and let it out. Time to confess, I thought. "I didn't like seeing you dance with another man. I know, I know," I said before Stella could say anything. "We are supposed to be just friends or buddies.
Stella smiled again took my hand and led me to my sofa pulling me down beside her. "Go on," she prompted.
Taking another deep breath I continued, "We never talked about being exclusive; I mean why would we talk about it, being just friends and all? But I think I've gone beyond that and rather than cause a problem I came home."
She crawled onto my lap and said, "I've gone beyond that friend stuff too. I was waiting for you to take the next step. But I guess I'll have to do it." Then she kissed me.
So began the next step in our "relationship", now we went on dates, not just hanging out together. We were exclusive or going steady or whatever it's called. Stella's entourage became her friends rather than her minions and she spent a few evenings with them when I was working or studying. Any men in the group was told bluntly that she wasn't available so don't bother asking her out or playing up to her.
The queen bee that she had been disappeared and that person wasn't missed. Instead I had a woman closer to the old Stella and was happy to have her back. We continue seeing and being with each other until I finished my post grad work. The day that I finished I asked Stella to marry me and she accepted. We had a quickie wedding in Las Vegas over a four day weekend and I started my new job.
**********************
For the first three years our marriage was great. We'd had discussions about what we wanted and expected from a partner and agreed on the most important things. We had already decided that children would come later along with a house and we, or at least I, discussed fidelity. I ask that if either of us became so upset or dissatisfied with our marriage that we wanted someone else that we be upfront about it and not become the cliché of a cheating spouse. We both agreed it would be more respectful to confront each other and part as friends.
Now we had the time and income to enjoy some of the things we hadn't been able to when I was in grad school. We took weekend trips, joking that we were taking our honeymoon three days at a time. I'd always wanted to visit San Antonio to see the Alamo and experience the River Walk so we flew there on a Friday and explored for three days. Stella wanted to see Hurst's castle and on another weekend we made that trip. We were having fun and loving each other.
Things began to change at the beginning of our fourth year of marriage. Her Majesty Stella was back, she was a little testy to me a few times and she gave me orders. Not requests for me to do something, but orders to do it. I didn't say anything at first but questioned her about it the third or fourth time it happened.
She apologized, using a stressful situation at work as an excuse, and promised to watch herself. Stella was back to her old self for a few days and then it started again. The third time we went through this cycle, I'd had enough.
"I don't know what's going on Stella, but whatever is bothering you needs to be fixed. I'm not one of the minions you had before and I won't be treated this way. If you've got a problem with me or with us, speak up and let's solve whatever it is."
Stella apologized, cried a little and ask me to forgive her. I did and we spent the evening making up. I got sidetracked and didn't push to find out what the "problem" was and why she was acting the way she had.
Then came the night at O'Toole's when she was supposed to be with her sister and instead was making out with a guy in a back booth. It was obvious that this wasn't the first time they had been together. I didn't know if it had gone farther than a make out session or if she had been to bed with the guy, but it didn't make any difference. The first time she blatantly lied to me, the first time she passionately kissed this guy, the first time she snuck off to be with him, our marriage was over.
I'd heard stories or read about what other husbands had done when confronted with a cheating wife. Some had folded up and let it break them, some had waited getting evidence for a divorce, some got the evidence and came up with elaborate schemes for revenge and some just beat the hell out the guy and sometimes the cheating wife too. I did none of these.
My first thought when I saw them was oh shit, next why would she, and anger was the final thought. Stella was much too sharp and confident to be seduced by some slick character so this guy was with her by invitation. Other than being a sleaze ball for running with a married woman, I couldn't blame him too much; Stella was a very, very, attractive woman. No my anger, or most of it, was directed at my cheating wife.
As I walked toward them I wasn't too worried about the guy getting physical. After all I had the moral right on my side didn't I? Actually the reason I wasn't worried is that I'm 6'4" with no slack belly; might is right, isn't that what they say? My wayward wife and her friend didn't notice me until I slid into the booth opposite them.
They broke off their kissing and fondling and if it hadn't been my wife, the look on their faces would have been hilarious. I've heard the old saying about someone's face going white with shock but I'd never seen it until now. Stella's mouth was opening and closing like the proverbial fish out of water. It was funny as hell; or it would have been if it wasn't Stella sitting there.
"I didn't know your sister got a sex change operation Stella," I said in all seriousness. "Maybe that's why her fiancé broke up with her."
Stella's reaction was cliché. I heard, Oh my God what are you doing here, it's not what it looks like, it's not what you think and so on. Her "friend" decided that it might be a good idea to leave and started to slide out of the booth. I grabbed his arm and stopped him from leaving.
"You better stick around friend. Stella's going to need a place to stay and when I leave you can take her with you."
"No, I'll come home with you Steve. We can talk and I can explain all this," Stella said.
"Stella you don't have a home. You lost that the minute you hooked up with dick head here. Don't come home, don't call, and don't try to see me. I'll have my attorney contact you at work to get your attorney's name and we'll let them do their job," I replied.
"Give me your wallet," this to the man sitting across from me. He hesitated and I said, "Don't make me take it off you after I knock you out. You've got a free ride here because you wouldn't be here if she didn't want you here, so don't get stupid."
He handed me his wallet, I took his driver's license and handed his wallet back to him. "That's so I'll know who to subpoena if need be Jerry. You can apply for a replacement license pretty easily."
I looked at the two of them and continued, "Stella this is a no fault state so we'll just split everything down the middle, you can keep the apartment if you want. Don't fight this and it'll be over quickly."
Good old Jerry started mumbling to Stella something about his wife and family. "You two assholes deserve each other. Have a good night" I said sliding out of the booth and went home to pack. Of course my cell phone started ringing right away. Not tonight Stella, not tonight, I thought.
If someone had known what was going on and watched me when I confronted Stella they would have thought what a cold hearted bastard I was. He doesn't really care about his wife. The truth was my heart was broken. I'd lost the girl from high school, found her again and been happy and now I'd lost her again.
On the way home I decided that I wasn't going to go the way of some husbands in my position; I wasn't going to turn into a drunk or wallow in self pity. When you sobered up or overcame the self pity your problems were still there, waiting to bite you in the ass. The only way to handle problems was to face them and kick their ass.
The phone was ringing as I got back to our apartment and the caller I D showed it was Stella's sister. I had calmed down a little so I answered it, thinking it was Stella. It was her sister, Betty.
"What's going on Steve? Stella just got here and she a mess; she's crying and babbling about she didn't mean it," Betty said.
"I walked in on your sister and her boyfriend tonight and told her we were done. I told her not to come home so I guess she went to your place."
"Boyfriend, what boyfriend? What did you think you saw? There has to be some mistake Steve."
"The mistake was made by Stella. Tell her I'll be out of the apartment by tomorrow evening and she can come back then. Good bye Betty."
"Steve, wait, what....." I hung up on her, muted the volume on the phone and answering machine so the calls that would be coming in wouldn't bother me. My cell started to ring almost immediately so I turned it off too. I packed up most of my clothes and personal things like my computer; tomorrow I would find a motel for a few days until I could find another apartment.
The next morning, I saw about twelve messages on the machine and another 15 or 20 in the voice mail on my cell. I listened to each one long enough to know that it was Stella or Betty and deleted them. The only message I answered was from my dad; his call I returned.
"What the hell's going on Steve?" He asked when I called him. "Stella called several times wanting to talk to you or wanting me to call you for her.
"I caught her with some guy in a bar, of all places, making out. Guess she didn't like it when I told her not to come home."
"Maybe she just made a mistake, maybe she didn't sleep with him. Why don't you talk to her and let her explain. I'd hate to see you guys break up."
"Dad, it doesn't make any difference if she had sex with him. She lied to me so she could meet this guy."
"You should talk to at least, don't you think?"
"Okay Pop, I'll talk to her just to get her to leave you alone, but we're done no matter what she says," I replied.
That afternoon I called Betty's place and asked to speak to Stella. She came on the line and immediately started with I'm sorry, I didn't sleep with him, it didn't mean anything and more bull until I stopped her.
"Stella listen to me. Stop crying and listen. When we got married we agreed that if things got bad between us, we'd walk away instead of disrespecting each other. For whatever reason you decided you didn't want to do that and became the ultimate cliché, a cheating wife."
"But I didn't sleep with him Steve. It was only some harmless flirting. It didn't mean anything and I...."
"STOP. It meant something to me Stella. It showed a lack of respect for me, it showed that you don't love me at least not the way I thought, and it showed me it was time to get out."
"Let's meet and talk and I can explain why and what really happened," Stella pleaded with me.
"You're not listening, I don't give a damn why; just that you did. I don't care "what really happened" as you say. The lies and deceit are enough for me, the screwing around just put the icing on it. Don't call me and quit calling my dad. Do us both a favor and just sign the papers when you get them, make it as easy as possible. Good bye Stella."
*********************
The divorce went through and was finalized in just three months. Stella didn't object or fight the splitting of assets so it was pretty cut and dried. She did ask to meet with me before signing the papers but I refused. There was nothing she could say or explain or anyway she could put a spin on her actions that would make me feel any different.
After moving out of "our" apartment, I found a very nice first floor studio apartment. It was just me; I wasn't looking for any commitments so it was big enough. I'd rather spend the money on toys than on a bigger place to live.
I waited until I was legally divorced before I started going out or dating. O'Toole's and Kelly's were no longer my first options because of Stella so I had to find a new watering hole. I found a place called Connor's Pub and Grill that was perfect. They poured an honest drink, served good basic food, and the service was outstanding. The people there made you feel welcomed and at home, it was a good place to hang out. I started going there to eat on Friday evenings.
The owner, or at least one of them, was Jake Connor. He was a big guy like me and we sort of hit it off. I told my sad tale; he said he'd been there, done that, and had the damned T-shirt. Jake handed me a beer on the house and told me that sometimes you have to wade through the bitches of the world to find a good woman.
After about six months or so I finally decided that I wouldn't let my history with Stella stop me from going where ever I wanted. So I went to Kelly's with a couple of guys from work a few times and sometimes Stella was there. The entourage was back in full force; this time she had two guys steppin and fetchin for her. Her Majesty Stella had returned. Surprisingly it didn't bother me all that much, but it was good to see the look on her face whenever I left with a woman.
One such woman was Julie Wilson. I sort of had a steady thing with her. After the first time we met at Kelly's she would call every two to three weeks and want to get together. Being a macho type guy, I'd always thought I knew pretty much what to do and how to do it in bed, sexually speaking I mean. Compared to Julie I was a freshman just beginning to learn and she was the professor. We did things to and for each other that I'd only read about or seen in porn movies.
I noticed something strange though. When Julie and I got together most of the time she had to leave by midnight but about every six weeks she would stay all night with me. I didn't understand but I wasn't complaining; I don't know if I would have survived if she spent every night with me.
All good things must come to an end, or so the old adage goes. This good thing came to a screeching halt one evening as Julie was getting ready to leave. It was earlier than normal about 9 PM and I was trying to talk her into a least one more go around.
"Can't do it honey. Got to meet Jack at 10:30 at the Lamplighter," she said as she laughingly pulled away from me. "I've got to get home and get cleaned up before I meet him."
"Have I been replaced?" I joked. "Whose this Jack that's beating my time?"
"Jack's my husband silly." Then she saw the shocked look on my face. "I thought you knew I was married and we were just having a little fun."
"How would I know? You never said anything or even mentioned a husband," I responded with more than a little anger. No wonder she wouldn't give me her phone number or tell me where she worked or lived. She didn't want me to throw a wrench into her little escapades.
"Oops, my bad. Well don't worry honey, he'll be gone on his every six week trip next week and I can spend the whole night with you. I'll call you next week baby," she said leaning over to kiss my cheek.
I felt like an asshole. I was doing the same thing to this Jack and that jerk had done to me with Stella. Damn, I felt stupid and used and then I felt mad. Jack Wilson was probably a decent guy, working his ass off to provide for his wife and she was screwing anything that walked. I knew I wasn't her only bed partner but before I found out she was married, I didn't care.
It wasn't morals or scruples or any high sounding philosophy that made me do what I did. It was pure anger and I thought for once somebody was going to get some payback. I took a quick shower, looked up the address of the Lamplighter, and went to find Jack Wilson.
********************
So here I am lying flat of my back on the bar room floor wondering if Jack Wilson is going to start kicking me.
"Look Mr. Wilson, Jack, I owed you that one and maybe another one. So I'm going to get up and if you feel you have to, I'll take another shot. But after that one I'll protect myself," I told him.



I stood up really expecting his to knock me down again, but he stood there looking at me with hate in his eyes. I pointed to the bar stools and we both sat down. The bar tender had the phone in his hand, calling the cops I guess and I motioned for him to put it down, telling him everything was cool. Ordering two of what Jack was drinking I told him my story.
"I swear Jack; I didn't know she was married until tonight. If I had I would have never started up with her."
He looked like he didn't believe me so I gave him a short version of Stella and me. "I always felt she didn't get punished but then all I wanted was out. I wasn't into the revenge thing." I could tell his eyes that now he believed me.
"Here's my card, if you decide to divorce her or whatever call me if you want me to testify or give a statement for you," I offered.
He nodded and put the card in his wallet. I motioned for another drink for him and stood to leave.
"One more thing you need to know before you make a decision Jack. I'm not the only one. She calls me every two to three weeks to get together and I don't think she's just sitting at home the rest of the time. Good luck, Jack. You deserve better than this."
"Wait Steve. Would you hang around and confront her when she gets here? I'd like to see her reaction to your being here."
I nodded and went to a booth in the back that you couldn't see from Jack's seat or from the front door. This is going to be fun, well maybe interesting is a better word, I thought.
Julie came breezing in about ten minutes later. She walked over to Jack saying, "Hi honey, gosh I've missed you." She gave him a hug and kiss. "Order me a drink please; I've got to use the ladies room." Off she went to the bathroom. When she came back Jack had moved and she took his seat with her back to my booth.
After a couple of minutes Jack lifted his hand and sort of motioned for me to come over. Walking up behind Julie I said, "Hi Julie, can I buy you and your friend a drink?"
She turned around saw me, then turned back to look at Jack, then back at me and fainted. I nodded at Jack and left.
******************
Three months later I got a call from Jack Wilson. He said he wanted to fill me in on what happened between him and Julie. Jack said that he let her talk him into going to a marriage councilor and for one month solid twice a week Julie tried to shift the blame to him. He traveled too much; she got lonely, bullshit bullshit bullshit.
He told me he chalked it up to a bad move when the therapist began to agree with Julie. He told them both to go to hell and filed for divorce. Apparently Julie didn't want her activities to become public knowledge so she didn't contest the divorce. He would be a free man in another month or so.
I said, "Jack don't let it get you down, you'll come through.
As a friend of mine once told me ...life goes on.
The trick is to go with it."
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This is a little different that most of my work, a bit more dark. I wrote the opening paragraph while taking a break from another story and it just grew.
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As always constructive comments and critiques are welcome and appreciated.
Thanks for taking the time to read and comment on my work. I hope you enjoy it.
*******************
"Let's take a look at your little extra marital escapade, Julie. Let's list all the things that a slut of a wife sez when she's been caught, shall we? There's the always popular 'I didn't mean or want to hurt you'. Yeah sure, how did you think I'd feel when I found out? Next we have 'you didn't do anything to cause this'. Really? Something must have been off kilter for you to run around and open your legs for some guy. Now we come to 'He doesn't mean anything to me, it's only sex'. Like that's suppose to make it all okay, it may be only sex but it's sex with someone other than your husband.
Okay the big finish, 'I love you and only you' plus 'I'll do anything to make it up to you so we can go on with our lives together'. First I don't believe that I love you crap. You don't do what you did to someone you love. Second do you really think there's anything you can do or say that will make me forget that you're nothing but a back stabbing, lying, slut? Do you?
Have we covered all the bullshit excuses in the cheating slut wives' handbook? Or maybe that's slut wives' cheating handbook?
I guess the handbook's second chapter tells you how to turn this around on me; to make it my fault. I didn't pay enough attention to you or I put in too much time at work or my business trips left you alone too much. But wait, none of those can be the reason.
My lottery winnings mean neither of us has to work. Except for your trips to the spa or the gym or shopping, we're together almost all day every day. I know, I play golf too much of the time, or bowl too much or fish too much; that's the reason behind your screwing some other man.
Can't be; because I don't do any of that shit. All I do is take you on expensive vacations and treat you like a queen. So much for that chapter.
Is there anything I've left out? I didn't get a chance to study the handbook; I only scanned through it so I may have missed something. Anything you want to add? No? Well let me present my side.
There's no excuse for you turning into a slut, short of being raped or drugged there's no excuse for what you've been doing. Were you raped or drugged?.......... I'll take your silence as a no.
You were journalism major, so shall we examine the 5 W's for our little news story here. You remember; Who, When, Where, What, and Why. Let's take them one at a time. Who; I don't care nor do I want to know; if I did know I'd end up in jail for assault or possibly murder. When and Where we can lump together; when was last night and where was in a motel room, at least this time. I don't know the other times or other places, although I'm sure there were several.
What; I guess we both know the What of your little affair, don't we? And finally the Why; maybe the excuses from that handbook explained all that. The important thing about the Why is I don't care. I don't care why you had sex with the asshole or should that be assholes; it's enough that you did.
How did I find out? It wasn't rocket science. Example: There were the weekly four hour trips to the spa. When you got home the only difference was it seemed you'd just had a shower. Your hair hadn't been styled, your nails were just like they were when you left, and you were too tense to have had a massage. After your two hours at the gym twice a week your workout clothes weren't sweaty or even wrinkled very much.
Then there was the birth control pills. I found your hiding place in the back of the closet by accident. Why do you need birth control pills? I had a vasectomy before we got married because you didn't want to have any kids and you didn't like to use rubbers. The only logical deduction was that you had a lover or lovers on the side.
The rest of it was just a matter of following you and watching your actions. You weren't the sharpest tool in the shed when it came to covering your tracks.
My first reaction, the first thing I wanted to do when I walked into that motel room was to hurt you both; physically. I wanted to beat the hell out of that dick head and slap you around. But I stopped myself, thank God. If I'd started on him I don't know that I would have stopped. It would be too much if I had to go to jail because of that prick. You were never in danger, I'd never hit a woman. But damn I was tempted.
Kicking his ass and slapping you around would hurt you both, at least physically. But that wouldn't make you hurt the way I'm hurting right now.
So here's the deal; pack your shit and leave. Leave before I forget that I don't hit women. Don't call me, don't leave messages, don't write to me , and don't try to see me. Lose my phone number, forget where I live and forget that you ever knew me. There'll be no talking, no marriage councilors trying to excuse why you acted like a slut and help me get over this. No discussions or therapy to help me to forgive you because I can't and I won't.
The divorce laws in this state are as big a piece of crap as you are. We have no fault divorce so no matter which partner screws up or how bad, they still get half of everything. There are some states which I could sue you for breach of contract; I wished we lived in one of those. Oh, I could sue your asshole lover but he works as a salesman; when he works that is. For the last year he hasn't worked. I guess that's how long you've been using my money on him so he can get accustomed to the life style he'd like to lead.
You'll get your share of everything in the divorce; maybe that's what you wanted all along. I really don't mind you getting half of my money; I'll still have more than I can ever spend. What rubs salt in the wound, what frosts my ass, is that you'll be paid for ripping out my heart. Now ain't that some shit?
I wish there was some way to make you hurt as badly as I do. I wish there was some magic wand or phrase I could use that would make you feel like the pile of shit that you are. All I can think of is this; if you really love me like you say, your punishment will be that you don't get to be with me. You get to spend my money but you'll grow old without me. Every time you go to some exciting new place or do something new, you'll realize that we could have enjoyed the trip and the adventure together.
It probably won't bother you but I like to think it will. I have to think that way; it's a defense mechanism. I'll tell you what will bother you. When your actions are made public and they will be, I'll make sure of that, your reputation will precede you. No man in his right mind will want to have anything meaningful to do with you. There'll be plenty that will want to make you their personal slut. But none will want to have a real relationship because of your track record. You'll have to go through life alone or with men who only want to use your body or my money.
One last thing, I wouldn't count on being with that piece of garbage you were screwing. Seems like he was involved in a confrontation with a guy and got his ass kicked. During the ass kicking he was told that if he was still in town the next day it would happen again, and again, and again; until he did leave or until he died. You know the old this town isn't big enough for the two of us type of thing?
How do I know all this? You remember that friend of mine, the ex-con, well I told him my story. It seems that he told the story to a friend who told it to a friend who told it to still another friend and the last friend was so upset that he had a talk with your lover. The piece of crap left town yesterday. I guess he didn't feel you were worth fighting for. Anyway, he couldn't have held you with his broken arm. By the way I was playing poker with several friends when all this happened.
I'm done talking. As I said before pack your shit and leave. I'll be back in a couple of hours and you'd better be gone. Don't take anything but your clothes and your jewelry; your car stays here. You can call a cab or another boyfriend for transportation. Anything you leave behind will be donated to the Salvation Army or something. I warn you Julie, nothing but your personal things better be missing from this house. You really don't want me to tell another story to my friend, the ex-con."
******************
It was closer to three hours before I returned home. Most of Julie's clothes were gone; there were a few pair of jeans and cheaper things left behind. Her jewelry box was gone and most of her cosmetics too.
She was gonna be missed, not the lying cheating slut part, but I was gonna miss the rest of her. She was a beautiful, sexy, hard bodied, blond that liked to hang all over me. We had a lot of good times together and the sex was outstanding. Sometimes she embarrassed me but she did make me feel good.
I decided that my friend, Jack Daniels, and I needed to have a heart to heart. As I poured my first drink I looked ahead. I wouldn't roll over and die and I wasn't gonna do anything stupid like turn into a drunk. But I was gonna be sad for awhile.
Pouring another drink, I took a sip and then decided to empty the rest of the bourbon down the sink. No need to go there I thought and then mused aloud, "Life goes on!"
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WOODMANONE
My inspiration for this story is Ol' Blue Eyes' rendition of I Want To Be Around recorded in 1964.
I WANT TO BE AROUND by Frank Sinatra
I wanna be around to pick up the pieces when somebody breaks your heart,
Somebody twice as smart as I.
Somebody who will swear to be true like you used to do with me,
Who'll leave you to learn that misery loves company, wait and see.
I wanna be around to see how he does it when he breaks your heart to bits,
Let's see if the puzzle fits, so fine,
And that's when I'll discover that revenge is sweet,
As I sit there applauding from a front row seat,
When somebody breaks your heart like you broke mine.

****************
There wasn't a lot of formal education, just high school, in my past; my knowledge was from more of hand's on type of lessons. I was working in the southern U.S. blowing up bridges and large buildings that had been damaged or destroyed by Katrina. My understanding of explosives came from working with my dad in the mines of the Midwestern states.
My name is Patrick Kelly. I worked with my dad, James, for five years learning about explosives. My mother lost her battle with cancer when I was 15 so Dad had me work with him just after I turned 16; I was a big kid even at that age and could pass for being much older. My dad was 6' 2 and I topped him by two inches when I got my full growth. At 16 it wasn't exactly legal for me to be working in that industry, but it sure was educational. By the time I was 23 I was a blaster.
I could plan a blast chart, plant the charges, and wire them for detonation. I could bring a building down on itself and not bother the buildings on either side; it's called imploding. By the time I was 25 I was one of the best explosive experts in the country. That's why I was hired to go to the Gulf Coast and clean up after Katrina.
My last shot had gone off without a problem and brought down two three story buildings at the same time; they had been flooded and ruined during the hurricane. My boss, Jake, joined me at the generator blasting unit and said there were a couple of guys in the onsite office trailer that wanted to see me.
"Okay, I'll be there as soon as I inspect this shot," I replied.
"I think you better go now; I'll do the after action inspection," he said almost making it an order.
Looking at him with a question in my eyes he said, "Get going Patrick."
These guys must be some heavy hitters if they could spook Jake, I thought on my way to the trailer. I hadn't done anything wrong so it couldn't be the law looking for me. The two men were waiting for me when I opened the door. I nodded at them and sat down at my desk.
"You're Patrick Kelly?"
"Yep, who are you?"
"I'm John Smith and this is Jim Jones," he answered with a grin at giving me obviously false names.
"And what can I do for you, Mr. Smith?" I smiled and went along with the gag.
From there it was just a matter of exchanging information. Mr. Smith and Mr. Jones worked for a security firm whose area of responsibility was outside of the continental U. S. The firm was an independent contractor but one with strong ties to the U. S. government. Basically they wanted to hire me to go blow things up. There was a lot more Intel, their word not mine, but that was the meat and potatoes of it.
I would head a crew that would help clean up the damage done to the infra structure in another country by the war. We would implode gutted buildings, several bridges that had been weakened by shelling needed to be brought down so new bridges could be built, and several roads and some mountain passes needed to be cleared. Basically we would use explosives to help clear the way for rebuilding.
I would be deployed, again their word, for nine months with an offer of another nine months if I wanted to stay. The salary offered was outrageous. I would make more in nine months than I did in three years at home. If I reuped for another tour there would be a huge signing bonus in addition to a raise in salary.
They basically money whipped me into taking the job; it was too much money to pass up. I won't go into the name of the company or the country because I signed a non disclosure agreement. But I was on my way to the sand pit.
***************
A little over four months ago, I came back to the real world. Back to the world of hot and cold running water and women. Back to the world of ice in your drinks and fast food and pizza. Back to the world of pretty girls wearing short skirts and bikinis. In short, I came back to the United States.
I can't tell you exactly where I had been; it's supposed to be top secret. Just let me say that there was a lot of sand, a lot of heat, and a lot of unfriendly types shooting; sometimes they shot at me and my crew. I'd been gone for about 18 months. I would have probably stayed for another tour but an RPG got a little too close to the explosives truck I was driving. If the RPG had hit that truck it would have seriously screwed up my day, week and life; I decided it was time for little Patrick to get out of Dodge.
The first thing I wanted when I got off the plane was a double Gentleman Jack. Alcohol was really frowned on where I had been; something about religious beliefs. Not my beliefs but we had to abide with them. The next thing I wanted was a woman. No I don't mean a hooker or prostitute; I just wanted to look at a woman or women dressed in anything but flowing robes and veils with nothing but their eyes showing. Sometimes not even their eyes showed. Maybe I could see some coeds in a short skirts and crop tops.
I'd been home for a week just decompressing and enjoying the land of the big PX when I ran into Riley Jansen. Riley had been and was still my best friend; we had grown up together. Before I'd gone to work with my dad full time at 20, Riley and I had been the scourge of the female population of our town. I slowed down after going full time; dudes working with explosives don't need hands shaking from too much alcohol and not enough sleep the night before.
If I wasn't on a job, Riley and I ran together, chasing girls, and having them chase us. If a girl was hot or extra affectionate our philosophy was one date wasn't enough and four was too many. We had a lot of fun but we sure pissed off a lot of young women.
*****************
I was sitting at a table in Dooley's, which was becoming my favorite watering hole, watching several young lovelies flaunt their good looking, scantily clad, hard bodies by dancing for me. They weren't really flaunting themselves nor were they dancing for me; it had just been so long since I had seen girls like this that I thought they were teasing me.
"You're too ugly and too old for them boy."
I heard the voice and turned to see whose head I was about to take off. It was Riley standing there with a smile and a bucket glass of Gentleman Jack.
"Here this ought to cool you down. If not, I'll have to get a hose," he said.
"Damn Riley, it's good to see you. It's been too long."
"Yeah it has. I heard you just got back from some secret deal out of the country. What's that all about? How're you doin?"
"I'm good but I can't talk about where I've been. I will say I made a ton of money so I can take it easy for a few months before I start blowing things up again," I replied.
We talked for a few minutes, catching up on our lives. I noticed that although Riley was smiling and having fun something was eating at him. He would get a faraway look in his eyes and seem to zone out for a few seconds.
Finally I said, "What's bothering you Riley? You aren't here sometimes so tell my where you are."
"I know it's sort funny, maybe ironic is the right word, but some bitch broke my heart." He took a shot and chased it with a beer. "Ain't that crazy? I played with around with a lot of girls and now one does to me what I used to do to them."
Riley was really down; I'd never seen him this way. "Tell Uncle Patrick all about. Maybe talkin will help you get over her."
In my mind I was laughing at him a little. It was ironic.....he's the one hurting instead of some girl he left. Of course I couldn't say that to him. During our wilder days I'd left plenty of young ladies too; but I never promised anything but a good time. Riley would talk about being in love or anything else he could use to get a girl into his bed. He and I had several intense discussions about his methods.
As they say, that was then this was now. My friend needed help so I'd be there for him. Riley got another shot and beer and began his story.
"I met her at an insurance seminar; there was a dinner dance afterwards and we seemed to hit it off. From there it developed into going to dinner, or the movies, and several times dancing at one of the clubs. We dated hot and heavy for three months. I thought I'd found the girl I wanted to marry and bought an engagement ring." Riley stopped, threw back the whiskey, and ordered another drink, looking at me to see if I was ready for more alcohol.
Shaking my head no, I told him, "Go on with your story Riley. I'd like to hear it before you get too drunk to talk."
"Well, one evening I took Cassidy to an expensive restaurant."
"That's the girl's name, Cassidy?" I asked.
"Yeah, Cassidy Nolan. She works in the accounting department at the same insurance company I do." He stopped for several swallows of his beer. "Where was I?"
"You took Cassidy to a fancy restaurant," I reminded him.
"Oh yeah. I took her to dinner and when I took her home we got into a really hot make out session in my car. That's when I asked her to marry me."
"I take it that she said no, considering the way you're acting."
"Not just no; she said she just thought of me as a friend. She said she was sorry if I thought it was more than that. Damn bitch led me on, teased me, let me spend a shit pot of money on her, and made me think she loved me back." Riley finished his beer and ordered another one. He was going to be comatose if he keeps this up, I thought.
"C'mon Riley, there's lots of other women out there just waitin for you to notice them," I said trying to get him out of his funk. "She's just another one for you to forget."
"Maybe, but Cassidy is the whole package. They don't make women like that every day," he replied.
"What's so special about this one Riley? I've seen you with some pretty hot babes."
"Cassidy is more than hot. Oh, she's really good looking and has a great body. But what makes her special is her personality. She's funny, intelligent, listens to you when you talk, and makes you feel like you're special. Did I mention that she's beautiful and has a great body?"
"Yeah, twice. You make her sound like the Mother Theresa of hot women. She can't be that great," I said.
Riley sort of pointed with his head and eyes and replied, "See for yourself. She just walked in."
I casually turned to see the woman that had stomped on my buddy's heart; there was no doubt which of the two girls coming in was Cassidy. Not having met her I didn't know how she interacted with people, but the rest of her would make up for a lot of bad personality traits. Cassidy Nolan was a stone cold fox. It's said that Helen of Troy's face launched a thousand ships; if Cassidy had been there they wouldn't have bothered. Helen was second rate, comparatively speaking.
She had long auburn curly hair that hung almost to her waist. It was a lot of hair because she was at least 5' 10. Riley had told the truth about her body; if we'd been in California she would have been called a "hard body". I hadn't even met her and I already felt that she would an interesting person to know.
Cassidy saw Riley and walked over to say hello. She didn't act like someone who had just dumped on a guy. She was open, friendly, and even touched his arm when she left. Either she was a bitch of the highest magnitude or something didn't add up here. She nodded and smiled at me before she walked away; I saw a pair of striking green eyes that showed intelligence and maybe a little mischief. We hadn't said a word to each other and I already felt special.
"See what a bitch she is. Coming over here acting like nothing happened between us; she's just torturing me," Riley whined.
"C'mon, I thought she was just saying hello to a friend. I mean she didn't say anything about you proposing."
Riley was mumbling something about revenge, payback, and wanting to see Cassidy hurt.
"What are you mumbling about Riley?"
"I was talkin about payback, gettin even. I want to be around to see her hurt, like she did to me. I want her to see how it feels to have your heart broken. I'd love to have a front row seat, when some guy hurts her. Man that would be sweet revenge."
"You quoting Frank Sinatra now?"
"Huh?" He questioned.
"Sinatra's song 'I want to be around', you know."
"Yeah right, I guess, he answered. "Got to hit the head." Riley finished his beer and headed to the men's room. He returned to our table with another round of drinks for both of us. He had an evil grin on his face. "Say Patrick, how about helping your best friend out?"
"What are you talkin about?" I didn't like the look on his face.
"That would work you know," Riley said when he sat down.
"What would work?"
"Like that song you mentioned said. I was thinkin about it and that'd be just fine. "You could make a play for Cassidy. Get her to fall for you and when she does, you cut her loose. Just like she cut me loose. Like the song sez, I could pick up the pieces and get her to come back to me."
"I don't like the sounds of this Riley. Besides she doesn't even know me. What makes you think I could get her to fall for me?" I looked at him for a few seconds, and then continued, "Even if I did get her interested and then dumped on her, would you want her back under those circumstances? I mean it'd be like you were her second choice."
"Did you look at that woman? Of course I'd take her back. I'm not even in the race right now so second place sounds pretty good to me; especially if Cassidy's the prize," Riley replied.
"How would I meet her? If I walk up and put a move on her, she'll just think I'm some jerk."
"Naw man, I'll introduce you. Tell her the truth; that you my friend and just came back from a job out of the country. It'll be like takin candy from a baby," he said trying to convince me.
"I don't know if I've got the moves anymore. It's been a long time since I played that game," I said still hoping to talk my way out.
"It's like riding a bike, you never forget. Did you see the smile she gave you when she left? Besides you're still the same hunk that you were in high school. You're tall and got a good build from all that hard work. With that dark hair and blue eyes you could attract almost any girl. I mean I'm not gay, but if I was I'd go for you in a minute."
I'm not dumb; he was stroking my ego to get me to do him this favor. "Riley old friend, you're pathetic."
"Maybe so, but will you help me Patrick?"
I looked at the hopeful expression on Riley's face and thought about our friendship and what he wanted me to do. He started to say more but I held up my hand to stop him. It was almost five minutes before I made my decision.
"Okay Riley, I'll give it a try," I agreed. Did you ever agree to go somewhere or do something and the second that the words came out of your mouth, you regretted it? That's exactly the way I felt.
"There are a couple of rules though, Riley. I won't tell her I love her, no lies, and no sex. If I get her interested in me fine, but I won't be a sleaze bag doing this."
"But Patrick, you've got to........" Riley started but I stopped him.
"Those rules are cut in stone. When we were chasing all those girls I never lied to any of them and I'm not going to start now."
He stared at me for a little while and said, "When do we start?"
I glanced over at their table and said, "Right now. Isn't that Sarah Jackson sitting with Cassidy?"
He looked and then nodded. "So what?"
"She and I had a thing going for awhile before I left for New Orleans. Sarah's one of the few girls that I dated more than three or four times. You remember, you and that red head double dated with us a couple of times."
Recognition showed on Riley's face and I went on, "Let's walk over and say hello to our old friend Sarah and see if we can get her to introduce me to Cassidy. If not, you can do the introductions. Let's go," I ordered and stood up. "When we get there Sarah will invite us to sit down. Don't do it, say you have to meet somebody or do something and leave."
He looked at me puzzled. "I don't want Cassidy thinking about your break up; I want her to be focused on me. Okay?"
Sarah smiled at me as we got to her table and after the normal how are you, it's been a long time and it's good to see you, she invited us to sit with them. I nudged Riley, he made an excuse and left. I ordered a round and joined Sarah, Cassidy, and two other girls at the table. Let the games begin, I said to myself.
Cassidy didn't wait for Sarah, she introduced herself to me and we shook hands across the table. I talked mainly to Sarah, including Cassidy just enough to be polite. It was a ploy to get her interested in me. If you're used to getting attention, like I'm sure Cassidy was, and someone doesn't seem to notice you an attraction develops.
The bar didn't have live music but a DJ came in and started playing music. After two or three songs I asked Sarah to dance. A little later I danced with the other two girls at the table and then with Cassidy. The next dance with Sarah she looked at me for a minute.
"What are you doing Patrick? She asked with a little smile. "And don't give me any bull."
"You always did know when I was up to something," I replied with a smile. "Maybe that's why we're better as friends than as a couple. To answer your question, I'm trying to get Cassidy interested in me. I want to get to know her better so I thought I try a little game to catch her eye."
"Still the player, aren't you?" Sarah leaned back and looked me in the eye. "Do yourself a favor and forget about all your old games. Cassidy is a nice person and my good friend; just let her know that you'd like to get to know her better."
We finished the dance and went back to the table. I took Sarah's advice; I changed seats with her and sat next to Cassidy. For the next hour instead of running a game on Cassidy I just talked to her. I told her what I could about my job and that I'd been out of the country for the last 18 months. Cassidy told me about her family, her job, her interests, and some of her goals.
"Golly, my life seems pretty dull compared to what you've been doing," she said.
"I guess it does sound adventurous, but it was just another job under real bad conditions."
"Bad conditions huh? You mean like people shooting at you?"
I smiled a little and answered, "I'd consider being shot at to be a bad condition, wouldn't you?"
We spent over two hours with each other; we did dance a few times but mostly we sat and talked. Other guys would come over and ask Cassidy to dance but she smiled and said no. Finally when the same guy came back for the third time she motioned him closer.



"You and your friends give it up. I'm getting reacquainted with my old friend here. We haven't seen each other in a long time and I'm going to spend the evening with him. Thanks for asking but I'm not available for dancing."
Cassidy turned her back on the guy and he sort of slunk away to lick his wounds. She smiled at me and said, "Now where were we?"
"Old friend huh? Haven't seen each other for a long time? That's not strictly the truth Cassidy," I replied with a smile of my own.
"Well, this is the first time we met so it's been a long time right? And I feel like we've become friends this evening. Don't you?"
"Unassailable logic, Miss Nolan. I bow to your deductive reasoning." I was going to continue but we both busted out laughing.
A few minutes later Cassidy stood and said she had to get home. She and one of the others girls at the table started toward the door. Cassidy came back to the table.
"Forgive my bad manners; I didn't say good night to you. Hope to see you again Patrick."
"Count on it Cassidy. Good night," I replied and watched her walk to the door. I don't know how woman walk like that, I thought. A totally delightful movement that defies gravity and the laws of motion. I said good night to Sarah and left for my dad's place. When I got to my truck, Riley was leaning against the fender waiting for me.
"How'd it go? Did you make a date with her? When are you gonna make your move?" Riley's questions came at me rapid fire.
"Chill Riley. I just met her but I did lay some ground work tonight. Maybe I'll run into her here again and develop things from that."
"C'mon Patrick. I wanted to see her suffer. Can't you push a little harder?" Riley pressured me.
"I'll do this my way buddy and if that doesn't suit you I won't do it at all. Settle down Riley. What does it matter if it happens this week or next month?"
It was almost a week before I returned to Dooley's. I was a recon mission hoping to run into Cassidy again. The first time we'd met I had purposely not asked for her phone number. Couldn't look too interested, now could I? Riley wasn't there; I had suggested he do his drinking at some other bar. No need to remind Cassidy that he and I were friends.
My scouting mission paid off; Cassidy and two of her friends were at a table when I walked in. I went to the bar, climbed on a bar stool, and ordered a drink. Taking a sip of the good bourbon I turned and looked out over the room. I saw Cassidy looking my way and raised my glass to her and smiled. Wait for it, I thought.
There it is; Cassidy smiled back at me and motioned for me to join the group at her table. Got ya girl, I said to myself. I nodded, ordered a round of drinks for the table, walked over and sat next to Cassidy.
"Ah fair lady, I made a serious error when last we met," I said to her. She giggled at my choice of words but looked puzzled. I continued in a more normal tone, "I forgot to ask for your phone number. I've been kicking myself in the butt for being that dumb."
Cassidy smiled and replied, "Let's correct that error right now." She handed me a card and said, "That's my work number and my cell number. Now you can quit kicking yourself. By the way, isn't that hard to do?"
"What?"
"Kicking yourself in the butt." The she giggled.
For the next three hours it was if Cassidy and I were the only two people in Dooley's. We talked a lot and danced several times. Two or three guys sitting at a close by table asked her to dance but she turned them down. There was one of them that just didn't get it; Cassidy wasn't dancing with anyone but me that evening.
This guy came back to Cassidy four times and when she turned down the last time he got mad. "Too good to dance with us locals are you bitch?"
Cassidy looked him in the eye and gave him the finger. "Jack, I'm too much of a lady to say it so I hope you can read sign language."
Jack's face turned beet red and he tried to grab Cassidy's finger. What he got was me, all 6 foot 4 of me, standing between him and Cassidy. Jack was about 5' 9 and had to look up at to see my face.
"The lady said no. Jack is it? Jack go away and leave her alone, she doesn't want to dance with you. Besides she's with me tonight and I don't want her to dance with you either." As he started to turn away I said, "And I think you owe her an apology." My tone wasn't angry but it was forceful. I guess the tone was forceful enough; Jack apologized and went back to his buddies at their table.
An hour later Cassidy said she had to get home, "I'm not a person of leisure like you Patrick. I have to go to work tomorrow."
"Well, let this man of leisure give you a ride home," I suggested.
"I have my own car," she replied. She saw my disappointment and quickly said, "You can walk me to my car if you like."
We were standing by her car and before she got in I said, "I know its short notice but would you like to have dinner with me tomorrow night?"
"Hoped you might get around to asking me out so I put my address on the back of that card I gave you. Pick me up at 7. Okay?" She smiled leaned up, gave me a quick kiss, and got into her car. I watched her drive away and went back into Dooley's. About half way back I decided I'd had enough that evening and went home.
I was feeling good. In fact I was excited about my date with Cassidy. I enjoyed our evening together; she was a special person. Then I remembered why I was dating her. Damn, why did I agree to that stupid plan of Riley's?
The dinner date was even better than the time spent together in Dooley's. There was no loud music, or drunks stumbling around; we were alone and could concentrate on each other. It was the first in a month long series of dates; we met at Dooley's two or three nights a week too. I kept my word to myself and didn't push for more than a few good night kisses. This whole operation wasn't what I thought it would be.
I learned that Cassidy liked to hike, camp, and fish or almost anything outdoors. "My girlfriends and co-workers think I'm nuts," she said. "I'd rather go camping on the weekends than do the bar scene. But it's tough to find company so I don't get to fish or camp too much."
"Maybe we'll just have to go camping next weekend to satisfy your craving." I saw a shadow pass over her face and quickly added, "Separate tents and sleeping bags of course." That put a smile back on her face.
We met at Dooley's on Wednesday evening to finalize our plans for a camping weekend. I told Cassidy I would pick her up about 5 AM Saturday for the two hour drive to the camp site.
"Where are we going?"
"A friend of my dad's has a farm with a great stream running thru it; my dad taught him how to work explosives years ago. I have a standing invitation to camp and fish there," I replied. I finished my drink and ordered a Coke.
"I just realized that you only have one drink a night. Why's that?"
"My job and alcohol don't mix. A blaster can't afford to have shaking hands when he prepares and wires explosive charges."
"But you're not working now."
"It's just a habit I've gotten into. Besides I don't like the loss of control that too much alcohol causes. I've seen too many people do stupid things when they drink too much. Just a quirk of mine," I told her shrugging my shoulders.
****************
We arrived at the camp site a little after 7 AM Saturday and after setting up the tent and organizing the camp, I suggested that we go up to the farm house and check in with my friend. As we drove toward the house I explained that Bill Jackson was a little hard of hearing from working with explosives for so long.
We pulled into the driveway in front of the house and Bill and his wife Milly came out to meet us. I introduced Cassidy to the Jackson's and we visited for about an hour. Bill and I lead the way back to my truck with Cassidy and Milly following.
Bill always talked in a loud voice because of his hearing problem. He put his arm around my shoulder and in what was supposed to be a whisper said, "She must be special Patrick. You've never brought a girl out here before. I think she's a keeper."
Cassidy and I returned to camp and spent the day hiking and swimming in the river. That evening we fished for a while but I guess the fish had already had dinner; we didn't get a single bite. After supper we sat around a campfire and talked. I put my arm around Cassidy and we laid back to look at the stars.
It must have been about 5 AM when I woke up. Cassidy was lying with her head on my left arm snuggled up against me. I gently pulled my arm from under her and got up. That's when the pain started; my arm was asleep. Cassidy woke up to see me shaking my arm trying to get some feeling back.
She giggled at my antics, forcing herself to stop laughing she said, "I'm sorry." But she started giggling again.
We tried fishing again with the same results. After fixing breakfast we took a hike and then broke camp and headed back to civilization. Cassidy turned to face me with her back against the door of the truck.
"Am I?" She asked.
"Are you what?"
"Am I special? I heard what Bill said to you yesterday; he doesn't whisper very quietly does he?" She chuckled and asked again, "So am I special?" Cassidy was smiling but I could see by the look in her eyes that she wanted an answer.
I didn't say anything for almost a minute. Still smiling she asked, "Well am I?"
It couldn't be avoided, I had to say something. "Bill was right; I've never brought another girl out to his place. I guess none of the women I've dated liked to fish or camp; maybe that's one reason I never had a long term relationship." This was going to be the tricky part; keep her interested without lying to her.
"I like you Cassidy, I mean what's not to like. A beautiful woman that likes the same type of music as I do, likes to fish and camp and do things outdoors, and is intelligent and fun to talk to. So in that aspect you are special. As far as a romantic connection well....I've fallen into an intense like for you. Let's just leave it at that for now."
Cassidy's smile faded away and I thought I'd blown it. With downcast eyes she asked, "You think I'm beautiful?"
I looked over at her and she started chuckling and smiling again. "Gotcha," she said and laughed at the look on my face. I couldn't help but laugh too.
After dropping Cassidy at her apartment I went to my place; actually it was my dad's. He was in Canada on a job and I wished he was home to talk to. The more I learned about Cassidy the more I wondered about some of the things Riley had said about her. He said she was always touching him and teasing him; other than holding my hand sometimes she'd never been overly touchy feely. Riley said she was high maintenance and always asked him to take her to expensive restaurants; our dates had been mostly for pizza or small mom and pop type places.
I couldn't picture the girl I had spent the night with on the river bank as the high maintenance woman he talked about. Riley said Cassidy was always pointing out rings and jewelry that she like and hinting that he should get them for her; Cassidy wore a small gold locket and one ring every time we were together.
Something wasn't adding up here. Either she was playing me or .....well, I don't know what. Time to talk to Riley again, I thought. I called his house, got his voice mail and left a message for him to call me ASAP.
The next day I called Cassidy to ask if she wanted to meet at Dooley's Wednesday evening. She said she couldn't, that it was month end closing at her job and she'd be working late all week.
"How about dinner and a movie Saturday?"
Cassidy hesitated a few seconds and said, "I'm sorry Patrick, I already have plans for Saturday."
"Oh, okay. I guess I'll see you around," I replied.
"Please don't be upset; it's not like that. There's a company awards dinner Saturday and I made this date before I met you. I have to go, it's a company thing, and it wouldn't be fair to Steve to cancel this close to the dinner," she explained.
"No big deal, give me a call when you're free. Bye Cassidy."
"But Patrick......" I hung up before hearing what she had to say.
How had it come to this I asked myself? According to the plan Cassidy was supposed to be falling for me and instead I'm running around like a love sick puppy. Some player I am. Get your head back in the game chump.
That evening Riley returned my call. He agreed to meet me at Toby's Bar and Grill the next evening after he got off work. I told him I needed to clarify some things.
"You're not wimping out on me are you buddy?" he asked.
"Hey, remember who you're talkin too Riley. I'll see you tomorrow night."
I spied Riley at a back booth when I walked into Toby's. A waitress had just delivered his drink to him and he motioned with his glass to see if I wanted one. I shook my head and sat down.
"I'm not here to drink Riley. Tell me again about all the crap Cassidy put you through," I ordered.
He went through the whole song and dance again; Cassidy teased him, led him on, had him take her to expensive places and then shined him on.
"You sure that's the way it happened?" I asked. He nodded and I said, "Okay be ready, this is going to end soon." I left Toby's and started home but decided to go to Dooley's instead. I didn't really need a drink but I didn't want to sit at home watching TV.
I was in a booth nursing my one drink of the night when Sarah Jackson sat down across from me. "Batchin it tonight Patrick? Where's Cassidy?"
"She's working late all week, something about month end closing. I stopped by for a drink and some noise. It's took quiet at home with Dad gone."
I looked at Sarah for a couple of minutes until she said, "What?"
"Tell me what you know about Riley and Cassidy dating and their break up."
"What break up? As far as I know Riley and Cassidy went out at most five or six times, actually it was more like two times. The other times there was a whole group of us and he happened to sit next to Cassidy," Sarah replied.
"I heard they were hot and heavy."
"Never happened. As I said Riley put a move on Cassidy when we were out in a group. They went out on couple of real dates and that was it. Cassidy told me all about it. She said that he asked her to go to some kind of company thing with him she said no and told him she thought of him as a friend; noting more. Riley didn't take being just her friend very well."
"I heard he asked Cassidy to marry him."
"Bullshit," she responded. I don't know........Oh now I see," she said almost to herself.
"See what? C'mon give Sarah."
"I go over to Toby's a couple of nights a week; Riley's been hangin out there lately. He's been braggin to his bar buddies that he was gonna get payback on some girl that dumped him. I never put it together until now."
Sarah saw the stunned look on my face and asked, "Where you been gettin your information Patrick? Whoever's been telling you all this stuff is full of it."
I started to get angry and could feel my face getting red. Chugging my drink, I raised my glasses to the waitress for another one. Normally guys in my profession aren't very excitable or overly aggressive; the ones that are don't live very long. We have to be calm, collected, and fairly laid back.
But I was getting mad, ass kicking mad and Riley was going to provide the ass. My drink arrived but before I could pick it up, Sarah put her hand on mine.
"What's got you so upset Patrick? I've never seen you take more than one drink a night. It bothers you that Riley dated Cassidy?"
I looked at Sarah for a few seconds and started to calm down. "Yeah, but not the way you think," I answered. I pushed my drink away; alcohol wasn't the answer to the problem.
"You never get this upset," Sarah said. "Even back in the day when you got into a fight now and then; it was more like a surgical strike than an angry reaction. We're friends Patrick; let me help if I can."
Looking at Sarah I thought, it's too bad there's no real spark between us. She would make a hell of a girlfriend, fiancé, or wife. But we were just good friends, and I felt lucky to have that.
"Okay mama, I'll tell you all about it. So I told Sarah to whole scenario; Riley's lies, me agreeing to help him and the plan. "There's just one little problem. Instead of getting Cassidy to fall for me, I fell in love with her."
Sarah gave me a surprised look, "Oh my God. The player actually fell for someone." She looked down, shook her head, and asked, "How could you be so dumb? You've always looked out for Riley. You overlooked the kind of person he is because he's your friend. But I've got to tell you he's a total scumbag. Right now he's over at Toby's bragging about what you doing for him."
"You have to promise me that it goes no further. I'll handle it."
"Okay, what are you going to do?"
"First I have to tell Cassidy the truth and hope she doesn't hate me. Then I'll deal with Riley." I leaned over and kissed Sarah on the cheek. "Thanks for talking with me buddy. I'll see you soon."
The next evening I stayed at my place. I didn't want to go to Toby's and run into Riley; I had plans for him later. And I didn't want to go to Dooley's; I didn't want to see Sarah or accidently run into Cassidy. My mind was going around and around about what I'd let Riley get me into. The phone rang and broke the circle.
"Hi Patrick, its Cassidy."
I was a little shocked; I mean I'd been sitting here thinking about her and now she calls. "Hi kid, how are you?"
"Okay. Look I hope you didn't get the wrong idea about this Saturday and Steve. Like I said, I made the date before I met you. By the time I realized how much I like you it was too late to break the date with Steve. It wouldn't have been fair."
"I know, its okay girl."
"You do know that I'd have rather gone to dinner with you, don't you?" Cassidy continued without waiting for my answer, "This is sorta weird, but would you like to go to the awards dinner with me Saturday?"
"What about being fair to good old Steve?" I have to admit I was a little upset, second string, not me.
"Please don't be like that. I already told you, I'd rather be with you. Steve broke his leg and can't go so I thought I'd ask my first choice to go with me."
My first thought was hell no; I didn't want to be a substitute for good old Steve. Get your head out dummy, I said to myself; she's already explained what happened. I must have taken more than a few seconds thinking because Cassidy said, "Patrick, are you still there?"
"Yeah, sorry. I'd like to spend the evening with you, even if it is at an awards dinner. Do I need a tux?"
"No, a nice suit is fine. Pick me up at 6, okay."
"Okay, see you then." I hung up and wondered if this was a good idea. Then I realized that this would probably be the last time I'd be with Cassidy. When I told her about Riley's plan and my part in it, she'd be really mad and upset. Can't blame her. I planned to confess on Wednesday at Dooley's.
When I told her there were several things that could happen. My first choice was that she would say it didn't matter, that she still cared for me and we could go on together; not likely. She could say that it didn't matter either way, we were just dating; no harm no foul. Again not likely. My worst fear and this is probably what would happen, was that she would be hurt and never want to see or talk to me again.
Explosive ordinance guys don't have much need for suits so the next day I went out and bought a nice suit; the condemned man might as well be well dressed. Saturday rolled around and I when I pulled up in front of Cassidy's place she came out to meet me. This couldn't be the same girl that wore jeans and a tee shirt when we went camping.
Cassidy wore a dark green dress or gown; I'm not sure of the difference. Whatever it was she looked fantastic. The dress was sort of form fitting and left her shoulders bare; showing off an abundance of freckles; it showed just enough cleavage to tease a little. The color set off her mane of auburn hair and her green eyes. She looked sexy and classy and all around beautiful.



"You clean up pretty good," she said. I stood with my mouth open and stuttered trying to answer her. Patrick the player was speechless. "Earth to Patrick; come in please," Cassidy teased.
"My God, you're beautiful," I finally got out.
She smiled and showed her dimples, pleased at my reaction; every woman likes to hear that they're beautiful. Cassidy took my hand and I helped her into the car. I was driving my dad's vintage Jaguar XKE; my truck just wouldn't cut it on this night.
The awards dinner was held in the ball room of a large hotel. I must say I was impressed with the whole affair. Not only was the food pretty good, which is unusual at these things, but the speeches after dinner were short and concise. Several people got awards for outstanding work, Cassidy was one of them. Then the band set up and the dancing part of the evening began. Like I needed an excuse to hold Cassidy in my arms.
Cassidy introduced me to her friends and some of the honchos of the company. I guess I made a good impression because I could see some of her female co-workers pointing and smiling at me. There was one really funny thing that happened. Cassidy was dancing with the CEO or big cheese or something and I was at the bar getting a refill on my Coke. One of the salesman types started trying to sell me life insurance.
I politely told him I didn't think this was the time or place for that type of thing, but he insisted. He said he could get some preliminary info and give me a tentative rate quote and we could get together another time to finalize everything. I knew what was going to happen but I answered his questions.
He got my age, my general health, my height and weight, and the fact that I don't smoke and drink in strict moderation. I had to smile when he asked what I did for a living. When he heard that I was an explosives expert it was hilarious watching him try to back pedal. People in my line have a hard time getting life insurance because of the extreme danger in the job. I laughed out loud when he said he had to go dance with his wife and almost ran away.
Two things marred the evening. Riley was there with his flavor of the week and he kept smiling and winking at me; sure that his plan was working, I guess. The other thing was good old Steve showed up and apparently was upset that Cassidy came with me. He'd told her he broke his leg and couldn't go to the dinner; I guess he thought she should have stayed at home since he couldn't' go.
It turns out he broke his ankle not his leg; he was wearing what I think they call a walking cast. Personally I think he came just to show the big wigs how dedicated he was. Right after my insurance buddy left Steve using a crutch, joined me at the bar.
He introduced himself and said, "You know Cassidy was supposed to be my date and I don't appreciate you horning in."
You're an arrogant ass I thought. This is going to be almost as much fun as my insurance buddy had been. "The way I heard it, you called her and broke the date; something about a broken leg and you couldn't make it. Now I don't know if you expected her to stay home or come over to your place to nurse you but you were dead wrong."
Steve started to sputter and tried to say something but I interrupted him.
I grinned at him, which really ticked him off and continued, "Another thing, you're acting like you two are an item, but Cassidy doesn't see it that way. She told me you guys were co-workers and friends; she doesn't think of you as a boyfriend or whatever."
Steve looked like he was trying to think of how to get away with embarrassing himself anymore when Cassidy came up and took my arm.
"Oh, hi Steve. I didn't think you were coming tonight. It's good to see you up and around." She turned to me, smiled and said, "C'mon Patrick, dance with me. I don't get you out on the dance floor very much"
The rest of the evening went very well with the exception of Riley grinning like an idiot all night. I took Cassidy back to her apartment and walked her to the door. She put her arms around my neck, looked into my eyes, and gave me a very intense kiss.
Cassidy unlocked her door, turned to me and asked, "Would you like to come in for a nightcap?"
My first thought was, "Damn right". I knew what a nightcap and more time with Cassidy would bring and I couldn't bring myself to go there. Riley's plan had started this but I wasn't going to lie or take advantage of the situation.
"Can I have a rain check? I've got a web conference early tomorrow about a job. I need to have my game face on when I talk to these guys. Okay?"
Cassidy looked disappointed and put on a playful pout. "Okay, but I hope you cash it soon," she said.
"Let's meet at Dooley's Wednesday evening about 7," I suggested.
"Deal," she answered. She gave me another kiss that made my knees weak and went inside.
Damn, damn, damn, I thought. I am such an idiot. I should have told Riley the plan was dead the first time I had second thoughts about Cassidy. Hell, I shouldn't have even got involved to begin with. I was going to lose the only girl I'd ever met that I want to spend more than a couple of dates with. My dad had told me over and over as I grew up that a man was responsible for his actions and the consequences. It's been my actions and now my consequences to deal with. Idiot.
The next afternoon I got hold of Riley and told him to come to Dooley's Wednesday evening. He replied that he didn't know if he could free up the time and I almost went ballistic.
"Riley, get your butt to Dooley's on Wednesday. You said and I quote 'I want to be around', well that's the day all this comes to an end. If you want a front row seat, be there." I slammed down the phone.
*************
Okay, it's Wednesday evening and the stage is set. This sting operation is about to come to the end. Tonight will be the culmination of a quickly devise plan and two months of a secret operation. There is only one problem that's gonna blow the entire thing out of the water.
I can't and won't go through with it.
Without my participation, all the planning, the "work", and the expectations will never happen. I don't care; I can't do what I was supposed to do; tonight or any other night. My so called best friend is going to be pissed at me; so be it. He may have bigger problems; like me kicking his ass. Cassidy is going to be more than angry when she finds out what the plan was; that worries me more than anything.
I'm sitting at a bar waiting an hour early waiting for her to join me. Shortly after Cassidy gets here my life will change in one of two ways; for the better with a bright future or it will go down the toilet. I can only hope that she will be mad instead of hurt; that she hasn't began to fall in love with me. If I read her invitation to have a nightcap at her apartment correctly, I think she will be hurt.
Staring into the bottom of my drink I think this may be more than a one drink night. Looking around I see Riley sitting at a table near the dance floor. He with three other guys, one of which is Jack, the jerk that was harassing Cassidy. I was surprised that Riley and he were friends.
Riley came over and joined me at the bar. "Hey buddy, tonight's the night huh?"
I nodded and pointing at Jack and the other two with my chin said, "What's up with Mr. Personality there?
"Well you know Cassidy shut him down too, so I thought he would enjoy tonight's entertainment," Riley replied.
"Riley this was supposed to be about you and Cassidy. It's not a show and we don't need an audience." He was seriously pissing me off.
"Well I better get back to my front row seat," he said with a grin. He returned to his table to wait.
Cassidy was about 15 minutes early, saw me at the bar and joined me. She put her arm around my shoulder, leaned in, and kissed my cheek. "Hey sailor, looking for a good time?"
Her greeting made me feel worse and altered my plan. I was going to tell her the whole story but I would do it outside, away from prying eyes. There was no need to humiliate Cassidy any more than I had too.
"Let's go outside, I've got something I need to tell you," I suggested. She agreed and we walked out to the parking lot.
"Cassidy, I've got some to confess. Please let me get it all out before you say anything, okay?" She looked puzzled but nodded. "Before I start I want you to know that I'm falling in love with you."
She smiled and stepped toward me but I put up my hand to stop her. "Cassidy, I don't know if you'll even want to be around me after I finish, so please just hold back."
I told her about me and Riley's friendship, his lies about her and him, his asking me to help him and what we'd planned. I explained that from the first I'd seen a different girl than the one he described to me but he was my lifelong friend and he wouldn't lie to me would he? I told her that I just found out a few days ago the he had lied to me. So I thought the best thing to do was to come clean and tell her all about it. Every grubby little detail.
"What were you going to do, humiliate me in front of everyone in Dooley's?"
I nodded and replied, "That was the plan, at least at first." Riley wanted to see you hurt; according to him the way you hurt him." I continued before she could say anything. "I know he was full of it, but I didn't know that when I agreed to help him. I paused and said, "But I couldn't do that to you. That's why I asked you to come outside with me."
Cassidy just looked at me for about an hour, actually it was only a minute or so but it seemed like an hour. I expected her to get very angry, I expected that she might cry, I even thought she might slap me or kick me in the gonads. I didn't expect what she did.
"That was a mean, hurtful, despicable thing to do," Cassidy said with a very sad voice. "I thought better of you Patrick." She looked at me for another few seconds, turned, and walked to her car. She looked at me one more time and drove off.
That went well I thought sarcastically and turned to return to the bar. This was definitely a more than one drink night. As I got to the bar and started to order another Gentleman Jack, in my mind I heard my dad saying, 'Actions and Consequences'. The hell with it, I'm going home I said to myself and left.
I was almost to my truck when Riley, Jack, and the other stooges caught up to me.
"What the hell man? You were supposed to shine her on inside, in front of me and everybody else," he yelled at me as he got in my face.
Riley is almost as tall as I am but about 20 pounds lighter but I stopped him in his tracks by grabbing him around his neck with one hand.
"And you were supposed to be my friend. Friends don't lie to friends and play them." I shook him a couple of times. "What made you do it; you pencil necked pile of garbage?"
Jack started forward, "You really don't want any part of this, believe me," I warned him. He stepped back.
Riley smiled a little in spite of my hold on his neck. "That bitch wouldn't give me the time of day. All that friend's bullshit, as if I wanted a friend. I thought if you screwed with her head I could step in and be a shoulder to cry on. From there it would be easy to get her in my bed."
"You're really something Riley; I'm not quite sure what though," I told him.
I was going to say a lot more but one of the other guys started for me and I threw Riley into him; they both went down. Jack swung a big round house right at me so I popped him in the nose. That's the last thing I remember clearly. Something hit me across the shoulders and the back of my head and I went down. The next few seconds were a jumble of half seen fists and feet.
****************
I opened my eyes and raised my head to look around. Shouldn't have done that; it really hurt. I tried to use my arms to push myself into a sitting position. Shouldn't have done that either; it hurt even more. Before I collapsed I saw that I was in what had to be a hospital room. I guess I was wearing some kind of a monitor because a nurse came into the room very quickly.
"Welcome back to the living," she said with a smile. "The doctor will be right here to answer your questions, okay? Now you just lie still until he tells you that you can move."
The doctor came in and explained that I'd been beat on pretty good. "From the marks on your back, I'd say you were hit at least twice with what was apparently a two by four. You have severely bruised ribs on your right side, your left eye will be black in about an hour, and you have a couple of abrasions on you right cheek. They certainly did a number on you. If it's any consolation you broke the nose of the one called Riley."
I had to smile at that and that hurt too. "How'd I get here doc?"
"Two young ladies brought you in, very pretty by the way. I heard about that Riley guy from the ER doctor when the police brought him and the three others in. I think you would've taken them if they didn't use that two by four," he said with a big smile. He wrote a few things on a chart and continued.
"You've got a very mild concussion so we keep you over night but you should be able to go home tomorrow sometime. I'll have the nurse give you some pain medication and then you can see your two lovely visitors."
The nurse came back with a shot of something that almost immediately made me feel better and left. Shortly after she left the two lovelies, as the doctor called them, came into the room. It was Cassidy and Sarah.
They came to my bedside and Sarah asked giving me a smile, "Aren't you a little old to be getting into a bar fight?"
"I'm certainly too old to be losing one," I replied. "Hey Cassidy. I have to admit that I'm surprised to see you."
"You were blocking the parking lot so Sarah and I thought we'd bring you here."
I looked at Cassidy wishing things were different. "I'm really sorry Cassidy; I shouldn't have gotten involved in Riley's scheme."
She gave me a little smile and answered, "Yeah, it was a rotten thing to do.......but I forgive you. After all you passed the test."
"Test? What test?" Now I was confused.
"I invited you in after the awards dinner just to see how far you were willing to take your little operation." She laughed at the look on my face. "My good friend Sarah told me all about you and Riley before you got home Tuesday."
Looking at Sarah I started to ask about her promise to keep quiet but she beat me to the punch.
"I broke my promise, I know. But I wasn't gonna sit around and let two people I care about do something stupid. I told Cassidy how upset you were, both with Riley and with yourself. She took it from there."
Turning toward Cassidy, well at least as much as I could I said, "If you knew about it Tuesday evening why did you......?"
Cassidy broke in and said, "That's when I decide to invite you to the dinner, I wanted to see how far you would go. You were the perfect gentleman all evening; I couldn't even entice you into my place. That's when I knew that Sarah was right, that you did really care about me."
I was finding it hard to talk; something must be caught in my throat I told myself. Clearing my throat I looked at Sarah and said, "Do me a favor will you Sarah? If you see Riley, no on second thought, go find him and give him a message for me."
"Sure, what message?"
"Tell him I said to remember what I do for a living."
Sarah looked questioningly at me and then she got it. Her eyes opened wide, her lips formed a circle of surprise, and then she started laughing. Very quickly, Cassidy started laughing too.
The next afternoon Cassidy took me home from the hospital. I put my arm around her shoulders and she helped me into the house; I really didn't need the support but I wasn't going to pass up a chance to hold her. She said if I felt like it to meet her at Dooley's on Saturday evening. I was going to be there if I had to crawl.
I met Cassidy at 7 and we only stayed a couple of hours; I was still hurting a little. She had come with a girlfriend so I drove her home. I walked her to her door, actually I sort of hobbled. Cassidy opened her door, turned, stood on her tip toes, and kissed me.
Then she said, "Get lost Patrick. I never want to see you again."
You could use surprised, shocked, stunned or gob smacked or all of the above to describe my reaction. I stood there for a few seconds and turned to leave. What the hell just happened? I thought Cassidy and I were good.
Her door reopened and she stood there giggling. "Just wanted you to know how it felt," she said with a teasing tone. "Come on in here big guy, I promise I won't hurt you. At least not too much."
********************
The next two years were the happiest of my life. My dad and I hired a new office manager slash accountant for our little company; her name is Cassidy Nolan Kelly. A fine Irish lass she is and my wife. Our company card reads: Kelly & Kelly; Explosive Solutions.
I didn't press charges against Riley, Jack and the other two guys. They got their lumps and I felt that I probably deserved the beating. I never saw the two goons again. For some reason Riley thought it best to pull up stakes and find his way to some other city. Last I heard he was in California.
Jack still lives here; I see him every now and then. But he's a bit skittish. If we come into Dooley's or Toby's or someplace and he's there; he quickly leaves. If we're in a place and he comes in and sees us, he turns right around and leaves. I guess he's become anti social; at least where I'm concerned.
Kelly and Kelly also hired Bill Jackson as a part time consultant to plan blasts and set charges. Dad complains that Bill is even slower than I am setting charges, but he's only kidding; slow is good when you work with explosives. Our company needed Bill to assist Dan on the long jobs out of town because I won't be traveling much for the next few years.
Cassidy and I are going to have a baby next month, a boy according to the tests. So I restrict my travel to one or two days at most.
I hope Ole Blue Eyes understands and forgives me. A guy can change his mind about breaking her heart, right?
And "I want to be around"...to see what happens down the road for us...as life goes on.
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It was the spring of 1862 and the early morning fog was starting to rise and burn off in the valley so you could see the budding trees and other plants coming awake after the long winter. This was the valley where young Joshua Kelly lived and he was hiding at his father's orders; he would have rather been standing in front of his home with the rest of the family. Josh watched as the raiders know as "The Bushwhackers" sat on their horses and confronted Josh's father. "I should be down there with them," Josh thought; only his father's instructions kept him from coming down from the hilltop overlooking the farm house and joining his family.
If he couldn't be with his family he planned to help protect them from his hiding place. Josh had a Sharps rifle trained on the man talking with his father; that the man was the leader of the gang. It was a long shot to make with a carbine but he was an excellent marksman and if the raiders started trouble Josh would try and take out their leader.
The Bushwhackers operated as a guerilla force during the Civil War, raiding in Missouri and Kansas along the border and the interior of these Border States. They were almost as well known as "Quantrill's Raiders who were southern sympathizers and made famous, maybe infamous is a better term, by the newspapers of both the Union and the Confederacy.
This outlaw gang would burn, steal, rape and murder in the name of their cause. It seemed their cause was to benefit themselves because they attacked both Union and Confederate forces and followers. If a Union supply train could be attacked and the goods stolen, the Bushwhackers would do it. The following week they would attack a Confederate supply depot. They were a band of outlaws hiding behind the confusion and violence taking place in Missouri, Kansas, and Arkansas during the Civil War.
John Fogerty was the leader of the group and was trying to intimidate the Kelly family members facing him and his gang of cutthroats. Josh's father, William, and his mother Molly stood on the front porch of the farmhouse facing the raiders; both were armed. Josh's 13 year old brother Samuel was in a front facing open window with a shotgun pointed at Fogerty. It was expected that William would be ready to fight to protect his family and farm but Fogerty hadn't counted on the two extra guns in the hands of Molly and Samuel.
"Where's that oldest boy of your'n Kelly? We need to talk at him a bit," Fogerty question Josh's father. He wasn't aware that the boy in question had a gun aimed at his back.
"That's my business and none of yours Fogerty. I'm thinking it's time for y'all to leave," William replied as he cradled his rifle in the crook of his arm. The weapon wasn't exactly pointed at the bandit chief but it wasn't far off.
"I'll leave when I'm ready Kelly. We got you outgunned so just put down your weapons and tell me what I want to know," Fogerty ordered.
"Yep, you've got more guns than us, but when the shootin' starts y'all be the first one killed," William told him. "We'll probably all die but I'll make sure that you go first. When we meet in Hell we can continue the fight there." Molly turned so that the double barreled shotgun she was holding was aimed in Fogerty's direction. The noise of Molly and Samuel cocking the twin hammers of their shotguns was a clear warning.
He thought it was a bluff but when he noticed the move that Molly made and also saw the other shotgun pointed at him through the front window, he wasn't as sure. The thing that made him back down was the look in the eyes of both William and Molly; it was the death stare.
Fogerty had seen that stare before in the eyes of the people fighting his gang when they raided other towns and farms in southeastern Missouri. It was a look that said "I know I'm dead but I'm going to take as many of you with me as I can"; it was a look of desperation and acceptance.
"I don't want no trouble Kelly; we just want your boy to join us. We lost some men last week and I'm recruiting from the farms around these parts. Figured you would want to help out the cause but I know you have to stay and run the farm so that leaves your boy," Fogerty explained as he tried to smooth over the earlier confrontation. "He can make a right nice bit of change to help with the cost of running your farm."
"What cause is that, Fogerty?" William asked already knowing the answer.
"The Confederacy of course. We make raids on Union troops and camps to help the South in this here war."
"Don't piss down my back and tell me it's raining Fogerty," William responded. "Just two weeks ago you attacked a Confederate supply wagon and killed six soldiers and the week before you robbed a Union payroll; y'all killed ten in that raid. Seems to me your cause is you and your killers getting rich off this war. Neither me nor my boy want your blood money." William stepped toward Fogerty a couple of steps and continued.
"Just so you know me and my family aren't in sympathy with either the Union or the Confederacy. My family and my brothers are what you would call neutral in this stupid war. We're going to go on faming and stay out of it, if we can. If we're forced to, we'll fight both sides. Now turn your horses around and get off my farm," William ordered as he pointed his rifle directly at Fogerty.
"You haven't heard the last from me Kelly, I'll be back," Fogerty blustered.
"That would be a bad choice on your part. Listen carefully Fogerty, if I see you on my farm again I will shoot you where you stand like the mad dog you are. I won't tell you to leave or warn you again, I'll just kill you and leave you for the varmints. That goes for any of the scum that ride with you too. Now get!"
Fogerty looked at William's eyes and believed what the man had told him. He knew that if Kelly caught him on his property again, that he would die. He turned his horse and rode away from the farm house with his gang following him. I'll come back and bushwhack that son of a bitch, Fogerty thought as he rode away. He was more adept at shooting a man in the back than facing him in a fair fight.
Josh watched the riders as they left the farm; then mounted his horse and followed them until they climbed out of the valley onto the trail toward town. He turned his horse and rode back home feeling a lot of pride in his father; standing there like a big oak tree facing down those Bushwhackers. Josh wasn't really surprised at his mother either, standing beside her husband when danger threatened; she was a very strong woman and in a lot of ways was the back bone of the family.
William was 6' 2" with a big frame and Molly was 5' 8" which was tall for a woman. Josh had his mother's features with dark almost black hair and blue eyes but he took his size from his father; he was 6' 1" with the same frame as his father's; he just hadn't fill out yet. He arrived home as Samuel was going out to do the evening milking; Samuel was still carrying the double barrel shotgun that he had held out the window. Josh waved at him and went into the house.
His father was oiling his rifle and the double barrel shotgun that Josh's mother had held on the raiders. William's rifle was a .44 caliber 16 shot Henry Repeater; it cost more than two month's wages and was his pride and joy. The shotgun that Molly used was a Remington Coach gun, as was the one that Samuel still had with him. The two 12 gauge shotguns were ones that William had bought before the war while working as a stagecoach guard.
When the war started, William decided he didn't want to be a target for any of the outlaws running crazy along the Border States. Many claimed to be guerilla fighters for either the Union or the Confederacy but a lot of them, like Fogerty's Bushwhackers were common thieves and murderers. William figured dead was dead no matter which side pulled the trigger so he decided to stay on the farm until the war was over.
Josh sat at the table with his father and began to oil his own rifle; a .52 caliber Sharps breech loading carbine. He had worked for his Uncle Jake on weekends for almost six months to pay for his rifle. Jake had bought a Henry Repeater like William's and offered the Sharps to Josh at a very good price. His father had offered to buy the weapon for him but Josh wanted to earn it himself.
Josh looked at his father for a few seconds and finally spoke. "I should'a been down here with you Pa. You or Ma could have been hurt; I shouldn'a been here to help," he said.
"If you had been here someone would have been hurt. Fogerty would have tried to force you to join them and your momma wouldn't have allowed that," William said with a little smile. "Neither would I. Understand?"
Josh nodded his head but still didn't like that he had been sent to hide while his family protected him. He understood the logic but emotionally he didn't feel it was right. A man should stand up for himself, he thought.
At 17 Josh was considered a man as were most young men living in the hill country of southeastern Missouri. By the time a lad reached 17 he was expected to do a man's work and help his family survive. The young men would work side by side with his father on the family farm or hire out to someone like a blacksmith; all to make it a little easier for his family.
The youngsters would continue doing this for years; most times even after finding a wife they would stay on the family farm and the family just got a little bigger. That was good because it meant another helper for the family. Sometimes another cabin was built nearby but usually the existing house had a room added on if need be.
Josh was no exception; he worked almost every day with his father in the fields and with the livestock. But sometimes he worked for other people in the area; even though it left the farm shorthanded, the money Josh made working outside of the farm was a tremendous help to the family. He had a unique talent for breaking, gentling, and training horses.
Got a high spirited horse or mule that's giving you trouble; bring the animal to Josh or have him come to your place. Usually in a few days the animal would be as obedient as a heel hound. Got an animal that you couldn't train; have Josh work with it for a few days and the animal would bust its tail doing what it was trained to do. Got a wild horse that needs breaking; hire Josh and he would break and train the animal without breaking its spirit. This talent was a money maker in an area where most of the hard labor was done by horses or mules.
There were a couple of times a year that Josh wasn't available to work his magic with animals; during spring planting or autumn harvest he was busy on the family farm. The rest of the year he was always willing to take an animal in hand and turn it into a working partner for its owner.
Josh's rates depended on the horse or mule, depended on how wild or how much training you wanted, and depended on the time necessary to do the job. He usually got a dollar a day working the animals; if the animal was extremely wild or difficult he would sometimes add a little to the final tally.
Josh seldom got less than 3 dollars per animal and sometimes he made as much as 15 dollars if the animal was hard headed. It was an unheard of amount of money for a youngster like Josh to make but his clients swore he was worth every penny.
William could see that his son wasn't happy about being forced to hide in the hills and knew what his boy was feeling. If Josh didn't like the hiding he was going to hate what I want him to do now, William thought.
"Josh, I want you to leave the farm and head west. Get away before this war drags you into it. If it isn't Fogerty it will be some other band that will try and force you to join them; or maybe Union soldiers will "draft" you. At your age as long as you're here you're in danger. You need to head west, son," William told him.
Before Josh could respond Molly came to the table and said, "You men clean off the table it's time to eat. This talk bout leaving can wait till after supper. Josh go help Samuel finish the milking and then wash up."
"Okay Ma. Be right back," Josh answered. He thought about what his father had said as he helped Samuel. He knew that his Pa was right; but he didn't have to like the idea. After supper, it was Josh's turn to help his mother clean up and as they worked Josh asked, "What do you think I should do, Ma?"
Molly put her hand on his cheek and said, "I think your father is a smart man and knows what he's talking about. I hate for you to leave but I think it's for the best; at least until the war is over."
William, Molly, and Josh sat at the table and talked about Josh leaving. Samuel was at the table too but this was a decision for the grownups and he wasn't quite there yet. It had been pretty much decided by William and Molly that Josh would head west; all that was left was the planning for the trip. But Josh had one last suggestion before he agreed to his parent's wishes.
"Why don't we all move west Pa? I hear there's land available out there for next to nothing; just a filing fee. The family could get a new start with a bigger place. Maybe we could get Uncle Simon and Uncle Jake to go with us. That way the whole family would still be together." Josh was grasping at straws, trying to find a way to stay with his family.
"Trying anything you can, aren't you son." William smiled at his boy. "You're great, great, grandpa settled this farm a long time back and it's been in the family all this time. I won't let a bunch of politicians or scum like the Bushwhackers run me off. Simon, Jake, and I talked about that very thing when the war started and they feel the same way I do. Sorry boy, but you're going to have to go it alone, and soon."
Josh would obey his father's order to move west, at least until the war was over. He could have just moved into town but that wouldn't solve the problem because he would still be a target to be drafted into one of the armies or one of the guerilla groups.
The next week Josh and his parents started getting things ready for him to leave. Clothes had to be sorted through and mended if need be, the saddle and tack for the horses Josh was taking was checked out, and the trail food he would carry had to be organized.
Josh was sitting on the front porch one evening after supper with his father and mother just watching the fireflies make pretty little points of light in the night. After about an hour, Molly stood up, kissed her husband, patted Josh on the shoulder, and went to bed. Josh started to get up too but his dad wanted to talk a bit.
"How many horses are you going to take with you son?"
One of the extra benefits about training horses is that every once in a while Josh had a customer with a really tough horse or mule that would require more than a week or two to break and train. Sometimes the customer didn't want to spend the money on the animal saying that they didn't want to throw good money after bad and would sell them to Josh cheap; a few times they just gave Josh the animals to be done with them.
Josh would spend extra time with those animals; sometimes it took a month to bring the animal around but he was able to sell the horse for a large profit. One of the mules working on their farm had been just such an example. Consequently, Josh ended up with a string of four horses that were some of the best in the county.
"I thought I would take two with me and leave the other two for you and Ma. That bay gelding is the gentlest saddle horse around and the black is big and strong enough to be a good mount for you Pa. I'm taking Sunny, the big buckskin and Joey the sorrel with the blaze. Neither of them is extremely fast but they're both strong and run at a lope almost all day. I'll switch off every day to keep them as fresh as possible," Josh answered.
"Good choice, we'll take good care of the two you leave behind so you'll have them when you come home again," William said with a catch in his voice. "See ya in the morning son."
The scheduled departure date was still ten days away when they got some news that changed their plans. The Bushwhackers attacked and killed three men and wounded one in the next county. James Chilton, his two sons, and his son-in-law were melting lead and making rifle balls for their guns. Fogerty rode into their valley and shot Chilton and his sons; the son-in-law tried to escape on his horse but he was shot and left for dead.
Fogerty claimed that the men were making rifle balls for a group of Union sympathizers and that's why they were attacked. According to the son-in-law the Bushwhackers came in shooting and stole everything of value after killing the Chiltons. Obviously it wasn't a military operation but murder and robbery.
The Chilton family was close cousins of the Kelly's and the attack worried William for more than just the loss of family members. He thought that Fogerty might come back to their valley looking for more recruits, including and especially Josh after their last run in with the Bushwhackers.
Josh was an early riser as were most people who lived on farms, but his father woke him before dawn.
"It's time for you to go Joshua; we can't wait any longer. Fogerty may come back this way now that he has supplies and you don't need to be here." All the while his Pa was hustling Josh along to hurry him up. "I got your saddle on the buckskin and a pack saddle and bags on the sorrel. You're all ready to go, so hurry up."
"Pa if Fogerty got to the Chiltons he can get to you and Ma. Let me stay and help fight them off," Josh didn't want to leave with his family in danger.
"The Chiltons were family but sometimes James didn't have sense enough to pour water out of a boot. He let himself get caught out in the middle of the field with no cover. They also had all of their rifles broken down for cleaning at the same time." William shook his head as he gave Josh the information.
"Don't worry Josh; the Chiltons lived all alone back up in that hollar with no one to warn them about incoming riders. We've got your Uncle Simon on one side and your Uncle Jake on the other. No one can come in over the hills so the only way into our place is past one of their farms. That will give us plenty of warning if Fogerty comes back."
Josh tied his bedroll and slicker behind the saddle and turned to say good bye to his folks. His mother came off the porch with a bundle of fried chicken and some other things that he could use on the first part of the trip. He put the bundle in the pack panniers and hugged her real hard. Josh had tears in his eyes as he said good bye to her.
"God bless you Joshua," his mother said as she pulled his head down so she could kiss him. "Take care of yourself and write and let us know where you end up." Molly had been a school teacher and had made sure that Samuel and Josh could read and write; she even taught William how to read although he had her do any writing that was necessary.
As Josh turned to say good bye to his father he saw him pull the Sharps rifle out of the saddle scabbard and it's cartridges from the saddlebags. William replaced it with his own Henry Repeater and several boxes of cartridges. He smiled and said "you might need the firepower where you're headed." His father also handed Josh a leather bag with a draw string.



"There's two hundred dollars in gold coins in there; you might need something along the way, don't you know." He smiled at the shocked look on his son's face.
"I can't take this Pa. I ....." Josh tried to protest.
William interrupted and said, "It's the money you've been giving us from your horse training over the last couple of years. Ma and I saved it thinking it would a good start for you if you ever got married. Guess it will be have more use now rather than later." Josh had more tears in his eyes now and heard his father sniff a couple of times.
"Have any idea where you're going or what trail you're going to take?" Pa asked.
"I plan on cutting south through Arkansas and then take the trail west, I guess. Maybe I'll head up to Colorado; I hear there are cattle ranches from Pueblo all the way north to Wyoming. If there's cattle ranches then they'll need a horse trainer; but I can work cattle if need be," Josh explained his plan to his father.
Josh gave Samuel a hug and then a handshake, kissed his Ma one more time and turned to his father. They shook hands and then William grabbed Josh in a bear hug and held him for about ten seconds.
"Mind your Ma boy and be careful. You're your own man and trust your instincts. Take the trail west and get out of this mess," William said.
The boy mounted Sunny, waved to the family and rode south from the farm. As he topped the first hill he turned and looked down at his family home, the only home he had ever known; he wondered if he would ever see it again. Josh waved one last time to the family and turned his horse on the trail south.
********************
The Bushwhackers were a guerilla band of supposedly Confederate sympathizers. They ran amok during the Civil War and afterward killing and stealing throughout southern Missouri, along the Mississippi River and down into northern Arkansas.
A note concerning the murder of the Chiltons mentioned in this story. I changed the names but "James Chilton" and two of his sons were murdered by the Bushwhackers. The son-in-law was also killed as he tried to ride for help.
The Bushwhackers claimed that "the Chiltons were Union sympathizers" when in truth they had tried to stay neutral during the Civil War. According to historical letters written by "Chilton" he didn't hold with slavery but he also didn't hold with the Federal government telling folks and states what to do
Although I have changed the names, these real life men were some of my ancestors. I have a copy of an old letter written by an eye witness to their murder describing the event.
In addition to the almost total decimation of that limb of my family tree, the aftermath of this raid had local historical significance. A group of relatives and neighbors of "the Chiltons" hunted down and dealt with "John Fogerty" and his Bushwhackers. The band of local vigilantes, who were neither Union or Confederate sympathizers, only interest was "justice" and to send a warning to other guerilla bands roaming through southern Missouri.
I hope this brings a little more life to this story. Thanks for reading my work.
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It had been almost two weeks since Joshua Kelly rode south from his family home in southeastern Missouri; leading his pack horse he was deep in thought. He had left the only home he had ever known because his father and mother didn't want him to become involved in the Bushwhackers Gang or the great Civil War that was raging across the country. It was especially dangerous to the families living in the border states of Missouri and Kansas.
His father William, his mother Molly, and younger brother Samuel had run off a guerilla band calling themselves the Bushwhackers. Led by John Fogerty, the group had come to their farm looking to recruit Josh into their ranks; recruit wasn't the proper term, force, draft, or kidnap was closer to the truth. That was the whole reason for his trip; his folks also wanted to avoid Josh being drawn into the war because the family wanted to stay neutral in the conflict. For this reason it was decided by his parents that he should head south to stay as far away from the troubles in Kansas as possible.
Josh's final destination was Colorado or Wyoming, he hadn't decided yet. The most direct route was across Missouri northwest to Joplin and then northwest again through Kansas to Colorado City. By riding south through Arkansas he had added many miles to the journey. Time wasn't that important because he was just waiting for the war to end, but avoiding the guerilla gangs, the Jayhawkers in Kansas, and the soldiers from both sides of the war was important; that's why he road south.
He had arrived in Fort Smith, Arkansas two days previously and was now going to the saloon to meet the master of a wagon train of families that was going to travel the Santé Fe Trail across Oklahoma and part of Texas to New Mexico. Josh hoped to catch on with this wagon train as a horse wrangler and/or a guard; but any job would do.
He could have made better time and more miles per day by riding alone but it was a long and dangerous trip. Josh was confident in his ability to take care of himself but there was no need to put himself or his horses at any more risk than he had to; and he wasn't in any hurry. His first night on the trail after leaving home, he had gotten a grim reminder of why it was necessary that he leave.
Josh had to hold up and hide for a night on his trek south; he had caught up to Fogerty and his Bushwhackers who were camped on the road to Neelyville, Missouri. He found a grove of trees and set up a cold camp; Josh had to spend the night and part of the next day waiting for the outlaws to move on.
The group had apparently "recruited" some farm boys recently and Josh watched from hiding as Fogerty indoctrinated these new members into the gang. The indoctrination consisted of beating the hell out of the boys until they would jump when given an order. The next day the guerillas turned north and Josh continued on his way south to Fort Smith.
Josh entered the saloon, walked to the bar, and ordered a beer laying his Henry rifle on the bar next to him. Because he was taller than the average man at 6' 1" with 185 pounds on his big frame, no one questioned if he was old enough to drink in the saloon; Josh had turned 18 on the trail. He had been in town for a couple of days and the way he handled himself with a quiet confidence lead people to believe he was older than he was.
As he waited for Mr. Hobart the wagon master, he reflected on the journey so far. He had made good time without having to use his horses too hard and was pleased that he got to Fort Smith as fast as he did. When he arrived he had sent a short telegram to his parents to let them know where he was and that he was okay so far. In it he promised to post a letter to them before he left Fort Smith with more detail about his trip.
Josh looked up as a man came into the saloon; it could only be Mr. Hobart, he thought. The man was shorter than Josh at about 5' 7" with bowed legs from spending years on the back of a horse. He looked to be about 50 years old with a ruddy, leather like face from being out in the weather and had the beginnings of a pot belly. The man wore a pistol strapped to one hip and a large knife on the other and carried a Spencer Rifle. This was obviously not a store keeper Josh thought.
It wasn't unusual to see a man well armed in Fort Smith. Although it had a population of almost two thousand civilians and was controlled by the Confederate Army, the town's nickname was "Hell on the Border". Most of the men in Fort Smith were armed
"Josh Kelly?" The man inquired walking up to Josh. When Josh nodded he said, "I'm Clint Hobart. I heared you're lookin to sign on with my wagon train, that right?"
"Yes sir, I'm going to Santé Fe too and thought it might be a little safer traveling with a group," Josh responded.
"Afraid to travel alone are you?" Hobart asked looking hard at the youngster; the last thing he needed was a wet behind the ears youngster that was scared to death.
"No sir, but there's no need to be stupid about it. I can make the trip by myself and will if I don't catch on with a wagon train or freight company in the next couple of days. I'm thinkin' it makes more sense to travel with others and maybe make a little money doin' it," Josh explained his reasoning.
Hobart smiled at the young man and offered his hand, "Makes good sense. What can you do? Do you have any skills I can use?"
Josh smiled back and answered, "I'm a better than an average hand with horses and can handle a wagon and team. I'm not afraid of hard work, and I don't drink much. I can promise you a fair day's work for my pay and I will stay with the wagon train until we get to Santé Fe."
"Would you have a problem riding as an armed guard? Can you shoot and will you if necessary, I mean at other men?"
"I'm not braggin but back home I did all the hunting for my family. I usually brought home meat when I went out. As far as shooting at men, I've never had to but don't think it would cause me any worry if it was to defend the wagons," Josh meant what he said.
"Okay son, you've convinced me. The trip will take about 60 days if we can average 15 miles a day. Some days we'll do better but some we'll do worse; depends on the weather and the condition of the trail. I'll pay you $2 dollars a day, $3 dollars a day for every day over 65. I'll provide food, supplies, and a wagon to sleep in if you've a mind to. How's that sound Josh?"
"Sounds fine to me. What's my job?" Josh asked.
"Whatever I tell you," Hobart answered with a grin. "I plan on using you wranglin the horse herd and extra draft animals, and sometimes I'll have you spell the outriders who guard the wagon train; maybe have you help with some huntin a few times. Still want the job?"
"I can handle that but I have one question." Hobart nodded for Josh to go ahead. "Can I switch off to a mount from the remuda once in a while? I aim to head for Colorado when we get to Santa Fe and would like to rest my horses as much as I can," Josh explained.
"Sure can, in fact ride one of the remuda every day if ya want. If you're taking care of them you should be able to use them. Just check with the owners before you ride any horses that don't belong to me. Come out to our camp for supper tonight, get acquainted, and see what supplies you'll need. We pull out day after tomorrow at dawn. See you tonight Josh." With that Hobart stomped out of the saloon and headed to the general store across the way.
That evening he joined Hobart and some of the families for supper. Josh was introduced to several people that evening; there were too many to remember but he would learn their names during the trip. Before supper Hobart took him away from the camp a little ways to show him the animals that Josh would be herding sometimes.
The remuda consisted of riding horses, draft horses, mules, and even four pair of oxen. Josh was surprised at the different type of animals and questioned Hobart about the strange mix.
Hobart scratched his head and chuckled. "The different families in the train got advice from different people on what type of animals they should use to pull their wagons. Some got good advice and some didn't which led to our "Noah's Ark" of draft teams." He laughed a little and continued.
"If they'd asked me I would have suggested mules to pull the wagons and a couple of riding stock for each wagon. But the choices had already been made before the families contacted me. So we have this mishmash to deal with."
"There's certainly a mix, that's for sure," Josh remarked. "Why mules?"
"Mules can pull as fast as horses, they're studier, and are stronger so you don't have to have as many per wagon. They can work longer before having to rest and they can get by with less food and water if necessary. The draft horses are better than the normal horses. Again they're bigger and stronger than the normal horse but they take more care and feeding than mules." Hobart answered.
"What about the oxen?"
"Oxen are strong, stronger than the mules, and they are almost as hardy. But they're slow and out here that can cause a problem if you need to move in a hurry. Back east they might be fine because the distances to travel aren't very far. Hell it's only 900 miles from Philadelphia to St. Louis. We'll travel that far to Santa Fe and there's another thousand miles on to California." Hobart stared at the herd for a few seconds and said, "But that's what we got Josh and we'll just have to deal with it. Or maybe I should say you'll have to deal with it."
On the way back to camp Hobart led Josh over to the temporary corral where the horses were kept.
"See that big bay?" Hobart said pointing out the horse. "That's Diablo; I bought that horse on his looks as he stood at the back of a corral; I should have gotten a closer look. They sure named him right, he's the devil on hoofs; he's broke to lead but no one can get near him with a saddle. I don't know how much training he has, if any. If I can't get him gentled down, I'll have to leave him and lose the 40 dollars I paid for him. Think you can do anything with him?"
"I'll take a look at him Mr. Hobart and see what can be done. Will it wait until after supper, I don't want to be rushed?" Hobart nodded and they went back to camp and had supper.
When they finished eating, Josh grabbed a couple of apples and headed for the corral. Along the way he sliced the apples into quarters. The big bay moved to the back of the corral as Josh walked up to the fence. He put his hand out with a piece of the apple and one of the other horses timidly came over and took it off his palm.
Josh attracted the attention of another horse and fed it another piece of apple. By this time, Diablo was watching him and the other horses intently. The big horse, Josh guessed that he was 17 hands at the shoulder, took a few steps toward him and Josh turned his back on Diablo and leaned against the fence. He seemed to be ignoring the animal.
After about five minutes, Josh felt the horse behind him; he was only about 3 or 4 feet away. Josh took a piece of apple and laid it on the rail next to him; talking softly and gently to the horse. Diablo gingerly took the piece of apple; Josh turned around and held out another piece. When the horse reached for it, Josh pulled it back and rested his hand on the top rail.
Diablo stretched his neck out and took the apple, still watching Josh carefully. Josh held another piece closer to his body and waited. Diablo couldn't stand it; he took a few steps and stood against the rails of the corral. He finally reached his neck over the top rail and took the apple from Josh's hand. Josh gave Diablo the remaining pieces of apple, softly talking to him the whole time. When the horse finished Jose turned and walked back toward the camp fire. He had taken about ten steps when Diablo neighed at him, as if to say goodbye.
Hobart was waiting for him and said, "That's the closest anyone's been able to get to that devil. How'd you do it?"
Josh smiled and chuckled, "It's what I do Mr. Hobart. Diablo's a good horse but he's been mistreated. His mouth has scars from someone with a heavy hand sawing at the bit and his flanks have marks showing someone used those big Mexican spurs on him. It's no wonder he doesn't trust people. I'll work with him as we travel, it will take a little time but he'll be a fine animal."
He slept under a wagon that night and the next day went back to town for some personal supplies. He wouldn't need much but there were some things he thought of after talking to the people during supper. Hobart even suggested a few things to make Josh's life a little more comfortable along the way. He told Josh that he wouldn't have to worry about weight with the wagon train like he did traveling by horse. He makes sense Josh thought, this opens up some possibilities I never figured on.
Josh went to the general store and purchased a few items that he might have trouble finding on the trail including some denim pants, a couple of shirts, a pair of boots and a wide brimmed Stetson. The next stop was the gun smith to get some more cartridges for the Henry Repeater his father had given him; it never hurts to be prepared he thought.
He looked at a couple of handguns but their high cost put him off, Josh didn't want to use too much of the money his father had given him. Maybe when I get paid in Santa Fe I'll get a handgun, Josh thought. It was early afternoon as he left the gun smith's when he met Clint Hobart who was also doing some personal shopping.
"See you took my advice about getting some personal things. Come on Josh, I'll buy you a whiskey before I head back to camp."
"Don't drink whiskey much, but I would have a beer with you Mr. Hobart," Josh replied.
Finishing their drinks at the saloon Hobart asked, "You coming out to camp tonight or spending your last night in town? Sort of one last fling before heading west, don't you know.
"I'll come out tonight; don't see a need to spend another night in town. Besides it'll be easier to start at dawn if I'm already at the camp," Josh answered. As they left the saloon they bumped into a man standing by his belongings stacked on the ground.
He was a big man, even taller than Josh, with a full beard and long hair. There weren't many men taller than him so Josh inspected the man with a little more interest than he would have normally. The man wore what Josh now knew were buckskins, the shirt was fringed with decorative bead work across the front. He wore Indian moccasins but Josh notice a pair of heavy boots with the man's gear.
The stranger looked to be anywhere between 40 and 70; it was hard to judge his age because his face was aged and weathered from being outside.
"Johnny, Johnny Burrows? Is that you? Hobart asked.
"Hello Clint, ain't seen you for about three years. How you doin you old horse thief?" It was obvious that the two men knew each other well.
"Doing good Johnny; running wagon trains to Santa Fe and sometimes to California," Hobart said.
"You always were one to keep moving around. Don't look like you've been missing many meals though," Burrows said laughing as he patted Hobart's middle.
"Still trappin in the high country or did you decide to come down and get civilized?" Hobart was kidding with Burrows; he knew that his friend didn't like towns and would probably die out on the plains or up in the mountains
"Naw gave up trappin quite awhile back; the market for beaver pelts don't make it worthwhile anymore. The dandies that used to wear beaver hats are now wearing silk and that killed the market. I been hiring out as a guide and hunter for folks headin west."
"Looking for a job? I could take you on if you need work," Hobart offered.
"Nope, just waitin to meet up with a group headed for Oregon. Thought I might stay up there a spell; it sure is pretty and there's not too many people yet. Supposed to meet them in four days and leave the day after. If we get out of here in less than a week it'll be a miracle; don't you just love tenderfeet?" Burrows said laughing.
Johnny motioned at a squad of soldiers going past and asked, "I miss another war while I was up in the high country?
"Didn't miss much far as I'm concerned," Hobart answered. "Don't tell me you haven't heard about the" War Between the States",
"Yeah, I heard some such foolishness but thought it was liquor talking. Never thought folks could be that stupid," Burrows answered.
"Damn forgot my manners. Johnny this is Josh Kelly my new wrangler, Josh this is Johnny Burrows; a real by god mountain man," Hobart introduced the men.
Josh was in awe of Burrows; he had read about the mountain men when he was younger but had never seen or met one before. "It's an honor to meet you sir," Josh said.
Burrows offered his hand and asked, "This your first time at the rodeo son? Where bouts you from?"
"Yes sir, this is my first time with Mr. Hobart. I'm from Missouri, near a little town called Poplar Bluff," Josh answered.
"Was there a lot of years ago. Met a William Kelly there, let's see that was more'n 20 years ago."
"My Pa's name is William," Josh said.
"Tall man, lean with big hands he was. Courting a pretty young thing with long almost black hair; Molly was her name as I recall," Burrows continued.
"That's my Ma's name and she's got dark hair. Those are my parents, Mr. Burrows," Josh informed him, excited that the man knew his parents.
"Well I'll be damned, ain't that something? Now that I look at you I can see the resemblance. I met your Pa when he was about your age or maybe a little older; you're the spitting image of him, except for your hair color."
"How'd y'all meet, if you don't mind my asking Mr. Burrows?"
"Name's Johnny son. Would you believe the three of us met up at a church social?" Johnny laughed about him being at a church social.
Josh and Hobart both waited for Burrows to continue the story. "Throat's dry, let's get a drink and I'll tell you all about it boys," Burrows suggested.
The three men went back into the saloon. Hobart and Burrows ordered whiskey but Josh had a sarsaparilla; he had work to do. Burrows nodded at Josh with approval and said, "Young man shouldn't drink the hard stuff until he's old enough to know to leave it alone."
"Well let's see, it was in '42, naw '43, I was 24 and was passing through Poplar Bluff on my way to Colorado. I had got tired of big city life, everybody telling me what to do and when; pushin in on a man until he could hardly breathe so I planned to be a fur trapper and it was my first go at it," Burrows began the story.
****************
Burrow said that he decided to attend the church social on a whim, thinkin it might be the last chance to be around civilized people. He met a pretty young girl that was charmed by the gonna be mountain man and they spent most of the evening together, talkin and dancing. Apparently one of the young bucks didn't like the idea of an outsider paying attention to "his girl". The young man and two of his friends braced Burrows when he went outside for a smoke.
"Mister, you best be on your way. I brought that girl to the social that you been foolin around with," he said angrily.
"Well, don't look like you're taking her home, does it? I think she likes me," Burrows responded. He interrupted his tale to explain to Josh, "I really didn't care that much about the girl, but I wasn't going to stand for the boy trying to run me off."
The young man said, "Me and the boys are going to give you a lickin and send you on your way. That'll teach you to leave our women alone."
"As the three started at me I heard someone say in a deep voice, don't think that's gonna happen Jenkins. I turned and there stood a tall young man who walked over to my side," Burrows said.
"This is none of your concern William," Jenkins complained. "Why are you takin this drifter's side?"



"I'm making it my business. This fella didn't do anything that Cindy didn't want him to do. She's just using him to make you jealous and you fell for it. If you gotta be mad, be mad at her. Y'all step away now," William ordered. He looked at the three young men, who didn't make a move to leave.
"There's one other thing for you to think about," William told him. "I don't think the three of you can lick the two of us." He stared at the three until they started to drift away. Burrows could feel the tension drain out of the big man who had helped him.
"Thanks mister, I think I could have handled them but it would have been a close thing," Burrows spoke to William for the first time as he shook his hand. "Names Johnny Burrows and I take it your William."
"William Kelly and you can thank my girl. It was her idea for me to come out here," William said. "Why don't you let Cindy and Jenkins work things out between them and join me and Molly at our table?"
"Sounds like the smart thing to do, William. Lead on," Burrows replied.
William and Burrows went back inside and joined Molly at the table. Molly looked back and forth at the two for a few seconds and couldn't contain herself anymore.
"So what happened Will? Y'all don't look like you've been in a scuffle."
"Molly this is Johnny Burrows," William said ignoring her question, "Johnny this is my girl Molly Riley; she's the one who sent me out to stop the fight."
"Pleased to meet you Miss Riley and thank you," Burrows said.
"It's nice to meet you Mr. Burrows, you're welcome," Molly replied.
"Mr. Burrows is my father, call me Johnny please. Why did you send William here out to help me anyway?
Molly explained that she saw what Cindy was trying to do and didn't think it was fair that Johnny should have to pay for her little game. "Someone should paddle that girl's behind." Molly smiled and then continued, "I don't think Jenkins's man enough to do it. She's got him wrapped around her finger."
The three new friends spent the rest of the evening together; William even let Johnny dance with Molly a couple of times. At the end of the evening Burrows thanked them again and left at first light the next day.
******************
"That's why I remember your Pa and Ma after all this time. They stepped up and helped a stranger and kept me from gettin a beatin," Burrows finished his story. "I wrote to them a few times but there's no post office in the mountains and when I got to a town I was too busy drinkin and whore'n around to think about it."
Hobart was smiling at his friend and Josh was grinning from ear to ear. He was as proud as could be of his folks.
"I'd like to say that if I'd known what that little gal was up to I would 'a walked away. But thinkin about it, I probably wouldn't have. She was very pretty with long red hair, she smelled real good, and I liked holding her when we danced," Burrows volunteered. "I wonder if she ended up with that Jenkins. He didn't seem like the right man to control that filly."
Josh started laughing out loud and both men looked at him, puzzled by his outburst. "No, Jenkins didn't end up with her and you're right he couldn't handle her. But her next beau could and did. My Uncle Simon married Cindy when I was about two." Josh told them.
The three men had enjoyed the story and it brought them closer. Josh felt a touch of home talking to Burrows and wished he could stay around and talk some more. But he needed to get back to the camp because he had to get ready for tomorrow.
"It's been a pleasure to meet you Mr. Burr...I mean Johnny. I'd like to stay and talk some more but I got things that need doing. Thanks for sharing that story. I hope to meet up with you again one day," Josh said as he rose to leave.
"If you're writin to your folks Josh, in the next letter tell them that Johnny Burrows said hello, will ya?" He paused for a few seconds remembering the tall young man that had come to his defense all those years ago. "Tell ya what, if Clint here don't mind I'll ride out with you for the first day and we can talk some more on the trail."
Josh looked at Mr. Hobart and saw him nod. "I'd like that Johnny but it'll be an awful long round trip for you."
"That first day, you'll be lucky to get in ten miles; you gotta shake things out and get organized. I'll ride with you and camp that first night and come back to town the next day. We can talk as we ride and at camp that night", Burrows offered.
The next morning before daylight Burrows rode into the camp. He met up with Josh, helped him get the remuda on the trail, and started talking. Johnny must get lonely up in the mountains and miss talkin to people, Josh thought because Burrows didn't stop the whole day. He would answer a question for Josh and then take off again. Josh didn't get in more than a few dozen words all day.
The only time that Burrows didn't talk was at supper. Afterwards Burrows started again. Josh didn't mind because he was learning about the wild country he was passing through and the even wilder country he was headed for. He heard about the quick changes in the weather that were possible, he learned about the wild animals he might run into, he learned about some of the different Indian tribes, but most of all he was reminded to constantly stay alert and pay attention to his surroundings. Inattention could kill you.
About an hour after supper, Josh excused himself to take an apple or two to Diablo and continue the process of getting the big horse to trust people again. Hobart had a portable corral that could be carried under the wagons; it kept the riding stock safer than out on the open range.
As Josh got to the corral Diablo trotted over to meet him stopping just short of the fence; a real improvement from the horse's actions the previous day. Josh laid a piece of apple on the top rail and stepped back. Diablo stretched out his neck and took the apple, watching Josh as he did. Josh talked to him in a soft soothing voice and held out his hand with another piece of apple, offering it to Diablo. Slowly the horse took the apple from Josh's hand; this time Diablo didn't step back and stayed close to the man with the good tasting treats.
Josh gave Diablo the rest of the apple and swung around to return to camp; Burrows stepped out of the shadows and surprised him. "I didn't hear you come up behind me Johnny," Josh said.
"I can be quieter than a snake when need be. It's a skill you should learn boy," Burrows replied with a sneaky little grin. "You sure got a way with horses."
"Yeah I guess I do. Back home there's a man named Reece that lived in the next valley; his wife is a Cheyenne Indian. He learned about horses from her and she taught me too as I worked with him a few summers after I got my growth. Mr.& Mrs. Reece taught me a lot," Josh explained.
At daylight, Josh was up to say good bye to Johnny Burrows and got a surprise. Burrows had decided to ride with the wagon train for another day. When asked about it by Hobart, Johnny said that the train would only make about 25 miles in the two days and he could ride back to Fort Smith in one day. He didn't admit it but Burrows had enjoyed spending the day teaching Josh. The youngster reminded him of Josh's father and of his own youth; besides he just plain liked the young man.
Josh reported to Hobart and got another surprise; he had the day off. "You'll be working plenty of 18 hours days on this trip so I thought you and Johnny could spend the day together. Who knows, you might learn something," Hobart told him.
Josh's lessons, being taught by the mountain man, continued as Burrows and Josh rode out from camp. Josh had been hunting since he was old enough to hold a rifle and thought he could move pretty quietly. But where Josh might make a little noise, Burrows made none. He taught Josh how to move like the wind over the ground and sharpened his skills in tracking. When they rejoined the wagon train Josh felt like he had been in school all day; a school that would help him survive his journey.
The next morning it was time for Burrows to head back to Fort Smith. If he hadn't made a deal and given his word to the other wagon master, Johnny would have continued on to Santa Fe. It was nice to see and talk to his old friend Clint Hobart and he liked teaching Josh.
Burrows felt good teaching Josh a lot of the things that he had learned in 20 years living in the wild. The boy reminded him of what his own son would have been like if the child and his mother hadn't been killed in a raid on their camp better than 15 years before. His wife had been a full blooded Comanche and the raiders were white men; someday maybe I'll tell the boy and Hobart that story; after it quits hurting so much, but not now.
When Josh stepped over to say good bye, Burrows handed him a large knife in a leather belt sheath saying, "That little pig sticker you're carrying won't do no good out here. This here Bowie knife is more what you need, son."
Josh was surprised at the gift but more surprised at the emotional bond that he and Johnny Burrows had developed. He reminds me of my Pa, Josh thought; and treats me almost like his son. Josh had an idea and quickly wrote something on a page from his journal.
"Thanks Johnny," Josh said. "When you get back to Fort Smith would you send this over the telegraph to my folks? I told them I'd send telegrams along the way and follow up with a letter whenever I could. I just plain forgot before we left, I'd be obliged if you could help me out."
Burrows nodded his head as he took the message from the youngster and waved off the money Josh tried to give him for the cost of the telegram. He maybe didn't get along or understand people very good but he understood what Josh was doing. The boy was giving him a chance to reconnect with his past and people from it.
As the wagon train got started west Josh and Johnny Burrows road a couple of miles east back down the trail toward Fort Smith. They dismounted said their good byes and hugged, embarrassed by their emotions as men usually are. They both knew they had made a friend for life but would probably never meet again.
"If you ever get up Oregon way look me up boy," Burrows said in parting.
After a last good bye, Josh mounted Sunny, waved one more time to Burrows and turned the big buckskin's head down the trail west.
To Be Continued...
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18 year old Josh Kelly was pushing the horse and mule remuda along the trail just to the side of where the wagons were traveling. It was the wagon train's fourth day headed west and Josh thought about the last three days as he drove the horses and mules just off the edge of the wagon train's path.
Johnny Burrows, the old mountain man, had been right, the wagon train didn't make more than 10 miles that first day; in fact they made just over 7 miles stopping at Shady Grove, Oklahoma the first night. It took longer than even Johnny thought to get the 27 wagons, the horse/mule remuda, and the people who had no idea of what they were doing across the Arkansas River.
The second day on the trail they had made almost 13 miles according to Clint Hobart, the wagon master. By the morning of the third day Josh could see that the families were beginning to get organized; they were able to pitch camp easier every night and more importantly were able to strike the camp and get on the trail much quicker in the morning.
The third morning Johnny Burrows left to return to Fort Smith; Josh had spent two days and nights learning about staying alive in the west from the mountain man. He was sorry to see Johnny go but was looking forward to continuing his journey. The trail was in good shape, the weather was co-operating and the third day the wagons were able to cover almost 20 miles.
So it went for several days, the train continued to make good time as the families got organized and began to understand what was necessary. One morning Hobart asked Josh to scout ahead about a day's travel along the trail; he was to look for a good spot to camp for the night. Josh spent a lot of time as a wrangler, but Hobart also used him as a guard, scout, and to help the families get their animals hitched to the wagons and on the move.
Josh was about 2 hours ahead of the wagons when he spotted a man walking, actually limping, along the trail. He noticed that the man was carrying a saddle over one shoulder and had a rifle in the other hand. As Josh got closer the man dropped his gear and turned to face the rider approaching him. The rifle wasn't pointed toward Josh but the butt rested on the man's hip and could be brought to bear very quickly. Josh's rifle was in his right hand, lying across his saddle and was also ready to bring into play in an instant.
Stopping about 80 feet away, Josh said, "Nice day for a walk don't you think?"
The man couldn't help but grin and replied, "I thought so myself, but I could've been wrong. It's beginning to get a mite warm." He lowered the rifle to his side and motioned Josh to come closer. "C'mon over, never did like to shout."
Josh rode closer and dismounted. Extending his hand he said, "Names Josh Kelly. I'm scouting for a wagon train going to Santa Fe."
"John McCall," the man responded. "People call me Texas Red or just Red because I'm from the Red River country in Texas. I'm trying to get back home to Amarillo."
"I like to walk myself but it's quite a piece to Amarillo, especially carrying a saddle. Did you think about using a horse instead?" Josh said with a straight face.
McCall chuckled and said, "Well I had a horse but he stepped in a hole and broke his leg; had to shoot him. I could 'a shot myself too but decided to try walking for a bit."
"Sorry to hear about your horse, Red," Josh handed his canteen to the man and watched him drink taking little sips of water. "You can sit here and wait for the wagons; they should be here in a couple of hours. Or if you want, cache you saddle and gear and I'll take you back to them."
"I've been walking for a spell, about five miles since day break. If you don't mind I think I've had enough for today, could you take me back to the wagons?"
Josh helped Red hide his gear and mounted his horse. They would pick up the gear when the wagons came past the hiding place. He held his hand out and helped Red get up on the horse behind him. It's a good thing I'm riding Sunny, Josh thought. Some of the others I've been riding would have never put up with carrying double.
He held the horse to a slow trot, slowing to a walk for a while to rest Sunny and then going back to the trot. Josh didn't want to overwork his horse just to get back to the wagons quicker. During the walking periods it was only natural that the two men would talk.
"I noticed you limping," Josh said. "Did you step in a hole too or did you hurt your leg when your horse went down?"
"Naw, the leg is a souvenir of the war. I was with the 29th Texas cavalry at Manassas in '61and took a bullet in the leg. I had already lost two brothers and the captain thought my family had given enough and sent me home. The wound healed and the leg is still here, although it is a mite stiff." Red explained his limp. "I was lucky," he added.
"How about you Josh? Did you fight in the war?"
Josh told Red about the Bushwhackers, his father wanting to keep him out of the war, and how he ended up scouting for the wagon train. He told the story without apology or embarrassment and added that he had only left his family because of orders from his father and mother.
"I wish I'd had sense enough to stay out of it too. But my brothers went and I couldn't stay at home with them in the war. I don't know why we got involved, just dumb pride I guess. No damned Yankee is going to tell us what to do type of bullshit." Red laughed sadly. "Hell we don't own any slaves and the Union government is too far away to bother us."
Josh smiled in sympathy for the man but understood his need to support his brothers even if he didn't believe in their cause; they were family. The talking stopped as Josh pushed Sunny back up to a trot. About an hour later the two men saw the lead wagon and slowed to a fast walk.
Hobart had seen Josh returning and then saw he was carrying double. Curious, he rode out to meet his scout and the unknown man with him. "Pick up a stray, did ya Josh?" Hobart said with a big smile.
He didn't want to insult the man with Josh but he damned sure wanted to know where the stranger came from. Hobart had heard stories about outlaws getting a man inside a wagon train; the insider would dispatch some of the guards and then the gang would rob and sometimes kill the families. Hobart wasn't about to let that happen to his wagon train.
The three men dismounted and Josh said, "I guess you call him a stray, Mr. Hobart. Found him walking down the trail after his horse broke a leg." Turning to Red he said, "This is Clint Hobart, the wagon master."
Red took a step closer, extended his hand, and said, "John McCall, most folks call me Red."
Hobart listened as Red told the story of how he happened to be on the trail. As he listened he formed a good impression about the young man. There was no self pity or anger in the young man because of what he had gone through and Hobart no longer felt quite as suspicious of the youngster.
"Well Red, we're about five days out from Oklahoma City; we can give you a ride that far at least," Hobart offered to him.
"Thank you Mr. Hobart, appreciate it," Red accepted the offer. "I'll work for my ride if you let me."
Hobart told him, "I need someone to spell my wagon driver and to help set up camp. How'd that suit you?" Red nodded and Hobart continued, "Get yourself over to that lead wagon and get something to eat and some rest; we'll talk some more."
The lead wagon was still about a half mile away and Hobart indicated that he wanted to talk to Josh alone. Josh said, "Here Red, take my horse. I think maybe you've walked enough today. I'll wait until the wagons come by and pick up my horse then." Red nodded his thanks, mounted Sunny, and walked the horse toward the oncoming wagon.
"I guess that answers my question," Hobart remarked. "I was going to ask you if you trusted him, but I figure you wouldn't have given him your horse if you didn't."
"Remember I told you about Mr. Reece teaching me about horses; his wife Mali is full Cheyenne. She taught her husband better ways to handle horses but she was the one with the special touch. She said that I had that special way with horses too: that I could tell if a horse was going to be worth anything just by touching and looking at it. Mali said I'd been touched my Maheo'o, the Great Spirit and I had the same talent with men. Yeah, I trust Red, Mr. Hobart. I think he's just what he said, an ex soldier trying to get back home."
"Good enough for me son," Hobart said. "Jump up behind and I'll take you to the wagon."
"Thanks, but I'll walk a little; it will help limber me up some. I've been in the saddle all morning and I got a little stiff," Josh replied.
As the wagon train passed the spot where Josh had met Red, they both went to recover Red's saddle and gear. The wagons traveled for another hour and stopped by a small stream. For the first time Hobart instructed the wagon drivers to pull the wagons into a circle; this was a tried and true defensive position to ward off attack by hostile Indians or guerilla bands.
Red went right to work helping set up camp and gathering wood for the cooking fires. His limp didn't seem to slow him down and he did more than his share of the work. After supper he approached Hobart.
"Mr. Hobart, if you need me I can take a turn at night guard; either here in camp or as an out rider," Red offered.
In spite of Josh's appraisal of the young man, Hobart wasn't going to take any chances; he would have Red stand a turn at guard inside the circled wagons and keep an eye on him. Red was here because of Josh's trust but Hobart would decide when and if he could be fully trusted. There was too much to lose if Hobart made a bad decision.
"Okay Red. You can take the first 3 hour watch here at my wagon tonight. That'll give you a few hours of uninterrupted sleep before we start in the morning," Hobart said.
After supper Josh walked out to the horse corral to continue his work with Diablo. The big horse was waiting close to the rails of the temporary corral for the man with the good tasting treats. He was becoming more trusting and gentle every day; Josh hoped to begin riding him soon.
Already Diablo would let the man come into the corral and run his hands down the horse's neck and across his back as Josh hand fed him and talked to him softly. "Tomorrow I'll put a hackamore on you and lead you around the corral for a spell," Josh told the horse.
Later that evening Hobart showed Red his guard station and told him he would have him relieved in 3 hours. However Hobart didn't go to sleep, he laid on his bedroll under his wagon and watched the young man on guard. In the next few days he rotated Red through all the different guard shifts and made it a point to have the boy watched every time he was on duty.
Hobart was a careful sometimes suspicious man; several times in his life this suspicious nature had stopped something bad from happening to him or his wagon trains. In this case his worries were unfounded; Red was exactly what he appeared to be, a young man trying to get home after a horrible ordeal.
It took the wagon train 15 days to make the trip from Fort Smith to Oklahoma City. They had averaged about 13 miles a day which was pretty good time for a group of people that knew nothing about traveling over a rutted trail in wild country.
The country between these two points wasn't settled land by any means but it wasn't nearly as wild as what they would be facing after leaving Oklahoma City. Hobart ordered everyone to replenish their depleted supplies and load up as much as possible. He told everyone that there were few people and fewer settlements all the way to Amarillo so they best carry all they needed; there were no stores out on the prairie.
The families bought staples like salt, sugar, flour and beans. They had a chance to replace gear that was beyond repair and get some things they had forgotten when they started on their trek. Extra harness, rope, and some cured hides were brought back to the wagons. The hides could be used to repair a lot of leather gear.
Josh went to the gun smith's checking on the price of handguns; he hoped he might find a bargain or a cheaper price than in Fort Smith. But if anything the prices were even higher out here on the frontier. I guess I'll just have to wait till Santa Fe, he thought.
He left the gun smith's and headed toward the general store. Red and Josh met about half way in between the two merchants. They discussed the things they had bought or were going to buy.
"Where you headed Red? I was thinking about gettin a beer before I headed back to the wagons; thought you might join me," Josh said.
"I'm going to the gun smith's to do some business and then I'll join you," Red answered.
"Hope you're not going to buy much from him; his prices are more than high. That man's really proud of what he sells, I'll tell you," Josh complained.
"What were you lookin for?"
"I been thinking about gettin a hand gun but the price is just too high. I've still a long way to go after I get to Santa Fe; I need to be careful about using my money," Josh replied.
"What are you looking for and how much did the gun smith want for a decent hand gun?" Red questioned. Josh told him the gun he was looking at Colt .44 Army Revolver and the price.
"That damned old horse thief," Red exclaimed. Josh questioned him and Red answered, "I wanted to sell one of my extra hand guns and that old crook offered me about a quarter of what he wants to sell it for."
Josh and Red grumbled a few minutes and then started laughing. "I guess if you've got the only game in town, you make the rules," Josh said.
"Look, I was going to sell one of my brother's guns to help get me home. I got their guns with their personals when they were killed. Why don't I sell it to you instead of that old scoundrel and cut out the middle man?" Red suggested. He could see Josh was hesitating so he continued.
"It's a Remington New Model Army .44. I've got 2 extra cylinders and all the reloading gear. You can load all the cylinders and change them out when you empty one; you don't worry about reloading for 18 rounds or so. That's what makes it better than the Colt."
"I don't think I can afford it just yet," Josh said. "I'll have to wait until I get paid at trails end and get one there."
"The prices in Santa Fe will probably be even higher than here Josh. Tell you what I'll let you have the Remington for half of what he asked for a gun and we'll both be happy," Red offered.
"Even at that price I need my pay at the end of the trail to afford it," Josh answered.
"I owe you a debt Josh and I trust you; Hobart only let me join the wagons because you vouched for me. Don't think I didn't notice him having me watched while I was on guard duty. I don't blame him but without you I wouldn't even have that chance. So let's help each other here."
Josh thought for a few seconds; he really wanted the gun and it was a good price but he didn't like buying on credit. "I don't know Red; I don't like to run up a debt."
"I know you'll pay me and what difference does it make when I get the money? There's no place to spend it out on the trail, don't you know." Red was smiling; he could sense that he had Josh thinking.
"Okay, you've got a deal. You should'a been a snake oil salesman Red. C'mon I'll buy the beer," Josh said leading Red to the saloon.
The two young men walking down the middle of the dirt street attracted the attention of other people on the street and wooden sidewalks. First even though it was a frontier town it was unusual to see two men passing a pistol back and forth as they walked through the middle of town. The people soon realized that this wasn't a fight about to start but a discussion about the gun.
The second thing that attracted attention was the differences in the men walking together. Josh was a tall young man for the times at 6' 1" with almost black hair and startling blue eyes. He walked lightly as if barely touching the ground, like a mountain lion. He was slender but his big frame promised to fill out as he grew older.
Red was about average height at 5' 8" with an almost squat body. At almost 200 pounds he was stocky compared to the slender Josh. According to him, people called him Red because of where he hailed from but his nickname might have had something to do with his reddish blond hair, blue eyes, and freckles. Even with his limp he stomped along as if trying to pound the earth down as he walked.
Josh was like a big panther, lithe and graceful: Red was like a bear, plodding and forceful. In his own way each of the youngsters was a force to be reckoned with.
It was like the two men were drawn together by fate, or whatever. Both had lost something important to them because of the war; Red lost his two brothers in battle and Josh had been forced to leave his family and home. Although Josh was four years younger than Red, he was a natural leader and acted like one. Josh wasn't melancholy but he handled himself in a sedate and quite manner. Red was outgoing, boisterous, and loud. They made a good pair.
The friends stepped through the swinging doors of the saloon for a beer to seal the transaction for the pistol; at least that was the excuse they used. When Josh ordered a beer, Red changed his mind about a whiskey and ordered a beer too. Red thought it was a little strange that Josh passed on drinking whiskey; a lot of young men on their own would have had a drink whenever they could just to prove that they were men.
"If you don't mind my askin, why don't you drink whiskey Josh?" Red questioned his new friend.
Josh chuckled and said, "I learned my lesson a while ago, back home. The man living in the next hollar over the hill behind us ran a still. Pa caught me taste testing some of the "shine" and made sit with him and drink about a quart of the stuff. For a while I thought I was a big he stud, drinking with my pa. It wasn't very long before I threw up until there was nothin left in my stomach and I had the dry heaves; I got so sick I would've had to die to get better. That was my first and last experience with the hard stuff."
Red laughed so hard at the story that he blew beer out of his nose. "Dang, your pa knows how to teach a lesson don't he?"
As they toasted their deal and took their first drink, two men came into the saloon. Josh had learned to be much more aware of his surroundings after spending time with Johnny Burrows and he watched the two men make their way to the bar. Something about them put him on his guard; these men looked like trouble to him.
The two men were scruffy looking, unshaven, and dirty. Whatever else they had been doing bathing wasn't one of their scheduled activities. They both wore the butternut brown pants with a yellow strip of a Confederate Cavalryman; their shirts were fringed buckskin. One of the men looked around the room and saw the two young men at the end of the bar and nudged his companion pointing to Josh and Red.
The same man walked down the bar to where Josh and Red stood. "Where'd y'all get that gun?" He asked pointing to the pistol lying on the bar between the younger men. "It looks a mite big for you boys."
Red tensed and put his hand on the butt of the pistol at his hip, but before he could say anything Josh answered, "It's my gun mister, I just bought it." He pulled the pistol over to him and stuck it in his belt.
Josh could sense trouble brewing and was trying to avoid a bar room brawl. He wasn't afraid and knew he could hold his own but didn't see the sense in fighting for no reason. Josh casually brought his Henry up and laid it on the bar; leaving his hand on the weapon. It wasn't a threat or a challenge; it was just a move to let the men know that Josh could protect himself.



The man at the other end of the bar said, "C'mon Zeb, it's not worth the trouble. The boys'll take care of em later."
"Shut up Hank, you talk too much," Zeb said and walked back down the bar to rejoin his companion. The two men became engrossed in a heated discussion, sometimes looking down the bar at the two well armed young men.
Josh motioned to Red to finish his beer and they walked out of the saloon. Without making a point of it on the way to the door, either Josh or Red faced the two at the bar. They never turned their backs on the pair.
Once they got outside Josh said, "Let's get back. We need to tell Mr. Hobart what that one said about the others and later." Red nodded and they mounted their horses and headed for the camp at a lope. Josh had sort of loaned his horse Joey to Red for a spell; Hobart said he would provide a working horse for the young Texan.
When they got to camp, Red took care of the horses and Josh went to find Hobart. After he told the wagon master what he and Red heard, Hobart went into action. He ordered the wagons pulled into a tighter circle and placed seven of the wagons through the center. There was about 95 feet of space across the interior of the circle and the wagons would keep any attackers that got inside from shooting across to the opposite side.
The wagon trail consisted of 24 families; there were 39 men to defend the wagons counting Hobart and his men. Hobart put most of the women and all of the children in that center line of wagons, along with two of the older more steady men to protect them. Two of Hobart riders were stationed outside of the circle to protect the remuda which had been packed into the portable corral.
Josh, Red, and two other men were used as armed outriders, patrolling and scouting in a large circle around the wagons. They were an early warning system and the first line of defense. Hobart had done the best he could, although some thought he went overboard. It didn't matter what the few detractors said, he knew he had given the camp the best chance of surviving if an attack did come.
No attack came that night and the next morning Hobart keep two pairs of outriders patrolling as the wagon train got ready to roll. The outriders would continue to scout during the day's journey. Red had offered a suggestion on what to do if the train was attacked during the day.
Red suggested that if they were attacked that the wagons split into two smaller circles close to each other instead of trying to form one big circle. It would cut down on the time necessary to get a defensible position set up and the circles could help cover each other. Hobart thought it was a good plan and told the wagon drivers of the new strategy.
Josh felt that an attack would come before they got too far away from Oklahoma City and that it would come from that direction. He and Red rode a rear guard patrol and about three hours into the day Josh spotted a cloud of dust on the horizon; it could only be the raiders catching up to the wagon train.
The two friends found a rocky outpoint and set up a defensive position. Josh was riding Diablo and although the big horse was very strong and could run all day, Red would ride back with the warning because he was mounted on a quarter horse mare that was very fast for the short distance back to the wagons. The little mare could make the trip back to the wagons a lot faster than Josh and Diablo.
"Red, ride like hell and tell Mr. Hobart that they're coming," Josh ordered. He didn't consciously take command but fell into the role naturally.
"What about you? Where are you going, partner?" Red didn't want to leave his new friend to face the raiders alone.
"I'm right behind you. I'll discourage them a little," he said holding up his Henry. "Then I'll see how fast Diablo can get me back to the wagons. Don't worry, I'm not trying to be a hero but the wagons need to be ready when that crowd gets here."
Red was still skeptical but did as Josh said. He quickly mounted the mare and rode like hell toward the wagons. He planned to warn Hobart and then return to help Josh. He never got to return; Hobart ordered him to help set up the placement of the armed men and the women that would help them reload, if need be.
"Josh will be fine, Red. He knows what to do and how to do it. Now get to work," Hobart ordered. He didn't stop to think that Red was the one with battle experience.
Red helped Hobart position the defenders and had just finished setting up the reloading stations when he heard Josh's big Henry sound off 16 times; there was an answering fuselage of gun fire. He looked back down the trail, heard 6 pistol shots a short pause and 6 more shots, answered by another barrage of gun fire. He saw a small cloud of dust closing on the wagons and as Red jumped up on a wagon he could see Josh and Diablo riding hell bent for leather back to the circled wagons.
When Josh got to the wagons, Diablo didn't slow and jumped through the space between two wagons and stopped. Josh slid down off the big horse laughing and patted the animal on the shoulder with affection. He talked to him soothingly; praising the animal for doing a good job. Diablo looked at Josh, his stance and expression seem to say, "Of course I did good, what else did you expect?"
Josh laughed again and turned as Red walked up and handed him a canteen. "Damn, the big guy is faster than I thought, good thing too. They were right on my tail for a while." Josh absently reached up and wiped a bleeding cut on his cheek.
"You hit? Red asked noticing the blood for the first time.
"Naw. One of those guys can shoot pretty fair; he hit the rock I was hiding behind and a rock chip cut me a little. That's when I got the hell out of there," Josh answered.
"I guess that Remington I sold you came in handy," Red happily remarked.
Before Josh could answer Hobart yelled, "Here they come. Everybody get ready, wait until I shoot then give em hell. Josh you and Red get to the other wagons and take charge over there. Jack's a good man, but he's never been in a fight like this." He had come to admire and respect Josh and it slipped his mind that the youngster had never had this kind of experience either.
Both men nodded and trotted to the other wagon circle leading their horses. There was one blind spot with this formation; where the circles were closest you had to watch where you were shooting so you didn't fire into the other wagons; the raiders weren't restricted in that way. Josh put the most experienced men there with a warning about their line of fire.
The outlaws, about forty in number, came over a small rise and got their first good look at the defensive positions the wagons were in and made their second mistake. They attacked one of the circles head on trying to overrun the defenders and force their way through into the middle of the circled wagons. Their first mistake was attacking Hobart's wagon train to begin with.
There were seven men with repeating rifles, including Hobart, stationed at the point of attack. The fire power of these fast shooting weapons was devastating to the guerilla band. They lost more than a dozen men in that first encounter. The survivors retreated, regrouped, and tried an attack on the second group of wagons.
Five men, including Josh and Red, had repeating rifles and the others had three or four of the single shot rifles at hand. Again, the hail of bullets cut down several of the raiders and forced them to retreat. Hobart made a quick count and realized that his men now outnumbered the raiders. If I had trained men I would take the fight to them he thought, but what I've got is farmers protecting their families.
The gang was getting worked up to try another attack and Josh had the same thought as Hobart. He motioned to Red and explained what he wanted to do. The smaller man grinned, nodded his head and went to get the horses. Josh, Red, and two other men weaved their way out of the encircled wagons on the back side of the circle.
The attackers switched back to the first wagons and started to attack again, but at a different point this time. When they did Josh and his men flanked them and hit them from the side. Now the outlaws were caught in a devastating crossfire; it was too much for them and they retreated again but this time they didn't stop, they just kept running.
The riders from the wagon train that had flanked them followed the raiders until Josh was sure that the gang was really gone. He and his men returned to the wagons and helped assess the damage.
The guerilla band left 22 dead men behind; the two from the saloon, Zeb and Hank were among them. The raiders lost over half of their number; it was a terrible casualty rate. The people in the wagon train didn't get by completely unharmed; two men and a woman were killed. The men had been defending the wagons, shooting at the outlaws and the woman had been reloading for her husband. There a few minor wounds but the families had come out of the fight in good condition.
They buried their people, Hobart said a prayer for them, and they reformed the train so they could leave. No one wanted to stay at the site of the battle. Some of the men asked Hobart if he wanted to bury the dead raiders.
"No, I don't think scum like that deserves it. Let God have mercy on them because I won't," was his answer. "Strip the bodies of anything useful and let's get on the trail. We spent enough time here." Hobart was a hard man at times.
They pushed hard and past the time that they would normally have stopped. Everyone wanted to put as much distance between them and the attack area as possible. The wagons traveled until almost dark before stopping; they had made about 13 miles. The camp that night was somber with people recovering from the stress and the danger of the attack and the sorrow for the people they had lost.
Eight days and about 120 miles later the wagons stopped and made camp as usual near a stream with running water. The train was nearing the border and should reach Texas in about a day and a half if the weather held. The camp spot had good water and grass for the animals so Hobart decided to stop for a day to make repairs to the wagons and gear and give their animals a rest. He sent Josh and another man out hunting that evening to help replenish their meat supplies. They had plenty of salt pork and dried beef but it was a long way to Amarillo so he decided to stretch their supplies by taking some game.
Josh took a shotgun with him along with his Henry and his pistol and returned just before full dark with several prairie chickens, what Josh would have called grouse back in Missouri, and a mule deer. The other hunter had returned with a few rabbits.
"I guess you weren't braggin' about being a good hunter," Hobart said as he smiled at Josh.
Josh smiled and nodded then said, "I saw sign of a herd of buffalo traveling north; two or three buffalo would go a long way toward feeding us; maybe even cut down on having to buy too much in Amarillo."
"How long you think you'd be gone?"
"If we left a couple of hours before sun up, I should catch up by 8 or 9, get a couple, and head back by midday. Should be back with the train by late afternoon."
"What'd you mean we? Plan on takin' someone with you?" Hobart asked.
"I can't pack enough back on a horse to make it worth the trip. But if you sent a couple of men with a wagon after me, I could kill two or three. We could gut and bleed them and bring them back here to dress out. I don't know what our fire wood supply is going to be along the trail so maybe you could send some people over to the buffalo trail and fill a wagon with buffalo chips for the fires."
"I was thinkin the same thing myself. How do you know about buffalo chips? I didn't think there were any buffalo in Missouri," Hobart said.
"No buffalo back home. I learned about the chips from Johnny when we rode together those two days," Josh answered.
"I think you just want to get out of mending harness," Hobart kidded Josh. "Sounds like a good plan Josh. Pick the men to go with you."
The next morning about 3 AM Josh riding Sunny with Red and Jack on the wagon left the camp headed north. "Go to that big rock out croppin' and turn due north. You'll come to the buffalo sign in a bit; follow it and we'll meet up along the way," Josh told Red and Jack.
Hobart loaned his .54 cal Hawken plains rifle to Josh telling him, "It's got a mite more range than your Henry and better stopping power. It's one of the new ones and uses percussion caps instead of a flash pan. You can lay off almost two hundred yards and make your shot. Let me explain the best way to hunt......"
"Yes sir, I know," Josh interrupted him. "Johnny told me how to get buffalo, especially with a big bore like a Hawken. This should make it a mite easier."
Josh guided the wagon to the buffalo trail and rode off following the herd. He kept the big buckskin at a ground eating lope for about an hour and then slowed to a walk to let the horse rest a little. Sunny could have gone on for hours at that pace but there was the return trip to think about and Josh didn't know how far he would have to track the herd.
A little over two hours of travel brought the hunter to the trailing end of the buffalo herd. The herd was spread out as they grazed, not packed like they would have been if they were on the move. Josh retreated behind a low rise out of sight of the herd; he was still close enough to hear the buffalo feeding. He grabbed a handful of the grass which was belly high on his horse and let it flutter to the ground.
"We're up wind Sonny and if we top this rise the herd will catch our smell and maybe take off. Why don't we circle around until we have the wind in our faces and then set up a stand?" Some may have found it strange that Josh talked to his horse like he would another man, but to Josh it was just a normal thing to do. Josh continued talking to Sonny, "It'll maybe take an hour or more for us to get set up and the wagon should be close enough to hear my shots by then."
Josh remounted Sunny and began to walk the big buckskin around the herd to the right. His plan was to circle the herd until he was straight downwind and find a hill or rise to hide behind and set up a spot to shoot from. If he stayed low and didn't silhouette against the skyline he would have time to take two or three of the buffalo before they spooked.
It took almost an hour to find the spot he wanted. He dismounted behind the small rise, pulled the Hawken and the Henry and dropped the reins to the ground. Sunny was trained not to move far if the reins were hanging down to the ground; Josh had spent weeks training the big horse to ground tie. Someone would have to use a whip on him to make Sunny run off and a couple of gun shots wouldn't bother him; Josh had used the horse several times for hunting back home.
Buffalo are big, strong, and at times dangerous animals. They have bad eyesight but a very good sense of smell and are very bad tempered; therefore you needed to be downwind if you're hunting them. For all their size and strength they aren't the smartest of animals. As long as they can't smell an enemy they'll continue feeding until they smell the blood scent from injured or dead animals. And when they start running, you had best get out of their way.
The Hawken was a heavy rifle and difficult to hold on target shooting free hand for any length of time so Josh used dirt and some rocks to build a rest for the big gun. He slowly inspected the herd, chose two yearling bulls as his targets, and waited for the animals he picked out to graze closer to the hilltop. It was almost 30 minutes before his first target got within a hundred yards. Cocking the rifle he took aim at the young bull on the edge of the herd and took his first shot.
The bull dropped as if his legs had been cut from under him; the only noise he made was hitting the ground. Because Josh was downwind, behind the rise hidden from view, and over a hundred yards away the sound of the shot didn't bother the herd.
The buffalo closest to the dead animal move away a little when he went down but not seeing or smelling an enemy they soon went back to feeding. Josh reloaded the Hawken and waited for another 15 minutes for the animals to settle down again; then he took a second shot downing another young bull. Again this animal was over a hundred yards away and on the edge of the herd.
Josh could have shot several more animals without spooking them but it would have been a waste. Each of the yearling bulls would weight close to five hundred pounds and their combined weight would push the limit they could carry in the one wagon. After shooting the second buffalo he reloaded the Hawken and got back to his horse. When the major part of the herd passed he rode out to the two animals he had shot. The animals were only about 90 feet apart and he put a rope around the rear legs of one to drag them closer together.
Now the messy job began. He used his rope and horse to get the rear of the animals high enough to place some rocks under the rear of the buffalo and cut their throats to bleed them. While they were bleeding he carefully made cuts length wise along belly of the animals.
After Red and Jack got to the downed buffalo, Josh suggested they use the block and tackle in the wagon to haul the rear of the buffalo up. This would help to bleed the buffalo and give the men room to gut the animals before they had time to go bad. While Red and Josh gutted the animals, saving the hearts and livers, Jack fed the horses some grain and gave them water. Using the horses and a pulley, the men were able to get the two buffalo into the wagon and covered them with a canvas.
It was about midday when they began the return trip to the wagon train. On the way back Josh scouted in a two mile circle with the wagon at the center. It wouldn't do to be surprised by Indians or one of the guerilla bands; with only the three of them, their odds of survival wouldn't be good if they were attacked. It was slower going back but they had the camp in sight by 4 PM.
They still had the two buffalo to skin, clean, and preserve for the trip. Hobart directed some of the men to take wagon tongues and make a three legged upright to hang the animals from. The men used a block and tackle to hoist the big carcasses and then skinned and butchered them. Some of the meat was cut into roasts and steaks for eating right away.
The wagon master decided to stay one more day so they could smoke, dry, and salt the rest of the meat to preserve it for use later down the trail. The people not working with the meat or doing repairs on the wagons and gear were sent to gather more buffalo chips.
Two days not traveling gave everyone including the livestock a much needed rest. The wagon train broke camp on the third morning and began the 300 hundred mile trip to Amarillo. If the weather stayed good they could make good time across the flat plains. There had been a little rain here and there but nothing that slowed the wagons down very much.
Josh had been riding Diablo more and more and the big horse was becoming all that Hobart hoped he would be. The rotation for Josh's mounts now consisted of a day on Sunny, then Diablo for a day, Joey for a day and then back to Diablo. He spent a lot of extra time training Diablo to ground tie and teaching him to be calmer.
Red had been riding horses from the remuda that belonged to Hobart. When they chased the guerilla band off they kept the best of the horses that belonged to the raiders that were killed and turned the rest loose. Red was given first choice of the animals to use; he chose two and now he rode one of those. One of his horses was a big gelding, almost as big as Diablo.
For twenty one days the train made good time and on the afternoon of the twenty second day arrived on the outskirts of Amarillo. Hobart led the wagons to the far side of the town and made camp just off the trail going on to Santa Fe. He told everyone that they would hold up for the next day and leave the following morning.



He suggested that if they went into town that they go in groups; warning everyone to be careful because Amarillo was a cow town and sometimes a hot bed of wild cowboys, guerilla bands, and the Rebel army. Hobart gave each of his men $5 and split them into two groups and told them that each group could have one night, morning, or afternoon in town. Again he warned them about the possible dangers of the town.
The next morning Hobart walked over to where Red and Josh were getting ready to go into Amarillo. "Red here's your pay along with a bonus; I think you've earned it. I want you to keep the two horses you picked after the raid; those are two good ponies," Hobart said to the young Texan.
"Thanks Mr. Hobart. I didn't expect to be paid, I was just working my way home," Red replied. He was very surprised at the wages and the gift of the two horses.
"I guess we'll be leaving without you, now that you made it back home. You're a good man John and I've enjoyed knowing you," Hobart said shaking the young man's hand. "Hope to run into you again sometime."
"Josh, here's your town money and I'm making you a gift of Diablo."
Like Red, Josh was surprised at the wagon master's generosity. Hobart just laughed and said, "Hell Josh, that horse follows you around like a big dog anyway. I'm just glad to see that I still know horse flesh."
Josh was grateful to Hobart for the money and the horse but he was the most thankful for the confidence, trust, and respect shown to him by the older man. "Thank you Mr. Hobart. But Diablo is pretty much over his distrust of people; he'd be a good horse for anyone as long as they treat him right. Are you sure you want to let him go?"
"I don't have time to train another man how to treat a horse. I've got enough on my plate, so you take the animal off my hands for me. Okay?" Hobart had made up his mind that Josh deserved the big bay horse and not just because he had been able to train the animal.
Apparently I still know men too, Hobart thought as he watched Josh and Red mount their horses for the ride into town. That youngster is so much more than I could have hoped for. I knew he was a good one when Johnny Burrows took to him but I didn't realize how much he could do for the wagon train. Yep, I still know how to pick em alright, Hobart finished his thought.
The two young men rode toward town; Josh on Diablo and Red on the big gelding. Watching them leave, Hobart decided that he needed a few hours in town too. He climbed on his horse and followed the men toward Amarillo. Damn I guess I'm going to have to start using a buckboard or surrey he said to himself, I'm getting too old to ride a horse all day every day for weeks at a time. These old bones just won't take it anymore.
Josh and Red talked about what they would buy or hoped to find in Amarillo, their days on the trail, and the generosity of the wagon master. They didn't talk about what was really on their minds; the fact that Red was home and the two friends would be parting. Josh hated to see Red leave the train but he was home again; Josh would have gone home too if he could have.
They left their horses at the blacksmith's to be reshod. The two men bought a few things at the general store and then went to the gun smith's to get powder, shot, and percussion caps for their pistols; in addition they picked up cartridges for the repeating rifles that they both carried. The men were basically killing time until the smithy could finish with the horses.
The next stop was the saddle maker's. Red had been using a Confederate Officer's saddle that he had brought with him after leaving the war. Now he wanted a western saddle; it was more useful when working stock or herding cattle. He was able to find a used saddle that was reasonably priced and bought it. Red carried the saddle over his shoulder and Josh helped by carrying the rest of the gear back to the blacksmith's. This left both men with a hand free to use their pistols if the need arose.
They got to the smithies just as he was leading their newly shod horses to the hitching post in front of his shop. Red switched out saddles, giving the military saddle to the smithy. As he finish a group of six men wearing Confederate grey rode over and stopped in front of Red and Josh.
"I'm Captain Davis of the CSA procurement office for Texas," the man leading the troops said to Red. "That's right nice piece of horse flesh you're riding."
"Thank you, I like him myself," Red answered with a little hostility. Josh could sense the change in his friend and slowly pulled the Henry out of the saddle scabbard.
"I'll give $40 in good CSA script for the animal," Davis offered.
"No thanks, I'm right fond of this animal. He's not for sale," Red answered.
"I don't think you understand youngster. In time of war, the army can take whatever it needs for the people it protects. I don't have to pay you for that horse, I was just being polite. Do you understand the phrase military confiscation?"
"Do you understand the phrase dead where you sit?" Red said as he slid his hand down to the butt of the pistol strapped to his hip. "You're not takin my horse Grey Back."
Josh was amazed at the change in his friend. Gone was the laughing, joking, easy going young man. In his place was a steely eyed gunfighter ready to shoot it out to keep what belonged to him. Josh had no doubt that Red was ready to kill the Captain.
"Son, there's only one of you and there's six of us. I think you're out gunned," Davis boasted.
"There's two of us mister," Josh informed the Captain as he stepped from behind his horse. He was holding the Henry in the crook of his arm. It wasn't pointed at the Confederate Captain but it could be brought to bear in a heartbeat.
"I don't think the two of you will be much problem, you're still out numbered," the Captain said.
"Maybe so Mister, but when the shootin starts, you'll be the first one to die," Red promised. Just like my pa told Fogerty Josh thought.
"And if he don't get you, I will Captain."
Davis turned his head to see a man with a Spencer rifle pointed in his direction. "And who are you Mister? You don't want to go against the army."
"I'm Clint Hobart and these men work for me. I'll just repeat what the boy said; the horse is not for sale." Hobart took a step or two closer.
"Don't believe you represent the Confederacy. I think you're just another son of a bitch trying to take advantage of people during this war. It might be a good idea for you to ride on." There was a deadly threat in Hobart's voice.
Captain Davis was a lot of things but stupid wasn't one of them. The three men facing his troop had the look. The look that said they were willing and able to fight Davis and his men if necessary. He turned his horse and with the rest of the troop following, rode out of town.
"Damn Red, I thought you were going to kill him," Josh said.
"I was; if he or any of his men had touched a gun, I would have shot Davis out of the saddle," Red told him. "I would have got as many of them as I could before I went down. Thanks for the support Josh; it means a lot to me."
Hobart had remounted and walked his horse over to the two youngsters; I'm going to have to stop thinking of them as boys, he thought. Those two are about as tough as any I can think of. "It might be best if we ride back to the camp together. I don't think those skunks will hang around but no need to be foolish about it. You boys ready to go?"
Back at the camp as Josh and Red were taking care of the horses, Josh asked, "When are ya leaving for home Red?"
"I guess I'll head out early morning. It's about two hours out to the ranch," he said laughing. "Hell it's just a big farm but Pa's got an idea that he's a real cowboy, don't you know."
In the early hour just before first light, Josh and Hobart watched Red saddle his horse, gather his gear, and get ready to leave. He put a pack on his other horse and loaded up his few belongings. Then he was ready to go and turned to say good bye.
"Gonna miss you son, you done good while you been with the train. If you ever want a job, look me up in Fort Smith; I'll always have a place for you," Hobart told him. He shook hands with Red and left the two young men to say so long.
"You take care of yourself Red. I don't have many friends and I can't afford to lose one. Good luck to ya," Josh said. He was sorry to see the Texan leave but knew Red needed to go home to his folks.
Red grinned to hide his feelings and said, "If I'd known about the attack on the wagon trail, the hard work I was going to do, and the run in with those fellers in Amarillo I might not have been so quick to accept your help when you found me walkin.
"Well I had to entertain you some, I mean being an ignorant Texan and all. I aim to please," Josh said.
"I don't want to lose a friend either. Hope you get to return home soon, Josh. If you come back this way, stop by the ranch to say hello," Red replied in a more serious note. "Keep your powder dry big man."
Red mounted his horse, pulled the lead rope on the other horse tight, and with a final wave rode off to join his family. Josh watched him until he went behind one of few hills on the flat prairie. He gave a big sigh and went to get Sunny ready for the day's work. Another huntin trip was scheduled to supply the wagons with meat; the more meat supplied by hunting, the less they would have to buy.
Josh and the other hunters were able to add some wild game to the larder. The rest of the people worked on the wagons and got organized for the last push through to Santa Fe. There was always work to be done on a wagon train.
The land they were traveling through was mostly flat. There were few trees, some scrub growth, and a lot of grass belly high to a horse. A hill twenty feet high stood out like a small mountain and it was on one of this rises that Hobart posted a look out early the next morning. Out riders and guards were a fact of life out here especially as the train began to hitch up teams and prepared to travel.
Hobart had posted one of the older boys on the hill as a look out while the wagons got ready to begin the day. Both Josh and Hobart would check the guard's positions every so often and it was Josh that saw the boy riding like hell back to the wagons. Dang, that boy can ride Josh thought, admiring the boy's skill on a horse.
The youngster pulled up in a cloud of dust and was off the horse before it came to a complete stop. "Riders coming Mr. Hobart," he reported. "At least two horses, maybe more, couldn't tell but they're raising a lot of dust."
Josh hurried to finish saddling Diablo, making sure that his weapons were loaded and readily available. He knew that if it was another guerilla band he would be more effective from horseback.
"Good job Jerry. Go tell the rest of the guards and tell them to stay alert; they might have to come back to the wagons. Now off you go son," Hobart ordered. Josh mounted and turned his horse toward the low rise.
"Where you going Josh?"
"Going back up the hill, if it is a raiding party I can slow them down a mite. Maybe give you time to set up a defense," Josh told him. Hobart nodded and Josh started for the crest of the hill.
Sitting just below the crest of the low rise Josh was able to see the dust cloud coming toward his position. He stayed on the big horse and sat with the butt of his Henry propped upright against his hip. The wind was in his face, blowing the dust kicked up by the horses toward him and obscuring the ones causing it. When the wind shifted and the dust blew sideways he could see that it was a lone rider leading another horse. He relaxed a little but stayed alert; even a single man could be a danger out here.
When the rider drew closer Josh began to smile and road out to meet him. He recognized the rider; it was Red on a big sorrel stallion leading a quarter horse mare. The two friends pulled their horses to a stop as they met.
"You get lost on the way home?" Josh asked as a greeting.
"Naw, but I figured you would if I wasn't around to keep an eye on you so I thought I'd come back and lead y'all to the promise land," Red replied with a laugh.
"Good to see you Red. Why are you here?"
"Let's get back to the wagons and I'll explain to you and Mr. Hobart at the same time. I crossed the trail of about twenty riders headed southwest, could be nothing but he should know about them," Red suggested.
As they rode back to the wagons Red said, "I saw your scout up on the crest and then he was gone in a hurry. I guess to report my dust cloud. Who was it anyway?"
"That was Jerry Barnes; his pa and ma were killed in the raid and Mr. Hobart has sorta taken the boy under his wing, letting him work some and paying him. It helps take his mind off what happened."
"You might tell him to sit just below the crest with only his head showing. That way no one will see him and he'll be able to surprise them if need be," Red suggested. Josh nodded agreement.
Hobart was waiting for them when they got to the wagons. "Hello Red, I'm surprised to see you so soon."
"Hello Mr. Hobart," Red said. He nodded at a few people that had seen him ride in, including the Barnes boy who was still mounted waiting for orders from the wagon master. "Thought you'd like to know, just north of Amarillo I found a trail of 20 riders or so headed southwest." He waited for the wagon master to think about the riders. "Say Mr. Hobart, is that job offer still open? Thought I might go along as far as Santa Fe, if you don't mind."
"Glad to have you son, and thanks for the warning. I thought you were going to farm with your dad. What changed your mind?"
"Well, funny thing about that. When I was with the 29th Texas in '61 I couldn't wait to get back home. When I got back to the farm I realized that I didn't want to be a farmer. Besides, my sister married a guy with two children and they're living with my folks. To make things a little tighter one of our cousins lost her husband at Manassas in '61, and she and her three kids have moved in too." Red shook his head at all the people now living on the farm and in the one farm house.
"I don't hanker to sleep three to a bed in a room full of kids so I thought it might be time for little Johnny McCall to go out on his own. I loaded my gear, grabbed my horses, and come back here. Thought I might sweet talk you into a job," Red finished the story.
"Put your extra mount with the others and get to work. We're burning daylight," Hobart said with a smile. He liked and respected the young Texan and was glad to have him back with the wagon train.
"How long to Santa Fe Josh?" Red asked but really didn't care; it was more out of curiosity than anything. He was on his own journey now and was looking forward to the trip.
"If the weather holds and no one bothers us and if nothing else happens, should take 20 to 25 days," Josh answered and continued with a grin, "But something or someone always turns up."
Josh was also glad to have his friend back with him; they had formed a strong bond since Josh picked Red up limping down the road. He respected and liked Mr. Hobart but Red was closer to his own age and they had something in common; he had left his home too.
He looked forward to getting to Santa Fe and beginning the final leg of his journey to Colorado. Josh mounted on Diablo, turned the big horse on the trail west.
To be continued.
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The Hobart wagon train was four days west of Amarillo and young Josh Kelly was scouting ahead for the best route, water holes, and a good spot to camp for the night. He had been doing the same thing for the last 40 days as the train made its way from Fort Smith through Oklahoma City and Amarillo toward Santa Fe. Hobart had shown a lot of faith in the 18 year old, giving him more and more responsibilities and the boy had blossomed into a very capable young man.
The time Josh spent with Johnny Burrows, an old mountain man and a friend of Hobart's, had taught him a lot. Josh had learned skills that would help him survive in this wild country and on his journey; he put those skills to good use every day.
As he rode he read one of letters from his folks back in Missouri. He had found the four letters waiting for him at the post office in Amarillo. He had gone to the telegraph office to send his parents a short telegram; he had been doing that in every major town the wagon trail passed through since he left home. Josh's telegrams home were short but gave his parents information on his journey. A typical telegram read:
Am doing well. In Amarillo headed to Santa Fe tomorrow. More later. Letters to follow.
Love
Josh.
Josh was surprised that there was a telegram waiting for him; it was from his Pa. It was short and to the point; his Pa, Ma, and little brother Samuel were fine and don't worry about them. The telegram also said that the family had sent some letters to him in care of the post office there in Amarillo. Finally they wished him a belated happy birthday. He had turned 18 while on the trail from Fort Smith.
Josh decided to wait to send his telegram and make sure the letters were at the post office. After picking up the letters from his family he mailed the ones to his parents that he had written at night while on the trail. His letters explained about his life and adventures with the wagon train in greater detail than he could with the more expensive telegrams. Going back to the telegraph office, he sent a short wire to his parents letting them know that he was okay and where he was; he also told them that he had received their letters.
In their first letter Josh got more details about his family; they were in good health and his younger brother Samuel had volunteered and taken on more responsibility on the farm with Josh gone. He was growing into a fine young man. The letter contained all the gossip about the little community in Missouri. He read that his uncles, Jake and Simon, and their families were well.
Josh finished the first letter and put it back into his saddle bag; he would read it again later. He found a good spot for the wagon train to camp that night; it had good water for the stock and plenty of open area for the wagons in their defensive circle. Looking at the sun still high in the sky, he figured the wagons could get to the camp site before dusk and have enough time to set up their camp.
He turned his horse Joey around toward the oncoming wagons and started back to report to Mr. Hobart, the wagon master. It would take him nearly an hour to get back and then another three to four hours for the train to make it to the water hole.
Normally he would have continued scouting the trail further on for the next day's travel but he was uneasy. He had crossed the trail of 20 or so horses just before finding the camp spot. They were headed a little southwest but circling and he wasn't sure of who or what they were.
Josh had good instincts for this wild country and the lessons taught to him by Johnny Burrows warned him to be on guard. What you didn't know could bite you in the ass is the way Johnny put it. So he decided to head back to the wagons early. He would tell Mr. Hobart the location and time to the camp site and inform him about the unknown riders.
Arriving back at the wagons, he told the lead wagon driver the directions to the water hole. Before talking to Hobart, Josh went to the remuda and changed horses. Joey had been traveling since before sunup and deserved a rest: and Josh wanted a fresh horse for his next chore. He changed his saddle and tack to Diablo, the horse that Hobart had given him after Josh had retrained the big bay.
Diablo was a good mix of fast and strong and Josh planned to head back down the trail as an outrider to scout and guard the wagon train until they made camp. He found Hobart sitting on the tail gate of the last wagon in line, chewing on a piece of cold fried chicken. He laughed a little self consciously when he saw Josh.
"Being the boss means you sometimes get special treatment, don't you know," Hobart explained to Josh with a big grin. "I missed breakfast and I'm gettin too old to go all day without something in my belly and Mrs. Randle was kind enough to offer me a piece of fried chicken."
"Don't have to convince me, Mr. Hobart. I took some of the smoked buffalo with me this morning when I rode out," Josh responded smiling back at the wagon master. "Of course I didn't have a pretty woman give it to me." Then in a more serious tone said, "Saw something you should know about sir."
Hobart could see that his young scout was worried. He got off the wagon untied his horse and joined Josh. "What's on your mind son?"
"I saw tracks of about 20 horses crossing our trail headed a little southwest. Remember Red saw a similar trail just outside of Amarillo and I'm wonderin if it's the same group," Josh answered.
"We'll send out a rider to follow them a ways when we get there."
"I got a funny feeling about this Mr. Hobart. Nothing to base it on except that I find it strange that the two trails show sign of the same number of animals," Josh admitted. "And they seem to be circling back toward the northwest."
As Josh mounted Diablo and rode back toward the waterhole, his friend Red McCall caught up with him about a mile out from the wagons. "I'm going with you Josh. And before you say anything I got permission from Mr. Hobart. He said if we found something wrong one of us can ride back and warn him."
Josh smiled; he knew he could depend on the young Texan to do what had to be done in a dangerous situation. Besides, he welcomed the company and two scouts were better than one in this big country. About an hour's ride before they got to the camp site, they started to ride in a circle to the southwest searching for the trail that Josh had seen.
They had gone five miles or so when they found the horse tracks and decided to follow them for a ways. A few more miles and they saw smoke rising into the sky from behind a small hill. Josh and Red walked their mounts to the base of the hill and dismounted. Red looped his reins over the horn of the saddle on Diablo; Josh had trained the big horse to ground tie, he wouldn't move away as long as the reins were hanging down and Red's mount would also stay put.
The two young men slowly made their way to the crest of the hill, took off their Stetson's and carefully looked over the top. There below them was a camp with about 20 men sitting around two or three smoky campfires. The men had a rough appearance; unshaven and dirty looking. Some were wearing the butter nut brown trousers of the Confederacy and others wore gray pants with the yellow stripe of the Confederate cavalry.
Josh didn't think that these men were a detachment of Confederate soldiers or cavalry. He believed that they were a band of raiders pretending to be a Confederate troop; very much like the ones that had attacked the wagon train after it left Oklahoma City.
One of the men drew his attention as he strode across the camp giving orders to the others. Watching the man, Josh knew he was right about them being raiders. He had seen this man leading a pack like this one before back home in Missouri.
I'll be damned, Josh thought; that's John Fogerty and what's left of The Bushwhackers. There had been more than 40 men the last time Josh had seen the gang. He wondered what happened to the rest of them and what they were doing so far west and south. No time for reminiscing now, we need to get back and alert Mr. Hobart and the wagon train, he told himself. He motioned to Red and they snuck back down the hill and mounted their horses.
They walked their horses until they got far enough away and then pushed them into a lope. Back on the main trail they stopped to let the animals rest for a few minutes and discuss the situation.
"Red, you ain't gonna believe it when I tell you who them guys are. Remember I told you I had to leave home because of The Bushwhackers? Well that's them."
"You sure Josh?"
"I wasn't until I saw that guy giving orders and strutting around the camp. That was John Fogerty himself; he's the one my Pa threatened to kill if he ever came back to our farm. C'mon, we need to warn Mr. Hobart."
The youngsters started to ride again, alternating between a lope and a fast walk to make it easier for the horses. Coming up on the first wagon they saw Hobart riding beside it and rode over to meet him. Josh explained what they saw and waited for orders from the wagon master.
"There any chance they're just riding through, Josh?"
"Maybe Mr. Hobart; I couldn't hear if they know about us or not. But they might see the smoke from our fires tonight and then they'll know about us for sure," Josh replied. "Not that it makes a difference but that's Fogerty and his Bushwhackers out there," he informed Hobart.
"The one's that drove you away from home? You're right Josh, it don't matter but it sure do piss me off. Well let's get to that water hole and set up the wagons before dark. Those bastards are gonna find out they poked a sleeping bear if they attack us. We've got some experience now and there's not as many of them as the first raid." Hobart said with a tight little smile.
Josh and Red went on point way out in front of the wagons. They took young Jerry Barnes with them mounting him on the very fast quarter horse mare that Red sometimes rode. Jerry had shown he could keep his head and they would send him back at a run if the raiders came at them; that would give the wagons the time to circle up.
The wagon train made it to the water hole without being attacked or even spotted as far as Josh could tell. Hobart circled the wagons with the large water hole on one side; that would keep the raiders on only three sides if they attacked. He also put some wagons across the center of the circle with three men in them; if any of the raiders got inside the circle this would prevent them from shooting from one side to the other.
Hobart doubled up the guards, placing men at intervals along the outside of the circle including overlooking the water hole. Josh planned to take the second shift at guard but he was going to be on horseback outside of the circled wagons. Red would be out there with him, both men felt they could be of more use as outriders. They could provide a warning if the raiders came around and then harass the gang from the flanks.
Josh had already taken a nap to ready himself for his evening patrol and still had a couple of hours before leaving on the scouting trip so he read the second letter from his family. Josh learned that Mr. Reece and his Cheyenne wife Mali, the couple that had taught him about horses, decided they'd had enough of the raids and killings surrounding the war; they packed up and went to live with her people in eastern Wyoming. Mr. Reece always did seem a mite put out by all the people in the area Josh thought.
His father said that the raids by both sides were increasing and the people in their area were fighting back. Uncle Simon's place was attacked but his Uncle Jake, Pa, and a few others came up behind the raiders and caught them in a cross fire. There were 18 bodies left behind when Fogerty and the Bushwhackers ran; like dogs with their tails between their legs is the way Pa described it. Fogerty and his men were last seen riding hard toward the southwest; no one's heard of them since.
And no, you can't come home yet his Pa had written; there were still other raiders and armies looking for young men. The rest of the letter was about his Ma and Samuel his younger brother. Everyone was well and they were praying for the day that he could come home. Josh wiped the tears in his eyes and realized that in spite of the adventures and the friends he had made and all the excitement, he was homesick.
As Josh was getting Diablo ready for their turn at guard duty, Hobart came over to him and asked, "You wanna take that quarter horse stallion of mine instead of Diablo? He's not as big as your horse but he's lightning fast for over two miles. You could get back here quicker if something blows up on you out there."
"No sir, but thanks for the offer," Josh answered. Hobart looked puzzled so Josh continued, "I'm gonna be out there until almost first light; that stallion of yours is very fast but not after riding two or three mile sweeps all night long. Diablo is a mite slower but he'll be just as fast after four or five hours as he was when he started. Besides, I trained my buddy here and I know what he can do."
"Makes sense. One last thing Josh," Hobart said and waited until the young man turned to face him. "Don't go tryin to get some kind of revenge on them fellers. There's more at stake here than you makin them pay for running you away from home. Hear me boy?"
"Tryin to be a hero is a good way to get dead. Johnny Burrows taught me that," Josh said with a grin. "I plan to keep takin your money all the way to Santa Fe, Mr. Hobart."
"Don't worry Mr. Hobart, I'll keep an eye on him," Red said laughing.
"Yeah, but whose gonna keep an eye on you? You're as bad as he is." Hobart smiled at both of his young outriders. "Seriously boys, at the first sign of them, skedaddle back here."
Josh and Red nodded at the wagon master and walked their mounts between two wagons and started their patrol. As they walked their horses away from the wagons, they talked about their plan. Getting about two miles from the wagons, Josh would ride east about a mile and turn south; Red would ride west for the same distance and also turn south.
Then they would ride sweeps back and forth across the path that the raiders would most likely take. The two men would be out of sight of each other and the only warning of trouble would be gun shots. If either of them heard gun fire they would ride like hell for the wagons. One more gun against the 20 or so raiders wouldn't make much difference but the warning to the wagon train could save lives. Hopefully one of them would spot the raiders and get back without a pitched battle.
Josh rode his part of the search area looking for tracks or trying to spot movement. As he rode he surveyed the land, checking on hiding places and possible routes back to the wagons. The land wasn't quite a desert but the only vegetation was a lot of scrub bushes, a few cactus, and damn few trees spread over a large flat area with just a few small rises to break up the landscape.
When the two men got about five miles or so from the wagons they found places to conceal themselves and waited for the full moon to come up. The moon would be up about 9 PM and in this flat land with little vegetation, the moon would light up the night almost like day; they would be able to see movement from a mile or more away.
Hobart started the guard shifts around 7 PM, running for four hours at a time. Most people went to bed early on the trail, tired from the day's travels and work. Red was a war veteran and believed that the raiders would attack after 12, when the second shift of guards had a chance to settle in and become a little bored.
The moon came up and painted the land with a pale light. It was around 11 PM when Red spotted the band of horsemen coming out of an arroyo over a mile in front of him. They were traveling in single file at a walk, timing they arrival at the wagon train for very early morning. The slow pace allowed Red to join up with Josh and they headed back to the wagons at a high lope.
Now they were sure that the raiders knew the location of the wagon train and planned on a surprise attack sometime after midnight. The wagon train was put on alert and prepared to defend itself; the raiders were in for a very rude surprise.
The two young men got back to the wagons and reported to Hobart and finished getting ready for the attack. Josh and Red got something to eat, saddled fresh horses, and checked their weapons. Diablo nickered at Josh when he left the big horse in the portable corral.
Again the two men would use guerilla tactics by fighting from horseback. This time Josh was mounted on the quarter horse stallion that Hobart had offered before. The attack wouldn't last long and speed would be important. He and Red would harass the raiders from the flanks hoping to disrupt the attack on the wagons.
Josh was hid in a stand of tall scrub just to the west of the wagons when the Bushwhackers started their attack. He waited until they had passed his position before making his move. Pushing the quarter horse into a gallop he came up behind the advancing riders.
Just as they started to fire at the defenders in the wagons, Josh and Red attacked from the rear. They made a run firing their pistols and peeled off to the side. A volley of fire from the wagons greeted the gang and was repeated several times; it stopped the riders in their tracks.
They turned to retreat and were faced with more gun fire from Josh, Red, and four others who had been hidden in an arroyo west of the wagons. The riders turned again and faced more fire from the wagons. As quickly as the attack began it was over. The survivors, only eight of them, galloped off to the east putting as much distance as possible between them and the fire storm that came from the wagons.
None of the people from the wagon train had been injured, except for one man who sprained an ankle enthusiastically jumping off a wagon to take cover. The Bushwhackers weren't as fortunate; they left 14 dead on the ground in front of the wagon train but no Fogerty. Gonna make a hell of a letter home, Josh thought. This time no one talked about burying the dead men.
It was just as well because Hobart wouldn't have done it. He repeated what he said after the first raid outside of Oklahoma City, "Let God show them mercy because I won't.
Hobart did have some of the men strip the dead raiders of anything that could be useful; guns, powder, a couple of repeating rifles, some cartridges and horses the raiders left behind. The weapons would be given out around the wagon train to add to their fire power and the horses traded at the next town for supplies.
Hobart was walking among the wagons checking with his people for any injuries besides the man with the sprained ankle and for damage to any equipment when Josh and Red found him. "We're gonna follow those that got away for a bit, Mr. Hobart; just to make sure they don't double back," Josh told him. "I don't reckon they'll want any more to do with us but we wanna make sure."
"Sounds like a good idea. But if you boys find them don't be heroes, stay out of range and skedaddle on back here," he warned his young scouts. "Would hate to have you boys shot up after we won the battle."
Josh and Red picked up the trail of the fleeing riders easily due to the full moon and followed it; keeping very alert and watching for an ambush. Looking at the tracks both men thought the raiders were running like hell to get as far away from the rifles of the wagon train as possible.



Within a couple of miles they saw a horse standing with its' head down fifty yards or so off the trail. Josh and Red separated and came at the animal from opposite sides, looking for the rider; they found him at the bottom of a shallow arroyo 25 to 30 feet from his horse, lying on his back. The man apparently had a gun shot wound in his belly and was still bleeding.
He looked up as Josh and Red approached him from either side with their pistols drawn. His own pistol was on the ground beside him. He was holding his wound with both hands and didn't make a move toward his weapon.
"Well boys, you got me. Don't have much fight left in me," the man said as the two young men got closer.
"I'll be damned," Josh said. Turning to Red he continued, "Its John Fogerty himself." Red picked up the man's pistol and tucked it under his own belt.
"Do I know you boy? I've seen you somewhere before," Fogerty said.
"It's Josh Kelly from Missouri, Fogerty." Red saw that his friend's face was stern and cold looking.
"Like old home week, ain't it boy? Don't guess I'll be recruiting you after all." Fogerty chuckled and then coughed, spitting up some blood. "Looks like I'm out of action for a while," he continued after his coughing spell.
"Hang tight Fogerty, we'll get you some help from the wagon train, though you don't deserve it." Josh went to examine Fogerty's horse; the animal had a wound in his chest that blood bubbled out of every time it breathed. Shot through the lung Josh thought. We'll have to put him down.
Red shouted to him, "Why don't you go get some help? You're better mounted than me; I'll wait here and put the horse down while you're gone."
Josh mounted his horse and started back to the wagon train. He had gone about 200 yards when he heard the gun shot. Well at least that poor animal is out of its' misery he thought. About ten seconds after the first shot he heard a second one. Puzzled he stopped and looked back over the trail. Why a second shot he asked himself?
Back in the arroyo Red had pulled the saddle off the wounded horse and stroked the animal's neck for a minute. For a man that had just been in a battle his movements and his eyes were very gentle. He waited until Josh was all but out of sight before he shot the suffering animal. Returning to where Fogerty was lying he squatted down beside the leader of the outlaw band.
"You're gut shot Fogerty. You don't have much more chance than that horse," Red told him with a hard look in his eye. He'd had that same look facing down the man in the saloon in Oklahoma City.
Fogerty looked back at Red and said, "I figure I've got maybe three, four days before I croak and I'll be in misery and pain the whole time. That about right boy?"
Red nodded in agreement. "What's your name son?" Fogerty asked. "If you don't mind telling me."
"John McCall."
"Well Mr. McCall, you'd be doing me a service if you'd finish me off; or give me my pistol and I'll do it myself. Don't hanker laying around for several days in pain before the end."
Red didn't like the man but he had to admire his courage to do what needed to be done. Even with a doctor Fogerty had no chance; gut shot men just didn't survive. He drew his pistol then handed Fogerty his gun and stood back; keeping a sharp eye on the outlaw. Fogerty nodded at Red, looked around for a few seconds and put the gun to his head and pulled the trigger. That was the second gun shot that Josh had heard.
Josh turned his horse after a minute or so to return and check out the second gun shot. He saw Red riding toward him at a slow lope. He pulled up next to Josh and handed him a Henry Repeating rifle.
Pointing at the rifle and then at a pistol stuck in his belt he said, "These are the only useful things he had on him. Fogerty decided he didn't want to go through all the pain and die anyway so he shot himself."
"How'd he get a gun, did you give it to him?" Josh asked knowing the answer.
"I didn't like the scum but he was going to die anyway. Why make him suffer?"
Josh looked at his friend for a few seconds and said, "You can be a hard man sometimes Red."
"Sometimes, in this country, you have to be hard," Red replied.
The two friends looked at each other for a moment. Josh nodded and they rode back to the wagon train. They reported to Hobart that the raiders were half way to Mexico by now and told him about Fogerty. Josh handed the pistol and the Henry rifle to Hobart to add to the stores of the wagon train.
In spite of the late night attack, Hobart got the wagons on the trail at first light. They had almost three hundred mile to Santa Fe and the weather would start to turn shortly. The wagons needed to get to Santa Fe before the summer temperatures began to soar into triple digits and the summer thunderstorms struck. It was the middle of June '62 and by the end of the month they could expect daytime temperatures of 95 and more. And when the temperatures were at their highest you could expect thunderstorms too.
The wagon train made very good time over the flat land for the next twelve days. They kept the horses and mules well watered and fed. Without the animals the people on the train could be stranded in this desert like land. Planning ahead, the oxen had been sold or traded for mules in Oklahoma City because their brute strength was no longer necessary in this arid mostly flat landscape. Josh and Red spent hours in the saddle scouting ahead for water and grazing.
Normally the wagon train would start the day just after first light. Feeding the people and stock, breaking camp and hitching the teams to the wagons took better than two hours and they would hit the trail by 7 AM. But now by 7 AM the wagons had been on the move for two or three hours; the change in the schedule was due to the heat. Around noon the wagons would stop and everyone, people and animals, would rest and take a siesta during the heat of the day. They would get back on the trail around 4 PM and travel until just before dusk; several times they would push on under the light of a full moon.
The wagons needed to get to Santa Fe before the real heat hit this increasingly dry and dusty land; their lives could depend on it. They were about ten days out of Santa Fe and the end of the trail when the summer storms hit. First they suffered a hail storm which spooked the horses and mules; they had to stop and calm the animals down.
The hail tore holes in some of the canvas covers over the wagon beds and when the hard rain followed it soaked the inside of several wagons. At first the wagons continued on through the rain, but on the second day it rained so hard that it was hard to keep the teams headed into it. The animals wanted to turn their backs to the storm and ride it out; sometimes it was almost impossible to force them on.
There were several arroyos and small washes to cross that were only small inconveniences in dry weather but were now impossible to cross because of the water rushing through them. The wagons had to sit and wait until the rain water ran off and got low enough for the train to continue, and as long as it rained the arroyos would be full of water. These delays cost them several days.
The families in the train silently gave thanks that they had gathered so many buffalo chips when they had the chance. Those chips made the difference between a cold camp and cook fires. Even if there had been a wood supply nearby it would have been too wet to burn.
Josh and Red didn't have a lot to do while it was raining, all the gear was in good repair, the animals were still in good shape, and you couldn't hunt in this weather. They did do scouting trips around the camp to avoid any surprises; it didn't pay to let your guard down in this wild country.
In the afternoon of the second day of waiting, the rain quit. Hobart inspected the arroyo that had forced them to stop and predicted the water would be almost gone by late that afternoon. He explained that the wagons would break camp the following morning; no need to travel for only a couple of hours and then have to make camp again.
As Hobart predicted, by the afternoon the water level in the arroyo had dropped to a trickle and would be entirely gone by the next morning. He asked Josh and Red to make a sweep on horseback around the wagons. "Take a ride and see if anything is stirring now that the rains stopped boys."
They young men smiled and quickly saddled their horses; they were happy to get out and ride after being cooped up for a few days. Red rode south while Josh took off to the north, they would ride a sweep out to about two miles and then return to the wagons.
Josh rode north amazed at the change in the land because of the rain. Instead of being hot and smelling dusty, the landscape smelled clean and fresh; the scrub trees, grass, and some wild flowers were already beginning to bloom. As he topped a small rise he saw something else new to the land, at least it was new to him.
About 100 feet away at the bottom of the rise were a dozen or so Indians.
He pulled Diablo to a stop on the crest in surprise. These were the first Indians he had seen on his journey. Josh knew that these weren't the same as the Cherokee and Osage back in Missouri; mostly those had become farmers and mixed with the white man.
The Indians that Josh saw were not farmers. They all carried weapons from bows to lances and even three or four rifles. He wasn't too worried for the wagons, they had enough fire power to protect themselves against this group; he was worried that there might be a lot more of them. Josh wondered if he could get away to warn the camp; twelve to one, when you're the one, was not good odds.
Although Josh was alone he didn't think the Indians could catch him before he could get back to the wagons. None of the Indian ponies had the look of speed and before they could get to the top of the rise Josh would be long gone down the other side and going at a full gallop for the camp. Josh almost smiled thinking of how far behind Diablo would leave the Indian ponies.
Apparently the Indians were a surprised as Josh; they pulled their horses to a stop also. There was a lot of talking going on between them with most of it directed at one of the men with a rifle. Josh and the band watched and inspected each other for several minutes while the talk was going on. Finally the one that appeared to be the leader handed his rifle to one of the others.
The Indian held one hand up with an open palm and started slowly up the rise toward Josh. You had to admire the man's courage; I don't know that I would have the nerve to approach an armed stranger like that, Josh thought. As the Indian got closer, Josh took his hand off the rifle lying across his saddle and held up his open hand and nodded at the man.
The distance between the two totally different men closed to about 20 feet. The young white man and the older Indian examined each other for a minute or two. The Indian's body showed several scars with a big one running down the side of his face; this man was a veteran of many battles, Josh thought. Then the Indian pointed to Diablo and slapped his palms together letting one slide past the other in a universal sign of speed, speaking as he did. Josh knew some Cheyenne courtesy of the Reece's but he didn't understand the man's language.
The Indian continued to made signs with his hands and Josh could understand a bit more of what he was trying to say; he had also learned some sigh language from the Reece's and from Johnny Burrows. After several minutes of repeated signs and mistakes Josh understood the Indian was signing that his name was Chief Running Wolf. He and the others had been on a hunting trip but the thunderstorm had spooked all the game and the Indians were headed back to their camp empty handed.
Josh made sign, again with some misunderstandings and mistakes telling them that he was with a wagon train headed to a white man's village further west. The two men from different backgrounds continue to "talk". Josh was surprised again when Running Wolf smiled and laughed trying to get him to understand his sign.
Among many other things he'd learned from Johnny Burrows was that Indians weren't always stern and stoic. They liked to smile and laugh as much as anyone; they just didn't do it in front of strangers or white men. By smiling at Josh, Running Wolf showed that he thought Josh was trust worthy.
After several minutes, Josh understood that The Chief and his people would have to cut back on food until they had a successful hunt. The rain had held them up too and they would be late getting to their summer camp in the high country. Learning that there were women and children at the Indian's main camp, Josh thought of a plan that he hoped he could convince Mr. Hobart to allow.
Josh signed asking Running Wolf to wait on the rise; he explained that he would go to the wagon train and return by midday. He had taking a liking to the Chief during their "conversation" and wanted to help the Indian families if he could.
Hobart saw Josh returning at a high lope and was concerned; Josh normally didn't ride that hard unless there was trouble. He mounted his own horse and went out to meet his young scout, not seeing a reason for Josh's hurry.
"What's got a burr under you saddle, boy? Riding pretty fast just to get back for coffee," Hobart said.
"Yes sir, I mean no sir, it's not coffee I'm after. I met someone north of here that I would like to help if we can," Josh said.
Hobart nodded at him to continue and Josh told him about Running Wolf and the Indian families being short on food. "Maybe we could spare enough of that smoked buffalo to get them to their high camp. What'd you think Mr. Hobart?"
"You say Running Wolf has a scar across his face?
"Yes sir, it runs from his hairline down to the corner of his mouth. Why?"
"Running Wolf may be his Indian name, but the Mexicans call him Cicatriz, the name means Scar. He's Jicarrilla Apache and been a thorn in their side for a lot of years; they've been trying to capture or kill him for a long time. Scar's a bad one, at least according to the Mexicans," Hobart said and then added, "Although I never heard tell of him bothering a wagon train. Whites neither, unless they went after him first. Still want to help him son?"
"Yes sir. I don't know about all that other ; I think he's just a man trying to get his family to a safe place. I'd like to help them if we could spare the food," Josh answered.
Hobart had to smile at the young man, "Always picking up strays aren't you? First Red and now Scar."
Josh smiled back at Hobart, laughed, and said, "Look how good Red turned out once we got him broke."
"Ok, go get your latest stray and bring em closer to the camp. I'll see what we can come up with to help them."
It took Josh about an hour to get back to the Indians and then about 20 minutes to convince Running Wolf to follow him back to the wagon train. As Josh and Running Wolf, followed by the rest of the Indians approached the wagons, Hobart rode out to meet them.
When Hobart got close to them he held up opened hand and began to talk to the Indian Chief, making signs as he spoke. Josh was amazed the Hobart could speak the language. The two men talked and signed for several minutes. Hobart told Josh to return to the wagons and bring the three cattle that he had roped together and give them to Running Wolf.
Josh returned driving the cattle with the help of Jerry Barnes. Hobart questioned Josh about the Barnes boy coming with him. Josh told him the boy wanted help with the cattle and to see real Indians; this was the safest way to do that. Running Wolf also asked Hobart about the boy. He told the Chief why the boy had come out from the wagons and Running Wolf nodded.
The Chief pointed to Josh and spoke for a minute or two gesturing repeatedly at the young man. Before leaving, Running Wolf walked his horse over to the Barnes boy and handed him an eagle's feather that had been woven into his horse's mane. Then Running Wolf shook hands with Jerry, Josh, and Hobart and with a last few words drove the three cattle off to the north. Hobart watched them go and rode back to the wagons with the young men by his side.
As they returned Hobart explained to Jerry that the Apache "blessed" their horses by weaving eagle feathers and good luck totems into their tails and manes; they believed it kept the horses and their riders safe. When they got back to the wagons the boy dismounted and wove the eagle feather into his horse's mane; just like the Chief had done.
"I noticed that you called him Running Wolf instead of Scar," Josh said as he watched Jerry lead his horse toward what was now his wagon.
"You're damned right I didn't, Scar is the name his enemies call him, we're not his enemy and I don't want him thinkin we are. Indians put a lot of store in being respected," Hobart told him.
"Why'd you give Running Wolf cattle instead of some of the smoked meat?"
"Those cattle will help feed Running Wolf's village better than the amount of buffalo meat we could have spared. I plan to come this way again and it never hurts to have a powerful friend, don't you know," Hobart replied.
As they weaved their way between the wagons Josh asked, "Whose cattle did you just give away? How did you get them to agree to let them go?"
Hobart smiled and said, "Sometimes even a bad thing can help down the line. Those cattle had belonged to Jerry's parents; I bought them from the boy. I had planned to sell them in Santa Fe to give him a stake but thought this was a better use for them. And Jerry got the money either way."
The excitement died down but Hobart still had men out scouting around the camp. No need to be surprised at this point, he thought. Josh had just finished wiping down Diablo and was giving him water and feed when Red returned from his scout.
"What's this I hear about you and some Apache Chief?" Red was upset that he hadn't been there too.
Josh told him the whole story as they walked across the camp for the evening meal.
"Damn you get all the luck. I've heard about Running Wolf for years and now you get to meet him," Red said.
At first light the wagon train began to stir and get ready for the day's travel; they were on the move by 6:30. The wagons had made about five miles when Jerry Barnes came back at a high gallop; Red and he were riding point that morning. Hobart and Josh were riding beside the lead wagon and the boy pulled up by them.
"Mr. McCall said we got company. He said to tell y'all there's Indians on top of that rise yonder," the boy said excitedly.
"Where's Red now?" Hobart asked.
"He's just sitting in the middle of the trail watchin em," Jerry answered. "He wants Josh and you to come meet him, Mr. Hobart. He said he'd keep an eye on em until you got there," the boy said with admiration at Red's nerve.
Josh looked at Hobart and said, "Reckon we oughta go see who our guests are Mr. Hobart? Jerry you best stay here, close to your wagon." Noticing the disappointment on the youngster's face, Josh continued, "We'll need help with the wagons if they're hostiles and in case this turns into something bad."
Hobart nodded, gave Jack his second in command orders to stop the wagons and stay alert. Josh was already riding to meet Red when Hobart caught up to him. Red was calmly sitting on his horse watching the Indians who were watchin him back from the top of the rise. The small hill was only about 30 feet high but it stood out like a mountain on this flat land. The two groups had about 200 yards between them and neither group moved until Josh and Hobart joined Red; that's when the Indians started down the rise.
In unison Red, Josh, and Hobart pulled their rifles from their saddle scabbards and laid them across their saddles in front of them. This move wasn't done in a threatening manner but the three wanted to be ready to fight if need be.



When the Indians got within 150 yards, Josh smiled and said, "Put away your rifles boys, that's Running Wolf."
He slid the rifle back into his scabbard and rode out to meet his new friend. As Josh got closer, Running Wolf held up his hand, opened palm, to greet him. The Chief motioned for his followers to stop and he continued on to meet Josh and the other two white men. Josh made a sign greeting Running Wolf.
Hobart greeted the warrior and they began to talk and sign back and forth. Running Wolf pointed to Josh several times. Josh had been trying to follow the sign language and finally Josh couldn't stand it anymore. "What's he saying Mr. Hobart?"
Surprisingly to Josh, Red answered his question, "Mostly he's talking about you helping his people. He thanked Mr. Hobart for the cattle but says he knows that you're the one responsible for the help. Says you're a friend and wants to say thank you. I caught most of the sign."
Turning to the wagon master Josh replied, "Aw Mr. Hobart, that ain't necessary. I just wanted to help the women and children at his camp. Don't like to see no one go hungry."
"It's necessary to him Josh. It's a matter of respect and honor for Running Wolf; whatever he offers, take it boy. The Apache are loyal and good friends but they can be fierce enemies. So don't insult him by refusing his gift," warned Hobart.
Running Wolf said more to Hobart and then moved his horse closer to Josh. He handed Josh a seven foot long stick about 2 inches thick and decorated with at least a dozen eagle feathers. Josh took the stick and nodded at the Chief and made the sign for thank you. The Indian dismounted and motioned Josh to get down also.
"Josh keep control of Diablo. Running Wolf is gonna do some kind of ceremony and is going to touch him," Hobart cautioned.
Dismounting to face Running Wolf, Josh put his hand on Diablo's nose to quiet him. The big horse's eyes were opened wide, disturbed by the strange smell given off by Running Wolf but calmed at Josh's touch and voice. The Indian opened a pouch he carried tied to his waist and dipped two fingers into it.
He brought his fingers out covered in a yellow paste and made a mark on each of Josh's cheeks. Next he dipped his whole hand into the pouch, covering his right palm with the yellow paste; he made a yellow hand print on Diablo's rump. As the Indian made these marks he chanted several words, over and over.
Running Wolf placed his hands on Josh's shoulders looked him in the eye and repeated the same words again. He mounted his pony, shook hands with Hobart, nodded at Red, and turned his horse and rode away. The white men watched him and his band ride up and over the rise.
"What was that all about, Mr. Hobart?" What's this stick he gave me?"
Hobart smiled and answered, "You just made sure that the wagon train won't have no trouble with any Apaches tween here and Santa Fe." He laughed at the puzzled look on Josh's face.
"That "stick" is called a coup stick. The Indians use it to show how brave they are. They'll get in close to an armed enemy and touch him with the stick; the Apache believe counting coup on his enemy instead of killing him shows the warrior's bravery. Each feather stands for about 10 coups."
Hobart counted the feathers on the coup stick; there were 14 of them. "Lots of coups; Running Wolf is a very brave warrior."
"Why did he give it to me? I've never counted coup on anyone," Josh said.
"Running Wolf gave you his coup stick as a sign of respect and gratitude. He said that you counted coup by giving food to his people instead of attacking them or letting them go hungry."
Josh smiled as he inspected the coup stick and nodded. "What about the hand print on Diablo and these marks on my face and that chant?"
"Those marks are war paint, what the Apache call a death mask. They paint their faces and ponies to scare their enemies and to show how fierce they are; they also paint themselves for special doings. The chant was a ceremony and the death mask welcomed you and Diablo as adopted warriors of the Jicarrilla Apache.
You're now an Apache warrior Josh." Hobart smiled at his young scout. "He even gave you a name, it's hard to say but it means, "Friend with big horse; or close enough."
"Okay, I guess," Josh smiled. "But how did I make the wagon train safe?"
"The coup stick will show any other Apaches that you are a warrior brother to Running Wolf, Chief of the Jicarrilla. No Apache or most other tribes want to make an enemy of Running Wolf and his band so they'll leave you and us alone."
Red couldn't help laughing at the events and the look on Josh's face. "How's it feel to be a savior Josh?"
"Running Wolf talked about you too Red," Hobart said.
"Oh, what did he say about me?"
"He said he liked your hair and that he hoped to take a scalp that color someday."
Now it was Josh's turn to laugh at the look on the young Texan's face.
"Okay boys, let's get back to the wagons and get moving. We've still got a ways to go to Santa Fe." Hobart ordered.
Arriving back at the wagons, with Josh's approval Hobart mounted the coup stick to the lead wagon so that it stuck up above the top of the wagon so anybody within a couple of hundred yards could see it.
That evening as Josh groomed and fed Diablo an apple he asked the big horse, "Do you know that you're an Apache warrior, big guy?"
The big bay nodded his head up and down chewing on the apple as if to say, "Of course I know I'm a warrior." Red joined him at the corral after taking care of his own horse and they walked back to the wagons.
"You understood the sign language pretty good Red. I didn't know you could talk sign," Josh told his friend. He was impressed with Red's knowledge.
"I learned it from my Pa. He was a Texas Ranger for awhile when he first settled our ranch back in '39. There were troubles between the settlers and the Indians back then; including the Apache but mostly the Comanche. Pa thought it was a good idea to be able to talk to the Indians so he learned sign language and taught my brothers and me. Comes in handy now and then."
Josh knew some sign but wanted to know more. "Think you could teach me?"
"Sure, you're pretty smart for a Missouri farm boy. We'll start tonight after supper," Red chuckled.
The next five days were routine for the wagons; up before daylight, travel all day, and circle the wagons to make camp at night. Now that the rains had stopped Josh and others were able to do some hunting to give the people some variety from the smoked buffalo meat. The trail began to slowly climb in elevation as they got closer to Santa Fe and the days cooled off a little as they got to higher ground.
Every day on their scouting trips and every night after supper Red and Hobart taught Josh more sign language. It was a useful tool, Josh might run into Indians on his was to Colorado and even after he got to his destination; where ever that would be. He still hadn't made up his mind as to where he was headed after Santa Fe.
Josh saw something interesting that had been developing for several days. About a week after the first raid Hobart had started to spend more and more time with Jerry Barnes. Aside from feeling sorry for the boy's loss, he really seemed to like the youngster and invited him to eat at his wagon every night.
Hobart was a born teacher; he would pass along his knowledge of how to make it in this wild country, The best way to treat stock and a number of other things he had learned over the years, he taught to anyone that had sense enough to pay attention to the lessons.
One evening after Hobart had shown Jerry the best way to load a pack horse Josh just had to tease the grizzled wagon master about the boy.
"This time it's you picking up strays Mr. Hobart," he said pointing to Jerry as he went back to his wagon.
Hobart smiled and chuckled a little and said, "The boys got bottom to him. A lot of youngsters would have just folded up on themselves after losing their parents; he didn't. He's had to grow up faster than a boy should have to and he's done it well." Hobart paused sort of looking inside himself and added, "Makes me think of my son."
"I didn't know you have a son, heck I didn't even know you was married," Josh said in surprise.
"Jacob and his mother died from the cholera better than 25 years ago," Hobart told him.
"Sorry Mr. Hobart, I didn't mean to pry or bring back bad memories," Josh apologized.
Hobart sort of shook himself and smiled at the young man. "You didn't son, all I got is good memories of Martha and Jacob. We had a good life together until they got the sickness."
Josh, even though young, had a feel for animals and men. He felt that the wagon master was in a mood to talk about his family so he asked "What happened Mr. Hobart?"
Hobart had been staring into the fire and looked up at Josh. "I think that Cheyenne woman you told me about was right. You do have a feeling for people don't you son? He didn't wait for an answer and began his story.
His parents had passed away and left their ranch in California to Hobart and his older brother. The older son, Jason, had been working the place with his pa. Hobart decided to move his wife and son from Little Rock to the ranch after his parents died. The plan was for the two brothers to run the ranch together.
Hobart and his family joined a wagon train in Fort Smith and began the trek west. Between Amarillo and Santa Fe the train ran into trouble. It had been a very dry summer and a lot of the water holes had dried up and what water there was to be had wasn't good; it had to be boiled to be safe to use. Hobart had gone on an overnight scout looking for water and while he was gone his wife and son got some bad water. They got cholera and died shortly after he returned.
He stopped talking for a couple of minutes and Josh just sat waiting for him to continue.
"They and other people died because the wagon master was a fool. He didn't know enough about the country to safely lead the wagons. It was his fault that my Martha and Jacob died. I pulled him off his horse and had my Bowie knife at his throat planning on killing him like he had killed my family and other families with the wagon train," Hobart admitted.
"What happened? Did you kill him Mr. Hobart?" Josh asked.
"No, but I wanted to in the worse way."
"What stopped you?" Josh knew that Hobart needed to finish his story.
"I saw Martha's face in front of me. She had that disapproving look that she used to get when I did something stupid and I knew she wouldn't have liked me killing the bastard. So I let him up and told him if I ever heard about him leading another wagon train I would hunt him down and finish what I'd started."
Hobart shook himself a few seconds after finishing his tale. He looked up at Josh and smiled at the young man. "You know, every once in a while I need to talk about it, it helps to ease the pain. Thanks for listening Josh."
Josh was a little embarrassed at the emotion in Hobart's voice and changed the subject. "What's Jerry going to do at the end of the trail? Does he have other family he can go to?"
"Not really he don't. That's one reason his parents decided to get a fresh start out west, they had nobody to connect to in Illinois and with the war thought it would be safer out here. But I got a couple of ideas for the boy; it all depends on what he wants."
The next morning after the wagons were moving, Hobart motioned Josh to join him as he rode out ahead of the train. "I'm going to talk to Jerry tonight and see what he wants to do when we get to Santa Fe. I've got a couple of ideas and he needs time to think about them before he makes a decision. Will you sit with us when we're talkin, you're closer to his age and you two seemed to have taken to each other?"
"Be happy to Mr. Hobart. I've been doin some thinkin about him and I've got an idea too. I'd like to run it by you and see what you think before I tell Jerry about it."
Hobart nodded and Josh told him his idea. The older man rode silently for a minute or so and then smiled at Josh and said, "That's a fine idea son. It'll give Jerry more than one way to go. A man oughta have choices, don't you know."
That night after supper, Jerry thanked Hobart for the meal and stood to return to his wagon. "Hold up Jerry, we need to talk a bit." The boy sat back down looking puzzled. "What are your plans after we get to Santa Fe son? You know we'll be there in two or three days."
"Hadn't really thought much about it sir. Guess since we're getting close I should," Jerry answered.
"Are you going back East?"
"Don't think so. Got a couple of aunts and uncles back in Illinois but I haven't seen them for years so we're not close. Besides they already have a passel of kids and don't need another mouth to feed. I guess I'm on my own so I'll have to find a way to live out here."
"Well I've got some suggestions for you since you don't have a plan of your own yet. It's your decision and you don't have to take any of them, understand?"
Jerry looked concerned, not frightened but concerned about his future and nodded at Hobart.
"I know two good men in Santa Fe that run a stables and blacksmith; I can get you a job in the stables or as an apprentice to the blacksmith. That's one suggestion. Or you can come with me to California to my ranch. My brother Jason runs the place and we're always looking for good hands to help out. It won't make you a lot of money but you can live a good life there."
The boy nodded a couple of times as he listened to Hobart. Josh could see that Jerry hadn't thought any further than the next day on the trail and was a little frightened now.
"I've got another idea for you Jerry," Josh said. "I'm leaving the train at Santa Fe and heading up to Colorado. My plan is to get work training horses or working for a cattle ranch up there. Don't know which one or even if I can but that's the plan. After the war is over, I will probably go back to Missouri; there'd be a place for you on our farm. Either way, you're welcome to come with me. We'd make a pretty good team."
Now Jerry didn't know what to do or think. Going from having no plan to having three to choose from was almost overwhelming.
"One thing Jerry, the suggestions from Mr. Hobart will get you a good life and you won't go hungry, that's for sure. Coming with me is a bit of a gamble. It's not exactly Illinois where I'm goin, it's still a wild country, so you want to think about that too," Josh said.
"You don't have to do any of these and I'll try to help you if you decide to do something else, but we wanted you to have choices," Hobart told the boy. "Think about it until the last night on the trail and let me know what you want to do. Good night son."
Hobart watched Jerry walk back to his wagon; he felt better now that the boy had a place to go. Even though it wasn't his fault the wagon master felt responsible for the death of Jerry's parents; that's one of the reasons he wanted to help the youngster.
He knew the boy would be big enough and strong enough to take care of himself once he got his full growth. Jerry was already 5' 8" and about 150 pounds and he would fill out and maybe get taller as he matured. He would be decent looking with his brown eyes and his shock of dark hair; right now his hair was all over the place and he needed a haircut.
Two more days and nights on the trail and the wagon train camped for the last time before getting to Santa Fe. Jerry came to Hobart's wagon for supper as he usually did but didn't leave right afterwards.
"I've made my decision Mr. Hobart." He turned to Josh and said, "I'd like to go with you to Colorado if the offer's still good Mr. Kelly."
"It's still open Jerry, just one thing you gotta do before we join up, quit calling me Mr. Kelly. Mr. Kelly is my Pa, my name's Josh," he said smiling at the boy.
"Yes sir. I thank you Mr. Hobart for your offers but I want to see some more of this country. I've ridden with and know Mr. Kel...I mean Josh. I think I could learn a lot from him too." Hobart nodded at him.
"Jerry, I'll teach the best way to train horses and how to work stock. That way you can make it on your own whenever you want to," Josh told him.
Hobart spoke up and said, "I'll help you sell your wagon and other things once we get to Santa Fe; it'll give you a stake."
"C'mon Jerry let's go back to your wagon and start pickin out the stuff you'll need for our trip," Josh suggested.
At the wagon, sorting through his belongings Jerry thought of a problem. "Mr. Kel....I mean Josh, I don't have a horse. I've been riding horses from the remuda but I don't own one. I mean I can't go with you without a horse."
"I wouldn't worry about it Jerry. Mr. Hobart is going to help you sell your wagon and the gear you don't want or need; that should be plenty to get you a horse or two and give you a stake. If nothing else you can ride Sunny or Joey until we can find you a pony."
Jerry seemed relieved and went back to looking through the wagon. Josh knew that a lot of wagon trains finished their journeys in Santa Fe and that they sold off their extra horses. It'll be a good place to look for a mount for Jerry.
The next day the train made its way into Santa Fe and set up camp just outside of the settlement. Josh wanted to take a couple of days, maybe more, to get supplies and plan the next leg of his journey. Hobart told him that he could stay with the wagons until he decided to leave.
That first evening wasn't much different than all the other nights on the trail, except there was a feeling of excitement because many of the people had come to the end of the trail. At supper around Hobart's wagon Josh, Hobart, and Red talked about the trek west.
"We made good time from Fort Smith, we didn't have any serious wagon break downs, and nobody got sick on the trail. It was a good trip," Hobart proclaimed. "Even with the two attacks by the guerillas it was a good trip."
"It was a good trip because we had a good leader," Josh said complimenting Hobart.
"Even that stray you brought worked out okay," he said pointing to Red.
"It's a good thing I found this boy," Red replied. "No tellin what kind of trouble he would have got into without me to watch over him."
The three men laughed at Red's antics and then got quiet thinking about their parting. Josh had found a father figure in Hobart; not as a substitute for his Pa but more like a real close uncle. Red had found and made two good friends. And Hobart had watched a lonely farm boy from Missouri turn into a fine young man.
"One last thing Mr. Hobart. I promised to stay with the train to Santa Fe and now I'm going to be leaving you. Thanks for everything sir," Red said a little embarrassed at his feelings.
"Thought you might Red," Hobart replied. "Didn't really expect you to stay on with the wagon train. What're you going to do, where do y'all go from here?"
"Well Josh has never been to Colorado so I'd better go along and show him the way."
"You've never been to Colorado either Red. How're you going to show me the way?" Josh asked smiling.
"That's right, I never been but I'm a natural born path finder so I can lead you anywhere you want to go."
The three friends stayed up later than normal that evening talking, remembering, and enjoying each other's company for probably the last time. In spite of the late night they were up at first light; with months and weeks on the trail it had become a habit.
After breakfast Hobart went into Santa Fe, he had several errands to take care of. One was to let the livery stable know that he had a wagon and farming gear for sale. When he got back to the camp around midday he motioned Jerry over to him, Josh came with the boy.
"Jerry, I talked to the man at the livery and let him know about your wagon and gear. It'll probably take a few days to sell so I'll make you a deal. I'll give you $250 dollars for the whole kit and caboodle or you can wait around to see if it'll bring more," Hobart told him.



Josh smiled at Hobart and knew Jerry couldn't tell what a good deal he was being offered. It was time for the boy's first lesson so Josh spoke up.
"Jerry and I are partners now so I'd like to deal myself a hand in this game Mr. Hobart," Josh said and continued at a nod from Hobart. "How bout you give Jerry $240 and he'll take two of those old nags from the remuda off your hands so you don't have to waste feed on them?"
"Well ifin I have to give up two of those fine animals I think $180 should be enough cash."
"Most of your animals aren't fit for much but since it's you, I think Jerry could go as low as $230 if you include a saddle and tack," Josh replied.
The horse trading continued for several minutes with Hobart and Josh making offers and counteroffers until they agreed that Jerry would get $200, a western saddle and tack, and two horses for his wagon and its' contents. Through the whole process Jerry watched and listened to the two men; his head turning back and forth as they dickered over prices.
After coming to an agreement on the price, the three went to the corral to choose the two horses for Jerry. The boy asked Josh to help him pick out the best animals. Hobart pointed out a few of the horses that belonged to other people but there was a good selection. The owners of the wagon teams had already taken their animals, now that they had reached the end of the trail; most of the horses in the corrals were riding stock.
Most boys or young men tend to go for the best looking horses as opposed to the best animal, Jerry was an exception. The first horse he chose was the black that Hobart usually let him ride, it was a Morgan, bred to be used for a lot of different jobs, including handling stock. It was very quick, had good stamina, and was good all around horse.
He wasn't sure about choosing a second animal and asked Josh to help him. After checking with Hobart, Josh pointed out a big chestnut horse similar to his Sunny. The horse was strong and could go all day at a good pace. Jerry spent the better part of the afternoon with his two horses. He brushed and combed them and let them get use to him handling them.
Later that afternoon, Hobart paid Josh for 70 days on the trail, it had taken the wagon trail 62 days from Fort Smith to Santa Fe but he felt that Josh had earned a bonus. He also paid Red from the time they picked him up east of Oklahoma City to Santa Fe. Red said he didn't deserve pay before they got to Amarillo that he was just earning his way home. Hobart insisted that the young Texan had more than earned the money. The wagon master even paid Jerry some wages for his scouting and work around the wagon train after his parents were killed.
Hobart invited Josh and Red to town for one last drink before they left in the morning. Jerry wanted to go too but he was a mite young for that kind of entertainment. The three friends rode into town and entered the saloon. Hobart and Red got whiskey and Josh as usual got a beer.
They were standing at the bar when a big cowboy knocked against Red to make room for himself at the crowded bar. "Excuse me mister, I didn't know I was in your way," Red said to the man with a smile.
"Mind your manners when you talk to you betters sonny," the man told Red.
"Yes sir I will, just as soon as I meet my betters. But you ain't it."
Hobart gently pulled on Red's arm saying, "C'mon he's not worth your time. Let's enjoy our drinks."
"Better listen to your Pa boy. Your about to get your backside paddled," the cowboy said. It was plain that he was looking for a fight.
Hobart looked at the man and said, "Mister, you might want to pull in your horns a little. This "boy" is a veteran of Manassas and helped fight off two raids on our wagon train by guerilla scum. He's not one to turn his back or walk away. Let me buy you a drink and let's forget all this."
"I don't need your drink and I'll decide when to back off," the man replied. Directing his words to Red the man said, "I think you better apologized for bumping into and sassin me boy." The cowboy backed away from the bar, ready to go for the gun stuck in his belt.
People scatted away from the scene not wanting to be caught up in the fight. Josh noticed that another cowboy that had come into the saloon with the bad tempered man had moved sort of to the side and slightly behind Red. Not sure of what his intentions were, Josh slowly moved over to stand next to the man.
Red stepped back from the bar and as Hobart came to his side said, "Step away Mr. Hobart, this gentleman's going to teach me some manners and the lesson is just for me. Step away sir."
Turning back to the big mouthed cowboy Red said, "I truly am sorry you bumped into me. Some people are just naturally clumsy I guess."
Red's normal voice had deepened into a challenging tone and the big happy go lucky grin on his face had been replaced by a grim tight lipped smile. Josh had seen the same look on his friend's face when the two men had braced them in Oklahoma City. It amazed him, the change that came over his fun loving, always kidding, and always smiling friend. This side of Red was a battle harden veteran who wouldn't be cowed or pushed around.
The cowboy reached to pull his gun but before he could do much more than grab the pistol's grip, Red's gun was in his hand and pointed at the man. Red's hand had moved so fast that it was a blur that not many could follow. The man pulled his hand away from his gun and sort of slumped in on himself.
"Care to try again mister?" Red asked as he holstered his gun and then drew it with a blur again. "I didn't think so; maybe you should leave since the bar is so crowded and you can't keep from bumping into people."
When the big man had started the move for his gun, his friend standing slightly behind Red had also reached for his weapon. He felt the cold steel of a pistol barrel against his throat and stopped.
"Mister you oughta think again before you pull that hog leg." He turned and looked at the young man holding the pistol. Looking into a pair of cold blue eyes made the cowboy realize he was just one move away from death. He dropped his hand and stepped back.
Josh didn't realize it about himself but Hobart did; Josh had changed from the wide eyed, naïve, and maybe innocent young farm boy into a very competent and confident young man. And Red for all his laughing and joking could be a stone cold killer. I wouldn't want to get sideways with those two, Hobart thought.
The two cowboys, now cowed, quickly left the saloon; very fortunate to get out of there with their lives. They mounted their horses and rode out of town like the devil himself was on their heels.
"Well boys, thanks for the entertainment but I've had about all the fun I can stand so I think I'll finish my drink and head back to my wagon," Hobart said to lighten the mood.
"Hadn't really planned it but I'm glad you enjoyed the show, Mr. Hobart," Red replied with a smile, now back to his good natured self.
The three left the saloon and rode back to the camp. On the way Red rode up beside Josh and said, "Thanks for the hand back there; I probably could have handled them both but it sure made it easier with you taking care of that second cowboy."
"You saw him? I didn't think you knew he was there so I had a little talk with him. He listened real good," Josh replied.
Over a last cup of coffee before going to bed Josh remarked, "I don't have that much experience with gun fighting but I've never seen anyone move that fast Red."
"Have a cousin, name of John Slaughter, he taught me a little before the war; he's a law man or was before the war. It's not a skill I'm proud of but sometimes it comes in handy.
"Texas John Slaughter, the famous lawman? We even heard about him back in Missouri."
"Maybe infamous is a better term, but yeah Cousin John taught me a little."
The next morning Josh, Red, and Jerry were up shortly after first light; ready to start their trek to Colorado. The three travelers and Hobart met for morning coffee for probably the last time. Josh felt sad and excited at the same time. He was sad to be leaving Hobart after being with him daily for over two months and becoming good friends but he was excited on beginning the journey to Colorado.
"You certainly do pick up strays, don't you Josh. Now you got two and a bunch of horses," Hobart laughed. He handed Jerry the Henry rifle and pistol that Red had taken from Fogerty. "Y'all might have use for these son". He smiled at the look on the boys face. "Where you and your strays headed, Josh? You ever decide?"
"Well my partners and I decided to explore Chico Basin just southeast of Colorado City," Josh said with a big grin. "I hear there's a couple of big cattle spreads in the area and they might just have need of horse trainers or cow hands. Guess we'll see when we get there."
"Where'd you hear about Chico Basin?"
"Johnny Burrows told me about that area just before he left the train, so I think that's as good a place as any to start."
Hobart shook hands with the three and said, "Well, hang onto your scalps boys and if you get over my way stop in at my ranch. It's the "Double H" spread in the Laguna Mountains just east of San Diego and it is god's own back yard. You'll always be welcome for a visit or to stay. Or if you decide you like the life on a wagon train come see me in Fort Smith, I run two trains a year from there. Good luck and God bless you."
The three partners mounted their horses waved at Hobart and for the first time turned north on the trail heading for a new land and new adventures.
To be continued...
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The three men were two days north of Santa Fe on their way to the Chico Basin near Colorado City. Josh Kelly, John 'Red' McCall, and Jerry Barnes hoped to find work with one of the cattle ranches in that area.
It was about 300 miles as the crow flies to Chico Basin from Santa Fe, but they weren't crows so the trip would be closer to 350 miles. They had to wind their way along the high trails and through the passes of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains just to the north of Santa Fe which added the extra miles. The men hoped to make the trip in about 20 to 25 days with stops along the way to resupply and rest their horses.
The second night, after feeding their horses and themselves they were sitting around their fire resting and relaxing after a hard day on the trail. Josh was never a big talker but Red noticed that he was quieter than usual that night. For a man just turned 18 he's already gone through more than most do their whole lives, Red thought.
"Something on your mind Josh?" Red asked, concerned about his friend.
"Just thinking about what's coming and how far we have to go."
"You worried?" Red asked him with a smile. "We're pretty good at taking care of ourselves."
"Naw I'm not worried. Really I'm excited and looking forward to seein new places."
"You don't look excited."
Josh looked at his friend and had to smile. People underestimated Red because he was always joking around, but Josh knew that Red, who had just turned 23, understood people and situations better than a lot of older men.
"Well, I was thinkin about the raids on the wagon train and all those men that were killed. I guess it didn't hit me until you and I found Fogerty dying in that arroyo. Until then the dead men weren't real to me, they were just things that we had to kill to protect ourselves. But talking to Fogerty before he died made me realize that the others were men just like him."
"Josh those men deserved to die, so did Fogerty. They were trying to kill us and the others on the wagon train. Far as I'm concerned they were bought and paid for when they decided to attack us," Red said, trying to ease Josh's mind.
"I know Red. I wasn't worried about having to kill them defending ourselves, I'd do it again right now if need be. It's just that it's such a waste. With all the killing and dying going on in the war, it's a shame that there has to be more of it out here." Josh stopped for a few seconds and said, "I'm okay Red, don't worry partner."
Jerry Barnes was the youngest of the three at 15. His parents had been killed by the raiders in the first attack on the wagon train. For the first time he spoke up "Damn right they deserved to die."
Red and Josh weren't surprised at the emotion in the boy's voice. They both looked at Jerry as he continued, "It's sorta like Mr. Hobart said, let God forgive them because I sure won't."
That was enough talk about death and killing Red thought. The killing and raids hadn't bothered Red as much as the other two. He was a battled hardened veteran of the war; he had served with the 29th Texas Cavalry at Manassas. Red had been shot in his leg and knocked off his horse; he survived but still walked with a limp. He knew that he'd been lucky because his two older brothers and many of his comrades were been killed in that battle.
"How far will we go tomorrow Josh?" He asked to take their minds off the morbid thoughts.
"I thought you said you were the path finder Red? You should be able to answer that question," Josh teased.
"I am and I can. But I wanted to give you a chance to plan things before I told you the right way to do it," Red kidded back.
The somber mood broken, the men discussed their plans for the next day. As usual they were up at first light; they fed and watered the horses and made sure their gear was ready. This included their pistols and Henry rifles; this was wild country and all three of the men were well armed.
Josh led the way shortly after daybreak. Where they could they rode side by side so they could talk and make the time and distances go faster. Red's horse got spooked by a snake on the trail, he lost a stirrup and was almost bucked off as his horse reacted violently.
"Damn you Jasper, I'm gonna beat you with a knotted plow line," Red yelled at the horse trying to get control again.
Josh laughed so hard he almost lost his seat. "You never did tell me why you named your horse Jasper," he questioned Red.
Red got the horse calmed down a little and answered, "Got an Uncle Jasper back home and he's the orneriest man I've ever met; he's always in a bad mood. He complains about everything and you really have to prod him to get him to do any work. This damn horse is just like him, so I named the horse Jasper. It keeps me from shootin him because I like my Uncle; he's always been good to me."
Josh and Jerry laughed at Red's story and for the rest of the day chuckled every time Red cussed at his horse. That evening after making camp, feeding and watering the horses, and getting something to eat for themselves, the men planned the next day's ride; this was done every night as they relaxed. Red tried to feed an apple to Jasper and then cussed at him when the horse tried to bite him.
"Why do you ride that animal if he's so mean? We've got other horses, heck you could ride my Sunny for a while if you liked," Josh suggested.
"Thanks for the offer but Jasper's as sure footed as a mountain goat and as strong as a bull. He may not be as fast as my little quarter horse but he can go all day every day. Besides I sorta like the big guy, even if he is about half mean," Red answered with a grin and a shrug.
It was ten days before they stopped to give the animals a couple of days rest and to get some supplies. They were in Springer, a small settlement at the base of the mountains. Red suggested that they board the horses, at least for one day and night. Josh questioned him and Red explained that the horses would be fed grain along with sweet hay.
"The horses have been eating dry oats and whatever grazing that been available. Boarding them will pamper them some; they've got a long way to go and we need them strong," Red said.
"I see what you mean. What do you think Jerry?" Josh asked, bringing the youngster into the debate. That was a nice thing for him to do, Red thought.
Surprisingly Jerry wasn't about to go along with just anything the two older men said. "I think pampering the horses is a good idea." Josh nodded at him and started to say more but Jerry interrupted him. "But I don't see the need to pay the stable for grain when we can buy it for less."
Red said, "Yeah but then we'd throw away what the horses don't eat. I don't see how that saves money."
"A 50 pound sack of grain feed will cost us about two dollars more than what the stable owner would charge us for putting up our seven horses for a full day; I asked him his prices earlier while you and Josh were in the general store," Jerry said.
Josh looked at Red with a smile and nodded at Jerry to go on.
"We can feed the horses ourselves and pack the rest with us on the trail. The horses will get better feed for a longer time that way."
"But that's an extra fifty pounds they have to carry," Red said in protest.
"Not really, but it doesn't make that much difference," Jerry answered. "We've got seven horses, five of which are trained to carry packs. Depending on which horses we're riding we have at least two and as many as four that can share the load."
Josh smiled shaking his head. Guess I got spoiled having wagons to carry the gear, he thought. I'm the horse trainer here, I should have thought of this.
Jerry saw Josh's smile and was more confident about speaking up. "We can split the weight between the pack animals and load up the saddle bags of the two not trained to carry packs. The extra weight of the grain will go down every day."
"You figure 10 to 12 days and the grain will be gone?" Josh asked.
"Well, we could stretch it out by mixing it with the oats. Heck we could even make a mash out of the oats and corn which would make it last longer. Maybe all the way to Chico Basin."
Red began to laugh so hard he had a coughin fit. "Josh old friend, outta the mouths of babes. We're supposed to be the ones that are older, smarter, and more experienced. Jerry just showed us we're not as smart as we think we are. Good figurin Jerry and smart. Maybe we oughta ask you opinion on things from now on, instead of just givin you orders." Red started laughing again.
Josh shook his head and chuckled, a little embarrassed. "Okay Jerry, good idea and I think we ought to do what you said. We'll have to find a place to camp outside of town."
"No sir, we don't have to do that. I talked to the stable owner and he'll let us put the horses in his barn overnight, he won't feed them and we can sleep in the hay loft," Jerry said. "It'll cost us three dollars but a hotel or boarding house would have cost more. So we're pretty well set for the next two days."
Josh and Red stared at the boy for a few seconds. Red laughed again and said, "I think maybe we oughta stop thinkin of you as a boy. Maybe we should get you to work all our deals." Jerry blushed, pleased at the compliment. For the first time he felt like a full partner in this group instead of a homeless boy tagging along. The three "men" put their horse in the barn and went for supper.
"Where did you learn so much about a stable, Mr. Barnes?" Red asked.
"I worked for one back in Illinois for a spell, to help out at home. I paid attention when Mr. Johnson the owner talked. Learned a lot from him," Jerry replied.
Red suggested they celebrate this new partnership by having supper at the café. "We've been eating smoked buffalo, rabbit stew, and beans for more'n a week. If the horses get better feed, so should we."
After two days and nights in town, the men resumed their journey. It had taken them ten days riding through the mountains to get to Springer. We'll make better time now that we down in flat country, Josh thought. He was right, they had average about 13 miles a day through the high country, but now they were able to cover almost 20 miles a day.
In three and half days they rode into Trinidad. It would be the last town until they reached Pueblo. They had covered about 200 miles and were within about ten days of Chico Basin; assuming the weather held, assuming that nothing happened to their horses, and assuming they didn't have trouble with the Indian tribes living in the area.
"We'll be at Chico Basin in a few days, if nothing goes wrong," Red said as the three sat around their fire.
"Something always goes wrong," Josh replied.
"You're always thinkin things are goin bad Josh. Don't you ever look at the bright side?"
"I look at the bright side every morning when I get up. If I'm not sick, if I still got my horses, and if I still have my scalp, I look at it as the bright side," Josh answered with a grin. "We've had a good run so far and odds are against us getting to Chico Basin without somethin happening, that's all."
"What about you Jerry? Do you always think about things goin bad or do you look at the bright side?" Red drew him into the conversation.
Jerry hesitated for a few seconds and answered, "I don't think about it either way too much. I do what I can to get ready for the day and ifin somethin comes up I'll deal with it then. Worrying or hoping neither one changes anything nor gets anything done."
Josh and Red were again surprised at how mature this young man was. Josh had invited him to come with them mainly because the boy had nowhere to go after his parents were killed in a raid. Jerry didn't fold up after the death of his folks and had shown he could be trusted to do most any job given to him. I think we got more than just a boy riding with us, I think we got a smart young man that can make his own way, Josh thought.
They made one last visit to the general store and were getting ready to leave town, when the town sheriff walked up to them. "Howdy boys, I'm Sheriff Blevins. Y'all leavin town?"
"Yes sir, headed for Chico Basin up near Colorado City," Josh replied.
"Just wanted to say hello; I like to check on strangers in my town. Be careful there's been some Indian trouble in that direction. Nothing really serious just a few shots fired back and forth. There ain't been no raids or stock stolen, at least not yet."
"Maybe Running Wolf's coup stick will keep them away from us Josh," Red teased his friend.
"Thanks for the warnin Sheriff; we'll keep a sharp eye. C'mon boys let's put in some miles fore evening."
The next two days they made a lot of miles and had good spots to camp over night. They cut a buffalo trail leading north in the general direction that the men were traveling. The land they were riding through was a high plain, about 6,000 feet, with a few low hills covered in scrub bushes, not many trees, and buffalo grass that was belly high on a horse.
Where the horses had to weave their way through the scrub, the buffalo just walked over it. Their passing left a wide, fairly smooth trail. The buffalo had been running and it wasn't too old because there was still some dust in the air. The men decided to follow the trail, it was easier on their horses and they made better time. They weren't in a hurry but it was mid July and winter usually set in around mid to late October in this high country. Josh wanted to find work long before the weather changed.
Josh called a halt at midday to water and rest the horses for an hour. He'd been riding Diablo since they left Santa Fe. He switched his saddle to Sunny to give Diablo a rest, although the big horse looked at him as if to say "I'm not tired".
Red had been rotating his mounts, using Jasper for a day or two and switching off to Queenie, his little quarter horse mare for a day. Jerry had rotated between the two horses he "bought" from Hobart in Santa Fe. The big chestnut he named Charger and the Morgan horse he called simply Morgan. Both Red and Jerry rode Josh's other horse Joey a few times.
"We got company boys," Red told his two friends, nodding his head at the crest of a hill not far away.
Ten to twelve Indians could be seen on the skyline. They were about a half a mile away and walking their horses slowly toward Josh and the boys.
"Let's get back to that arroyo we just crossed, it'll give some cover if they decide to attack. If we have time make sure your saddles are on the horse you don't want to lose. Get ready to cut the cinches of the pack saddles and we'll make a run for it ifin we have to. If it gets too hairy we'll have to leave the extra horses," Josh ordered.
Josh was able to change his saddle back to Diablo. Sunny was a strong horse but a little slow, his other horse Joey was pretty fast but his endurance wouldn't hold up to a daylong race to escape the Indians. Red was still mounted on Jasper and Jerry changed his gear over to Morgan. Guess Red really liked his uncle, Josh thought with a chuckle.
They set up a defensive position just below the lip of the arroyo and waited. The Indians had seen them and turned in their direction. As they got closer the Indians spread fan like in front of the three white men as Josh took a position about ten feet in front of the arroyo. He put the butt of Running Wolves coup stick on the ground and held it upright with his left hand; in his right hand he held his Henry Repeater with the butt brace on his hip.
"They'll see that it's a powerful coup stick, even if it is Apache," Josh explained to Red and Jerry. "Hopefully they won't mess with a warrior carrying that coup stick. But if they do my Henry will do more than count coup on them."
One Indian rode forward in front of the other riders. He was obviously the leader and one of only three men carrying a rifle: the rest were armed with bow and lances. When he got closer he saw the coup stick and stopped. Josh wasn't sure if he stopped because of the coup stick or the Henry resting on his hip; doesn't matter he thought, either way he stopped.
Laying the coup stick against his shoulder, Josh used sign language to say that they were friends. The Indian looked at Josh and the other two set up and ready for a fight. He raised his rifle over his head in sort of a salute and turned motioning the rest of the band to follow him. They road off to the southeast and were soon out of sight. When the Indians rode off Josh let out a huge sigh and turned and grinned at Red and Jerry.
"You sure do keep things interestin Josh," Red laughed. "No sir, never a dull minute around you."
Josh smile at his friend. "You boys go on ahead; follow the buffalo trail. You'll make better time that way than you would fightin through that brush. I'll catch up to you about midday."
"Where you going," Jerry asked.
"Gonna ride rear guard for a spell just to make sure that group don't double back on our trail. See ya in a bit," Josh said as he mounted Diablo and turned to follow the Indians.
He caught back up to Red and Jerry just after midday. They stopped and watered the horses. "Nobody on our back trail far as I can tell. I think we're good," Josh reported.
They were up and riding by daybreak, as usual. "I hope there some word from my folks when we get to Pueblo; I sent a telegram to them when we left Santa Fe and mailed some letters. I'll send another telegram from Pueblo and mail the letters I wrote on the trail. Maybe I'll have a telegram waiting for me," Josh said.
"Did you say hello to them for me in your telegram?" Red asked.
"No, but I did tell them that Fogerty was dead," Josh answered. When he saw the look on Red's face he added, "I did mention you to them in the letters I mailed in Santa Fe; I also went into more detail about Fogerty and his gang. Told them not to worry because I had Texas Red McCall riding with me for protection."
Red and Jerry both laughed at Josh's teasing.
"You know we might not all get jobs on the same ranch. Sometimes they need a man but we'll be lucky to find someplace that needs three men," Red told them.
"We'll figure something out," Josh replied. "If nothing else we'll give a ranch three for the price of two or even one and a half plus found."
"What's found mean Josh?" Jerry asked, not knowing the term.
"Found is like room and board; someplace to sleep and usually two meals a day. Understand?" Jerry nodded.
It took the three partners 18 days to get from Santa Fe to Pueblo and the men and horses were ready for a little rest. They planned on resting the animals for at least a full day before heading north toward Chico Basin. Jerry worked his magic with the stable owner and the boys slept in the hayloft over the horse stalls again. Josh figured they'd only have a two day ride to the Basin when they left Pueblo; he hoped they'd find a ranch that needed a couple of hands.
There wasn't much to do at night after making camp; they checked equipment, made some repairs, and talked a little about the next day's ride. Red thought up something to entertain them. So during their nights on the trail, he began to teach Josh and even Jerry, some of the gun handling skills that he had learned from his cousin Texas John Slaughter. "Never know when it might come in handy," Red told them.
After several nights of teaching and practicing, Josh and Red would square off and practice fast draws against each other. They unloaded their guns and would test each other to see who was faster. Josh couldn't overcome the natural speed that Red possessed but he came close.



"I'd hate to bet my life on the difference," Red stated. "It'd be a close thing ifin it was for real."
Their first afternoon in Pueblo, Red suggested that he and Josh go to the saloon. "Maybe we can get some idea of what ranches are in the Chico Basin area. No place like a saloon for gossip; men like to talk when they're drinkin."
"You just want an excuse to get a drink and if there's any saloon gals so much the better," Josh laughed at his friend and then got more serious, "You're right though Red, a saloon is a good place to find information. I think I'll take Jerry and get some supplies at the general store. Might find out somethin there too, don't you know."
It was late when Red returned to the barn and climbed up to the hay loft; he had more than one drink but was far from being drunk. Josh and Jerry were asleep on their bedrolls and Red dropped down onto his. I'll tell em what I found out in the mornin he decided. Right now I need some sleep too, he thought.
Red woke to the smell of coffee. He climbed down from the hay loft and found Josh and the owner of the stable talking and drinking coffee together. Josh smiled as Red sort of waddled over to join them; he poured a cup of coffee and handed it to him.
"Late night Red?" Josh asked with a smile and then laughed. "Didn't know you were going to make a night of it."
"I was back by 10," Red defended himself. "But my hard work paid off. I got some good information about the Chico Basin area.
"Well Jerry and I found out some things too, but we didn't have to stay out until 10 to do it."
On the way to get breakfast at the café the three partners shared what they had found out. Red told them that he had met and bought a drink for a wagon driver that delivers freight to a town called Fountain and then on to Colorado City. The driver said that he knew of a ranch in the Chico Basin called the S Bar S and one in Fountain Valley named the Maggie M; he'd heard tell that both of them needed hands.
Jerry told Red what he and Josh had found out from James Mitchell, the owner of the mercantile. Seems the S Bar S was looking for a horse trainer. Mitchell's brother ran the general store in Fountain and the owner of that ranch, a Mr. Sanders, had mentioned that he needed a horse trainer.
As they finished their food Josh said, "Well we might just have found a place to work boys. Let's get on the trail at day break. Maybe between the two places we can all find work."
They planned to go back to the stables and check over their gear and horses before hitting the trail the next day. As they curried and combed their mounts Josh just had to tease Red a little. "Did you meet anybody interesting besides that teamster Red? Like maybe a pretty gal; I can't picture you talking to an ugly wagon driver all that time."
"Well, there was this one little filly that I did spend some time with, in fact she's the one that introduced me to the teamster so I bought her a drink or two. But when I finished talking to him I looked for her and she was already with another drover." Red chuckled at himself. "Lost my chance there I did, by doing what I'd gone into the saloon to do."
The next morning the three partners and their caravan of horses were on the way to Fountain. They wanted to talk to the owner of the general store to check on the possible jobs and get directions to the S Bar S and the Maggie M. Josh led them along the trail and continued until just before dusk; by riding from sun up to sun down now they would get to Fountain early the next day.
At midday they rode into Fountain and after watering their horses they hitched them in front of the store and all three headed inside. Josh stepped through the door, moved to the side, pulling Jerry with him and stopped; Red stepped to the other side of the door. Josh and Red both made a habit of scouting any area they entered; being aware of their surroundings had proved helpful more than once in the past.
Josh saw a man behind a counter getting stick candy for a boy of 12 or 13 and two young women being helped by an older woman, probably the owner's wife he thought. Red saw the young women too; smiling at Josh he began to amble toward the ladies. Josh had to chuckle at his friend's actions. He tapped Jerry on the shoulder and walked toward the man behind the counter. As they got closer Jerry became interested in the display of penny candies; this caused Josh to chuckle again. He sometimes forgot that Jerry was just a 15 year old boy himself.
The man behind the counter finished helping the boy and turned to Josh and Jerry. "Howdy boys, name's Steve Mitchell. This is my store, can I help you?"
Josh gave the man a list of supplies that he needed; things like coffee, beans, bacon, a little sugar and a few pieces of stick candy for Jerry. The boy smiled his thanks at Josh. As Mitchell filled the order Josh told him about meeting his brother in Pueblo. "He said that he heard that the S Bar S and another place was hiring. You know anything about that, Mr. Mitchell?"
"Bill Sanders, the owner of the S Bar S, told me about ten days ago he was lookin for someone to train some rough horses that he owns. Seems like none of his hands can do any good with the animals and he's got a lot of money invested in them."
Josh smiled as he paid for the supplies and said, "Now ain't it just lucky for Mr. Sanders. That's what I do; train horses. Can you give us directions to the ranch?"
While finding out which trail to take out of town and how far the ranch was, Josh saw the two young women and the boy leave the store. Red followed and watched them for a little bit as they walked down the street toward the stables.
Mitchell snapped his fingers and said, "I should've said something early, those two young women and the boy that just left are from the Maggie M. That's a small spread that needs a wrangler too; I never thought but I could've introduced you. They're headed to the stables to meet their pa, maybe you can catch up to them there."
Josh asked Jerry to put the supplies on the pack animals and he and Red started toward the stables. As they stepped outside they saw the two girls and the boy backed up against the front of a building. There were three cowboys facing them and heated words were being exchanged.
As they got closer they could hear one of the cowboys say, "You Maguire's all think you're better than us don't you Sarah? Well we're gonna show you that you're not as high and mighty as you think."
"Rafe, don't do this," the older girl said. "I don't think I'm better than you; I just don't want to go to the dance with you. I'm not going with anybody." She tried to calm the cowboy down.
Josh had to admire the two ladies; they appeared concerned but not frightened. The boy already had a split lip so he must have tried to protect the women. Lot of spunk for a youngster, Josh thought. He looked at Red and received a nod back. They stepped between the three backed up against the building and the cowboys.
"Yeah Rafe, don't do this. You won't like the outcome." Red challenged the three men. Once again Josh was amazed at the change in his friend and partner. Red was always joking, kidding around, and happy; but when facing danger he turned into another person. A very dangerous person.
"Mister, why don't you and your friends ride out? There's no need for this," Josh tried to reason with the three men. He didn't think it would work, it was obvious that the men had been drinking and liquored up men usually didn't listen to reason.
"It's none of your concern. You and your partner step aside and you won't get hurt," Rafe ordered Josh and Red.
This time it was Josh that issued the challenge, "We're makin it our concern; we gonna be working for Mr. Maguire and what kind of hands would we be if we didn't protect these ladies? You boys best ride on."
"Y'all might want to rethink what you're fixin to do boys. We got you surrounded," Red told them with a deadly smile, pointing behind them. The three cow hands looked behind them and saw Jerry with a Henry rifle pointed in their general direction. Jerry had his hat pulled down low over his eyes disguising the fact that he was a young boy. "Why don't you boys just get your horses and hit the trail?" Red continued.
Rafe and his boys didn't notice that Jerry was so young; they were more concerned with the Henry rifle pointed at them. They slowly backed away, mounted their horses, and rode out of town. As they left the Sheriff ran up holding a double barrel shotgun. "You three just stand easy," he ordered. "You girls alright Sarah?"
"Sheriff Horton these men just stopped what was proving to be a very unpleasant incident," the older of the two women said. "Rafe and his boys were going to....well, I don't know what they were going to do but it wouldn't have been anything good. These three gentlemen came to our rescue like knights in shining armor. I'm sorry I don't know your names."
"Sir John McCall of Texas ma'am," Red introduced himself with a bow and a sweeping gesture with his hat. "These are my squires Josh Kelly and Jerry Barnes. And your name milady, if I may be so bold?"
The young women both smiled at Red's antics, even the boy had to grin. "I'm Sarah Maguire," the older of the two said. "This is my sister Danielle and my brother Jacob. Did you say Sir John McCall?" She asked with a smile.
"Yes milady, all knights are addressed as Sir," Red teased. This time Sarah laughed out loud and Danielle giggled.
Josh noticed a large man walking quickly toward them. "Stay alert Red," he warned as he turned to face the man. The newcomer was even taller than Josh's 6' 1 and about 40 pounds heavier. For all his size he moved with an easy grace.
"What's going on here Sarah?" The big man asked when he got closer. "You all right?"
"Pa, these gentlemen just came to our rescue. Gentlemen this is my father, Daniel Maguire. This is John McCall, Josh Kelley, and Jerry Barnes," Sarah replied.
She explained the confrontation with Rafe and the other two and how their three new friends had helped them. Her father had to be restrained from following Rafe to dispense a little fatherly justice. Sheriff Horton told Maguire to let it go, that he would handle the two men.
Sarah got her father calmed down and Mr. Maguire shook hands all around and thanked the young men for their help. "Where you boys headed John?"
"Friends call me Red sir; we're trying to find work as ranch hands. Mr. Mitchell at the store said y'all might be looking for some help."
"We need some help but we can't afford to pay full wages so we'll just have to make due," He answered. "Sorry boys."
Josh said, "Well we'll just have to talk to Mr. Sanders at the S Bar S.
"You wouldn't get to the S Bar S until almost dark if you start this late in the day. The Maggie M is half way there, why don't you come out for supper and spend the night. We owe you boys at least that much," Mr. Maguire suggested. "You can sleep in the bunk house and get an early start tomorrow morning."
"Sounds like a fine idea to me," Red replied, looking at Sarah. "Let's get going."
Josh didn't think it was getting a jump on seeing Mr. Sanders at the S Bar S that made Red so agreeable to going to the Maguire's. He chuckled to himself; Red's interest was in Sarah, not a home cooked meal. Of course I won't mind spending a little time with Danielle either, Josh thought.
The Maguires got into their wagon and started home; the three friends walked back to their horses that were hitched in front of the general store and soon caught up with them. Josh rode beside Mr. Maguire and talked on the way to the ranch; Red decided that the other side of the wagon, where Sarah was sitting, was the best place for him to ride.
They had tied their pack animals off to the wagon and Jerry rode in the back of it talking with Jacob. It'd been a long time since Jerry had anyone near his own age to talk to. Several times Josh looked over to see how Red was getting along with Sarah and each time he caught Danielle staring at him. He had to smile as Red talked with Sarah; Red could charm the Devil himself Josh thought.
As Josh talked to Mr. Maguire he got a chance to examine the big man closer. When they had met in town Josh had still been too keyed up from the confrontation with the three cowboys to pay that much attention to the man. Mr. Maguire had sandy colored hair and his face was tanned and weather worn from working outside. His hands were very large and show the effects of years of hard work.
Mr. Maguire reminds me of my Pa, Josh thought. Same size, same big hands, and same easy way with people. He'd be a good man to have at you side during trouble.
The little caravan pulled up in front of the ranch house and Mrs. Maguire was standing on the front porch to greet them. Mr. Maguire said, "Boys this is my wife Margaret, the real boss of the outfit." After the introductions the girls started telling their mother about the incident in town.
"The telling can wait until after supper," Mr. Maguire said. "Mother would you set three more places for our guests?"
Josh and Jerry went to the corral to take care of the horses and to help Mr. Maguire unhitch his team. Red had started to follow but Josh waved him back. By the time they got back to the house, Red had Mrs. Maguire laughing and giggling like a school girl.
Margaret Maguire was a striking woman. She was tall at 5' 9 with midnight black hair gathered together and worn long down her back. When Josh took off his hat to greet her she appraised him with grey eyes. This is an intelligent woman, Josh thought. It was hard to believe that she had two grown daughters. He was impressed by the whole family.
In spite of her curiosity, Mrs. Maguire refused to let them talk about the unpleasantness in town at supper. "That can wait till after we eat," she ordered.
"How long you folks been here Mr. Maguire?" Josh asked.
"The name's Daniel or Dan please. Calling me Mr. Maguire makes me feel like my father," he said with a grin. "Been here over ten years now. After the Mexican war the Federal government gave veterans land grants up here. We were supposed to get paid cash money but they gave us land grants instead. Scouted the area in '50 then filed my claim. I built a dugout house into a hill and moved the family up from Independence, Missouri in '52."
"The first couple of years were a real adventure I'll tell you," Mrs. Maguire said. "Fighting Indians, wild animals, and the weather sure made for an interesting life."
"Yes ma'am; sounds like a right hard life. I admire you and your family Mrs. Maguire," Josh responded.
"No need to be so formal Josh. I'm Margaret but most folks call me Maggie; Daniel even named our spread after me. Now what happened in town?"
Sarah explained about Rafe and his two friends and how Red, Josh, and Jerry had come to the girls rescue. "I think they are like three knights from King Arthur's round table Sarah," Maggie said smiling at the three young men.
Josh, Jerry and even Red blushed and were a little embarrassed at the compliment. Red wasn't affected for long.
"Think I'll go check on the horses," Red told them. "Care to take a walk Sarah?"
Charm the Devil himself Red could, Josh thought again and then grinned when Jacob offered to help Red with the horses. He almost laughed when Jerry said he'd go along too. So much for a little time alone with a pretty girl, Josh said to himself.
Red shook his head a little and said, "Josh, you and Danielle might as well come along too." Bring the whole danged family why don't we, he mumbled under his breath.
"I think a walk would be nice Josh, don't you?" Danielle replied. He smiled and nodded very pleased at the invitation.
Josh was quieter than Red but he wasn't shy. There had been more than one young lady back in Missouri that he had squired around to the church socials and barn dances. But the looks that Danielle sent his way did disturb him a little; it'd been a long time since he'd been around a young woman, especially one as pretty as Danielle.
Sarah and Red led the way to the barn walking side by side. She's almost as tall as Red, Josh noticed. Sarah was defiantly her mother's daughter; she had the same dark hair and grey eyes. And Sarah had the same easy way with people that Daniel had. She was slender, but looked strong and solid. Josh could understand why Red was so taken with her.
The walk to the barn and corral didn't last as long as Red had intended and they came back to the ranch house after a short spell. As they stepped onto the porch, Daniel poured coffee for his guests and himself and lit a cigar. He offered cigars to the boys but only Red took one.
Jacob was sent off to bed and the adults talked for a while. Sarah was 22 and the school teacher in Fountain. She would be moving back to town in about a month. During the school year the town provided her with room and board at Mrs. Cassidy's boarding house and she would come out to the ranch on the weekends. Danielle, who had just turned 18, had an offer of a position in the freight company's office. She would be moving to town at the same time Sarah went back.
"I want to thank you boys again for helping my girls. Red weren't you and Josh worried about being out numbered? I know Jerry backed you up and no offense Jerry but you're not much more than a boy; and at first it was three against two," Daniel questioned.
For the first time since Josh had met him, Red didn't have anything to say. Josh waited a few seconds for Red to speak up and then responded, "Daniel as far as Jerry is concerned, he may be young but he's got more sand than a lot of grown men I've met. He's a veteran of two raids on our wagon train and handles himself well." He stopped to pat Jerry on the shoulder and smiled at him. The boy was clearly embarrassed but proud at the attention.
"Red will brag about most anything; except how good he is when trouble jumps up. He's a veteran of those same two raids and he fought in the war too; at a place called Manassas with the 29th Texas Cavalry. He's a mighty good man to have at your back," Josh said.
"But still there were three of them and you didn't know that Jerry was going to get the drop on them from behind. Took a lot of nerve to face them down," Daniel continued.
"Didn't think about it much sir. We just saw two young ladies being bullied and stepped in," Red softly remarked.
"Red won't say so Mr. Mag...Daniel, but he's very, very good with that pistol of his," Josh said.
"That right Red? You a gunfighter?" Daniel asked. He wasn't sure he wanted a gunfighter around his family even if he had helped them.
"No sir, I'm not. I'm just an ex-soldier trying to get by," Red answered looking Daniel in the eye. "I had some teachin from a cousin of mine to help me do that."
"Ever heard of Texas John Slaughter, Daniel?" Josh asked. And before he could answer continued, "That's Red's cousin.
"The lawman?"
"Yes sir. He taught Red some before either one of them went to war. He's not a gunfighter sir but he's as good as I've ever seen," Josh said.
Daniel stared at the two men who had put themselves between his girls and danger and thought, gunfighter or not Red and the other two are good men. "I'd be proud to consider you boys as friends," he said.
Maggie said, "Time for bed girls." Sarah lingered a little saying good night to Red. Danielle made a point of saying good night to Josh also and then the girls went inside. "Don't stay up talking too late Dan. See you knights in the morning." She said with a smile and left the men.
Josh changed the subject. "Mr. Magu....I mean Daniel sir, you said before that you couldn't afford to hire some help. Mind if I ask way? This looks like a good place for cattle or horses," Josh said.
"No, I don't mind the askin. This is a good place to raise stock of almost any kind, but for the last year rustlers have stolen or run off most of our cattle. Sheriff Horton is a good man but we're a long way from town; by the time we can report the loss of the cattle the thieves are long gone. I've tried to follow the trail but lost it up in the hills."



"Ain't right, a man works hard to provide for his family and some no good, low down, bastards steal him blind. Just ain't right," Red commented. Coming from a ranching family himself he had strong feelings about rustlers. "So what do you plan to do sir?"
"Just hang on and hope things get better. We grow a lot of our own food in our garden and we've some money put away from better times for other things. If things don't get any worse we can hold out for a long spell, but somewhere down the road things will have to change. We want to do more than just get by."
"In town you said you couldn't pay full wages for a hand. What's considered full wages around here and what are you able to offer?" Josh asked. They needed to know before they went to the S Bar S.
"A ranch like the S Bar S usually pays $40 a month and found. We can afford about half that I guess. Why?"
"Just an idea bouncing around in my head. Let me think on it some more before I say anything," Josh answered. "Guess we'll turn in. See you in the morning sir."
"Breakfast at 6 boys. Good night," Daniel replied and went into the house.
The three walked to the bunkhouse and Red asked, "What's your idea Josh? Care to share it with your partners?"
"Let's wait until we talk to Mr. Sanders first. Then I'll tell you what I'm thinkin, okay? Red and Jerry nodded and the men went to bed.
They were saddling up after breakfast and Daniel told them that if things didn't work out to come on back. He invited them to stay with his family for a while until they decided what to do. The boys thanked him and rode out toward the S Bar S.
It took them almost two hours to get to get to the S Bar S; they could have made it faster but there was no need to work the horses that hard; they wanted to get the lay of the land and weren't in a big hurry. They rode to the ranch house where two men were sitting on the front porch. One man was about 5' 6 with a stocky build and looked to be about 50; the other was almost as tall as Josh and had a mean look about him. Josh dismounted and walked toward the house; Red and Jerry stayed on their horses.
"Mr. Sanders?" The older man stood and nodded. "I'm Josh Kelly; I heard from Mr. Mitchell in town that you might be hiring some hands."
"What I looking for is a horse trainer. Full up otherwise."
"I'm a horse trainer sir but we'd like to work together if we could. We're sort of a matched set, don't you know," Josh said smiling.
"You boys don't look old enough to be weaned much less be good hands," the other man said standing up. His tone was insulting and he looked at the three young men with contempt.
Josh didn't like the looks of him. He had an arrogant manner about him; he reminded Josh of a bully back home. A bully that would remember the lesson that the young farm boy had taught him for a long time. Josh was about to make a little joke to lighten the mood when Red spoke up.
"I'd be happy to step down and show you what a boy can do Mister," Red gave the man an evil grin.
"Shut up Tom, this is none of your affair." Sanders said. Turning back to Josh he said, "That's my brother-in-law Tom Larson; he's got a spread on the north side of the Maggie M. Sometimes he forgets his manners," Sanders said the last part to Larson.
"We are young Mr. Sanders but that don't mean we're not good workers. Rode guard for a Mr. Hobart's wagon train from Fort Smith to Santa Fe. We can earn our keep."
"It's like I said, I'm full up for regular hands, but I do need a trainer. I've got some horses that no one here has been able to get a handle on. If you can do what you say I'll give a try. How's $40 a month plus room and board sound Josh?"
"Let me show you what I can do and then we'll talk wages. Where are these horses you're having trouble with?"
Motioning to Larson to stay put, Sanders led them to a corral on the far side of the barn. Red stayed behind for a couple of minutes and pulled back on his reins causing Jasper to back up. He kept looking at Larson until he was about fifty feet away and then turned to follow Josh and the others. It was a blatant challenge to Tom Larson but he either had the good sense or lack of backbone to accept it.
"That's a nice piece of horse flesh you're leading Josh. Don't know when I've ever seen a horse that big move so easy on his feet," Sanders said admiring Diablo.
Josh reached up and patted the big horse on the neck. "Yes sir, he's about as good a horse as I've ever owned. He was one of those problem horses that Mr. Hobart had. Nobody could even get a lead rope on him until I worked with him some. Mr. Hobart gave him to me as a bonus."
"What put a burr under Larson's saddle Mr. Sanders?" Red asked.
"He wants the job of training my problem horses but I don't like his methods. When he's done with an animal its spirit is broken. A lot of the horses he works with just give up and die." He paused for a second then said, "If he wasn't my sister's husband I'd run him off my place."
The men came to a corral attached to the barn on one side. "Well there's four of my problems right there," Sanders said pointing to four horses in the corral.
Josh inspected the horses for a couple of minutes and then climbed the fence and dropped down into the corral.
"Be careful Josh, that sorrel is as mean as a snake," Sanders warned him.
The youngster smiled and walked to the middle of the corral and stood still. The horses moved away to the far side of the space and watched him. Josh stood still for about a minute and then turned his back on the horses. He slowly began to walk back to the fence; by the time he got there two of the horses had followed him part way across the corral.
Josh climbed up on the top rail and watched the horses for a minute. "Mr. Sanders, do you have some apples or carrots or something I can use as a treat?"
Sanders yelled at one of his hands over by the barn door, "Jones bring me a couple of those dried apples." The hand ducked into the barn and returned handing Josh three apples.
"Red put Diablo in the corral please."
Jerry opened the gate and Red led Josh's horse into the corral and walked back out. Josh cut the apples into several pieces and then jumped back down into the corral. He walked to the middle again and Diablo sort of crowded around him. The horse knew that Josh often had good tasting treats for him. He fed a piece of apple to Diablo and again turned his back on the others.
This time the two horses that had followed him before came toward Josh and after sniffing and looking at the offered pieces of apple took them from his hand. One of them allowed Josh to stroke his neck for a few seconds. Josh threw pieces of apple toward the other two horses and left the corral.
"That's as close as anyone's gotten to them without roping and hobbling them," Sanders said. "How'd you get them to come to you?"
"Horses are naturally curious and when they saw Diablo chewing on somethin they had to see what it was. The two that took apples from me I can probably be riding in 2 or 3 days. The other two will take a little longer," Josh told the older man.
"Well you boys come up to the house and we'll get some coffee and talk about your wages," Sanders suggested.
"I'll get my horse and join you shortly, sir," Josh said. He wanted to talk to Red and Jerry before any job offer was made.
"Boys if Mr. Sanders can't or won't hire all of us, I've got a couple of ideas. But we need to talk among ourselves and decide which way to go. Either way we'll go back to the Maguires for tonight; I'll need to get my gear and horses if I take the job."
Both Red and Jerry nodded and the three partners went back to the ranch house. They saw Larson riding off and Sanders invited all three men to join him on the porch. After getting coffee for them and getting settled in he made his offer.
"Josh, I'd like to hire you as a trainer; I'll pay you $50 a month and found. When you're not busy training horses you'll help with the cattle. How about it?"
"Thanks for the offer Mr. Sanders. Do you have room for my two partners too? We hadn't planned on separating," Josh replied.
"Sorry Josh, I don't have need of two more cow hands. Bout the best I could offer would be to let them work for room and board."
Josh thought about the offer for a minute and then said, "If it's alright I'd like to talk to my friends tonight and give you my answer in the morning. Can I do that sir?" Sanders nodded and Josh said, "Either way I'll let you know first thing in the morning."
When the boys got back to the Maguires they helped with some chores. Josh chopped fire wood and then helped Jerry muck out the stalls in the barn. Red did some repairs to the corral fence. Sarah and Danielle helped their mother around the house but came out to help with the other chores too. Contrary to the calico dresses they had worn in town they were now wearing men's slacks.
Josh had seldom seen a woman wearing slacks; at least not ones as young and attractive as the Maguire girls. Sarah stayed outside to help Red with the corral and Danielle came into the barn to help Josh and Jerry muck out the stalls. She distracted Josh so much that twice he almost stabbed his foot with the pitchfork he was using.
Sarah saw Josh looking at them and said, "Didn't mean to shock you Josh; you either Red. When we go to town Danielle and I will wear dresses or split riding skirts. But for working around the ranch wearing slacks is the best."
Josh blushed and answered, "Yes 'em.
Red laughed at the embarrassed Josh and said, "Y'all wear what you need too Sarah. We'll get over being shocked real quick."
Josh blushed again at the laughter directed at him by the girls and Red. After finishing the chores, the three young men went to the bunk house to clean up and wait for supper.
"Okay we've played good guests now what are your ideas Josh?" Red questioned.
"Well, I was just thinkin. I don't know about you two but I'm not up here trying to make my fortune or get rich; I'm just biding my time until I can go back home. When that time comes both of you are welcome to come with me. You can hire on at our farm or one of my uncle's." Josh looked at his two friends and when they nodded he went on.
"I think you two ought to stay here and help the Maguires. Daniel won't accept charity so let him pay you the $20 and found. I'll make a deal with Mr. Sanders to work four days a week and spend the other three over here." Josh waited to see if either of the men wanted to say anything and then continued.
"If that don't suit you we can go on and try to find something else. There's sure to be other ranches west or north of Colorado City."
"I sorta like the scenery around these parts," Red replied with a grin. "Rather not get too far away. Besides I'd like to find out who or what is happening to their cattle. Might be they could use our help, don't you know."
"What about you Jerry? Do you want to hang around or should we go looking some more?" Josh wanted to include the youngster in the discussion.
"I like it here. Mrs. Maguire has been real nice to me; she sorta reminds me of my ma. Ifin its okay, I just as soon stay here."
"Figure with our bankrolls we can last for two or three years as long as we're getting room and board. And I like the scenery bout these parts too," Josh said looking at Red.
Danielle was on Josh's mind when he talked about the scenery. She was as tall as her sister with the same slender but strong build. Danielle had her father's coloring with a mane of strawberry blonde hair and startling blue eyes. Her eyes could stare a hole right through you, Josh thought. But I wouldn't mind the attention.
The boys heard the clanging of the dinner bell and walked toward the ranch house. "After supper we'll brace Daniel and see what we can work out," Josh said.
The conversation at supper flowed easier than the previous night; none of them felt like strangers this evening. Sarah and Danielle were more involved and teased the boys a lot. Red and Sarah kept stealing glances at each other. My old partner's got himself roped and hog tied Josh thought. It was obvious to everyone except Daniel that Red and Sarah were smitten with each other.
After supper while the girls were helping Maggie with cleaning up, the men went to sit on the porch. Red stayed inside and Danielle came out to join them shortly. "I'm not needed inside, Red took my place helping with the dishes," she told Josh.
Josh and Jerry looked inside and saw Red standing next to Sarah, drying the dishes as she washed them. Yep, roped and hogtied Josh thought.
"You boys get a job today?" Daniel asked as he lit a cigar.
"Yes and no sir. Mr. Sanders couldn't take all three of us on but he did offer me a job training horses. We've got an offer for you Mr. Magu.....I mean Daniel." Josh waited for Daniel's nodded and then went on.
"I'm gonna take the job with the S Bar S but I only want to work over there four days a week. If you'd hire Jerry and Red at the $20 and found you mentioned, we could all stay in the same area. I can come over for three days and help out, if you'll feed me and let me throw my bedroll down in the bunk house." Josh finished and looked at Daniel.
"We can't afford the $20 dollars per man, when I said $20 I meant for one hand."
"No sir, I meant $20 for the two of them and all you'll have to do is feed me a little. You're getting 2 full time and one part time hand for the $20."
"That's not fair to you boys; you can earn more at another ranch," Daniel protested.
"We can't be sure we can all get hired on at the same place and besides I don't think I can get him away from here with a team of mules," Josh said motioning to Red drying dishes in the kitchen.
Daniel thought for a minute puffing on his cigar. He leaned forward in his chair, "Looks like you boys got a home."
Josh was on his way to the S Bar S by daylight to start his new job. Red and Jerry saw him off and had plans to finish repairing the corral. Later in the morning Daniel and Red took a ride around the ranch. Red found out that the Maggie M was a full section of land at 640 hundred acres and had a very large spring right in the middle of the property and several year round streams running through it. The well at the ranch house tied into the spring branch.
The next month was a busy time for Josh. He worked and stayed at Sanders from Monday through Thursday. On Friday at day break he would ride to the Maggie M, work over the weekend and spend some time with Danielle. On Monday morning he'd return to the S Bar S and start all over again.
Josh was able to gentle two horses that first week at the big ranch. He had them broke to saddle and working stock by the middle of the week. The other two took a little longer; it was going on two weeks before he could get them saddle broke.
In the mean time Sanders had brought in two more animals for Josh to work with. It was the second week of August and he told Josh he figured they had another month and a half before winter. They discussed the situation and both agreed that Josh would stay at the S Bar S until the winter set in. He would bunk at the Maggie M through the winter unless Sanders had horses that needed training. If he did he would pay Josh for each animal he trained instead of a monthly wage.
Even though it might mean less money Josh was happy with the new situation. He had almost $500 in his bankroll which he felt would more than hold him over until spring and beyond if necessary.
When he was away, Josh found himself missing the people at the Maggie M. He missed Red and Jerry but had to admit most of his thoughts were of Danielle. It wouldn't be long before she and Sarah moved back to Fountain. He would see her on the weekends when the girls returned to the ranch but when the winter closed in there wouldn't be many trips back to the Maggie M until spring.
Before Sarah and Danielle moved to town, Red got permission from Daniel to teach the girls how to handle a gun. "This isn't real wild country anymore sir, but it ain't St. Louis either. The ladies need to know how to protect themselves."
"Okay Red," Daniel agreed with a laugh. "Just don't teach them how to fast draw or anything," he teased.
Danielle took over the task of caring for Josh's horses while he was at the S Bar S. Almost every day she would brush them and always had a few pieces of apple for them. When Josh rode back to the Maggie M for the weekend, she took special care of Diablo too. It made little difference if Josh returned Thursday evening or Friday morning, Danielle made sure the big horse got combed, curried, and brushed. She also made sure that Diablo got his share of apples.
"I wish someone would pay that much attention to me," Josh said one morning. He was chuckling and teasing Danielle.
"Maybe they will one day," she replied seriously. Her statement put a big smile on Josh's face.
Danielle took special care of all of Josh's horses but her favorite was Sunny. She always had an apple, carrot, or turnip for the big buckskin. The horse would have followed her around like a heel hound if he could have. Every time she walked by the corral, Sunny would come to the fence, hang his head over the top rail, and watch her.
Danielle usually found the time to stroke his neck or scratch his ears and talk to him. When Maggie asked her about her special attachment to Sunny, Danielle said he reminded her of the chargers that the Knights of the Round Table rode.
"Wouldn't have anything to do with the knight that owns him, would it?" Maggie asked grinning at her daughter.
Danielle blushed, giggled and answered, "It just might mama."
Josh noticed and appreciated the care Danielle gave his horses. He knew it was because they were his horses that she paid special attention to them. Red made Josh blush more than once teasing him about the pretty girl taking care of his mounts.
Neither Josh nor Red was looking forward to the girls having to moving to Fountain soon. Josh was watching Danielle with Sunny one morning and had an idea. Sarah had her own horse Johnny, a big gelding that she'd bought when she began teaching school; Danielle just rode whatever ranch horse was available. The ranch horses were good animals but not of the same quality as Johnny.
One evening a few days before the girls were scheduled to leave for Fountain, Josh and Danielle were at the corral as Josh was checking the shoes on Diablo. Danielle was as usual scratching Sunny's ears and talking to him. I think I've lost my horse, Josh said to himself. Watching them for a couple of minutes, Josh made up his mind.
"Miss Danni, I think....." Josh began but Danielle interrupted him.
"Miss Danni?" She asked with a smile.
Josh blushed but smiled back and replied, "Yes 'em, Miss Danni. Is that okay?"
She reached out to touch his hand and nodded. Josh continued, "I'd like to loan Sunny to you. You need a strong animal to ride back and forth between here and town. What with the weather and the cattle rustling and such, I'd feel better if you was riding him. Like Red told your Pa, this ain't St. Louis. Sunny is just the one to take get you home safely. He's not as fast as some for a mile, but he'll still be running at the same speed ten miles later."
"Josh I can't take your horse."
"You wouldn't be takin him, he'd be on loan. Besides you'd be doing me a favor. I ride Diablo most of the time and Sunny is gettin fat and lazy. He needs to be ridden and you'd be helping both of us if you worked him some. What'da you say Miss Danni?"
Danni had to smile at Josh's rationalization on why she should ride Sunny. She knew he was worried about her trips back and forth to Fountain. "Okay, but on one condition Josh."
"What's that Miss Danni?"
"You drop the Miss and just call me Danni. No one's ever called me that and I like it."



Josh laughed and responded, "Okay Danni, you've got a deal. Shake on it." They laughed and shook hands but held on for a little longer than normal. Then they returned to the ranch house.
In the middle of September, after the harvest school started; Sarah and Danielle moved to Fountain. Sarah began teaching and Danielle started her job with the freight company. Somehow the ranch seemed colder and smaller to both Josh and Red. They looked forward to the weekends when the girls returned to the ranch. It was obvious to Maggie Maguire that the young Texan and her daughter were smitten with each other. She wondered how long it would be before their flirtation turned into something more serious.
October rolled around and the weather started to get colder although there hadn't been any snow or ice as of yet. Sarah and Danni were still able to come home on Friday afternoons and leave early Monday morning. When winter set in with the bitter cold, snow, and ice they would have to stay in Fountain. Every time they rode home, Danni was thankful that she had Sunny to ride. The big horse would get her home no matter what and she felt safe and secure on his back.
One Friday evening late in October, Daniel watched as Red and Sarah stood talking down by the corral after supper. It was beginning to get colder and he could see their breath as they talked. He turned to Maggie and asked, "Have you noticed that Red and Sarah have been spending a lot of time together, Maggie?"
"I'll swear Dan, sometimes you don't see things until they hit you like an ax handle upside your head," she replied laughing. "Those two have been mooning over one another since you first brought those boys home with you. Expect to hear they want to get married soon."
"What? Get married? Why Sarah's still a baby; she's too young to get married," Daniel responded.
"She's 22 and four years older than I was when we got married. By the time I was her age I'd given you both of our girls."
Daniel had to smile. "Maybe I am a little dense sometimes."
"The other thing you don't see is Danielle and Josh are getting close too." Maggie had to smile at the look on his face. "We might just have a double wedding coming soon." She had to laugh out loud at Daniel's look.
Daniel watched Maggie laugh at him for a few seconds and then smiled himself. "You know, our girls could do a lot worse than those two." It was high praise coming from a father.
All of a sudden Sarah came hurrying back to the ranch house as Red stood out in the yard with his hand on his gun belt. Jerry scurried to the bunk house, returned with two Henry rifles, and tossed one to Red. He moved behind some hay bales beside the corral while Red continued to stand in the open.
Sarah got to the porch and said, "Red said there's someone coming, riding hard."
Daniel shooed both women into the house and returned with his own rifle to stand on the porch. If the incoming rider brought trouble he was going to get a rude surprise. That young man down there can be as dangerous as a mad bull and a quick as a rattlesnake if he's pushed, Daniel thought.
He heard Red yell into the night, "You'd better slow to a walk Mister and come in with your hands empty."
"If I meant to shoot you I'd sit out here and pick you off with my own Henry," the response came from the dark.
"You couldn't hit the side of a barn from ten feet," Red yelled back and started laughing. Jerry stepped from behind the hay bales laughing too.
Daniel didn't understand what they were laughing about until Josh rode into the yard out of the darkness. He had a big grin on his face and was chuckling.
Josh dismounted when he got to where Red was standing; Jerry came to join his two older friends. Swinging down from his horse he playfully swatted at Red with his hat and reached over and patted Jerry on the shoulder. Daniel looked at the three as if seeing them for the first time. He hadn't seen them together before without others around. He compared them as they stood together talking and laughing.
Jerry was big for his age at 5' 8 or so. He had big hands and feet which promised he would be a lot bigger when he got his full growth; it was hard to remember that he's only 15. Red was like the sunshine, bright and full of life. He was stocky, solid, and strong like a bear. And like a bear he could be dangerous and unpredictable if you provoked him.
Josh was tall, slender, and moved with a cat like grace. He reminded Daniel of a mountain lion he had seen once, moving over the ground hardly seeming to touch down. Josh was quiet but when he talked he usually said something worth listening too. Daniel wasn't sure if Josh or Red would be more dangerous when prodded.
Although Red was the oldest there was no doubt that Josh led the group. He was only 3 or 4 years older than Jerry but he was a man grown where Jerry was still growing into manhood. A strange mixture, but a strong one Daniel thought. I'm glad they're our friends.
Jerry took Josh's horse Diablo to the barn and took care of him. Josh and Red walked to the porch to join Daniel. "Well looks like you got another hand sir. I've finished at Sander's until the spring so I'll be staying here with y'all if that's okay," Josh said.
"Welcome home son. We're glad to have you."
Maggie and Sarah came out onto the porch and Josh took off his hat and with a smile said hello. But his attention quickly turned back to the door when Danielle came out to join everyone.
"Dang Josh, you've got a smile as big as Texas on your face. I know you're glad to see me but this is embarrassing," Red teased his friend. Everyone there knew who and what caused Josh's smile.
Turning back to Daniel Josh said, "I reckon I could've waited until morning to come back. But I thought I could stay at Sander's with a bunch of strangers or come back here to be with friends. So here I am."
Maggie asked Josh if he'd had supper and pushed him into the house when he said no. Everyone sat around the table as Josh ate and talked. They had seen him the week before but were happy to have Josh back "home"
"I guess Jacob's in bed already," Josh said. When Daniel nodded Josh said, "I've got a present for him, it'll be here tomorrow morning." There was a chorus of questions but Josh told everyone he wanted it to be a surprise.
"I wanted to travel fast tonight and couldn't bring it with me. Mr. Sanders and his cook are making a supply run to Fountain tomorrow and he said he would drop it off on his way by," Josh told them.
Sanders was mounted on one of the horses that Josh had trained and his cook drove the wagon up to the front of the house early the next morning. Everyone came out to greet the men with Josh in the lead. Sanders motioned to the barn and Josh nodded.
"Jacob I need some help with something, could you give me a hand?" Josh asked. The boy nodded and followed Josh as he walked toward the barn. "Wait right here, I'll get it, and you can help me," Josh ordered.
He went to the back side of the barn and returned leading a big buckskin colt about a year and a half old. Josh walked to Jacob and handed him the lead. "He needs a good home and a good owner. Think you can do that Jacob?"
The boy was stunned and didn't know what to say so he just nodded.
"You're a big help to your family and showed a lot of sand trying to help your sisters when those cowboys scared them. I think you should have your own horse to raise and train. That okay with you?"
Again the boy nodded still not able to speak. "You'll have to take care of him and teach him how to be a good horse. It'll be about a year before you can ride him heavy but by that time he'll be your partner."
Jacob found his voice and leading the colt toward his parents said excitedly, "Ma, Pa, look what Josh gave me." Then he stopped, "Thank you Josh. I'll take good care of him, I promise."
Maggie and the two girls had tears in their eyes at how happy Jacob was. Growing up on a ranch didn't give a young boy much time for anything but work and it was good to see Jacob so excited. Daniel stepped down from the porch and looked over the young horse.
His voice had an uncommon gruffness to it when he said, "It's a fine looking animal Jacob. Gonna be a big horse when he gets his full grown, 16 hands or so. Looks strong too. Better go find a stall for him and feed and water him good."
Jacob led his horse toward the barn. Daniel turned toward Josh, "I'll pay you for whatever the colt cost Josh."
"No sir, that's a gift to Jacob from Red, Jerry, and I. We admire the way the boy stood up to Rafe and besides Jacob don't have no kids his own age for friends so this pony can be his friend."
"We appreciate it Josh, but Jacob can ride one of my horses when need be. You didn't have to spend you wages on the colt."
"A man should have his own horse and Jacob's not far from being a man. Besides all the animal cost was a little of my time."
"What...how's that?" Daniel asked.
"The colt's mama was killed by a mountain lion about six months ago. Mr. Sanders didn't want the colt to be out on the range during this winter and was finally was able to catch him last week." Josh turned toward Sanders and smiled. "But then he didn't know what to do with the animal. The colt is too young to ride yet so he'd be like a pet for a year or so."
"I already got a couple of dogs. Don't need no more pets," Sanders interrupted. He tried and failed to sound put out and gruff.
Josh continued, "I remarked that the colt reminded me of my Sunny and Mr. Sanders told me I could have him. Said I'd be doing him a favor if I took the animal off his hands."
"I also said you'd have to work with him on your own time, didn't I?"
"Oh Mr. Sanders quit play actin at being mean; you're a good man with a kind heart. You're the one that gave me the saddle and tack for Jacob. Anyway I looked over the colt and thought he'd make a fine mount for Jacob. I worked with the horse after supper every night; he's comin along pretty good."
Daniel stepped over to Sanders and shook his hand saying thank you. Maggie asked, "When do you figure to come back this way?"
"We'll buy and load supplies tonight and start back to the ranch at first light tomorrow morning. Probably pass by here around 8 or so. Y'all need me to pick something up for you?"
"No sir, but ifin y'all stop by in the morning, I'll feed you the best breakfast in these parts," Maggie said. Sanders nodded and he and his cook left for town.
"Let's get some work done, we're burning daylight," Daniel said.
After working most of the morning around the house place, Daniel, Red, and Jerry went into the hill country to cut more firewood for the winter. Never can have too much firewood, Daniel thought. Josh and the two girls picked the last of the apples from the five or six trees growing down by the spring. Maggie would make a couple of apple pies and she would can or dry the rest for use during the winter.
Sarah watched Josh and Danielle flirt back and forth and smiled. Maybe her little sister had found a beau too. After they brought the apples up to the house, Josh walked down by the corral. Jacob was sitting on the top rail just watching his horse.
"Might as well be working him instead of just lookin at him," Josh said to the boy.
"I'd like to but I'm not sure what I should be doing. Besides, he's a little skittish; after I took the lead off he sorta danced away from me. He keeps moving away whenever I try to get close to him," Jacob replied.
"He's not used to you yet, you're something new." Josh handed Jacob a few pieces of apple, "Go to the middle of the corral and eat a piece of apple. Don't look at him, don't pay any attention to him; he'll come over to see what you're eating. He knows about apples, that's what I used working with him."
Jacob did as Josh said and the young horse did come to Jacob expressing an interest in the apple. "Give him a piece of apple, rub his neck, and talk to him. Now walk away and come back toward me."
The colt followed Jacob all the way to the corral fence. "Now he's your friend, you can start to train him," Josh said. "Every time you work with him or curry and comb him, or feed him you need to talk to him. It doesn't matter what you say, he needs to get to know your voice."
Saturday morning Sanders rode back into the yard on his way back to his ranch. The cook had decided to continue on instead of stopping. Maggie welcomed Sanders and put on a huge breakfast of ham, flapjacks, and eggs.
Sitting on the porch, stuffed after the great meal, Sanders asked Jacob if he'd named his new horse yet.
"Yes sir. Since his mama was killed by a mountain lion and he's the same tawny color as one, I'm gonna call him Puma," Jacob answered.
"Good name son," Sanders said. Josh and Red smiled and nodded approval at Jacob.
"You had any problems with rustlers Mr. Sanders?" Daniel asked.
"Please call me Bill. No I haven't had any trouble. I've lost a few cattle to wolves and mountain lions but not many. Have you?"
"I've had over 100 head stolen in the last year; ten head just two days ago," Daniel admitted. "I find it strange that you haven't had any trouble. I mean you have a lot more cattle than we do."
"Tom Larson's ranch is just north of yours and he hasn't had any trouble either," Sanders said.
"It's almost like the rustlers are targeting my place," Daniel responded.
They talked until about 10 and Sanders decided he needed to get back to the S Bar S. The men stood and started to go work on the different chores necessary to keep a ranch running. Josh asked Daniel to stay behind for a minute.
"Between all of us we've got your place in pretty good shape for the winter. I'd like to take Red and do some scouting. Maybe we can find out something about these rustlers; where they went and what trails they took. If we can find their trail we might be able to find where they took the cattle and who they are."
"Okay, but be careful Josh. Rustlers are usually hard cases so don't get too close," Daniel warned.
"We'll be real careful but those men haven't run into anyone as hard as Red. He's fit to be tied that someone is hurting his friends. Red's a good man at your back but a damn bad one to have against you," Josh responded.
Red mounted on Jasper and Josh on Diablo rode out that morning. Sarah and Danielle watched them go with a bit of worry showing. The two rode to the top of a rise, waved one more time, and rode on.
They were looking for a trail and weren't sure where it would take them; but they were on their way.
To Be Continued...
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Josh and Red came to the base of a large gently sloping hill; they'd been following the tracks of ten cattle and three horses for most of the day. It had to be the rustlers trail. Now the two young men stopped to give their horses a breather.
"Red, how's Jasper holding up?" Josh asked about Red's horse.
"He's mad because I've kept him at walk for the last two hours. He'll do," Red answered.
"Diablo's in good shape too. I'm thinking if we cut over the top of the hill we can cut down the lead they have on us," Josh suggested. "What'da you think?"
"Sounds good, I'd like to get closer before it starts raining," Red replied pointing at the low lying dark clouds.
They were mounted on two of the finest horses in Colorado and knew they could run down just about anybody or anything. Josh led the way over the top of the hill and down the other side stopping to examine the tracks again.
"I'd say we picked up about a half hour on them Red. Wonder why they're not traveling faster," Josh remarked.
"Those cattle aren't Texas Longhorns; they're mostly Hereford cross breeds. They can't be driven as hard as Texas cattle," Red answered.
They are no sooner started on the trail again when it began to rain. It wasn't a gentle rain. It came down in sheets reducing visibility to just a few feet; the two riders couldn't see much beyond the head of their horses. And the rain washed out the trail. They continued riding in the general direction that the cattle had been going.
Josh was a good tracker having learned from Mali Reece, a Cheyenne woman, back home in Missouri and from hunting in the hills around his father's farm. As the rain stopped, Josh had to admit they had lost the trail. They followed what had been a small stream that turned into a raging torrent. Climbing out of the draw to high ground again, they were confronted by five men. Josh recognized one of them.
"Hello, Mr. Larson. Nice to see you again," Josh greeted the man.
"What are you doing on my spread?" Larson asked.
"We were following the trail of some stolen cattle but lost them in the rain. Didn't know we were on your land," Josh answered.
"Well now you know, so get off my ranch," Larson ordered. When he said this the four men with him got tense, waiting for something to happen.
Josh looked at Larson and the other men, his smile slipping from his face, then said, "We'll leave Mr. Larson but we'll be come back if necessary."
"What's that suppose to mean?"
'It means that the trail was leading to your spread before we lost it in the rain. If we find it again we'll follow it no matter whose land it crosses," Red told him. "If you're gonna stop us now's as good a time as any.
"There's five of us boy. You don't stand a chance," Larson bragged.
"We're not looking for trouble," Josh said. "But if shootin starts you'll be the first to go Mr. Larson. Won't much matter what happens after that, at least not to you."
Larson looked hard at Josh and Red. He didn't see any bluff in their faces. "Get off my land" he said and turned his horse around and rode off. His men waited a few seconds and then followed him.
Josh and Red turned back toward the Maggie M. They felt that Larson was involved in the rustling but couldn't prove it. They talked in low voices and had been riding for about 10 minutes when Josh stopped and motioned for quiet. Red listened for a moment and then heard it too. It was the sound of cattle that were upset.
They scouted around and found a trail that had been made after the rain stopped. Following the tracks for about a mile Josh signaled a halt. Using sign language he told Red to wait with the horses and he would scout ahead a ways. Red wasn't happy with that idea but Josh was a much better tracker so he agreed to wait.
Josh took off on foot keeping behind cover where ever he could. He had been gone for almost 20 minutes and Red was getting worried. Then he heard Josh calling him to bring up the horses. Red mounted and leading Diablo soon joined Josh. He found Josh, the cattle, and a stranger at the head of a small box canyon.
There was a man kneeling on the ground and Josh held him at gun point. "There's Daniel's cattle Red, all rounded up and waitin for us. This feller was just sitting under a cover tryin to keep dry."
"Who is he? He looks familiar, like I've seen him before."
"He won't tell me but maybe he'll tell the Sheriff," Josh answered. "We'll drive the cattle back to the Maggie M and take him to town tomorrow."
"Good. It'll give me a chance to see Sarah sooner than this weekend," Red responded with a big grin.
They tied the man's hands in front of him, got him on his horse, and then tied his hands to the saddle. Josh said, "Mister if you try to run, we'll catch you and tie you face down across your saddle. Either way, sitting up or face down, you're coming with us back to the ranch. It's your choice how you get there."
Josh and Red started the cattle back toward home and the man rode at the back of the small herd with Josh. Red rode point and helped keep the cattle headed in the right direction as Josh drove them from behind. It took the better part of the day to get the animals back near the ranch house.
Daniel and the whole family came out to greet the three men. Josh took their prisoner down to the barn and tied him in a stall. Red was telling the Maguires about Josh scouting ahead all alone.
"How'd you know there was only one man guarding the cattle?" Maggie asked.
"The tracks showed three horses going in but only two came out of the box canyon," Josh answered. "The one that stayed had a loose shoe on the left front. The horse would have gone lame in another few miles. My guess is that they left the man there to guard the cattle and went to get another horse somewhere."
That evening Josh and Daniel went to the barn. Josh brought the prisoner some supper while Daniel fixed the loose shoe on the man's horse. The rustler finally told them that his name was Carl but refused to answer any more questions.
"Just so you understand Carl, you're going to be the one punished for rustling. Not the other two that were with you, just you," Josh explained. "I don't know about out here but back home they hang cattle thieves."
The prisoner's face turned white. From his reaction, Josh guessed that they hung cattle thieves in Colorado too. "Think about it Carl."
Red and Josh brought Carl some breakfast the next morning; Carl still refused to tell them who had been with him. The only thing he did say was "My boys will take care of me." They tied Carl's hands and helped him mount and started for town. This time they led his horse; Josh was concerned that the man would try to escape and he didn't want to have to shoot him..
The men rode three abreast on the wagon road. As they came out of a small gulley, Josh tensed, glanced around and looked at Red. "Stay loose Red. Somethin don't feel right," Josh warned his friend.
The words were barely out of his mouth before they heard a rifle shot. Carl pitched over the rump of his horse and fell to the ground; he'd been shot through the chest. Red and Josh spurred their horses in different directions into some cover and jumped off. They pulled their rifles from the saddle scabbards as they dismounted.
They scanned the hill tops and stands of cedars looking for the shooter. After 15 minutes they remounted and rode back to where Carl's body lay on the ground. Red rounded up Carl's horse and they tied him over his saddle; they would still have to take the body to town.
Red finished securing Carl's body to the saddle and said, "Well he was right. His boys did take care of him."
Once they got to town they rode to Sheriff Horton's office. Josh explained about the stolen cattle, catching Carl, and the rifle shot that killed him.
"Any idea who did it?" Horton asked.
"Didn't see em," Josh replied. "But it was a big caliber rifle like a Hawken or a Sharps, I know the sound. There wasn't any cover for over two hundred yards; a mite far for that kind of shootin with a Henry or Spencer."
"My guess would be this guys partners shot him to keep him from naming whose was in it with him," Red added. "Ifin you're done with us, I'd like to see Sarah before we head back to the Maggie M."
Sarah and Danni had left the ranch for town the same morning that Josh and Red started tracking the stolen cattle. Fine idea Josh thought; I'd like to see Danni. Sheriff Horton nodded and the young men rode away, Red toward the school house and Josh toward the freight office.
Danni had her head down working in a ledger when Josh walked into the office. "Be with you in a minute," she said without looking up,
"I don't know if I can wait that long Miss," Josh replied.
Danni raised her head and saw him standing there smiling at her. She was surprised at how happy she was to see Josh. "What are you doing here?" Danni asked. "I mean it's good to see you Josh but what brings you to town?"
He explained about recovering the stolen cattle, catching Carl and the ambush where he was killed. "We had to bring his body into the Sheriff so we thought we'd make the trip worthwhile. And here I am. Hope you don't mind," Josh finished with a grin.
Danni stepped close to Josh took his hand and said, "No, I don't mind at all." She went to an open office door and said, "I'm going to an early lunch Mr. Whitworth."
Josh and Danni had just sat down at the café when Red walked in and joined them.
"You get to see Sarah?" Josh asked.
"Yes sir, I did. We got to talk for a few minutes while the kids were at recess but then she had to go back to teachin."
"It's a shame you couldn't spend more time with her," Danni said.
"Yes ma'am it is. That's why I'm gonna wait until we can have supper together before I head back. There'll be a Comanche Moon tonight so I'll be able to make my way back to the Maggie M pretty easy."
"Comanche Moon? What's that?" Danni asked.
"It's a full moon," Red told her. "Folks back in Texas called it that because Comanche's like to attacked by its light."
"I know you're afraid of the dark Red so maybe I should just wait and ride back with you. Sorta hold your hand, don't you know," Josh said to Red but with a grin at Danni. She giggled and he continued, "Miss Danni would you like to have supper with me this evening?"
She agreed and they made plans to meet at Mrs. Cassidy's boarding house and then walk to the café for supper. After lunch and walking Dannie back to the freight office, Josh and Red went to the general store to pick up a few things and to say hello to Mr. Mitchell the owner. Included in the supplies they bought was some stick candy for Jerry and Jacob. Of course Red had to try a piece to make sure it was good enough for the boys.
Josh walked in front of a full length mirror in one corner of the story and stopped to look at his image. "Ya know Red I'm gettin a little scruffy lookin. I think I'll get a new shirt and pants." Still looking at himself in the mirror he said, "We've time to spare so maybe a haircut and shave wouldn't be a bad idea either. It's not every day I take a pretty girl to supper."
Red joined Josh at the mirror, nodded and said, "For once I think you're using your head for more than a hat rack. Good idea."
They each selected a pair of pants and a shirt and added them to the supplies. As they were paying Mr. Mitchell, he told them that the barber had a bathhouse out back. "You boys can get a shave, haircut, and a hot bath for a dollar."
At the barber shop they were told it would take about an hour to get the bathhouse warmed up and water heated. They decided to get a beer at the saloon and come back in an hour. Red had just drunk a shot of whiskey and started on his beer when a big man stood next to him at the bar.
"Well son, I guess my information helped you. Y'all still here."
Red looked at the man and after a few seconds recognized Bill Thomas, the freight driver that he had talked to in Pueblo. "Yes sir it did. I'm working for the Maggie M and my partner here is training horses at the S Bar S. Let me buy you a whiskey."
"I've never turned down a free whiskey." The three men talked for a few minutes and Bill said, "I heard you boys brought in Carl Davis draped over his saddle. What happened?"
Josh and Red explained about catching Carl with the stolen cattle and how he was shot as they were bringing him into the sheriff.
"Knew that boy was no good. Figured he's end up shot dead or hanged. I'm surprised y'all didn't shoot him the first time you had a run in with him."
"First time?" Red questioned.
"Yeah I heard you two faced down Carl and his two friends, Rafe Johnson and Barry Summers when they were botherin the Maguire girls."
"That's where I seen him before," Red replied snapping his figers. "I just couldn't remember where."
"Carl and his friends are bad ones are they?" Josh asked.
"Yep, none of them worth the powder to blow them to hell. They sure found a home with the rest of that scum that works for Larson," Thomas said. "How bout another drink sonny?"
Red motioned for another whiskey for him and asked, "So Carl and his bunch work for Tom Larson?"
The freight driver nodded and knocked back his whiskey. "They did last month when I was here."
"How'd you hear about our run in with those boys? I mean you're on the trail most of the time."
"There are two places that men gossip like old women; the barber shop and the saloon. I always get a bath and a shave at the end of a run, whether I need em or not. And I surely do like a saloon; so I hear a lot of what's happened while I been gone."
Red and Josh thanked him for the information and started back toward the barber shop.
"That sure puts in fox in the chicken coop, don't it Red? Let's get finished at the barber's and then go talk to Sheriff Horton before we meet the girls," Josh said. "I got couple of questions I need to ask."
Red had learned to trust his young friend's instincts and hunches; he nodded in agreement.
After the boys dressed in their new clothes they came out of the barber's and headed for the Sheriff's office. They caught Horton as he came out of his door.
"Got time for a little talk, Sheriff?" Josh asked. Horton nodded and motioned them into his office.
"You boys sure look spiffy, goin to church or something," he teased the young men. He knew very well why the boys had gotten cleaned up. "What's on your mind?"
Josh grinned at the Sheriff's compliment and said, "We heard Carl Davis was working for Tom Larson, is that true?"
"Yeah he does or did I should say," Horton answered. "He had a reputation for being a little free with a running iron. I figured he was doing a little rustling on the side."
"What about his friends Rafe and Barry, do they work for Larson?" Josh asked.
"Yeah, now that you mention it, they do. You think those boys were with Carl?"
"I'd bet on it," Josh replied. "There were three horses drivin Maguire's cattle. Two riders came out of that box canyon and left Carl there. My guess is that it was Rafe and Barry."
"Makes sense, but it's not enough to arrest those two. Just because their saddle partner is rustling doesn't prove they're in on it."
"Sheriff, Mr. Sanders told Daniel that he hadn't had any problem with rustlers. He also said that Larson wasn't havin trouble either. Why would someone rustle cattle from the Maggie M and not the others? It don't make sense, both the other ranches have a lot more cattle that are spread out over a lot more land," Josh asked.
"It's almost like someone is targetin the Maguires. Like they're trying to run them out. Why would someone want to do that? Red asked, jumping into the discussion.
"Don't rightly know Red. I can't think of....." Sheriff Horton paused for a few seconds. "Water," he said. "I bet that's it."
"Water?" Both Josh and Red asked. Josh continued, "What about water?"
"The Maggie M has the best water holes in the area. There's at least seven spring fed ponds on the ranch. You also got Black Squirrel and Chico Creeks. That's a powerful lot of water for these high plains. If the Maguires were forced out, whoever took over the Maggie M would get the water rights too. "There's your reason boys, water rights."
"And Larson's place butts up against the Maggie M," Red said. His voice was soft and low like he was talking to himself. "Might be time to have a talk with Mr. Tom Larson."
"Red don't go off half cocked, ya hear? All this is just talk right now, we don't know that Larson's behind the rustlin," Horton warned the young Texan. "I don't want to have to come after you if you break the law so just sit tight until I can find out more."
Josh looked at his friend and slowly shook his head and motioned Red to be quiet. "Okay Sheriff, thanks for talkin with us. We'll tell Daniel what we talked about and see what he wants to do. Just so you know, if Daniel wants to go talk to Larson, we'll be goin with him."
They left the Sheriff's office and still had an hour before meeting the ladies. Red mentioned that he wanted the blacksmith to check out the right rear shoe on Jasper; it was wearing thin. He said that if the smithy had time, he'd have Jasper reshod. Josh agreed to go with Red; he wanted to see Sunny.
Sunny enjoyed the carrots that Josh had brought him and the men were waiting for Jasper to get new shoes. As they sat in front of the blacksmith shop, Rafe and Barry rode passed and turned in to hitch their horses in front of the saloon across from the livery stable. Red had been sitting with his feet on the hitching rail leaning back in a chair. When he saw the two men, he sat up quickly, and then stood.
Josh saw the look on Red's face and the change in his friend. He had seen this side of Red before; when there was trouble Red became a deadly force. A force to be reckoned with. He put his hand on Red's arm to calm him down but Red looked at him and shook his head.
"Not this time Josh. Maybe the Sheriff can't do anything but I can," Red told him. Seeing the worry on Josh's face he said, "Don't worry, I'm just goin to give those boys a friendly warning," he continued, grimly smiling at his partner. Josh nodded and followed Red toward the saloon.
Red crossed the dirt street and called out to Rafe and Barry as they dismounted. They turned and tensed up when they saw Red and Josh.
"What'da you want Mister?"
"I've got a message for you boys," Red told them. The two men could see that Red and Josh were primed for trouble. "Mr. Maguire said to tell you to leave his cattle and his ranch be. No more rustlin his stock."
"I don't know what you're talkin about. We didn't steal his cattle; that was all Carl's doin. You tell Maguire that..."
"That's horse shit Rafe. But I won't argue the point with you. You've heard the message, now hear the warnin. If anymore of his cattle get stolen or if anybody bothers him or his family, I'm comin for you."
"You don't have any proof Mister. The Sheriff can't arrest us without proof," Rafe said.
"The Sheriff don't come into this, I'm talkin about me. I'll come for you and it'll be me that deals with you," Red said. "I'll finish both of you. That's not a threat, that's a promise. If anymore trouble comes the Maguire's way, I'll put you under."
"If you gun us down, you'll go to jail."
"Maybe so, but it'll be too late to do you boys much good." Red stared at the men; his eyes were piercing and had death in them. He stopped talking and looked back and forth between the two men. "Y'all understand me clear; I'll kill you if you bother the Maguires again." With that final promise, Red turned and walked back to the livery stable and sat down in his chair.



Josh stood staring at Rafe and Barry. "Boys if I were you, I'd pay attention to what he said. I've never heard him threaten anyone. He normally acts instead of talkin. And just so you know, if he comes for you, I'll be comin too."
Rafe and Barry turned and hurried into the saloon as Josh went to join Red. "Damn Red, what about not goin off half cocked?"
"I didn't, they're still breathin aren't they. I promised not to take the law into my own hands and I didn't. I just gave those boys a friendly warnin. Well, maybe it wasn't so friendly but I did warn them instead of shootin them."
Josh looked at his friend for a few seconds and then smiled. "C'mon let's go meet Sarah and Danni."
The ladies were waiting for them when they got to the boarding house and after bundling up against the cold they all walked to the café for supper. All four of them took off their coats and the girls saw that in addition to having been to the barber shop that the boys were wearing new clothes.
"Did you feel you had to get dressed up to talk to Sheriff Horton, Red?" Sarah asked grinning.
Red smiled and blushed. When Danni turned to Josh she didn't even have to ask the question to get him flustered. "Well we thought Maggie might like to see us all cleaned up," Red responded.
This got all of them laughing. When they settled down, Josh said, "There is something we should discuss." Red nodded and Sarah and Danni waited to hear what Josh had to say.
"With the rustlin from the Maggie M and Carl getting shot we think one or both of us should escort you ladies between town and the ranch," Josh suggested.
Sarah said, "We're grown women and can take care of ourselves Josh. We don't need babysittin." She wasn't happy with Josh's idea.
"Yeah, you can take care of yourselves alright. Just like the day we meet you when Rafe and his friends were about to get all friendly with you," Red replied with an impish grin.
"Really Sarah, things are getting real serious around here. Your folks would feel better if you had someone with you. Let at least one of us ride back and forth with you for their peace of mind," Josh requested. "And for mine," he mumbled under his breath.
"What was that last part?" Danni asked. She knew very well what Josh had mumbled and was touched at his concern.
"It'd make both Red and I feel better if at least one of us was with you." Josh grinned and continued, "If nothing else we can keep Sarah from shootin some poor soul who only wanted to say hello. I heard you've gotten a little trigger happy with that pistol Sarah."
Sarah sputtered and tried to argue with Josh but everyone started laughing at her and then she laughed too. "Okay Josh, we give up. One of you can come meet us and then ride back with us, but only one. There's too much going on at the ranch to have both of you gone. Agreed?"
"I knew you'd see it our way. How could you gals pass up riding all alone with two handsome cowboys like Josh and me?" Red teased the girls. But deep down he was glad that he and Josh would provide protection for them. There's bound to be more trouble and I don't want them caught in the middle, Red thought.
Danni said that she would arrange to have her work day end on Friday at 3 PM; the same time Sarah got finished at school. Then the girls and their escort for the day could make it back to the ranch before full dark. The days had gotten shorter as the winter season rolled in; it got full dark around 6 PM.
After dinner on the way back to the boarding house Red and Sarah lagged behind; Josh and Danni were in the parlor for almost 20 minutes before they showed up. Waiting for the other two, Josh was a little shy talking to Danni. Finally to get him to talk more Dannie asked about his two favorite horses, Diablo and Sunny.
"I've had Sunny for 4 years or so and he's as good a horse as I've ever known; maybe with the exception of Diablo," Josh said.
"Which one is faster Josh?" Danni asked to keep his talking. He relaxed when he talked about his horses and she could see more of the real Josh.
"Depends on what you mean by faster. If you ran them both at a gallop from here to the S Bar S, Diablo would be there about 15 to 20 minutes before Sunny. You'd have to give Diablo a breather before he could start back; a horse that big uses up a lot of energy running that hard. Sunny on the other hand you could turn around and start right back and he'd still be running at the same speed. He probably would be back at the start more than an hour ahead of Diablo."
"So Sunny is faster over a long distance?"
"I guess you could say that. But both of them can go at a lope all day long, day after day. If I wanted to get to someplace like Pueblo in a hurry I'd take Diablo; but if I had to turn around and come right back without resting my horse, I'd take Sunny," Josh replied. "But no matter which horse you'd take you'd be riding one of the best in the Colorado. Or any place else for that matter," Josh said with pride.
Danni was smiling at Josh's intensity and obvious love for his horses. She took his hand in hers and said, "See, it's not that hard to talk to me. Is it?"
Josh returned her smile and shook his head. "Don't know of anyone I'd rather be talking to Danni."
Before either of them could say anything more, Red and Sarah come through the door and into the parlor. "Where have you two been?" Danni asked teasing them.
"I was showing Sarah how to find what direction is north by using the North Star," Red deadpanned.
"Sarah already knows how to use the North Star," Danni replied.
"Well now she knows how to use it the Texas way," Red responded. "Besides, there's no such thing as too much education. Right Sarah?"
Red's antics made all of them laugh. After the girls quit giggling, Josh said, "Hate to break this up but we need to head back to the ranch. C'mon Red, let's hit the trail."
Red realized that none of the boarders were around and Mrs. Cassidy was busy in the kitchen. He pulled Sarah to him and kissed her; telling her he would see her Friday. Sarah returned the kiss for a few seconds and then pulled back blushing. Red gave her a big grin and walked out the front door.
Danni followed Josh to the door and just before he left she kissed him on the cheek and said, "Thanks for a lovely evening Josh. I hope we can talk some more this weekend at the ranch."
On the way to the stable to get their horses, Red said, "Josh, if you don't quit smiling your face will freeze that way in this cold."
"I could say the same thing to you Red. If it gets too dark on the way back to the ranch we can use your smile to light our way."
Both men laughed and mounted their horses for the hour ride back to the Maggie M. Arriving back at the ranch, Josh and Red sat on the porch with Daniel. They told him about Carl being shot and their discussion with the Sheriff. Daniel agreed the water rights could be the reason behind all the trouble. The boys decided that Daniel didn't need to know about Red's warning to Rafe and Barry.
That Friday afternoon Red rode into Fountain to escort the ladies back to the ranch. Daniel and Maggie felt better with Red or Josh riding with their daughters. Maggie had a big supper waiting when the three got to the ranch. Jerry and Jacob took the horses to the barn and soon after everyone sat down for the big meal.
Sarah and Danni talked about their days in town and all the gossip about the town's people. They were told about what was happening on the Maggie M. The plans for getting new stock in the spring, the changes planned for the bunk house, and a new well that they planned to dig come spring when the ground thawed out.
After supper Red went to the barn to make sure Jasper had been properly taken care of after the ride in the cold. Sarah decided to keep him company. Maggie smiled to herself thinking about the possibility of a wedding in the spring. The two young people had been gone for about 30 minutes and Daniel decided he'd go see if there was a problem.
Josh and Danni spoke at the same time saying, "I'll go." They laughed and then both went to check on the missing two. They knew that there was more going on than Red taking care of his horse. As Josh and Danni got close to the barn, they started talking in loud voices as a warning to Red and Sarah.
Before they got all the way to the barn, Red and Sarah came out and joined them. "Let's get back to the house," Red suggested. "It's gettin real cold out here."
Walking back to the house Danni helped Sarah brush the hay off the back of her clothes and out of her hair. Sarah was red in the face but Red had a Texas size grin on his.
Back in the house Jacob was sent to bed and Jerry wandered off to the bunk house. The rest of the group had a last cup of coffee before retiring.
"Was your horse okay Red? Daniel asked. "You were gone so long I thought there might be something wrong."
"Yes sir, he's fine. I was just makin sure," Red replied with a sly grin.
Daniel started to say more but Maggie nudged him in the ribs with her elbow. "Hush now Dan," she said in a quiet voice. Daniel looked at Maggie, bewildered. What did I say? He thought. He started to ask Maggie about the elbow but she said, "Time for bed. See you in the morning boys."
As the boys left, the girls went to their room, and Daniel and Maggie went to theirs. We're goin to have a talk before we get to sleep tonight, Daniel promised himself.
They got into bed and Daniel asked, "What was that elbow and you shushing me about Maggie?"
"You're a good man Dan but sometimes you don't see things right in front of you. Red and Sarah are falling in love; they're young and they like to spend some time alone. You askin about why it took so long just embarrassed Sarah."
"You don't think Red and Sarah are doing anything ...er ... er improper do you?
"No more than we did when we were courtin. Remember that hay ride we went on the night you ask me to marry you?"
"Yeah I do," Daniel answered and chuckled. "And I remember that you're daddy almost took a bull whip to me that night. He would've too if I hadn't told him we were gettin hitched."
The next morning Daniel asked Josh to ride out with him to check on the cattle. "There's weather coming in the next few days and I want to scout out the grazing situation." They found most of the cattle grazing near a canyon that would provide shelter for them in the upcoming storms. Daniel pulled up on top of the rise and turned to Josh.
"Josh, I want you to know that I respect you and preciate the help you've given my family."
"Thanks Daniel. I like your family and you've all been very good to Red, Jerry, and me.
"I feel the same way about Red. I know he and Sarah are gettin close, so I need to know what kind of man he really is. So I'm asking for your help here. Will he make a good husband for Sarah?"
"People don't take Red seriously because he's always laughin and making jokes. But don't under estimate him Daniel. He's as good a friend as I've had and as good a man as I've ever met. I've trusted him with my life several times and would do it again. Like I said before he's a good man to have with you and a very bad one to have against you. Yeah, he'd make a good husband for Sarah."
"That's good to know. I like Red but I worry about my daughter."
"Daniel, the only thing to worry about is when someone tries to hurt or harm his friends or the people he cares for; he don't like people pushin him neither. When someone threatens him or his he changes and becomes harder; the laughter goes away and he get as serious as hell. He'll do anything to defend his own and he don't worry about what comes after," Josh admitted.
"I worry about him being so good with that pistol of his. I wouldn't like to think he's on the prod."
"I've never seen anyone better than Red. But I've never seen him do more than protect himself or his friends. He don't go looking for trouble Daniel, but if it finds him he can handle it. I told you before, he's not a gunfighter."
"That's good enough for me," Daniel said. "Let's get back to the house before I freeze my tail off.
Sunday afternoon late both Josh and Red rode back to Fountain with the girls. They decided that this would be the last trip until Thanksgiving. School would close at Thanksgiving until after the first of the year and Sarah would be home for all of December. Danni had made arrangements at the freight office to take off also. There wasn't that much to do as the freight wagons didn't run but every two weeks or so during the winter.
Thanksgiving dinner at the Maguires reminded Josh of his family back in Missouri. He was happy to be with his new friends but the holiday made him a little home sick. Josh sat on the front porch thinking about his parents, family, and the farm; Danni came out to join him. She brought a blanket with her, sat down next to him, and wrapped it around the both of them against the cold night air.
Josh looked at her smiling face and all of a sudden he forgot about not being home and began to think about the pretty girl sitting next to him. He couldn't help himself and leaned over and kissed Danni. Josh pulled back embarrassed by what he had done and started to apologize. Danni smiled at him and leaned back into him for another kiss. Then she hugged him, jumped up, and went back into the house.
For the first three days of December, Josh worked and stayed at the S Bar S training four horses for Bill Sanders. Between the cold weather and the rain, it didn't make sense for him to ride back to the Maggie M each night. Josh earned $30 for his work with the four animals. When he came back to the Maguires he put $20 in the house hold kitty that was kept in a big mason jar in the cupboard.
First Daniel and then Maggie objected to him giving them the money. "My two partners have been doing most of the work around here and I just wanted to pay my own way. You folks have fed me, given me a place to sleep, and a place to board my horses. I'm lucky to have friends like y'all."
Josh's second morning back at the Maggie M dawned to be a nice day for that time of the year. It was a little cold but not bitterly so and the sun was shining bright. He motioned for Jacob to follow him and went to the corral next to the barn.
"Let's see how the training of Puma is going Jacob. Bring him out and show me what you've been doing."
Jacob was pleased at the attention and ran to get his horse. He led the young buckskin into the corral; it was more like the horse followed Jacob like a big dog. Jacob put a blanket and saddle on the horse talking to Puma in a soft voice just like Josh had instructed him. He dropped the lead rope to the ground and walked away. When he was about twenty feet from the horse he clapped his hands and yelled loudly. Puma turned to face the noise but didn't move from the spot. Jacob had trained his horse to ground tie.
"Where'd you learn that, Jacob? I never showed you how to train him to ground tie," Josh said.
"Red taught me Josh. He said that all your horses were trained to ground tie and that it was a good thing to teach an animal," Jacob replied.
"Well he's right about that. It sure is a blessing not to have to look for a rock or tree to tie your horse to when you're out on the range. Have you put a bridle and bit on him yet?"
"No sir."
"Let's try it now. Here feed him a piece of this apple and then rub another piece on the bit." Josh helped Jacob get the bit into Puma's mouth and finish putting on the bridle. "Let him get use to the feel for a spell and then we'll try some more."
Jacob continued to talk to Puma in a soft voice, stroked his neck, and scratched behind his ears. The boy had to stand on his tiptoes to reach the young horse's head.
"I think you could sit on him here in the corral for a spell. It will teach him how you're weight feels and it won't hurt him. Go on give it a try."
Josh held Puma's head and Jacob climbed up onto the horses back. Puma turned his head to see what was causing the weight on his back. Jacob reached forward and stroked his neck still talking to him. Josh released the horse's head and went back to the corral fence and climbed onto the top rail. He looked back at Jacob.
The boy had an ear to ear grin as he sat on his horse for the first time. Other than shifting his weight a little, Puma just stood quietly. Josh had to smile; it was such a small thing sitting on a horse in a corral but to the boy it was like opening a Christmas present early.
"Okay, now walk him easy around the corral for a bit," he told Jacob. The boy gently nudged the horse with his heels and Puma began to walk. Josh felt someone come up behind him and turned to see Daniel leaning on the corral fence watching his son. I don't know whose smile is bigger Jacob's or Daniel's, he thought. Twenty minutes later Josh said, "That's enough for today Jacob. Take off the saddle and then brush and curry Puma. Make sure and give him a piece of apple after you get him back in his stall."
***************
A bright, sunny, April day greeted Red as he rode over the ranch to check on how the cattle had done through the winter. He was also checking to see how many early spring calves had been dropped. Shortly after the sun came up he had to stop and take off his coat. Guess spring is finally takin hold, Red thought. About damn time, I'm sure tired of snow and cold weather.
He found several calves and marked where their mothers were grazing on the early spring grasses. Daniel, Josh and he would come back to round them up for branding. Red thought of Daniel and the upcoming conversation that they would have.
Sarah and he were in love and wanted to get married, but first Red felt that he had to ask for Daniel and Maggie's blessing. He knew Sarah would marry him anyway, even if her parents didn't agree. Red for all of his free spirited fun loving ways was traditional at heart. It was only right, he thought, that he first talk to Daniel and Maggie.
Of course, Maggie already knew about Sarah and Red. She had started wedding plans on the night Sarah came back from the barn with hay sticking to her clothes and hair. Maggie knew her daughter wouldn't play games in a hay loft with just any young man that came through. Sarah was head strong and independent but she was no man's fool.
Sarah's school was over until after the fall harvest; most of the children were needed at home with the beginning of spring planting and the round up and branding of cattle. She was living at the ranch full time now. Danni's job at the freight office wouldn't start up until May; the roads in the area were mud bogs because of the spring thaw and not many wagons were coming and going. Maggie watched her daughters clean up after breakfast and thought how nice it was to have the family all together.
As Red rode north from the ranch house, Josh rode south. He was also checking on cattle and was hunting at the same time. The family needed fresh meat; they wouldn't starve but their supplies of dried beef and salt pork were running low. There were plans to butcher a steer when the animals had time to fatten up after the winter, but that was still a couple of weeks off. In the mean time Josh would try to find a deer for them. Jacob and Jerry were doing their part by taking shotguns and hunting for rabbits and grouse.
Josh rode Diablo out of a thicket of cottonwoods and willows along Black Squirrel Creek, He was following the tracks of a small herd of deer; Josh had his Henry rifle lying across the saddle in case he needed to make a quick shot. As they cleared the last big cottonwood Josh was surprised to see a lone bull buffalo staring at him; it was one of the few times that Josh had ever been caught unaware of what was going on around him.
The bull was large and relatively young but was injured. In the few seconds that Josh looked at the bull he could see that the animals left rear leg was torn and bleeding; it looked like a mountain lion or wolves had attacked the bull. The injury made an already mean animal ever more bad tempered. The bull looked at Josh and Diablo as they came out of the trees, gave a snort, pawed the ground once, and charged.



Josh spurred Diablo to get out of the way but the big horse slipped on the mud and sand bank of the creek. The buffalo was on them very quickly in spite of his injured rear leg. He butted Diablo in the ribs knocking the horse off his feet; as he went down Josh pulled his feet from the stirrups and rolled away. Josh was able to hang on to his rifle; as he came to his feet fired at the animal from about 20 feet away.
The first shot just seemed to make the bull angrier; he turned toward Josh, snorted again, and lowered his head. Josh moved quickly to the side and put three more shots into the bull's chest before the animal could charge again. The big animal snorted one more time, spraying blood from his nose and fell over on his side.
Josh limped over to the animal and made sure it was dead. He cut its throat to bleed the carcass so that it wouldn't spoil. No need to waste all that meat he thought, although I'd rather shoot at them from 100 yards away. This was a mite too close.
Diablo came to Josh favoring his left leg; his knee was beginning to swell. Josh inspected the knee and decided that the injury wasn't serious. It was a light sprain and would be fine after a day or two; but he couldn't ride Diablo back to the ranch house that day. Lucky we're only about four miles from home so I guess I can walk and lead Diablo, he thought.
Josh limped as he walked around his horse checking for any more injuries and his leg started to ache and burn. During all the excitement he hadn't noticed that he was injured too. He looked down at his leg and saw blood seeping through a tear in his pants. Josh sat down on a rock beside the creek and pulled his pants leg up. I guess the bull got his licks in after all, he thought.
He was bleeding from a gash an inch deep in places and six inches long in his calf; the bull had come close to goring Josh right through his leg. Josh washed his leg in the creek, grimacing at the burning sensation. He got a spare shirt from his saddle bag and cut strips to make a bandage for the wound. Don't look like I'll be walking back today he said to himself. Guess I'll make camp and wait for tomorrow.
*******************
It was early evening and getting dark; Red had been back for over two hours. He was beginning to worry because Josh hadn't returned yet. Most hunting success comes early in the day Red thought; there's no reason for him to still be out on the range.
"Shouldn't Josh be back by now?" Danni asked Red with a worried tone.
"Yeah, he should. He must have run into some problem or something," Red answered. When he notice how worried Danni was he said, "Don't worry Danielle, Josh can take care of himself. He'll be alright."
"Is that why you're twisting that lariat around in your hands?" She asked smiling at Red.
"Like I said he can take care of himself, but I'd feel a mite better if he was here. I'll head out at first light to follow his trail. It's too late tonight; as good as I am I can't track in the dark."
Before first light, Red was saddling Jasper to go look for Josh. When he came out of the barn leading his horse he saw Jerry mounted and waiting for him.
"Where're you going Jerry?" Red asked unnecessarily. He knew very well what Jerry planned.
"Josh is my partner too Red. I'm going to help find him; beside two of us can cover more ground," Jerry said.
"Okay, let's go." Red knew it was a waste of time trying to talk the youngster out of going to look for their friend.
They headed south from the ranch house and picked up Josh's trail almost immediately. It took them two hours, moving slow, following Josh's trail, to get to Black Squirrel Creek. Jerry gestured at the tracks leading out of the water on the far side of the creek. Red pointed at smoke from a campfire rising into the early morning air; he led the way across the creek headed toward the smoke. Jerry and Red cleared the last stand of cottonwoods and saw Josh sitting by a campfire.
He looked up as his friends rode over to him. Red saw the bloody pants leg with part of bandage sticking out. Jerry stiffened when he saw the blood but Red just sat on his horse and looked down at Josh.
"You'll do about anything to get out of your share of the chores, won't you?" Red asked with a smile.
"I thought you two could handle it so I thought I'd take a break, don't you know. You boys have any coffee with you?"
Jerry got down and took a small coffee pot out of his saddle bag. As he added water and coffee to the pot, Red noticed the dead buffalo. He dismounted and examined Josh's leg; there wasn't much more that could be done until they got back to the ranch.
"You know you're supposed to shoot those animals not wrestle them to death," Red remarked.
"I've done that; thought I'd try something new. But I don't think I'll do that again," Josh said with a lopsided grin. "At least it'll give us enough fresh meat for quite awhile, so it wasn't a total waste of time."
After Josh got a cup of coffee, Red asked Jerry to ride back to the ranch and bring a wagon out to get the buffalo back to the house so they could butcher it. It would take about three hours for Jerry to make the round trip.
"Nothin to do but wait I guess," Red said as he flopped down using a big rock as a back rest.
"Come on, let's start skinning this beast. It'll help get the heat out of the body so it won't spoil," Josh said as he got up and limped over to the buffalo carcass.
"I did both of our chores last night since you weren't there so I should get to rest this morning," Red kidded as he went to help Josh. They made the necessary cuts in the hide and attached a rope to Jasper's saddle and to the hide. Using the power of the horse they were able to strip most of the hide off the buffalo. They could see the steam coming off the body as it cooled.
Jerry returned and between the three of them they got the big carcass into the wagon. Josh tied Diablo to the back of the wagon and got up on the seat with Jerry. He tried to hand the reins to Josh.
"You drove it out here, you drive it back. Besides I'm injured and I'm just gonna be your passenger today," Josh teased Jerry.
Two hours later they pulled into the yard at the ranch house. The entire Maguire clan was standing on the porch as they pulled to a stop. Danni ran off the porch to where Josh sat on the wagon. She took his hand in hers and looked up at him.
"Are you alright?" She asked. When Josh nodded she asked, "What do you mean, worrying us all to death and why are you riding in the wagon?"
"Diablo sprained his knee and I didn't want to ride him."
"Diablo's hurt?" Danni left Josh's side and went to the big horse. He nickered at her as she stroked his neck. "Poor baby, Danni will take care of you. Jerry take him into his stall and get him some grain, I'll be down to take care of him later," she ordered.
Josh and Red quickly told everyone the story of the bull buffalo, pointing to the carcass in the wagon. "We need to butcher him pretty quick before the meat turns bad," Josh said.
Red helped Josh get down from the wagon as his leg had stiffened up on the long ride back to the ranch. Danni turned back to the wagon and for the first time saw the bloody pants leg as Josh limped toward the porch. She ran to his side and put her arm around him to help him into the house. Danni made him sit at the table and gathered the things she needed to tend to his injury.
Maggie brought hot water in a wash basin, cloths to clean the wound, and coal oil to treat the deep cut. She also brought a bottle of whiskey and offered it to Josh; he shook his head turning down the drink. Danni sat on the floor and put Josh's foot on a low stool so she could work on his leg. She slit his pants leg and long johns up the side so she could get to the long gash better.
Red picked up the whiskey and said, "I'm a little shaky even if Josh isn't. Maybe I'd better have a little drink to settle me down." He put the bottle to his lips but before he could take a drink, Sarah took it away from him. She playfully slapped Red's shoulder and told him to bring in more wood for the stove.
Danni cleaned up the wound and applied coal oil directly onto and into the gash. And then applied a pad soaked in coal oil to the wound and bound it up. The whole time she worked on his leg she talked to herself. "You could've been killed. How could you be so dumb? Don't you know you worried me to death?" And then softly almost in whisper said, "I don't know how I could take it if something happened to you."
In spite of the soft and quiet tone, Josh heard every word. He put his hand out and touched Danni's hair. She looked up at him and he could see the tears trickling down her cheeks. Their eyes met and in that exact moment he knew that he may never go back to the farm in Missouri; and if he did return he wouldn't be alone. It was at that exact moment that he knew he loved Danni and that she loved him. It was at that exact moment that he knew that their lives would be tied to each other forever.
Danni smiled up at Josh, wiped the tears from her cheeks and eyes, and went back to treating his wound. "This is going to hurt some," Danni said showing him the needle and silk thread she would use to sew up the gash. "Are you sure you don't want some whiskey to deaden the pain?"
"Naw, if I drink that stuff I might get sick to my stomach. I'd rather put up with the pain."
Daniel stepped into the house to see how Josh was doing. He heard Josh refuse the whiskey and walked over to a storage trunk and pulled something out. Walking back to Josh, Daniel handed him a thick piece of rolled up rawhide. "You might want to bite down on this son."
Josh took the rawhide put it between his teeth and Danni began sewing the edges of the cut together; this would make it heal more quickly. She had done the same thing with others in the family when they were hurt and even to some of the live stock. Danni pulled the sides of the gash together and made a zig zag stitch back and forth across the cut to close it.
Afterwards Maggie brought Josh one of Daniel's night shirts and a quilt. "Get out of those duds so we can wash the blood out of them," she ordered. "After they're clean we can sew up the slits in the legs."
Josh blushed and Maggie laughed at his embarrassment. "The girls and I will step outside until you get decent. You can sleep on the sofa tonight so we can keep an eye on you."
The girls left and as Josh was changing Red came back into the house. He grinned as Josh explained what Maggie had ordered him to do. "Maybe I ought to get hurt so I can have three pretty women takin care of me," Red laughed. "On second thought, gettin horned by a buffalo is a mite far to go just to get some attention."
That evening after supper, Josh told the story of his run in with the bull buffalo in more detail. Red teased Josh some more about getting out of his chores but everyone could see that Red had really been worried about his friend. Late in the evening Red and Jerry went back to the bunkhouse. The Maguires went to their rooms with the exception of Danni.
Josh was bedded down on the sofa and Danni pulled her father's big chair closer. She explained to Josh that she would need to check on his bandage a couple of times during the night and this would be the easiest way. The two young people talked softly late into the night; Josh fell asleep still holding Danni's hand. In the morning she kissed his cheek to wake him and handed him coffee.
While he drank his morning coffee, Danni examined the wound again. "It's already started to heal and looks good. There's no sign of blood poisoning and the blood isn't seeping out anymore. You should be back on your feet in a couple of days."
It was actually three days before Danni would let Josh go back to doing his chores around the ranch. Josh had tried to get back on his feet the day after the accident. Danni got angry and told him he could get up if he wanted but not to come running to her the next time he did something stupid and got hurt. Josh didn't think it would've been a good idea to point out that she came running to him to take care of him. He didn't know a lot about women but he knew enough not to respond so he sat it out for two more days.
****************
May rolled around and the roads and wagon tracks began to dry out. Danni had to go back to work at the freight office but she did made a deal with the owner of the company. She would work full days Tuesday through Thursday and a half a day on Friday. She would go back to the Maggie M on Friday afternoons and return to Fountain on Monday.
The freight business was picking up but it would be late June before things got real busy. Even then Danni thought she could get everything done in four days which would give her more time at home. It would also give her more time with Josh; that was becoming more and more important to both of them.
Danni was all set to come home on the second Friday of the new work schedule and was waiting for her "knight escort" as she called them. She was surprised to see Jerry ride up to the boarding house to join her on the ride home. He was riding the big chestnut horse he called Charger.
"Hello Jerry. I thought Josh or Red would be coming for me."
"Hello Miss Danielle," Jerry greeted her. "Red is helping your Pa round up the spring calves for branding and Josh was at the S Bar S training horses that Mr. Sanders needs for his round up. With both Josh and Red busy I was the logical choice to come fetch you; I mean come and ride back with you. I hope you're not too disappointed."
Danni smiled and replied, "I'm honored to have such a fine young knight escort me home. Thank you Jerry."
They rode back to the ranch alternating walking and trotting the horses and talking along the way. Danni asked, "What are your plans for the future Jerry? What do you want to do with yourself?"
"I don't really have any plans. I'm real happy just where I am and as long as Mr. Maguire will keep me on, my only plan is to stay on the Maggie M. It's a good place to live and your Ma and Pa have been real good to me," Jerry replied.
Danni saw that Jerry was very alert and paid attention to the country they were riding through. There hadn't been any trouble since the rustler had been killed on the way into town but Jerry wasn't taking any chances. Josh would be really mad if I didn't take care of Miss Danielle, he thought to himself.
They were riding close to a big rock bluff and Jerry saw sunlight shinning off of something on the far side of the trail. He slapped Sunny hard on his rump making the big horse jump into a run; at the same time he put the spurs to Charger. As the horses started to run, a rifle shot rang out chipping rock off the bluff when they had been.
"Get behind that big rock," Jerry ordered a surprised Danni pointing to a house size boulder. They got behind the rock and dismounted. As Jerry jumped off his horse he pulled his Henry rifle from the saddle scabbard and quickly fire two shots back down the trail. Then he fired two more in rapid succession and chuckled.
"Got 'em pinned down now," he said grinning at Danni. "They're not going anywhere too soon."
"Got who pinned down?"
"Those two that shot at us. See that big rock on the far side of the trail? They're hiding behind it." Jerry paused to fire twice more and then reloaded his rifle. "Miss Danielle I'm going to cover you and you ride like hell for the ranch and get help." Before she could protest he added, "You're the reason those two are here. I don't know if they meant to scare you, kidnap you, or kill you but if you're not here they can't do any of that. So get going."
Danni was surprised at the way Jerry took charge. She remembered that Josh had said Jerry was a veteran of two raids on their wagon train. Danni also remembered how he had came up behind Rafe and his friends as Josh and Red faced them.
She lean over gave him a swift kiss on his cheek and said, "I think you can call me Danni. I'm going for help."
He nodded and as she mounted he fired several times at the rock where the two gunmen were hiding. Jerry didn't really expect to hit anything; he just wanted to keep their heads down while Danni got away. Danni pushed Sunny into a gallop and headed for the Maggie M, about two miles away.
Jerry reloaded and watched carefully for movement and every time one of them stuck his head up Jerry would fire at him. Those guys are sure dumb, he said to himself. They didn't hold on to their horses and now they can't move from behind that rock. If they try for the horses, they'll be out in the open, if they try to retreat they'll be out in the open, and if they try to rush me they'll be out in the open. Not real smart are you boys?
*****************
Josh had spent Thursday night at the S Bar S after working with Mr. Sander's horses. He had worked from first light until about noon on Friday. He rode back to the Maggie M because he wanted to be there when Danni and Jerry got home. Josh had loosened the saddle cinch to let Diablo rest a little and was talking to Red as he unsaddled and brushed Jasper. Red's horse had been working cattle all morning and deserved a rest.
Red had just feed Jasper and started toward the bunk house when Danni came into the yard at a high gallop. She was off Sunny and talking to Josh before the horse came to a full stop. Danni explained what had happened and that Jerry was still back there.
Josh asked a couple of questions as he cinched up his saddle and waited as Red saddled his other horse, Queenie. Both men checked their guns and rode off at a fast pace; they needed to get to Jerry in a hurry. It took Red and Queenie less than ten minutes to reach Jerry's defensive position. Josh and Diablo weren't far behind; Diablo was very fast for a big horse but he couldn't keep up with Queenie. She was a quarter horse and could run like a big cat for short distances.
Red was grinning and held up his hand as Josh rode up. He pointed to where Jerry had made his stand. Red was a war veteran and saw at once that Jerry was in charge. It took Josh a minute to understand and then he smiled too. Jerry had someone pinned down behind a big rock on the far side of the trail.
Josh whistled like a quail to attract Jerry's attention. When the boy saw them he smiled and pointed at the big rock. Using sign language Red found out that Jerry had two men pinned down. He signed to Jerry that he and Josh would flank them and come up behind them. When Josh and Red were in position, Josh whistled again and Jerry fired four shots into the base of the rock to keep the men's heads down.
The next sound the two men heard was Josh telling them to drop their rifles. They frozen for a second or two and then started to turn. "Oh please do," Red pleaded. "You know I'd really like a chance at you two so keep on turning. Damn Josh, it's our old friends Rafe and Barry."
Rafe and Barry weren't the sharpest tools in the shed but they weren't stupid. They dropped their rifles and put their hands over their heads. Josh held a gun on them as Red stripped them of their pistols and picked up their rifles. Josh yelled to Jerry that they were coming out and walked the men onto the middle of the trail.
"I warned you boys what would happen if you caused anymore trouble for the Maguires. Josh let's give them back their pistols and settle this right here," Red suggested. Josh wasn't sure if he was serious until Red winked at him.
"You can't do that. We're your prisoners, you have to take us to the Sheriff," Rafe said almost begging.
"I told you before I'm not the law," Red answered. "Give 'em their guns Josh."
"You know Red if these boys would tell us who's behind all this trouble we might see our way clear to take them to Sheriff Horton."
"It's Larson, that's who it is," Rafe said quickly. "He told us to steal Maguire's cattle; everything was going good until you caught Carl and shot him."



"Tom Larson? Why would he want to hurt the Maguires? He's got more land and cattle than they do," Josh was talking to Red but Rafe answered.
"The Maggie M has the best water for a hundred miles in any direction and Larson wants the rights to it. He said if we stole enough cattle and scared the Maguires he could buy them out real cheap. We'll tell it all to the Sheriff and testify if you won't shoot us like you did Carl."
"That's twice you've said we shot Carl. We didn't shoot him Rafe; someone shot him out of the saddle as we were taking him to Sheriff Horton," Josh told him. "I think Larson killed him to keep him from talking to the Sheriff."
"That son-of-a-bitch! I bet you're right. He said that the Sheriff didn't believe your story that someone else shot Carl but couldn't prove any different. You get us to Sheriff Horton and we'll help put a nail in Larson's coffin."
Red looked at Josh and then Jerry, "You boys take them into the Sheriff. I've got something to do."
"Where're you going Red?" Josh questioned.
"I'm going to put an end to it. Larson has got to pay for his actions and I'm the collector."
"You're going to throw away a life with Sarah because of that piece of cow shit? If you kill him Red you'll be on the run for the rest of your life. Stop and think about it for a minute."
Red stared at Josh for a while and then nodded his head. "You're right friend. I want him bad but I want Sarah more." He looked at Rafe and Barry for a bit and asked, "Were you supposed to shoot Danni?"
"No, we were just trying to scare her. We figured to shoot her horse and scare the hell out of her," Rafe answered.
Now it was Red stopping Josh from killing someone. When Rafe said they were going to shoot Sunny, Josh's hand started for his pistol. Red grabbed his hand and asked, "You want to be on the run for the rest of your life or do you want to spend it with Danni?"
Rafe watched and listened to his captors and when he looked at Josh he saw death in his eyes. He gulped and swallowed hard. He hung his head and said softly, "Sorry Mister."
When Red was sure that Josh was okay he turned to Jerry who had joined them. "Jerry you did good son. Would you ride back to the ranch and tell everyone we're takin these two into the Sheriff?"
"Yes sir Red. Will y'all be back tonight?"
"Not sure yet," Josh answered and then turned to Rafe and Barry. "When were you gonna let Larson know how the plan went?"
After seeing how upset Josh had been, Rafe quickly answered, "He's supposed to meet us at the saloon in town tomorrow about midday and pay us."
"Then we won't be home tonight Jerry. We'll hang around and see what happens when Larson comes to town," Red told him. He turned to Josh and said, "You didn't say I couldn't watch Larson get what's coming to him."
They tied Rafe and Barry to their saddles and rode the five miles into town. After turning the pair over to the Sheriff, Red and Josh arranged rooms at Mrs. Cassidy's boarding house for the night. They planned to stay and watch Tom Larson get put in jail.
Sheriff Horton looked at Red and said, "You stay out of this, you hear McCall? You too Josh. I'll not have vigilante justice in my town."
"Okay Sheriff, we just want to watch you put him in jail. And maybe laugh at him a little," Red responded with an evil grin.
At 11 AM the next day Tom Larson rode into town and stopped at the saloon. He was sitting at a table near the front door pouring a whiskey when Sheriff Horton stepped over to him and set down. "Haven't seen you in town for a while Tom. Got business to take care of?" The Sheriff asked in a friendly manner.
"Been over to the bank and I'm meeting two of my cowhands in a few minutes. After that it's back to the ranch," Larson replied.
Neither the Sheriff nor Larson noticed that Red and Josh had come into the saloon through the side door. They positioned themselves off to the side of the men at the table. Red had convinced Josh that they should at least be around in case something went wrong when the Sheriff arrested Larson. "One way or another, Larson's going down Josh," Red promised.
"I don't think Rafe and Barry are going to make your meeting Tom," Horton told him. Larson was surprised that the Sheriff knew who he was meeting and it showed on his face.
"They're down in the jail; arrested for shooting at Danielle Maguire and for stealing cattle. Those two had an interesting story to tell. I'm gonna have to ask for your gun Tom; you're under arrest."
Larson knew his plan to get hold of the Maggie M was over and maybe his freedom too. He stood up quickly pushing the table into the Sheriff as he did and pulled his pistol. Before he could really get it pointed at Horton he heard a voice from his left.
"If you finish that draw Larson, I'll put a bullet in your head." Larson turned his head and saw Red with his own pistol pointed at him.
"And if he don't get you I will," came from Larson's right. He turned in that direction and saw Josh pointing a pistol at him too. "I'll give you the count of three to put your pistol on the table," Josh continued.
"If he gets past one Larson, you'll never hear the count of two," Red threatened.
Larson dropped his gun onto the table and raised his hands. Horton stood and picked up the pistol, pulling his own and pointing it at his prisoner. "Let's mosey on down to the jail Tom. I've got a special cell waitin on you."
"We'll walk along with you Sheriff," Red told him. "If that's okay with you, that is."
"I could say no but you two wouldn't listen any better than you did when I told you to stay out of all this. Now would you boys?"
Both Josh and Red smiled at the Sheriff and followed him to the jail. After putting Larson in a cell Horton said, "Thanks boys. Things could have got a mite tense if you hadn't stepped in. I'm glad you didn't pay no mind to me."
"When will he be tried?" Josh asked.
"The circuit judge will be here in about three weeks. That's when we'll formally charge him. I'll need you two to testify about following the cattle onto his land. Between Rafe and Barry and you two we should be able to send him to the territorial prison for quite a spell. The courts don't take kindly to rustlin."
They said good bye to the Sheriff saying they could still make it back to the Maggie M well before supper. Josh and Red had been on the road for about half an hour when Red spoke for the first time since leaving Fountain.
"Josh, how am I gonna get Sarah to marry me? I don't know what to say to her."
"I spect all you'll have to do is ask her. The way she acts, she's rite fond of you. Oh, and you might want to tell her you love her," Josh answered.
The two young men rode into the yard of the ranch house. Red turned to the corral where Sarah was tending the horses. He climbed over the corral fence and Sarah ran to him. He picked her up and twirled her around both of them laughing. Josh rode on toward the house as Danni jumped off the porch running to him. He had barely stepped down from Diablo when she threw her arms around his neck and put her head on his chest.
I don't believe I'm ever gonna take that trail back to Missouri, Josh thought.
To be continued...
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It had been over three weeks since Tom Larson had been arrest for cattle rustling. Now the trial was over; Josh Kelly, Red McCall, Jerry Barnes, and the entire Maguire family were in the courtroom waiting for James Houston, the circuit court judge to give his verdict.
Larson's trial was short and straight forward; giving the court a clear picture of Larson's actions. The whole thing could have been completed in one day but the delaying tactics of Charles Gibbons, an attorney that Tom Larson hired had extended it into two days. The Denver lawyer tried several things to postpone the verdict. I guess he had to at least pretend to earn his fee, Josh thought.
The testimony that Josh and Red had given about following the trail of the stolen cattle onto Larson's ranch had pointed a finger at him. But the testimony of two of his cowhands, Rafe Johnson and Barry Summers, had sealed Tom Larson's fate. The two men admitted that Larson had paid them to steal the cattle from the Maguires.
In addition they testified that Larson paid them to harass Sarah and Danielle Maguire while they were in town. Larson also ordered them to shoot at Danielle to scare her; all these actions were done to force the Maguires to sell their ranch to Tom Larson. The trial of Johnson and Summers had run concurrently with Larson's.
The court wouldn't allow any speculation concerning the death of Carl Davis as there was no evidence tying Larson to that killing. The judge also disallowed testimony by Johnson and Summers saying they heard other hands talk about rustling cattle. Houston said it was hear say and not admissible. Only the cattle stolen by the two witnesses was considered; a total of 50 head.
"The prisoner will stand," Judge Houston ordered. Tom Larson stood and faced the judge. "This court finds you guilty as charged of cattle rustling and conspiracy to perpetrate acts of violence against Sarah and Danielle Maguire. Do you have anything to say Mr. Larson before I pass sentence?"
Larson shook his head but his attorney stood to speak. The judge pointed his gavel at the man and said, "I've heard about enough from you Mr. Gibbons; sit down and be quiet sir." Judge Houston turned back to Larson and continued, "I sentence you to 10 years in the territorial prison. In addition you will pay Mr. Daniel Maguire for the 50 head of cattle that you stole in the amount of," he stopped to consult a Denver paper for quoted stock prices. "The current price for cattle at the railhead is $12 a head. That's a total of six hundred dollars Mr. Larson."
"Your honor, my client doesn't have six hundred in cash as you can see," Mr. Gibbons said handing the judge a bank statement.
"I don't doubt that Mr. Larson has the money squirreled away someplace but it's not the job of this court to track it down." Judge Houston paused in thought and then said, "Very well, Mr. Maguire will go to your ranch and cut out 60 cattle and take them to his spread. The extra 10 head will help defray the cost of getting them to market. Is that satisfactory to you Mr. Maguire?"
Daniel was surprised that he was getting anything; all he expected was that Larson would be punished. "Yes sir, your honor. Perfectly satisfactory," he answered.
"Sheriff Horton you will accompany Mr. Maguire to the Lazy L to get the cattle at his convenience. When that is done you will escort Mr. Larson to the territorial prison to begin his sentence."
Judge Houston turned to Johnson and Summers and said, "I sentence you both to 3 years in the territorial prison; you will be eligible for parole in two years. If either of you two come before this court again I will impose the maximum sentence allowed by law. This court is adjourned."
Josh nodded at the verdict and the sentence; he was also surprised at the court ordered restitution. His friend and partner Red McCall smiled in satisfaction; he was glad to see Larson pay for his attacks against the Maguires. Everyone involved was glad to have the trial over. Maybe now they could get on with making the Maggie M a paying proposition.
"If this was Texas, Larson and those two hands of his would have been hung," Red remarked.
Josh and Red walked out of the saloon that had been used as a courtroom. They were with the Maguires; Daniel, Maggie and their two daughters Sarah and Danielle. Maggie said, "I wonder what Nancy Larson's goin to do now? Her husband's going to prison and a lot of the workers on her place are a surly, lazy, no good bunch at best. I hope her brother can help her."
Maggie hadn't noticed that Nancy's brother, Bill Sanders, who owned the S Bar S was walking right behind them. "I'm gonna be running her place and mine until my boy comes home from the war," Sanders responded. "He's due back the first of November. I guess I'll be puttin in a lot of trail time, ridin back and forth between the two places." He stopped and looked at Josh and Red with a calculating stare.
"Say boys, why don't you two run the place until William gets home? I'll pay you top wages," Sanders offered.
Red was the first to reply, "I don't think I could work with those boys. Josh and I had a run in with some of them before and we just wouldn't get along."
"Anyway, we couldn't leave the Maguires without help," Josh added.
Daniel Maguire spoke up. "There's not much goin on right now Josh. I could use a little help later on with the fall calving season and come round up time."
"Naw, you don't understand Red," Sanders continued. "You two would be the top hands. I want you to cut out the bad ones, run 'em off or shoot em; I don't care which. Get rid of the bad blood and keep anyone that wants to work. You might need to hire some men to take their places; I'll leave that up to you. What'da you say boys?"
Now Red was the one with the calculating look. "What kind of wages are we talkin about here Mr. Sanders? I mean you want us to be the range boss and run the whole shootin match, so what are you offering?"
Sanders smiled to himself; he knew he had just hired the two men. It was only a matter of money now. "I was thinkin $50 a month for each of you."
"We'd have to have $150 a month," Josh responded.
"Each?"
"No sir," Josh answered, grinning at the look on Sanders' face. "That's for the both of us, $75 a month per man."
"That's a bargain for a good range boss Mr. Sanders," Red threw in. "Not only do you get two good men, you get someone to straighten out that mess over there. That ought to be worth somethin."
"Tell you what boys. I'll give you $130 a month for the pair. I'll bring any horses I need trained over to you Josh and pay you for any that you break that belong to the Lazy L. And remember, Nancy's place is about 3 miles closer to town and these two young ladies here."
Red nodded at him and Josh said, "Remind me to never try to buy a horse from you Mr. Sanders. Okay, you just hired yourself a couple of range bosses."
Red spoke to Daniel and said, "We'll help with the round up and branding on the Maggie M sir."
"We'll help drive your cattle to the buyers at the railhead in Colorado City too," Josh promised.
Sanders was all smiles, "Now that's what a good deal should be, everybody's happy and got something they wanted."
Josh and Red decided to stay in town and visit with Sarah and Danni. The rest of the Maguire clan headed back to the Maggie M. Daniel and Maggie had picked up some supplies while in town and rode in the loaded wagon. Jacob was riding the horse that Josh had given him back in December. It was the first time that he had taken Puma off the ranch and he was as proud as a peacock.
Jerry Barnes, Josh and Red's young partner had stayed at the ranch. No one really expected more trouble after Larson was arrested. The four or five men Larson had hired as gun hands and enforcers weren't being paid and had no reason to raid the Maggie M, but Jerry decided to stay and keep an eye on the place.
Josh and Red stayed in Fountain and had supper with Sarah and Danni. Since it was warm weather they slept in the stable as they had done before. The next morning after breakfast with the girls they rode back to the Maggie M. They wanted to finish up a few chores at the ranch before they went to Larson's place to take charge.
That evening after supper Josh told Jerry about the new job working for Nancy Larson. Given the choice Jerry decided that he'd rather stay and help Mr. & Mrs. Maguire. He said that Mrs. Maguire reminded him of his Ma and he felt like he had found a home with them.
Josh nodded, patted him on the shoulder and said, "I thought that's what you'd want but I had to give you the choice. I'm glad you're staying, we won't feel so bad about leaving Daniel and Maggie alone."
That weekend the girls come back to the ranch as usual and as usual they had an escort riding with them; this weekend it was Josh. Jerry rode back to town with Sarah and Danni on Monday morning. After saying good bye to the ladies, Josh and Red rode to the Larson's ranch, the Lazy L.
Bill Sanders was there to meet them and introduce them to Nancy Larson. Josh and Red knew who she was, they had seen her at her husband's trial but they had never actually met her. He had explained to Nancy about hiring the young men to straighten out some of the problems and run the ranch. Mrs. Larson was a little timid and nervous but showed the boys the house and told them to make themselves at home. She said she planned to move to the S Bar S to live with her brother.
Her decision to move to her brother's was a bit of a surprise but Josh and Red were happy to have a nice place to stay; they wouldn't have to share the bunk house with the men that worked for them.
Mrs. Larson and Sanders called the hands together and introduced Josh and Red. "These two will be the range bosses and will be totally in charge," Sanders told them. "There's gonna be some changes in the way this place is run." Turning to Josh and Red he asked, "You boys got anything you want to add?"
Red stepped forward and looked each man in the eye. "We know some of you weren't hired to be cow hands. That stops now; if you stay on the Lazy L you'll be expected to work. We'll get to know y'all in the next few days; Josh and I will start you boys with a clean slate. If you work you can stay, if you don't you can draw your pay and leave. Any questions?"
One man stepped forward and was followed by three others. None of them had the look of working cowboys; they were all dressed little too nice and carried pistols slung low on their hips. "We weren't hired to be nurse maids to a bunch of cows. Mr. Larson hired us for security. We'll just keep doin that until he tells us different."
Sanders started to speak but Josh put a hand on his arm to stop him. "I don't think you understand," Josh said as he stepped forward to join Red. "Tom Larson's got nothing to say about this ranch anymore. His wife is the owner and hired us to run the place for her. So you'll work as cow hands or leave; there's no third choice."
The man had a mean look to him and after looking at his friends for support, he bristled and started to speak again, but Red interrupted him.
Red saw the low slung pistols and the way the four men stood; they were directly challenging Red and Josh. "What's your name, Mister?" Red asked with his evil grin.
"Jake Stillwell. Why?"
"This looks like this is gonna get rite nasty and I hate to bury a man without a name on his grave marker," Red replied.
Stillwell tensed and slowly moved his hand closer to his pistol.
"If you pull that hog leg, I'll kill you," Josh said. "I'm not as good as Red here, so I won't take the time to be careful with my shot." The man stopped his hand and stood very still.
The four men were standing in a line facing Josh and Red. The last man in line started for his gun but before he could clean leather Josh drew and shot him; hitting him in the shoulder. Red drew his pistol and covered the other three men.
Holding his smoking pistol Josh said, "I know you four were involved in trying to get rid of the Maguires just like Barry and Rafe. The only reason I didn't kill them was that we needed them to put Tom Larson away. I don't need you men; don't give me an excuse to put you down.
Red motioned at the wounded man, "Take Douglas to town and get him a doctor. As soon as he's patched up, I expect you to keep riding. Get out of the country or the next time we meet....well I don't think you'd like it. Now git!"
The four men saw the wild look in Red's eyes and the grim determination in Josh's. They quickly mounted their horses and rode toward Fountain. Red watched them leave and turned to Josh with a big grin. "I thought I was supposed to be the gun hand? You takin over for me?"
Josh answered with a serious tone, "Damn I guess I need more practice. I was aiming at his chest. Almost missed him, I did."
Red looked at him with surprise until Josh started to smile. "I hit just what I aimed at Red," Josh admitted.
"I thought you were the peaceful one of the group," Red teased his friend.
Josh knew Red was teasing but the smile left his face and he replied, "I was until they shot at Danni and Jerry and tried to kill my horse. Right then I decided I was gonna do what had to be done."
"Sorry boys, I knew those men were a rough crew but I didn't expect there to be this kind of trouble," Sanders said.
Nancy Larson spoke up. "I'm sorry too Mr. Kelly and Mr. McCall. It seems like the Lazy L is nothing but trouble for you two."
Red nodded and said, "Weren't none of your doin Mrs. Larson. Mr. Sanders, why don't you show us around the place so we can get to work. We'll start culling the hands tomorrow."
Their first evening at the ranch, they talked to the cook after supper. The meal hadn't been fancy but was good, solid food.
"Do you plan to stay on here Mr. Swede?" Red asked.
"Like to. Got nowhere else to go," he answered. John Swede wasn't much more than five feet tall and almost as wide. He had no nonsense air about him and wore a Derby hat all the time, both indoors and outside.
"Worked on the Lazy L long?"
"Going on fifteen years. Used to own the two hundred acres that are on the north end of the L, but I lost them in a poker game while I was drunk." Swede told his story. "Larson bought the land from the winner and then offered me a job. Been here ever since."
"We'd like you to stay Mr. Swede. You're a good cook and run a tight kitchen," Josh complimented the man.
"Can I try cookin some different things? Mr. Larson only ate meat and potatoes but I got some recipes that are real tasty."
Red grinned and said, "Suits me fine. Just don't try none of that fancy stuff. We'll eat about anything as long as we can recognize it sitting on a plate."
Two weeks later Josh and Red were talking after supper about the changes they had made so far at the Lazy L. They culled some of the hands and were down to five including Mr. Swede. After getting rid of Stillwell and his group, three of the other men they inherited just didn't have the skills to be kept on as full time hands; they had to go. Josh said that he wanted to hand the ranch over to Sander's son William with a good crew.
It was the third week of July when Bill Sanders rode over to talk to Josh and Red. He made it a point to check in with the boys every two to three weeks; sometimes Nancy Larson came with him. This time he was alone and just in time for supper.
Josh explained to Sanders that he and Red planned on making Charley White the top hand; if both Josh and Red were gone he would be in charge. They would both be gone for a few days to help the Maguires with the fall round up and branding. Red said he agreed with the choice telling Sanders, "Charley may not be the smartest man I ever met but he's steady, dependable, and he knows cattle."
Sanders nodded and Josh continued, "Your son will need someone to show him the ranch and how it's being run when he gets here. We'll be available a day or two at a time until he gets his rope around everything."
"I'll leave that up to you boys; you've been working with this crew. But I've got an offer for you two. I wrote William and explained how we were handling things and about you two. He wrote me back and he'd like you and Red to stay on when he gets here. You can have until he gets home to make up your minds, but I'd like y'all to stay too."
After Sanders left, Red walked down to the bunk house to tell Charley about his promotion. Josh sat on the porch reading the latest batch of letters from his parents. He had been writing his Pa and Ma twice a month, sometimes more if something worthwhile happened; such as the trial and conviction of Tom Larson for rustling and conspiracy.
He opened the third and last letter from home and after the usual we're fines and hope you doing okay, the next part of the letter surprised him. His folks wanted to know when he was going to marry Danni. How did they know about Danni? Josh wondered. He had mentioned her when he told his parents about the Maguires and the Maggie M but hadn't written anything about his attraction to her.
The next few lines solved the puzzle. They said that Red's latest letter explained that there would probably be a double wedding in the spring; Red and Sarah and Josh and Danni. Red's latest letter? Apparently his friend had been writing to his parents for a while. His mother suggested that he have Danni write to her so they could get to know their new daughter in law.
Josh was a mite put out with Red for writing to his folks about Danni and planned to confront him when he got back from the bunk house. The possibility of he and Danni getting married was something he had just started to think about. Red stepped onto the porch turned a chair around and sat with Josh.
"How're your folks doing?" Red asked pointing at the letters that Josh held.
"Everybody's doin good. Samuel is growin like a weed; he almost as tall Ma. Uncle Simon and Aunt Cindy had a new baby; a boy named James. Pa sez the Union is wearing down the South. He sez that the southern states just can't compete with the factories, supplies, and the number of troops that the Union has. He thinks the war will be over by next year."
Red nodded and said, "I saw that back in '62. It was hard getting supplies with the 29th. , even that early in the war. We usually had to provide our own weapons, food, and horses. I thought it would go sideways quicker than it has."
"Pa sez that there ain't no quit in the southern boys; he just doesn't think their bravery can overcome the odds. He also sezs that there's just as many brave Union troops. But then you already know all this from your letters to my folks. Don't you?" Josh gave Red an accusing look.
Red smiled and nodded; he wasn't embarrassed at all. "Your Ma told me about Samuel and your new nephew. It was good news so I thought I had to give them more than you were doin okay."
"I wish you hadn't told them I was getting married," Josh replied. "Danni and I haven't talked about getting hitched."
"Why not?" Red asked and when Josh didn't answer he continued, "You love her, don't you?"
"Yes."
"You want to be with her, don't you?"
"Yes."
"Then why are you draggin your feet son?"
"I haven't told her how I feel about her. She hasn't said anything about how she feels either," Josh answered.
"Yes you did and so did she," Red replied.
"We never talked about how we felt. I'd remember something like that."
Red saw the confusion on his friend's face and said, "That day that Danni doctored your leg when that buffalo gored you, you two said plenty."



"But we didn't say anything bout how we felt," Josh protested.
"When you reached down and touched her hair and she looked up at you with tears in her eyes, even a blind man could see that you two were sweet on each other. I don't want to get all poetic and stuff but that look said more than all the talkin you could've done. Danni loves you Josh, take my word for it," Red assured his friend.
"Am I that thick headed?" Josh asked and then with a smile answered his own question, "Yeah, I guess I am."
"I'm goin to meet Jerry tomorrow," Red explained. "We haven't had a chance to talk much lately. I'll tell him that you'll be the one goin to meet Danni when she comes home Friday. "You go and talk to that girl."
Josh nodded at the suggestion and Red continued, "Y'all better put a brand on that filly fore some other cowboy throws a rope on her. I hear some of those boys in town are gettin real interested in Danni. Especially Steve Mitchell's boy."
"Stanley? Why he's just a boy."
"He's 20 Josh, the same as you. Better pay attention to your stock there, fore someone rustles her away," Red responded.
Josh was quite for a couple of minutes and looked at Red with a grin. "You remember what happened to the last ones that tried to rustle stock that I had an interest in. But you're right; I'll have a talk with her on the way back to the ranch from Fountain. Thanks Red."
"Somebody's got to guide and take care of you; sometimes you're not smart enough to come in out of the rain." Red teased.
*****************
Friday morning just after daybreak, Bill Sanders rode back to the Lazy L. He stepped down from his horse and Josh and Red came out to meet him, bringing a cup of coffee for their boss.
"You boys got time to have a talk?" They both nodded and offered him a chair.
"There's been a little change in plans. William wrote again and wants you two to stay on and help him with the ranch after he gets here."
"For how long?" Red asked.
"He said he'd keep you on for two years and after that y'all can decide what you want to do. But he told me he'd just as soon you boys make yourself a home on the Lazy L," Sanders replied.
"That's fine I guess. But what happens when Larson gets out of prison and comes back?" Josh asked.
"Tom Larson won't be comin back. Nancy just got word that he was killed in a prison riot. I didn't like the man, but I never wished somethin like that on him. It hit Nancy pretty hard." Sanders stopped for a few seconds shaking his head.
"So boys, it looks like y'all got a job for life, ifin that's what you want. I've heard some rumors about you and those two Maguire girls." Sanders looked at Josh and Red with a little grin. "If y'all get hitched you can live in the big house. We'll make over that second bunkhouse into a place for William to live in. Oh before I forget, you'd still be makin the same wages as now. How about it boys, are you in?"
Josh looked at Red and at a nod from him said, "It's a good offer Mr. Sanders. Give us a week to think about it."
Sanders nodded, got up, and mounted his horse. "Let me know as soon as you can boys. If you're not gonna stay I've got to figure something else out." He turned his horse and headed back to the S Bar S.
"Don't that beat all?" Red remarked.
"Reckon we aren't just drifters anymore," Josh grinned.
****************
Danni stepped out of the freight office at noon; she had arranged with her boss, Mr. Whitworth to work four days a week and a half day on Friday's so she could ride back to the Maggie M for the weekend. Her horse, Sunny, was tied to the hitching rail in front of the office; saddlebags packed and ready to go.
Sunny wasn't really her horse; he belonged to Josh. He had loaned the horse to her for her trips back and forth between town and the ranch. Actually it was more of an intense request that she ride Sunny; Josh said he wanted her on a good horse to make the trip safely.
Maybe Sunny wasn't her horse but she treated him like her own. Every day after work and before returning to the boarding house, she made it a point to go to the stables and visit with Sunny. She always brought an apple or piece of turnip as a treat for the horse. She would spend several minutes with him, brushing and talking to the big buckskin. As far as Sunny was concerned Danni was his human.
Josh was leaning against his horse Diablo when Danni came out of the office. She expected to see Jerry waiting on her and was surprised and pleased that Josh was her escort instead. Danni returned Josh's smile and walked to him and gave him a quick hug.
"Hope you don't mind Danni, but I thought I'd take Jerry's place today and give him a rest."
"Let's go Sir Knight, I'm ready if you are," Danni responded.
They left town at an easy walk, talking and enjoying each other's company. About a mile from the ranch they top a big rise that had a good view of the valley below. The north fork of Black Squirrel Creek with cottonwood trees lining its banks ran at the base of the rise. Josh said that they ought to stop and rest the horses for a bit. As they dismounted, Danni thought it strange because they had been walking the horses the entire way from town. Josh found a fallen tree in the shade and they sat next to each other looking over the valley.
Josh started to say something, stopped, and then started again. Stuttering a little he finally said, "Danni, your special to me. The first time I saw you outside of Mitchell's store I knew how I felt." He stopped for a few seconds, seeming to gather himself and continued, "I love you Danni. I want to spend the rest of my days showing you how much. I guess what I'm saying is, will you marry me?"
From the phrase, special to me, Danni had been smiling. "I love you too Josh. Yes, I'll marry you."
Josh heaved a huge sigh of relief and pulled Danni into his arms. He kissed her long and hard and when he let her go she said, "I thought I was gonna have to have Red explain the facts of life to you. I've been waitin for you to tell me how you felt since that buffalo gored you."
"That's what Red told me," Josh replied laughing. "He said the way I looked at you that night told the whole story. Reckon he was right."
This time Danni pulled Josh into her arms and they held each other. They talked for a bit and then Danni asked, "Where are we going to live? Are we going back to Missouri?"
"I hadn't thought that far ahead. Where do you want to live?"
"With you. You'll be my husband and my home is where ever you decide it should be."
"I think I'd rather stay here. There's really no extra on the farm and my Pa's a long way from being put out to pasture. Besides, according to the letters from Pa, Missouri gonna be a tough place to start fresh after the war. I'd rather build a life here, with you. Okay?"
Danni smiled and nodded. Diablo picked that time to whinny as if to say let's get going; we rested long enough. Josh and Danni laughed, mounted, and continued on to the ranch.
Josh said hello to Daniel and Maggie. He wasn't really surprised when Red and Sarah came out of the ranch house too. Red caught Josh's eye and raised his eyebrows with a question. Josh didn't respond and said he had to get back to the Lazy L. Maggie invited him and Red for supper the next evening.
"Mr. Swede is a pretty good cook but I'd rather eat your cooking Maggie. We'll be here," Red replied.
"Wouldn't have anything to do with the company, would it Red?" Daniel asked trying to hide a smile.
Red laughed and nodded, he mounted and joined Josh for the ride back to the Lazy L. He waited until they had gone about a mile and asked Josh, "Did you talk to Danni?"
Josh didn't look at him but answered, "Yeah, I talked to her." He didn't say anymore.
"Damn it Josh. What did she say?"
He waited a few seconds and answered, "She don't want to move to Missouri, Red."
"Did you tell her you loved her?"
"Yep."
"Did you ask her to marry you?"
"Yep."
"And she said no? I could have sworn she loved you. I'm sorry Josh, I reckon I read it wrong," Red said with a sad tone in his voice.
Josh let him stew for a couple of minutes. "I think we'll get married in the spring, probably in May."
Red lifted his head, puzzled. "Didn't you just tell me she said no when you asked her to marry you?"
"No, what I said was she didn't want to move to Missouri. Neither do I; we're gonna live here," Josh responded laughing at the look on his friends face.
"You sure come out of your shell since you been ridin with me." Red grinned at the trick Josh had played on him. Getting serious he said, "I'm gonna talk to Daniel after supper tomorrow night. Gonna ask his blessing to marry Sarah. It might be a good idea for you too."
"I thought Sarah already said she wanted to marry you?"
"That's right she did and we'll get married come hell or high water. But I need to talk to Daniel about it; it's the right thing to do Josh."
"I guess you're right partner. I'll join you, besides he can't shoot both of us....... Or can he?"
Saturday at the Lazy L seemed to drag on and on. Josh and Red were both on edge all day, waiting for time to leave for the Maggie M. It was about 30 minutes between the ranches at a slow lope, the boys left early and walked their horse most of the way.
Finally Red turned to Josh and said, "C'mon let's go. This can't be as bad as facing Fogerty and his bunch."
Josh grinned and answered, "Don't know about that, but I don't reckon we'll get shot at. You're right, let's get this over with."
At supper that evening the boys were a little jumpy and nervous. Maggie said they were acting like they'd sat on an ant hill. Josh and Red smiled at her joke and tried to calm down; Sarah and Danni were giggling like two little girls which didn't help the boys very much. After supper Daniel went out on the front porch with his cigar; they two young suitors followed him.
Red and Josh nudged each other trying to get the other one to speak first until Daniel asked, "Okay boys, what's put a burr under your saddle. Out with it."
After one more look at each other Red spoke first. "Daniel, sir, Sarah and I want to get married and I'm asking for your blessing."
Maggie came out of the house and joined the three men. She could see and feel the tension between them and asked, "What's going on Daniel?"
"Red just told me that he would like our blessing to marry Sarah," Daniel explained to his wife. Turning he looked at Josh and said, "How about you Josh, are you here for the same reason?"
"Yes sir."
"You want to marry Sarah too?" Daniel tried to hide a smile.
"Er, er, no sir. I want to marry Danni," Josh stuttered.
"Daniel, stop teasing the boys," Maggie ordered with a grin, nudging him in the ribs . "The boys are serious and you shouldn't make fun of them." But Maggie was trying not to laugh too.
Josh took a deep breath. "Daniel, Maggie, I love Danni and she loves me. She's agreed to marry me. Motioning to Red he continued, "Red and I thought it only right that we talk to you about it."
"How do you boys plan on supporting my daughters? Do you plan to move back to the Maggie M? Have you even thought that far ahead?" Daniel wasn't teasing or making fun of the boys. He was serious, wanting to make sure his girls would be provided for.
This time it was Red who answered. "We've both got good jobs, Daniel. Mr. Sanders just asked us to stay on at the Lazy L to help his son run it."
"And I'm still training horses so that'll be extra for Danni and me. I think we can take care of them pretty good sir," Josh added.
Daniel looked at the two young men for all most a minute and then yelled, "Sarah, Danielle, get out here."
The girls stepped out onto the porch so quickly it was apparent they had been listening. Daniel looked at his daughters and said, "You two sure you want to hook up with these two cowhands? They're kinda scruffy, don't you know?"
Danni walked to Josh and took his arm. She turned back to her father smiling and nodded.
Sarah said, "We'll beat em into shape Pa." She laughed and ran to Red and put her arms around him.
Daniel smiled at his girls and Maggie had tears in her eyes. Then everyone laughed and started to talk. After they calmed down a little, Daniel asked one more question.
"What would you have done if I said no?" Looking first at Red and then at Josh with a small smile.
Red started to speak but Josh interrupted him. Looking at Danni he said, "Daniel, with all respect I would have married Danni anyway," he answered with a determined look on his face. Red was holding Sarah and nodded that he felt the same way.
"Well it's a good thing that we gave our blessing then," Maggie said.
Sarah and Danni hugged their father and then went into the house with Maggie. The men heard something about having a double wedding to plan as they were left alone on the porch.
"Tom Larson's not comin home," Josh said, telling Daniel about Larson's death and about the offer that Sanders had made them. "I guess we'll have the job for two years. Might be longer according to Mr. Sanders."
Daniel nodded his head at the news and said, "I know, Bill Sanders stopped by here on his way back to his place Friday mornin. He told me about Larson and about his offer to you." He thought for a few seconds and then added.
"Can you boys stay over tonight? I got someone I'd like you to meet and tomorrow is as good a time as any. It's about an hour's ride to his place. We can leave after breakfast and be back by midday and then y'all can go back to Lazy L that afternoon."
Josh and Red agreed to go with Daniel the next day. They went into the house to say good night to Sarah and Danni and then took their horses down to the corral. When they got to the bunkhouse they had a lot to tell Jerry; he had gone back to bunkhouse right after supper.
First they told him about the new job offer from Sanders. "If you want, you can work with us at the Lazy L, we can hire you on as a full paid hand," Josh told him. "If you rather stay on the Maggie M, that's okay too"
"It's never been about money for me," Jerry replied. "I like it here and feel like I'm helping Mr. Maguire. Just feels like I'm needed here more than I would be on the Lazy L. I'd just as soon stay here if Mr. Maguire will let me."
Josh told Jerry that they had already talked to Daniel and that he would like Jerry to stay on with the Maggie M. "His exact words were, Jerry's a good man. Besides, if I let Jerry go away Maggie will have my hide," Josh said to Jerry with a grin. Jerry chuckled and blushed at the compliment.
"There's one other thing you need to know partner," Red added. "We're gonna have two more partners in our group come spring." Jerry looked puzzled and Red continued.
"Sarah and I are gettin hitched. So are Josh and Danni. So that'll mean there'll be five partners instead of just three. How's that sit with you?"
Josh butted in before Jerry could answer, "We gave our word to each other that we'd be partners. I plan to keep my word. Of course if you want to break up the partnership that's up to you."
Jerry smiled with a hint of tears in his eyes. "Five sounds like a good number."
Daniel pulled Maggie into his arms as they got into bed. "Looks like we're gonna lose our girls. I hope the kids can make a go of it."
"Sarah and Danni are working and the boys are drawing good wages; they'll have as much or more than we did when we started out," Maggie replied. "We did alright, don't you think? Beside we're not losing them, our family is just getting bigger."
Josh and Red were pleasantly surprise after breakfast. Daniel wasn't the only one riding with them that morning. The whole crew of the Maggie M saddled up and ready to go. Sarah, Danni, Jacob, and Jerry were joining them. Even Maggie was going mounted on Josh's horse Joey.
Daniel said, "I planned on ridin straight to visit a fellar but with everyone goin I reckon we ought'a take the long way." He refused to answer Josh and Red's questions about where they were going. With everyone enjoying the ride and the company and talking time seemed to go by fast. After about 30 minutes, Daniel said that they had just left the Maggie M.
"Whose place is this?" Josh asked.
"You'll see son. By the way see that spring yonder? That's the main start of Chico creek; it's a year round spring with sweet water. Just north of the spring would be a good house place. Next to the Maggie M, this spread has the best water in the area."
Josh and Red wondered why Daniel wouldn't answer their questions. They were also puzzled by the roundabout way they were riding. Josh shrugged his shoulders, grinned at Red, and rode closer to Danni. Anytime I can spend with Danni is a good thing, he thought.
They continued riding toward the northeast; Daniel pointing out features of the landscape as they rode. Another 30 minutes and he stopped again. Gesturing toward the foothills and mountains to the northeast he said, "The far boundary to this spread goes back into those foothills. There's lots of timber up there and lodge poles to use for corrals."
Topping a small rise, the group saw what was basically a large bunkhouse. An older man was sitting in front of the building and stood up as they got closer. He looked to be in his late 60s with salt and pepper hair and a big bushy gray mustache. The man had intelligent looking blue eyes and stood ramrod straight in spite of his age.
"Brought the whole clan to see me, did ya Daniel?" The man greeted all of the Maguires by name. "That's a fine looking animal you're ridin Jacob. Good to see you with your own horse. Danni I see you've got a new horse too; he looks strong. And Maggie it's always a pleasure to see you." He looked at Josh, Red, and Jerry. "Don't believe I know these three Daniel."
"No you don't Ambrose. This is Josh Kelly, Red McCall, and Jerry Barnes. Boys this is Major Ambrose Elliott," Daniel made the introductions. "He commanded my company during the war."
Josh and Jerry smiled and nodded at the man. Red sat straighter in his saddle and said, "It's a pleasure to meet you Major."
Ambrose smile at him, "Do I hear a Texas twang in your voice son?"
"Yes sir... grew up just north of Amarillo."
"Thought so," Ambrose said. "Had some military training too I'd guess from the way you sit your horse. Y'all get down and set a spell. I can offer you coffee or spring water; I'm fresh outta whiskey gents."
The ladies sat on the chairs offered and Ambrose joined them. "What brings y'all here, Daniel?"
"Thought you'd like to know that Sarah and Danielle are getting married. To these two here," he replied pointing to Josh and Red.
Ambrose congratulated the girls and then Josh and Red. "You boys are gettin the pick of the litter with these girls. Finest young women I've ever met."
The young men both nodded. Daniel waited a few seconds and asked, "You still planning on sellin out Ambrose?"
Ambrose nodded and Daniel asked, "How much you wantin out of the place, if you don't mind my askin?"
"Twelve hundred dollars. There's 640 acres; that's right at $1.88 an acre but it includes the cattle. Got 30 head that'll bring at least $12 each at the railhead in Colorado City. I just don't have the want to or energy to make another cattle drive. Gonna move to Denver to be close to my grandkids. You thinkin about buying it Daniel?"
"Might have a buyer for you, if the price is right."
"Who's this buyer Daniel? And why are you getting involved?"
"Bill Sanders over to the S Bar S," he answered. "I'm workin on another deal with him.
I'll let your buyer have the place for Eleven hundred dollars. Cash money, no loan for me to carry."
"Today's Saturday, will you give me until Tuesday to get things together?"
Ambrose nodded. "Okay business is over, let's visit a spell. I'd like to hear how you young people met."



For the next hour the group talked and Ambrose heard the story of how the Maguire girls met Josh, Red, and Jerry. Ambrose listened to Josh telling how Jerry held off two men to protect Danielle and turned to the youngster and said, "That took sand boy. Good for you."
The visit over everyone said good bye and mounted for the ride back to the Maggie M. Josh tried to question Daniel but he just said, "Wait until we get home and I'll explain everything."
Arriving back at the ranch, the men took care of the horses while Maggie and the girls made lunch. After eating Daniel called everyone outside.
"I've got an idea to run passed you three partners. Let me show you my thinkin." Daniel squatted down and drew in the dirt with a stick.
"This is the Chico Basin; it's sort shaped like an egg, lying on its side. Here at the west end is Fountain and almost directly east on the other end of the basin is the Maggie M. Just to the northwest and butting up against us is the Lazy L." He sketched a circle to show the Larson place.
"Over here on our northeast border is Ambrose's land." He drew another circle indicating that ranch. "And here to the east is the S Bar S. It butts up against Ambrose's place on its southeast border." Again he drew a circle.
"I talked to Bill Sanders the other day and we came up with an idea that might just work for everyone. If he can buy the Major's place he'd make you boys a deal on the Lazy L. He wants, or rather Nancy Larson, wants two thousand for the place. If you can put down $1100, Nancy will carry a mortgage for the $900 balance. She will give you three years to pay off the mortgage. Sanders will then use your $1100 down payment to buy the Ambrose spread."
"The Lazy L is smaller than the Major's place," Red observed. "It's just over 500 acres. If we wanted to buy a ranch why would we pay more for less land?"
"Yep, it's about 500 acres but it already has about 150 head of cattle and it can support more if you want to increase the herd. In addition there's a big house and several outbuildings on the ranch."
"Why would Mr. Sanders buy the Major's place?" Josh asked. "He already owns the S Bar S and controls the Lazy L."
"Ambrose's land has good water but not a whole bunch of grazing pasture; about a third of the acreage goes back up into the mountains. The S Bar S has lots of grazing but it's limited on water. Combine the two and you've got a real good spread. And Bill wouldn't have to travel a half day's ride to keep watch on the Lazy L."
"I'm surprised that Mrs. Larson would even think about doin business with us," Red remarked. "I mean it was us," he motioned at Josh, "that put Larson in prison."
Daniel stood from his map he had drawn in the dirt and looked at Josh and Red. "I asked Bill how she felt about dealing with you boys. He said that things between Nancy and Tom hadn't been the best, even before he started rustlin cattle. I think the Lazy L has some bad memories for Nancy and she just wants to get out," he added. He looked at the three young men for a few seconds and added, "I know this is a lot to think about, so take some time to decide if you're interested. But remember, I told Ambrose I'd let him know by Tuesday."
Red looked at his two partners. "That sure puts a big load in the wagon, don't it? I think we need to chew on this after supper." Josh and Jerry both nodded in agreement.
That afternoon Josh and Danni rode to the Lazy L to have a word with Charley White, the top hand. Josh knew Charley could handle running the ranch for a day or two but wanted make sure no problems had come up while he and Red were gone. After hearing from Charley that everything was okay, Josh advised him that both he and Red would be back about midday on Sunday.
While she and Josh were there Danni asked for a quick tour of the Lazy L and the ranch house, "It might just be my home in the near future."
After showing Danni the house and a small part of the ranch, they rode back to the Maggie M. He and Red planned on spending the night again. They felt they should include Jerry in the discussion about the possibility of buying the Lazy L. Did they even want the responsibility of owning and running a ranch? In addition the money situation needed to be addressed to see if it was even possible.
Sarah and Danni were helping their mother clean up after supper, but Maggie shooed them out of the house. "Go spend some time with your beaus," she suggested.
"Let's take a ride," Josh suggested. "There's a Comanche Moon tonight that'll throw a lot of light."
Danni thought it was a fine idea but Red and Sarah declined. They ambled down toward the barn and corral. Josh and Danni rode up to the spring that was the start of Black Squirrel Creek. It was almost two hours later when they returned and took their horses to the corral. As they dismounted Red came out of the barn carrying his saddle and put it on the top rail of the corral.
"Where's Sarah?' Danni asked.
"She's up to the house. I heard y'all comin and thought I help with your horses," Red replied.
The three of them quickly bedded down the horses and started back toward the ranch house. "It's none of my business but you might want to tuck your shirt tail in," Red pointed at Josh with a big grin. "And Danni you got some twigs in your hair you should probably comb out."
Josh blushed and helped Danni with the twigs; he also quickly tucked his shirt into his pants before they got to the house. Daniel, Maggie, Sarah, Jacob, and Jerry were all sitting or standing on the porch waiting for the three young people to join them.
Red walked over and put his arm around Sarah and said, "Reckon it's time to get to it boys. We've got a lot of talking to do."
Jerry said good night and he and Red started toward the bunkhouse. Josh was still standing next to Danni and saw the expectant look on her face. He gave a little smile and although it embarrassed him he leaned down and kissed her. "Good night honey," he said as he joined the other two.
Danni giggled, Daniel didn't know if he should frown or grin, and Maggie laughed out loud. "Good for you Josh," she said to him as he walked away. "No need to be shy now."
The three young men sat in front of the bunkhouse with cups of coffee waiting for someone to start the discussion concerning the Lazy L. No one spoke and finally Red started it off.
"I guess the big question is do we want to own a place instead of just workin for one. We've got good jobs the way it is Josh, but is that all we want? And remember if Mrs. Larson sells the Lazy L to someone else our jobs might not still be there.
Red turned and asked, "What'da you think Jerry?" The youngster was flattered that his two friends would ask his opinion. "We're partners: you've got a stake in this too."
"Owning a place would give us a home; we wouldn't be drifting anymore," Jerry replied. "I like the idea of having a home. How about you Josh?"
"I come up here to get away from the war; didn't have any plans to put down roots. Reckon that idea's run its course. I'm here to stay and I'd rather have my own spread than work on someone else's."
Josh saw the nods from Red and Jerry, and grinned at his two friends. "Well I reckon that tells us what we want to do. Now the question is do we have the money to do it? I think we do so let's see what we can put together."
Red motioned for Josh to go on.
"I got a little over six hundred in my account in town. I've been able to save most of my wages and money I earned for training horses; haven't had too much in the way of expenses. Red, how much can you put together?"
"Just over five hundred; most of that I brought with me from home. I haven't saved a lot from the $20 a month that Jerry and I split. Course I haven't had to pay anything for room and board either."
"Jerry, what about you?"
"Me?"
"You're our partner aren't you? If we're gonna do this you're part of it too," Josh answered.
"I got almost three hundred in my bedroll; you can have all of it," Jerry responded touched that he was included.
"Okay, I'll put in my six, Red you put in your five; Jerry we'll keep yours as seed money to help add stock and pay expenses until we can get our cattle to market. How's that sound boys?"
Red and Jerry smiled and nodded their agreement. "Didn't know you was a banker Josh," Red teased.
"The real question is can we pay off a nine hundred dollar mortgage in four years?"
With a smile at Josh, Red wagged his finger at him. "Let's do a little horse tradin with Sanders."
"Huh?" Josh said. "Horse tradin?"
Red nodded and said, "I know how you hate to buy on credit Josh. Remember that pistol you didn't want to buy; you wanted to wait until Mr. Hobart paid you? But I suggest we offer Sanders $1500 cash and maybe go to 17 ifin we have too."
"That sounds real good; it'd save us some money if Mr. Sanders took the deal. But how are we gonna get that much money?"
"There's over a hundred head of cattle ready to market leaving us 50 some head. We'll make our offer, give them the $1100 cash up front and agree to pay the rest of it after driving the cattle to the railhead," Red explained.
"We can use the cash and the quick payoff money to wipe out the balance owed to Mrs. Larson, and not pay as much for the Lazy L. Then we don't have to worry about a mortgage if we have an off year," Red finished with a Texas sized grin.
Josh and Jerry laughed at the please look on Red's face. "Yep, I guess we can horse trade some," Josh agreed. "The worst Mrs. Larson can say is no."
The next morning after breakfast Josh, Red, and Jerry were saddling their horses and getting ready to ride over to see Sanders and Mrs. Larson; they were going to make an offer for the Lazy L. Daniel was going with them as he was the go between with Ambrose. Before they could leave the Maguire women came to the corral.
"Saddle my horse will you Jerry?" Maggie asked.
"Josh will you help me saddle Sunny please?" That request came from Danni.
Daniel looked surprised and asked, "And where do you think you ladies are goin?"
Looking her father and then Josh in the eye Danni replied, "If the Lazy L is gonna be my home I think I ought to be in on it from the start."
"Well dang. Aren't you gonna saddle your horse Sarah?" Daniel asked his oldest daughter a little exasperated.
"Johnny's been saddled and ready since before breakfast Pa," she replied. "I'd planned to go even if none of y'all did."
Jacob came from the barn with two horses; he led his horse Puma and Sunny for Danni. Following right behind him came Jerry leading his other horse, Morgan. He handed the reins to Maggie and said, "Morgan's a good horse Mrs. Maguire; you'll like him."
Daniel started laughing and said, "Look out Bill Sanders; the whole clan is comin to get you."
It took the group a little over an hour to get to the S Bar S; they could have made it faster but the ladies had to stop at every patch of wild flowers to take a look and discuss whether to gather some to plant around the ranch house. Daniel was a little upset but Josh and Red chuckled and got to spend extra time with their ladies.
They found Bill Sanders sitting on his porch when they rode up to the ranch house. He stood smiling at the group. "Nancy, c'mon out; we've got company."
Nancy Larson hesitantly came out of the house. She wasn't sure how to react around Josh and Red; Nancy was concerned that they might blame her for her husband's actions. Both of the young men smiled and tipped their hats to her. When Nancy saw the Maguire women she smiled, and stepped out more confidently. "Welcome, get down and come into the house. I've got fresh coffee and some muffins I just took out of the oven."
Jerry and Jacob took an interest in the promise of muffins and took off for the kitchen. Maggie and her two daughters followed Nancy into the house. Sanders looked at the three men facing him and said, "Now I know y'all didn't ride over here just to be sociable so what's on your mind?"
Daniel motioned to Josh and Red to say their piece. Red spoke up, "Mr. Sanders my partners and I will give you $1400 for the Lazy L. Cash money."
"I couldn't take that for that spread. Nancy would have my hide if I sold it for that. But I could get her okay for $1800," Sanders replied. "And that's a fair price."
This time it was Josh that spoke up. "At that price, you'd have to carry a mortgage for three or four years. We'll offer you $1500 cash."
Red jumped in and said, "Mrs. Larson would get her money right now, or in about three months; instead of having to wait for years to get a few hundred dollars more. Were me, I'd rather have cash in hand instead of a maybe sometime down the line."
Nancy Larson had wandered back out onto the porch and was listening to the men dickering on a price for her ranch. "Bill, give the boys the place for the $1500 cash. Those two are about to get married and need a good start in life. Like the young man said, I rather have the money in hand than hope for more sometime later. Settle it Bill."
Sanders looked at his sister, gave a little smile, and said, "If you boys agree to $1500, you've just bought the Lazy L."
Josh smiled and shook hands with Sanders as Red let out a rebel yell. Jerry, Jacob, and the Maguire ladies run out onto the porch. "What happened?" Jerry asked fingering the pistol at his side.
"We got ourselves a home Jerry. No more driftin around," Red answered and gave another rebel yell.
********************
One month later all the details for purchasing the Lazy L were completed. Josh, Red, and Jerry gave Nancy Larson $1100 and she agreed to wait for the remaining $400 until after the fall round up. The boys would be able to take one hundred cattle to the railhead in Colorado City and clear over $1000 for the sale of their cattle; Mrs. Larson would be given the remaining balance from that profit. It also meant they hadn't had to use any of Jerry's money
Josh and Danni rode to the Chico Creek spring on the Maggie M for a picnic on a Saturday. After lunch Josh was sitting looking out over the country side, lost in thought. Danni was holding his hand and watched his face.
"Where are you Josh? Come back to me," she said with a smile.
"Sorry, I was just thinking. A year and a half ago I was alone and just passing time until I could go home. I'm not alone anymore and have a ranch that will be my, I mean our, home. It's sort of funny how things change."
"Good changes I hope," Danni replied.
Josh smiled and pulled her close. "Good changes."
"When do you want to get married, Josh?"
"How bout we ride into Fountain tomorrow and get married after the Sunday services at the church?" Josh saw the look on Danni's face and laughed. "Just teasing you honey, whenever you want to is good for me."
"Sarah and I would like to make it a double wedding. Would that be okay with you?"
"That's fine Danni. If Red agrees I'm all for it."
"I think we should wait until a couple of weeks after the spring roundup; things will slow down on the ranch and we'll have more time for us," Danni suggested.
Josh was impressed by Danni's thinking. She's already started thinking like a wife; doing things that are good for me and for our ranch. When they got back to the Maggie M, Danni ran into the house calling for Sarah. That evening at supper, Maggie and the girls started making definite plans for a mid May wedding.
The next morning Josh rode back to the Lazy L. Red had stayed at the ranch that weekend to ramrod some work; the jobs didn't require both men. Danni was still working in Fountain 4 days a week and was only home on the weekends. Sarah was back at the Maggie M as the school was out for the summer. Red offered to stay at the Lazy L so Josh could spend more time with Danni.
Josh had already talked to Jerry about an idea he had and now would talk to the other partner, Red. Jerry liked the idea and said "You ain't led us down the wrong trail yet Josh. I'm with you."
He found Red working at the largest bunkhouse; it would be modified to make another house on the property. Stopping at the door he saw Red had made a lot of head way on the conversion of the bunkhouse. He and Josh had put together some ideas on what they wanted to do. Red had marked the places that they wanted to cut through the log walls to add extra windows. Josh noticed that a trench had been dug for the foundation for the new room.
"Didn't know you were a carpenter," Josh said to get Red's attention. "Or that you knew how to use a shovel."
"I can do most anything I set my mind to son. You ought to know that by now."
"Well partner, I've got an idea I like you to set your mind to." Josh took about an hour to explain his plan and asked, "What do you think Red? Will it work?"
"I guess it's only natural that ridin with me would make you smarter," Red teased with a smile. Then in a more serious manner said, "It's a fine idea and yes, I think it will work. Now we just need to convince Daniel and Maggie."
The next day Josh and Red rode to the Maggie M for Sunday supper. It was more than just a chance to spend time with Sarah, Danni, and the rest of the Maguires. Daniel went onto the porch after supper and lit his cigar. Josh motioned for Red and Jerry to follow him and they joined Daniel on the porch.
Josh pointed at all three of the partners and said, "Daniel we've come up with an idea that maybe could help all of us."
Daniel looked at each of the young men, smiled at their seriousness, and motioned for Josh to continue.
"The Lazy L has the best grazing in these parts, but it's a little short on water. The Maggie M has lots of water but it's short of stock. We reckon it would be a good thing to join the two ranches."
Josh looked at Daniel to see how he took to the idea. Daniel didn't give his feelings away and said, "Go on Josh."
"If either place is going to do more than just get by, they both need to grow. Your place needs more stock and ours needs more water. We can get more cattle but we'd be short of water so let's join the herds." Glancing at Daniel, Josh went on, "If we got several hundred head we could move them between the better grazing and the better water." Josh stopped again to try to judge Daniel's reaction.
The older man stared at his soon to be son-in-laws and then grinned. "You know I was thinkin the same thing when you boys bought the Lazy L."
"I guess we're not as smart as we thought", Josh said.
Red chuckled and asked, "Why didn't you say something Daniel?"
"Wasn't my place to suggest my idea to you boys, at least not this soon. I didn't want you to think I was tryin to force you into anything just because you are marrying my girls. But I do think it's a good idea and would help both places."
"With respect Daniel, I'm about as stubborn as a Missouri mule," Josh replied grinning. "I don't believe Red or I could be forced into anything."
Daniel returned Josh's grin. "How do plan on sharing the profits, if we do join the ranches?"
Red spoke up saying, "Thought we might just have an even split between the Maggie M and the Lazy L. Reckon that'd be the best way."
"We've got a few things that need to be talked about before we do this," Daniel said. "Jacob and I can handle about 50 head of cattle by ourselves. Many more than that we'd have to hire some help and right now we can't afford the wages. Even if we could it would just eat into the profits."
"I thought about that very thing," Red replied. "Countin Josh, Jerry, and me we've got seven hands over to the Lazy L; add you and Jacob to the mix and we've got nine to work the herd. I know Jacob's young yet but he's good on that horse of his; he'd be a big help. Then I thought we'd move the men to wherever we need them; two or three of them could bunk over here. Heck if we get in a bind Sarah and Danni can ride as well as most men."



"Better not leave Maggie out," Daniel said. Laughing he continued, "She'd have all our hides if the girls got to worked cattle and she didn't."
Jerry spoke up for the first time that evening, "I reckon we're gonna do this. When can we start?" He was smiling and excited at the idea of being partners with Mr. & Mrs. Maguire. It made him feel like he had a real family again.
Daniel looked at Josh and Red and then answered Jerry, "We could go to Fountain on Monday and have the papers drawn up. The three younger men nodded at Daniel's suggestion.
"Okay, but there's one last thing," Daniel continued. "We need a name for the new ranch; we can keep callin it the Lazy L and the Maggie M but I think we should have one name for the new deed. Any ideas?"
The four men were quiet for a few minutes thinking about what to call the new place. The Maguire women and Jacob joined them on the porch, listening to the discussion. Jerry looked back and forth at the others as names were brought up and rejected.
Jerry took a deep breath and said, "All we talked about and planned since we left Santa Fe was getting to Chico Basin. How bout we call the place the Chico Basin Cattle Co?" Jerry suggested. "Our brand could be a CBC with a squiggly line below the letters."
"I get the CBC, but what's that line mean?" Red asked with a puzzled look.
"It stands for Black Squirrel Creek; it runs across both of the ranches don't you know," Jerry replied.
After a few seconds everyone started talking at once. It was obvious that Jerry's name had the approval of the whole group. Danni and Sarah stepped over to Jerry, hugged him, kissed his cheek and Danni said, "Thank you for naming our new home."
***************
Monday morning at first light, all the Maguires, Josh, Red, and Jerry headed for Fountain. Danni had to get back to work but would be able to join the others at the lawyer's office.
John Akins looked up as the eight people came into his office. He smiled nodded at the ladies and greeted them. "Hello Daniel. Are you here for a social call or is this business?"
Daniel introduced Akins to the three owners of the Lazy L and explained what they wanted to do. "Any problems gettin a new deed drawn up, John?"
"No sir. I can have the papers done in about an hour. After the interested parties sign I can file them at the Territorial Capitol in Golden. Should I list it as the Lazy L or the Maggie M or do you have a different name you want to use?"
Josh nudged Jerry forward, "Tell him Jerry."
"You should list it as the Chico Basin Cattle Company," Jerry said in a proud voice. He handed Akins a sketch that Sarah had drawn of their new brand. "And this is the brand we'd like to register."
"That's what I'll put on the deed," John replied. I'll file the paper work and register the brand at the same time. See you in about an hour. You know it's funny; Bill Sanders was in here last week doing basically the same thing. He had a new deed draw up to combine Ambrose's place and the S Bar S. He said his boy William would be home earlier than he thought; he's going to live and run the new section of the ranch. He listed his sister, his son, and himself as the owners."
"I plum forgot about William, what with gettin engaged, buying the Lazy L, and joining up the two ranches," Josh said. "I'm glad it worked out for Mr. Sanders and his boy."
Two hours later after revisiting John Akins office, Josh stayed to say good bye to Danni as the rest of the group headed back to the ranch. After walking Danni to the freight office, he stopped at the post office and picked up the mail. There were two letters from his parents, a letter for Red from his folks, and surprisingly a letter from his Ma addressed to Danni.
Josh stopped on the rise overlooking Black Squirrel Creek to read one of his letters from home. This is the place where I asked Danni to marry me, he said to himself. Before he opened his letter he thought back over his journey to where he was now. I came from Fort Smith to Santa Fe to Colorado just gettin away from that damn murderin thief John Fogerty and his Bushwhackers. Now, I won't be goin back home; no that's not my home anymore, this is my home now.
Josh continued thinking about the changes in his life. Now I'm part owner of the Chico Basin Cattle Company; he had to smile at the name of the new ranch. But most important I'm getting married to the prettiest girl in the territory. Not bad for a farm boy from Missouri.
The letter from his folks gave the usual news about the farm, family, and the area. His mother put a few lines at the end of the letter. She wrote how happy she was that he'd found someone to spend his life with and that she had written a separate letter to Danni. He got a few tears in his eyes thinking about his parents and the farm but quickly felt better as he thought about Danni and the life they would make here in Chico Basin.
Josh put away the letter and continued on his way to the Maggie M. He hadn't gotten use to calling the place the CBC yet.
Red was still at the Maguire's when Josh got there; he was sitting next to Sarah on the porch swing. Daniel stepped out of the house as Josh rode up.
"Thought I'd wait for you Josh, before I headed back to the Lazy L."
"I think you waitin was more about that pretty girl next to you than wantin to ride back with me," Josh teased.
"I heard something in town we might want to think about," Red replied. "That's why I waited for you. Of course, I'd rather wait here with Sarah than over to our place." He hugged Sarah and motioned for Daniel and Josh to join him.
"Was talkin to Bill Thomas, the freight driver; you remember him Josh." Josh nodded and Red continued, "He said he'd heard about our new ranch. He said he knew a place that we could get more cattle by just roundin them up."
"If they're so easy to get why haven't the other ranches gone after them? And where is this place?" Daniel asked with interest.
Red explained that the area was called Cripple Creek on the southwest side of Pike's Peak. He said that the cattle were scattered through the foothills and would be hard to round up. There were a lot of canyons, arroyos and scrub brush; tough places to find and gather the cattle. It's was too much trouble for an established ranch to send hands to find them, Red told them; especially this close to the fall cattle drives.
"We got a good handle on the Maggie M and the Lazy L; I think we can spare the time and hands to go. It'd be a good way to increase our herd in a hurry," Red told them. "What'da you think?"
Daniel gave a little smile and said, "You're always one step ahead, aren't you Red? I think it's a good plan."
Josh pointed to Daniel and Red saying, "You two know more about running a cattle ranch than I do. I don't mind the hard work to increase our herd."
"Who do you plan to take Red?" Daniel asked.
"I reckoned Josh and I would take one of our hands with us. Thought we'd leave Charlie White in charge over to our side," he answered.
"Just three of you to ride that rough country?" Daniel asked.
"No sir. Figured we'd take Jerry and your boy Jacob too. That'd give us five hands; should be enough to round em up and drive em back to the CBC."
"I should go instead of Jacob," Daniel remarked.
"Well.....You could go but if you did Josh or I would need to stay here. One of the owners should be here just in case, don't you know," Red replied. "Sides, Jacob needs the experience if he's gonna help run the CBC in the future. No time like now to start learning."
"Didn't know you were so tactful Red," Daniel said grinning at the young Texan. "You're sayin I'm too old and big to get the job done."
"No sir; didn't say such. People round here know you better me or Josh, you're the best one to be here if trouble jumps up."
"Okay, okay, I know when I've been out talked," Daniel laughed. "When are you goin and how long do you plan to be gone?"
The rest of the afternoon plans were discussed and finalized. It was about 30 miles through the mountains to the Cripple Creek area. They would leave Wednesday morning at first light and should be there by Thursday midday. Red wanted to round up cattle for six or seven days and start back; he expected to get about 100 head. It would take them about three or four days to get the herd back on home range.
"Lot of cattle, 100 head," Daniel said. "Think just five of you can handle that many?"
"We've got four experienced hands and Jacob will know what to do by the time we start back. If we don't run into bad luck, we should be fine," Red answered. "When we get back we'll rest and feed em for two or three weeks and then drive em to the railhead. With the cattle we'd plan to ship already we should turn a good sum of money."
Josh rode into Fountain on Tuesday afternoon. He wanted to see Danni and tell her the plan; they wouldn't see each other for about two weeks; Danni took off work and they spent the afternoon together. She was both happy and worried about Jacob but understood that the boy had to grow up sometime. Josh returned to the Maggie M late that evening.
The next morning the crew started on the trail for Cripple Creek.
To be continued...
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Late Thursday afternoon, the group set up a base camp and made ready to start the round up the next morning. Their camp site was at the entrance to a box canyon where they could hold the cattle until they started home. The canyon had water and some grazing for the captured animals.
Each of the men had brought two horses with them; Charley White loaned a trained cow pony to Jacob to go with his Puma. Josh brought Diablo of course and his second horse was Joey.
"I'm surprised you didn't bring Sunny," Red said. He had brought Jasper and Queenie.
"Don't think I could've got him away from Danni. She's just about takin him for her own and I don't think Sunny would leave her either. Besides, Joey is a better stock horse than Sunny; he's smaller and quicker. He's just the horse for this rough country."
*****************
By Tuesday evening five days later the men had rounded up 87 cattle. The box canyon was getting full; there wasn't a lot of room for many more animals. It had been a hard five days work; riding from sunup until sundown through scrub brush, cedar trees, and lots of rocks.
"One more day I think," Red offered at the campfire Tuesday night. "Don't think our corral there will hold many more and the cattle are getting harder to find. We'll make one more sweep tomorrow morning and get geared up to leave Thursday early. That suit you boys?"
Josh, Jerry, and Jimbo Hughes, the hand from the Lazy L, all agreed it was time to head home. Jacob was the only hold out.
"I didn't get a chance to work the round up. Josh, I'd like to do more than just baby sit the cattle. Can I go out with you tomorrow?" Jacob asked with a hopeful look.
Josh had to smile; Jacob would do. He'd done most of the work around the camp, taken care of the remuda, and guarded the animals already collected. He never complained and was always ready to help take care of the horses after a hard day of riding.
"Okay Jacob. I'll stay here and be the baby sitter tomorrow. But you take Charley's extra horse; you don't want to get Puma all cut up in the brush. You can ride with Jerry; he'll show you what to do."
Jacob was awake and up before anyone else the next morning. He'd made coffee and was a bundle of nerves waiting for the men to ride out. When they left Jacob had a big smile on his face; he was finally going to be a cowboy.
Josh left Diablo, ground tied, at the head of the box canyon and started to pack up unneeded items at the camp. The presence of the big horse would keep the cattle bunched in the canyon. He heard a strange noise just over a little rise, mounted Joey and went to investigate. Sounded like someone riding through the brush he thought.
He topped the rise and as he came around some cedars a rifle shoot rang out. Joey staggered, coughed, and went down in a heap. Josh was thrown and rolled as he hit; he stood up a little dazed. He shook his head to clear the cobwebs and saw four men riding toward him. Before he could pull his pistol the lead rider had a rifle pointed at his chest.
Josh recognized Jake Stillwell and the other three drovers that he had run off the Lazy L. Douglas, the man that Josh had shot that day was with them and had an evil grin on his face.
"You should'a killed me when you could've Kelly," Stillwell said. "Looks like it's our turn."
"Now I'll get you for shootin me," Douglas added pointing a pistol at Josh.
"You didn't ride all this way just to hunt me down Stillwell," Josh said ignoring Douglas and playing for time. "You could have found me a lot closer to home." He hoped the men would relax a little and give him a chance to pull his pistol to defend himself. "What'da you doing here?"
"Heard you talkin in Victor when you stopped to get some supplies. Thought we'd let you do all the work and then take the cattle."
"So take em and go," Josh replied.
"We will, but first we're gonna settle our debt with you. After you threw us off the Lazy L the word got around and no one would hire us so we've living on slim pickins. When we're done with you we'll go find McCall and settle up with him too."
"You won't have to go far to find me; I'm right here."
Stillwell and the others spun around and saw Red sitting on his horse about 30 feet behind and to the side of them with his pistol drawn. Douglas turned back toward Josh raising his pistol but before he could bring the gun to bear Josh pulled his own pistol and shot him in the chest. He brought down another man and turned toward the others. Stillwell and the other man were on the ground; one dead and one fatally wounded. Red had put them down.
Red rode over to Josh, "Are you okay partner?"
Josh nodded and holstered his pistol. "Little shook up from being thrown but I'm okay. Glad you decided to come back when you did."
"I didn't find enough cattle to stay out so I thought I'd come back and take it easy with you sittin around camp," Red replied with a big grin. "Decided to make one last sweep through that gulley yonder. I heard the rifle shot and then heard you and these fellers talkin. Thought I'd better come and see what kind of trouble you'd got yourself into."
Josh didn't return Red's grin and looked at the dead men. "I guess we should bury em."
"Why? They wouldn't have buried you; they'd left you to rot. Besides coyotes and varmints got to eat too. Let's get back to camp."
"We just can't leave them here Red. It's not right."
Red disagreed but knew that his friend was upset at the killings. Josh wasn't squeamish about defending himself or his friends but the wasted lives always bothered him. So Red didn't argue with him, he just said, "Sorry about Joey. He was a good horse."
Josh nodded and pulled his saddle and gear off his dead horse. He had tears in his eyes as he climbed up behind Red.
"Jasper now you behave yourself or I'll beat you with a brandin iron," Red told his horse. As they rode Red suggested that they roll the bodies in ground cloths and the next morning put them across their saddles. They could drop them off with the law in Victor.
They hadn't been in camp for more than a few minutes before the other three members of the crew came in riding hard. Jerry was the first in, holding his pistol at the ready. When he saw Josh and Red he holstered his weapon and said, "We heard shots. What happened?"
Red quickly told the three about Stillwell and the gun battle on top of the rise. After answering a few questions Red took Jimbo and went back to the scene of the gunfight. They wrapped the bodies and rounded up the dead men's horses.
At daybreak Red and Josh started the herd back to Chico Basin. The dead men were tied across their saddles and lead ropes had been attached to their horses. It was Jerry's unpleasant task to lead that death train until they reached Victor. Jacob took Jerry's place on the left flank of the herd.
Late that afternoon they bedded the cattle down just outside of town. Josh and Red went to find whatever law there was in Victor, leading the horses carrying the bodies. They took them to the undertaker and dropped the dead men off. The undertaker said that the town sheriff would be back to town around 4 PM.
"How much to bury a man?" Red asked.
"Twenty dollars," answered the undertaker.
Before Josh could offer to pay for the burials, Red pointed to the bodies and said, "Their horses, saddles, and guns should cover the cost, don't you think?"
The man nodded, not wanting to cross the stranger with the wild eyes. Besides, he would make a very nice profit from selling the gear of the dead men.
Red continued, "The Sheriff will want to see the bodies before you put them in the ground. My name's Red McCall, this is Josh Kelly; we'll wait at the saloon until he gets back to town."
Josh went with Red to the saloon to wait for the Sheriff. He really wanted to go back to camp but couldn't leave his friend to face the law by himself. It was a case of self defense but they were strangers to the area and sometimes the law was funny.
They sat at a table and Red had a quick whiskey while Josh nursed a beer. Red had just sat back down after getting a beer for himself when there was a commotion behind him.
"Is there a back shootin, horse stealin, cattle rustlin son of a bitch name Red McCall in here?" A short, solid looking man about 40 asked.
Red stood with a wild, mean look in his eyes and turned to face the man insulting him. When he saw the man asking about him, he smiled and then laughed. "Watch who you're calling a son of a bitch, you old tub of lard," Red replied.
Josh had stood when Red did and was prepared for a fight; his partner wouldn't let anyone get away with those deadly insults. He was surprised and puzzled at Red's reaction. The man confronting them had a Sheriff's badge pinned to his vest.
Red saw that Josh was primed for trouble and put his hand on his friend's gun hand. "Josh, this old fart is Jackson Slaughter. He's too lazy to find real work, so he came out here and became a Sheriff I guess," Red explained. "He's John's older brother; Jackson is my cousin too."
Jackson shook hands with Josh and grabbed Red in a bear hug and spun him around. "Damn, it's good to see someone from back home; even if it is a no account scoundrel like you."
"Put me down you old coot. Pa told me you'd come out to Colorado, but he didn't know where. Said you hadn't written or anything since you left," Red remarked. He paused and then asked, "Why'd you leave anyway?"
"My family didn't own slaves, never did and never would; didn't see any sense in gettin shot up in that damn stupid war over something I didn't abide with. So I left in late '60. Heard John went to fight in early '62; don't know if he's still kicking or not. My folks aren't real happy with me so I don't have much contact with them."
"John's fine, at least as of last month, according to the letter from Pa. He joined the Confederate Army but got real bad sick and was sent home. Now he's riding with the Texas Rangers." Red explained.
"Sorry to hear about your brothers Red. I did get word about them," Jackson said putting his hand on Red's shoulder. After a sad moment, he continued, "So tell me about those four bodies over to the undertaker's."
Red explained about Stillwell and the other dead men. "They tried to kill us Jackson; we couldn't allow that to happen. Josh said we should bring them to the law; I wanted to leave them out on the prairie."
"Those boys were no good; I knew it and run them out of town just after you came through. But I'm glad you brought them in. You won't have any trouble over the shootin; not with what I knowed about them. Now, can you come over to the house for supper?"
"No Jackson, we have to get back to our herd. Can't stay for a visit this time, but you're invited to my wedding next spring. I'm living just outside of Fountain; I'll write and tell you all about it," Red responded.
On the way back to camp Red asked Josh, "Feel better now?"
Josh nodded.
*******************
Two days later they completed the drive from Cripple Creek to the CBC. Josh and Red cut out about half of the herd and pushed them toward the grazing grounds on the Maggie M. Jerry and Jimbo drove the rest of the herd to the Lazy L.
Danni was at the Maggie M, home for the weekend. She was at the corral with Sunny hoping Josh would come home soon; she wanted to see him before she had to go back to Fountain.
Sarah was the first to hear the cattle, mooing and bellowing as they got closer to the ranch house. She yelled, "They're back." Sarah made a running leap, mounted her horse, and tore out toward the herd. Danni was right behind her on Sunny. The slowed as they got close to the cattle to keep from spooking them.
At point, leading the herd was their brother Jacob. He was dirty and covered in dust and looked dog tired; but he rode tall and proud. Josh and Red rode drag. Drag was the worse place to be on a cattle drive; the riders were almost obscured in the dust kicked up by the herd.
Danni and Sarah smiled at each other; it was typical of their men to take the hardest job. They never asked their hands to do anything that they wouldn't do first. The girls waited for the herd to pass, then joined Josh and Red riding drag. They were quickly covered in the dust thrown up by the herd; neither cared, their men were back safe and sound.
Josh had been wearing a bandana across his nose and mouth to protect him from the dust; Red also wore one. He pulled it down and greeted Danni with a big grin, "Dang, it's good to see your but y'all gonna get covered in dust back here."
"It'll wash off. I didn't want to wait for you any longer," Danni replied riding Sunny closer to Josh and taking his hand in hers.
Red didn't bother with words. He rode next to Sarah, leaned over, put his arm around her, and kissed her. "I missed you girl," he said to a smiling Sarah. "Didn't know how much until right now."
The dust settled as they drove the cattle onto the grass of the Maggie M and past the ranch house to the grazing grounds near Black Squirrel Creek. "They'll settle down for the next few days," Red told the others. "They're tired and hungry and won't leave the water and grass. Let's get back to the house."
Jacob was dead tired by the time they got back to the ranch house. He was a strong boy but he wasn't used to riding and working stock for 14 to 16 hours at a time. Maggie rushed off the porch and hugged her son, glad to have him home safe. Daniel tried to get by with just patting Jacob on the shoulder but couldn't help himself; he pulled the boy to him with a big hug and a kiss on the top of Jacob's head. He offered to take care of Jacob's horses for him.
Jacob turned down the help. "My horses, my responsibility," he said and led Puma and the cowpony to the corral.
"Mother, I guess our boy has grown into a real cowboy," Daniel said with pride.
Red smiled at Jacob as he passed and said, "You'll do boy. Good job."
The three cowboys went to the creek for a bath. After supper everyone had to hear about the trip to Cripple Creek; they talked until nearly 10 PM. Josh finally stood and said, "Maybe Jacob there isn't tired," he pointed to the boy asleep in a chair, "but I sure am. See y'all in the morning. He kissed Danni and headed for the bunkhouse.
******************
The cattle brought from Cripple Creek were allowed to graze and rest for about a month. Not all of the cattle from the wild round up or from the two ranches were ready for market this year; some would be held over and fattened up until the next year's round up.
Between the cattle rounded up from both parts of the CBC and the ones brought from Cripple Creek there were 250 some animals to be driven to the railhead for sale. Daniel, Josh, Red, Jerry and Jacob went on the cattle drive. They also brought Jimbo Hughes and Will Stinson another hand from the Lazy L; leaving Charlie White and the other two hands to take care of the ranch. When the men of the Chico Basin Cattle Company started the drive the quote was $15 a head. This would bring almost four thousand dollars for their cattle; more than double the amount that the ranches had ever brought in previously
Maggie, Sarah, and Danni rode ahead of the cattle to Fountain; they wanted to look into some things from Mitchell's store for the upcoming weddings. They would wait in Fountain for the men to ride back from Colorado City after delivering the cattle. The girls and their mother had discussed wedding dresses but Saran and Danni decided they would rather get married in Sunday go to meeting dresses; maybe a little fancier than normal but something they could wear more than once.
"After the wedding and the shivaree, a special dress won't stay on any longer than it takes to get to the house anyway," Sarah said nudging Danni in the ribs and giggling. "Rather spend the extra money on things to make the house at the Lazy L more of a home."
It took two full days for the men to drive the cattle to Colorado City's railhead. By the time they got there the price for cattle had gone up to $17.50 a head. The drive was finished on a Friday and Saturday morning early the crew started back for Fountain. Daniel had a bank draft for $4375 in his inside vest pocket. It's a great beginning for the Chico Basin Cattle Company, he thought.
The partners and the cow hands met the Maguire women in Fountain. Red suggested that they stand good for haircuts, shaves, and a hot bath for the two hands. "Wouldn't be a bad thing for us to do the same thing; I'm a little ripe myself after two days on the trail with 250 cattle," Red suggested with a wrinkled nose and a laugh.
Josh agreed saying that the men had worked hard on the drive; they deserved a little extra. "What about paying them a bonus for the drive and giving them today and tomorrow off? They probably would like a night in town to blow off some steam."
Red nodded and said, "Next weekend we can give Charley, Will, and James a night in town." He turned to Jerry and explained, "We pay the boys a salary but a cattle drive is extra work, so we'll give them a bonus with some time off. But you have to do that for all the hands. Jimbo went with us to Cripple Creek but the others took care of the ranch while we were gone. They deserve a little extra too."
All of the men made a trip to the barber shop to get spiffed up. After the baths, shaves, and haircuts Daniel gave each of the hired hands a $10 gold piece and some advice. "We're givin you boys a week's pay as a bonus and the two days off. But remember, come Monday morning we expect you back at the ranch ready to work. Have a good time fellars."
The two cow hands thanked Daniel and headed for the saloon laughing and hollering. I'm afraid there's gonna be some headaches in that group come Monday, Daniel thought and smiled. Did the same thing when I was younger and before I met Maggie.
After the happy cow hands left the rest of the group went to the café for an early lunch. They wanted to get back to the ranch that day. It wasn't fair to leave Charley and the others doing the extra work for much longer. While they had been gone on the cattle drive the three hands back at the ranch had extra work to do.
Even after a large portion of their cattle had been taken to market there was still a lot of work that had to be done at the ranch. Charley, Will, and James were the ones that stayed and made sure things were taken care of. They checked and counted the calves born that fall, branded most of the remaining cattle brought in from Cripple Creek, and did the day to day chores necessary on the place.
Finishing lunch, the Maguire women made a visit to the seamstress, again to discuss the dresses that Sarah and Danni were having made for the wedding. Daniel and his three young partners went to the bank. On the way Daniel steered all of them to the saloon, including Jerry. Josh, Red, and now Daniel considered the youngster a man now; his hard work and attitude earned him that right.
"I thought we were going to the bank while we waited on the women," Red remarked with a big grin. "Course I got no problem with a saloon, don't you know."
" We'll have to go gather up those women or we'll be here all afternoon. About the only thing I've learned about women is that when they start talking about dresses and such you'll end up having to throw a rope on em to drag em away," Daniel replied. "Sides I got some business I want to talk over with you three and the saloon is as good a place as any."



Walking into the saloon, Daniel led them to a table nodding at two men leaning on the bar. The bartender came over to see what they wanted to drink. Ralph Jennings was new to the area from back East somewhere. He was a bit of a dandy, wearing a collared shirt, string tie, and a brocade vest. Jennings believed he was better than most of the customers because he was from a big city; sometimes his arrogance showed.
Daniel and Red ordered whiskey and Josh asked for a beer and took a little ribbing from his partners about his refusal to drink hard liquor. Before Jerry could order the bartender said, "Can't serve you anything sonny. You're just a boy and too young to even be in here. I ought to throw you out but I guess I could get you a sarsaparilla."
Jerry hung his head for a few seconds and then looking Jennings in the eye said, "I'd be happy to step outside and show you what a boy can do Mister."
Red laughed out loud. "Damn Jerry, you been spending too much time around me."
"What's your name Mister?" Josh quickly asked before the man could react to Jerry's challenge.
"Ralph Jennings," the bartender answered.
"This 'boy' is a veteran of two guerrilla raids on the wagon train we were traveling with; he lost both of his parents during one of those raids. This 'boy' has backed our play in dangerous situations several times. This 'boy' held off two bandits so my fiancé could go for help," Josh stopped and fixed Jennings with his cold, wild blue eyes.
"I'd go easy on that throw you out part Mister Jennings," Josh continued in an angry tone. "That 'boy' has just returned from a cattle drive and before that did two men's work over to Cripple Creek. He's a full partner in our ranch and earned every bit of it. I'm right fond of that 'boy' and you might have trouble throwing him out."
I can't let Josh have all the fun Red thought and added, "Besides, he's with us and he'll have whatever he cares to." Red had the beginnings of the evil little grin he wore when trouble came up.
"And just who might you two be?" Jennings still wasn't impressed with the group sitting at the table in spite of Josh's words; taking them for plain old cow hands off some hard scrapple ranch. He had been surprised at the boy's readiness to stand up to him.
"I'm Josh Kelly and this is Red McCall. And that 'boy' is Jerry Barnes."
Jennings turned a little pale at hearing those names. The one thing that's more available in a saloon than whiskey and beer is gossip. Men would come in to drink and talk about the news, rumors, and stories about town's people and visitors. He had heard the stories concerning Kelly and McCall, their run in with Tom Larson, how they ran Stillwell and the other three off the Lazy L, and the shoot out that left the four men belly up on the plains.
"Sorry Mr. Kelly, Mr. McCall. I didn't know who you were," he said backpedalling. Turning back to Jerry he asked, "What can I get for you Mr. Barnes?"
"Think I'll have a sarsaparilla," Jerry answered with a straight face.
This time it was Daniel that laughed out loud. Jennings nodded and quickly left to get their drinks. He was glad to get away.
"Okay, now that the funs over what did you want to talk about Daniel?" Red asked. Josh turned to face Daniel as the anger bled out of him. He was surprised as anyone at his reaction to the insulting manner that Jennings had treated Jerry.
"When we formed the Chico Basin Cattle Company," Daniel started looking at Jerry with a smile, acknowledging his idea for the name, "we agreed to split the profits 50/50 right?" At a nod from his three companions he continued. "I think we ought to rethink that agreement."
Josh and Red were surprised at his statement and leaned forward in their chairs. They thought they'd made a fair and equal way to split the profits and couldn't understand why Daniel would want to change it. Of the three only Jerry seemed unconcerned. He smiled and leaned back in his chair.
Jennings returned and carefully sat the drinks on the table; he made a special effort and sat the sarsaparilla directly in front of Jerry. Red threw back the whiskey and ordered another. Daniel just sat there waiting for his partners to react.
Josh motioned to Red to let him do the talking. I'm the one that pretty much got us into this, he thought. So I should be the one to find out what changed Daniel's mind.
"How do you want to change our agreement, Daniel?"
Daniel smiled to himself at the carefully controlled tone in Josh's voice. "I reckon when we take this draft over to the bank that we take $400 off the top so you boys can pay off Nancy Larson; like you promised. The balance should be put into one account." Daniel paused to sip his whiskey, enjoying the looks on Josh and Red's faces.
"Our spread isn't the Lazy L or the Maggie M anymore; it's the CBC and it's one ranch. I propose that we put the balance of the money into one account for the Chico Basin Cattle Company."
Red's big grin and Josh's smile at the teasing gave Daniel a lot of pleasure. "Besides, I'm already trusting you with my girls and they mean a lot more than money."
"That's a mighty fine idea," Red responded. "Let's have a drink to the new agreement." In a loud voice he said, " Another round if you please barkeep."
Josh looked toward the bartender and said, "Mr. Jennings, bring four whiskey instead, if you will." Turning back to his partners he smiled and said, "I reckon I can stand one whiskey to celebrate the Chico Basin Cattle Company's first round up."
Daniel and Red laughed at the faces that Jerry and Josh made after drinking the whiskey. "Now I remember why I don't like that stuff," Josh said with a grimace.
The four men went to the bank and set up the new account. Daniel handed the boys $400 in Double Eagle $20.00 gold coins. That was Red's idea. He remark was, "I don't know about Mrs. Larson, but I trust gold a lot more than paper dollars right now. Anyway we told her cash money."
Going to meet the women, they found that Daniel was right; the ladies weren't ready to go and had to be persuaded to leave. "We might have to use a brandin iron to get them apart," Daniel said.
"Hush Daniel, we're ready to go," Maggie said with a grin. When Josh explained the new money agreement to the women, Maggie turned to her husband, "That's a fine thing to do honey. I'm proud of you." She put her arms around his neck and pulled his head down and kissed him.
On the ride back to the ranch, Josh had a thought. "You know, Mr. Swede might be a mite upset if all the others get a bonus and he don't. I think we'd better give him a little extra and let him have a couple of days off too."
Red laughed and agreed, "I sure don't want to face a mad Mr. Swede. He might serve us skunk or somethin."
At the cutoff to the Lazy L, Josh and Red stopped to say good bye to Danni and Sarah. They would see the girls the next evening for Sunday supper but that was a long time to wait for the young couples. The rest of the Maguires and Jerry rode on toward the Maggie M to give them a little privacy. Daniel kept looking back over his shoulder until finally Maggie said with some exasperation, "Daniel, mind your own business. The girls will be fine."
Sunday about midday, Josh, Red, and Jerry rode past the Maggie M to the S Bar S. They got to the ranch house and Bill Sanders stepped out onto the porch to greet them.
"Howdy boys. Good to see you, what can I do for you?"
As usual Josh was the spokesman. "We'd like to see Mrs. Larson if we could."
"Hey sis," Sanders called back into the house. "There's three young gentlemen here to see you."
Nancy Larson came out of the house with a puzzle look until she saw her visitors. She walked over to stand next to her brother.
Josh dismounted and walked onto the porch. "Mrs. Larson we brung the rest of the money, $400, that we owe you for the Lazy L; just like we promised. Red here thought you'd appreciate cash money so it's in double eagle gold coins." He handed her a draw string pouch; she could hear the coins clinking together as she took the bag.
Nancy had a little smile playing around her mouth. "Wait just a minute please, Mr. Kelly. She returned into the house but came back shortly with what looked like a letter.
"Bill told me that you gentlemen would be here as soon as you finished the cattle drive. I wrote this letter stating that you've paid for the ranch in full and had Bill witness it. I hope you and your ladies will be happy there. It was a good place to live at one time." She smiled, handed the letter to Josh, and returned to the house.
"The place has bad memories for her," Sanders said. "It'll do her good to get shed of it.
The new owners of the Lazy L thanked Bill but turned down the offer of a drink or lunch and made the ride back to the Maggie M.
*****************
After the round up and drive to the railhead, things became a little more hectic for the two young couples. Sarah had to go back to Fountain to teach and now there were two young ladies traveling back and forth between town and the ranch. Neither of the girls was looking forward to the winter weather which would keep them in town. It was hard enough just seeing their men on weekends but when the snow and cold came in late October or early November they'd be lucky to see them once a month.
Before the weather changed there were several projects accomplished on the two ranches. An additional well was dug at the Lazy L. The corrals and barns were mended and the work on the bunk house enlarging it into a regular home was almost finished.
Daniel, Josh and Red were riding the range checking on the late season grass. They were trying to decide which area would be best to winter the cattle. They were riding along Chico Creek where it wound through a basin and then between two hills as it flowed southeast from the Lazy L to the Maggie M. It was the outgoing, boisterous, joking Red that came up with an idea that would be a boon to the CBC in future years.
Red stopped, looked at the stream, and rode to the top of one of the hills. He studied the countryside as Daniel and Josh joined him. Josh started to ask what he was doing but Red held up his hand; asking for quiet. After several minutes, while his two partners stared at him with questioning looks, they heard Red say, "Thought so; just like back home."
Josh couldn't keep quiet any longer. "What's just like home Red?"
He got down off his horse and squatted, picking up a stick to draw a in the dirt. "See here where Chico Creek goes between these two hills? He asked, drawing line on his a diagram. "If we build a low water rock dam from here to here," drawing another line, "we could back up the water and make a good size lake."
"A lake?" Daniel asked.
"Yes sir. My Pa did the same thing with Willow Creek back home."
"I don't have the knowhow to build a dam that would stop all the water, it will leak," Daniel objected.
"So, let it leak, that will take the water pressure off the dam" Red answered.
Josh began to see what Red was talking about. "We won't stop the flow from Chico Creek; we'll just borrow it for a while until the lake is full."
"Yeah, that's the idea," Red replied.
"We could have good water for a lot more cattle," Josh remarked. He looked at the surrounding land closer; now the farmer in Josh took over. "You know this land is pretty good for growing things, it's just short on water. If we dug a ditch to that plain yonder, we could get water down to it. We could grow some hay and even corn to help feed the cattle through the winter."
"Be a lot of work for our hands and us. With everything else going on I don't know if we'd have the time to work on the dam much," Daniel cautioned.
"Things are gonna slow down with winter comin on so we can work on it right through to spring; as long as we don't get a lot of snow. Maybe get done in time for the spring thaws," Josh offered.
The next two months were a bee hive of activity, at least as far as the dam was concerned; Jerry, Charley White and Jimbo Hughes handled the normal day to day operation of the ranch; the rest of the hands helped with building the dam. Red supervised building two rock levees from each of the hill sides toward the center where Chico Creek flowed. They left a space between the levees until they were at the correct height; then they filled in the space.
The weather was good and didn't slow down the construction; it began to get cold but there was no snow. It was nearing the end of October when the dam was finished and they got the first snow storm of the season the day after. Chico Creek began to back up into the basin; creating the small lake. When the proper depth was reached the water began to flow over the top of the dam and continue its journey south.
A large ditch had been dug from the edge of the basin down to the plain that Josh had pointed out before the ground froze. A gate, or weir, as Red called it, was built that could be raised or lowered to allow water to flow to the plain. We'll have to wait until spring to plant and see if all this work was worth it, Josh thought as he looked at the ditch.
*********************
It was two weeks before Christmas and Josh and Red went to Fountain to bring Sarah and Danni home. The school would be shut down until after the first of the year and freight wasn't moving due to the bad storms to the south around Pueblo. The boys went in a day early to buy some supplies and would ride back with their ladies the next day.
Josh and Red lead the girls up the cutoff to the Lazy L and took them by the dam. Sarah and Danni were impressed with the idea for the dam and the amount of work that had been done. Sarah rode to top of one of the hills followed by the others.
"Didn't know I was marring an engineer," she teased Red as she inspected the dam.
Pointing to the irrigation ditch Danni said, "Well I knew I was getting a farmer." Josh stuck his tongue out at her and she giggled.
That evening during and after supper the girls told all the news and gossip from town. The boys stayed in the bunk house that night and rode back to the Lazy L the next morning after breakfast. When they rode up to the front of the house, Charley White came from the bunk house and met them.
"Surprised to see you, thought you'd stay over to the Maggie M," Charley said. Before either Josh or Red could answer Charley continued, "Y'all head back, there's nothing here that me and the boys can't handle. If anything comes up I'll send for you."
Red slapped Charley on the shoulder and said, "Yes sir, Mr. Boss Man, whatever you say." He got back on Jasper.
Josh looked at Charley for a few seconds and mounted Diablo. "Thanks Charley, we owe you one. Take care of things." Josh and Red retraced their steps back to Sarah and Danni. Jerry rode with them; he wanted to spend Christmas with his adopted family.
All too soon for the two young couples it was time for the girls to return to Fountain. The day was bright and sunny as they rode back to town. But on the way back that afternoon, the boys could see storm clouds building up over the mountains to the north of Chico Basin.
"We'd better ride a little faster Josh," Red suggested pointing to the gathering storm clouds.
Josh nodded and replied, "Yeah lets head for the Lazy L pronto. I'd like to be at the ranch, just in case, when that hits us. We'll ask Jerry and Jimbo to ride over to Daniel's and give him a hand."
The storm held off until late morning of the next day and then struck with an intensity that Josh hadn't seen since he came to Chico Basin. They were snowed in for three days. Twice Red or Josh tried to ride out and check on the cattle. Neither of them was able to make it much more than a mile from the house; the snow was just too deep. It was five days before they could get to the cattle.
Most of the animals had taken shelter in the canyons and arroyos and so far they were okay. Red told Josh that they were going to lose some cattle if the weather got worse. "Need time between storms for the snow to melt off some so the stock can graze a little," he told Josh.
So much for Danni and Sarah comin home, Josh thought. The size of Sarah's classes at the school dwindled as the weather turn bad but there were still enough town children to keep the school open. Danni could have come home because the freight wagons couldn't run due to the storms but she stayed; she didn't want Sarah to be left alone.
Finally at the end of January, Josh had enough. Red found him in the barn saddling Diablo. Josh was wearing his full length oilskin drover's coat and his fur lined moccasins. Red dressed the same way.
The moccasins weren't much good when it came to working stock but they were a lot warmer in cold, snowy weather than boots. After their first winter in the Chico Basin, Josh traded a steer for the moccasins at the trading post just north of Colorado City. He got a pair for Red and Jerry at the same time. "Don't need to be gettin no frostbite on our toes," Josh told them.
"Where you headed partner?" He asked knowing the answer before Josh spoke.
"Going to see Danni. Last few days have been sunny so the snow should have melted off the trail some," he answered. "It's been too long."
"Been thinkin the same thing myself," Red replied as he led Jasper from his stall. The horse was already saddled.
As they rode out of the barn, Josh yelled at Charley, "Take care of things, will you Charley. We're headed to town. Don't know how long we're gonna be."
"It's a wonder it took this long. You both been mooning around here like lost calves," Charley yelled back.
The ride that normally took a little over an hour at an easy pace, took well over three hours. The men pushed their horses through the snow. It places it had melted until the trail was almost clear, but in places the snow had drifted to six or eight feet. Josh and Red took turns riding in front breaking the trail; they stopped several times to give the horses a breather.
They had left the ranch about an hour after midday; it was close to 5 when they rode into Fountain. Both the men and the horses were very tired. Josh and Red put Diablo and Jasper in the stable; telling the owner to feed them a warm corn mash. Then they walked to Mrs. Cassidy's boarding house to surprise Sarah and Danni.
They found that the girls had already walked to the café for supper. Mrs. Cassidy insisted that they have a cup of coffee before going to meet the girls. "You look half froze to death; it won't hurt you to sit and warm up for a few minutes," she said, mothering the boys.
It seemed like forever before Josh and Red could get away from Mrs. Cassidy; she was a widow and got lonely during the winter months. They stepped into the café and saw Sarah and Danni sitting at a table with their backs to the door. Red nudged Josh and winked. When they got close to the table, Red disguised his voice.
"Here are two pretty fillies that would probably like some company. You know someone that they could warm up with."
Sarah turned with fire in her eyes to respond to the insulting words and voice. When she saw Red, her eyes got big and began to fill with tears; she stood and ran to Red. As fast as Sarah was, Danni reached Josh before Sarah got to Red. It was several minutes before the youngsters released each other.
Red's own eyes were wet also and he said, "C'mon girl, let's sit down. You're embarrassing me." But he was grinning when he said it.
Josh and Danni couldn't have sat much closer unless they used the same chair. She was hanging onto Josh's arm and refused to let go. Danni said, "I'm really glad to see you but how did you get here through the snow?"
"Diablo wanted to see you pretty bad because when I pointed him toward town it was all I could do to hang on," Josh teased.
"And Jasper didn't want to be left out of getting pampered at the stables, at least that's what I think," Red added.



"You rode Diablo?" Danni asked. "Poor baby must be frozen. We better go see him after supper; I want to make sure he's okay."
"Guess that tells you who's got the upper hand," Red teased.
"Red!" Danni responded, giggling.
"Quit teasing her Red; she's been very upset at not being able to get home," Sarah admonished her fiancé. "Me too."
The young people finished supper and bundled up for the walk to the livery stables. Danni told Josh that she and Sarah had made a habit of going to see Sunny and Sarah's horse Johnny most nights after supper. "Those little walks keep me from getting cabin fever."
As they got to the door to the livery, they heard Diablo whiney in welcome. He had his head hanging over the door to his stall and Danni went to him immediately to stoke his ears and neck. The big horse nuzzled her and sighed in contentment. Diablo's other human was there and he was happy.
Josh went to talk with the stable owner and arrange special feeds and bedding for the horses. When he came back Danni was feeding his horse pieces of dried apple and whispering in his ear. Josh heard her softly say, "Thank you Diablo for bringing him to me."
Before he could get Danni to leave she had to spend a few minutes with Sunny; she gave him his share of the apples and said "I know you could've brought Josh to me but you stayed here to take care of me, didn't you?" Horses still get better treatment than I do, Josh thought laughing.
Mrs. Cassidy was happy to rent the boys a room. During the winter months her boarding house was vacant except for the room upstairs shared by Sarah and Danni. Occasionally a drummer or cattleman would stop by but not often. She put the boys in a room on the first floor that had two beds. "You boys stay put, ya hear? No funny business in my house," Mrs. Cassidy warned them.
Josh got to spend most of the daytime with Danni but Red had to limit himself to the school's recesses and lunch time to be with Sarah. Of course they would spend the afternoons and evenings together. Josh and Red stayed in Fountain for two days. After discussing it with their ladies, they decided for the rest of the winter that they would come to town two times a month rather than the girls having to brace the weather.
The return trip to the ranch was considerably easier than the trip to town. The days had been cold but sunny and a lot of the snow had melted. The drifts they had fought through were almost completely gone so the ride back to the Lazy L took about two hours.
Ten days later, after another snow storm passed through; Josh and Red returned to Fountain. This time they rode in on a Friday, which would give them two full days with Sarah and Danni without Sarah's school interfering? The trail wasn't as bad as the last time they made the trip but it was far from easy.
Instead of following the wagon trail all the time, they rode along the ridges and crests of hills where they could. Most of the snow had melted or been blown off up there. But there were still places where they had to force their way through deep drifts.
Sunday evening as the two couples got ready to go to the café for supper, Red held back and told them he would catch up. He rejoined them at the café about twenty minutes later. Josh looked at his friend and thought Red seemed to be in high spirits considering that he wouldn't see Sarah for another two weeks or so.
They were having a last cup of coffee before returning to Mrs. Cassidy's when Red spoke up. "Josh, if you don't mind I'm gonna stay here. There's not much goin on at the ranch and I don't want to be away from Sarah anymore. It bothers me not to see her every few days." He took Sarah's hand as he talked.
Josh had to chuckle at Red because he was blushing and looked so sad. "Don't see a problem with it partner. Course Sarah may decide she don't want to marry you after having you around all the time," Josh teased.
"Not much chance of that," Sarah said with a big smile, taking hold of Red's arm.
"I reckon the CBC can afford to pay your room and board for a month or so," Josh said.
"Won't have to," Red replied, now grinning again. "Made a deal with Mrs. Cassidy just afore I came over here. I'm gonna do some repairs around her place and give her a half beef come summer. She'll feed and board me in trade, at least until Sarah can come home."
"I guess I can find my way back to the ranch by myself," Josh replied with a grin. "Done it before."
"You won't be by yourself," Danni said. At Josh's puzzled look she continued, "I stayed because I didn't want to leave Sarah alone. With Red here she won't be alone and I'd just be in the way, so I'm coming with you."
Josh grabbed Danni and hugged her, quickly letting her go when he remembered they were in public. Now it was Josh's turn to blush. "Doggone fine idea, if you ask me," he responded.
The next morning after breakfast Sarah and Red walked Josh and Danni to the livery. "I don't think you have to worry about Ma," Danni replied giggling. "But Pa's going to get a burr under his saddle about this."
"I know Pa's not going to be too happy but tell him and Ma not to worry," Sarah said to Danni. "Mrs. Cassidy is here to chaperone."
Red gave Danni his drover's coat to wear back to the ranch; the weather was still cold and it would help protect her on the ride. Josh and Danni said good bye and mounted Diablo and Sunny. "Glad to be going home Sunny?" Danni asked the big buckskin. His ears perked up at her voice and he nodded his head as if answering her. In fact the horse was just glad to be going anywhere instead of being cooped up in the stables.
Their return to the ranch was easier than the ride into town. The trail had already been broken by the boys and the sun had melted more of the snow. They rode into the corral at the Maggie M in just over two hours. Daniel and Maggie came out of the house as they rode in; surprised that their daughter was home. Jerry and Jacob came out of the barn at Maggie's shout of surprise.
Daniel, Maggie, and Jacob crowded around Danni, hugging her and welcoming her home. When they stepped back Jerry stuck out his hand and said, "Welcome home Miss Danni."
Danni pushed passed Jerry's hand and hugged him. "Thank you Sir Knight," she told him. Jerry's face turned red and Josh chuckled at the comical look on his face.
"What are you doing home? I thought you were going to stay with Sarah," Maggie asked.
Josh and Danni took turns explaining what happened. As predicted, Daniel wasn't very happy with Red staying in town and living in the same house as Sarah. He started to complain but Maggie interrupted him.
"Calm down dear. Sarah's a woman grown and we raised her right; she won't do anything to shame us. Besides in spite of your concerns, Red is an honorable young man," Maggie told him. "He won't do anything to shame us either."
After lunch Maggie and Danni spent the afternoon making plans and discussing the upcoming wedding. Daniel rode out to check on the cattle; Josh offered to go along but Daniel told him to rest a little and took Jerry and Jacob with him. Rather than just sit around listening to the women, Josh read the letters from his family that he'd picked up before leaving Fountain.
There were three letters from his folks; two for him, and one for Danni. The letters were full of the news concerning his family; his parents William and Molly were in good health, happy for Josh and Danni, and said they hoped to get to meet her after the war. William wrote that even through the danger posed by Fogerty and his Bushwhacker's was over, it was a dangerous time to be traveling. Josh's younger brother Samuel had grown like a weed to almost 6 feet tall. The letters also gave good news about his uncles and their families. His pa wrote that the war was going badly for the Confederacy; William looked for the war to come to an end within the next few months.
Josh put the letters away and went to check on Diablo and Sunny. The trip from town hadn't been too bad but he wanted to make sure the animals were warm and well fed. While he was at the barn, Daniel, Jerry, and Jacob returned. He helped Daniel and Jerry with their horses but Jacob wouldn't let anybody but himself take care of his horse, Puma.
"How're the cattle holdin up?" Josh asked Daniel.
"Doing pretty good. Most of them are hunkered down in some canyons and arroyos up to Black Squirrel Creek. There's good grazing now that some of the snow melted."
After supper Josh said that he had to return to the Lazy L for a few days but would return to the Maggie M by the weekend. Danni wasn't especially happy with his going but understood that with Red living in town Josh had to put in a bit more time at the ranch.
"Now don't get all worried if I'm not back before Saturday," Josh told Danni the next morning before leaving. "If there's any trouble over there I'll have to sort it all out before I can come back."
Danni nodded but put her head down; she'd just spent weeks without seeing Josh and now he was leaving again. Josh put his hand under her chin and raised her head so he could look her in the eyes. "Won't be long fore we're married and we'll be together all the time," he said tenderly. He paused, smiled, and teased her to lighten the mood, "Heck, you'll probably get sick at the sight of me and run me off for a few days."
She had to smile back at him. Danni was touched that Josh understood how she felt and that he didn't just brush her disappointment off. I got myself a pretty good man, she thought as she waved good bye at him.
The weather had turned bad and it was the middle of March before Sarah and Red were able to come to the ranch for a long weekend. After supper Saturday evening Jerry and Jacob returned to the bunk house and the rest of the group sat around the fireplace talking.
"I told the town council that I'm not coming back to teach next fall," Sarah said. "Told them I'd help find a replacement if they wanted but I'm not going back." She looked at Red with a small grin, "Got a new job being a wife and it's going to take up all my time."
Red grinned back at her and nodded. Obviously the two had talked and made this decision together. "Hard to start a family if Sarah's in town and I'm out to the ranch," he said.
"Red, behave yourself," Sarah scolded him; she got a little red in the face but had a big smile.
"I was thinking the same think about Josh and me," Danni said. "Told Mr. Whitworth that I wasn't coming back after the wedding. I think Red's right, it'd be hard to start a family with me living in town. Besides I'd rather help run the ranch."
Now it was Josh who got red in the face, but he smiled also and then chuckled. "Nothin bashful about the Maguire girls, is there?"
Sunday when Sarah and Red returned to Fountain, Josh and Danni rode with them; they would stay overnight and return to the ranch Monday afternoon. Josh led a pack horse so they could pick up some supplies but mostly he wanted to check the telegraph office to see if there was any news from his folks and to mail the letters he'd written.
After school, Sarah and Red accompanied Josh and Danni to the stables to say good bye. Josh had just finished loading the pack horse when they heard a man shouting and a horse making noise out in the corral; Josh went outside to see what the commotion was. When he didn't return for a few minutes, Red and the two girls followed him.
An older man had a young filly cornered and was trying to put a lead rope on her; there were two other horses sort of hiding behind her. Every time the horse tried to get away the man would use a yard whip to keep the horse cornered. The first time the man hit the horse with the whip she screamed, Josh climbed the corral and started forward.
"Easy Josh," Red cautioned his friend. Josh just waved his hand at Red and continued forward.
"Looks like you could use some help Mister," Josh said with a grim smile. "Let me give you a hand."
He stepped between the man and the horse, taking the lead rope from him. Josh held the rope down at his side and took very slow small steps toward the young horse. He talked constantly in a soft voice and tone to the animal. He extended his hand so the horse could smell him and shortly was able to stroke the animal's forehead. Slowly Josh brought the lead rope up and showed it to the horse. After two minutes or so he was able to attach the rope to the animal's halter.
Josh led the filly to a hitching post in the center of the corral and tied the lead rope to it. He picked up two more lead ropes off the ground and did the same with the other two horses in the corral.
"He surely do have a way with horses, don't he?" Red remarked about his friend. "With women too I guess," he continued grinning at Danni.
Danni blushed but smiled and replied, "He certainly does. And that's a fact." Red laughed at her reply.
"She's young and high spirited Mister. You have to treat her gentle," Josh told the man. "She'll just fight you if you don't."
"Have to treat women the same way," Red remarked softly. Sarah dug her elbow into his ribs and punched his shoulder.
"Thanks son. She's been actin up and I can't control her." I'm Bill Sorenson," he said shaking hands with Josh.
"Howdy Mr. Sorenson, I'm Josh Kelly. Where ya headed with the horses, if you don't mind my askin."
"Tryin to sell them. My ranch is a day west of town and the winter's been tough on us. Thought I might get enough for these three to help us make it into spring."
"Had any takers?" Josh asked.
"Naw, every time I get someone interested she," Sorenson pointed at the big grey filly, "starts actin up and scares off the buyers. Nobody wants a horse that's half wild."
"How much you want for her?"
"Got to sell them as a set, we need the money," Sorenson replied. "I think the three are worth a hundred dollars. You interested son?"
"Not at a hundred dollars, I'm not," Josh answered.
Sorenson knew from Josh's response that he had a buyer if they could agree on a price. Josh saw the calculating look in the man's eyes and knew it was time to do a little horse trading.
Red chuckled as Sorenson and Josh went back and forth trying to get to a price that both could live with. Daniel and I may know more about cattle but Josh is about as good as they come when it comes to horses, Red thought. Finally the two came to an agreement. Josh paid Sorenson $65 cash money and got a bill of sale for the three horses.
"Not questioning you Josh, but what do we need with more horses?" Red asked after Sorenson left. "We got four between us, not countin Jerry's two."
"Actually I've only got Diablo. You don't really think I'll ever get Sunny back from Danni, do you? Josh said with a smile. "Besides, I told you when we bought the ranch that I wanted to breed and raise horses. That filly is a very good animal; she'd make a fine mate for Diablo."
Red walked slowly over to where the horses were tied and examined them closely. "Yeah, she's a good one."
"That pinto is young and has the makins of a good cow pony; a lot like your Queenie. This one," Josh said putting his hand on the horse's reddish brown coat, "will make a good saddle animal. Thought I might work with him a little and give him to Maggie. She hasn't had much to ride since we lost Joey."
Danni came into the corral and very slowly walked up to the grey filly, talking softly. "Poor baby's scared aren't you? Don't worry we'll take good care of you. I think we'll name you Lady Guinevere, after all you belong to Sir Knight there. We'll call you Lady." The young horse seemed to settle down and pushed her head against Danni.
"Looks like I'm not the only one that has a way with horses," Josh said with pride. "C'mon on, let's get goin.
**************
The cold weather and a couple of snow storms continued until the last week in April. The weather didn't stop the work being done at the Lazy L but it pushed back the spring round up. Josh and Red began to wonder if they'd be done in time for the wedding the second week of May. They pushed the men and themselves hard and were able to finish the week before the wedding.
The work on the bunk house was completed, turning it into a two bedroom log cabin. It wasn't as fancy as the big house but it would be cozy and warm during the winter and cool during the heat of the summer. The big ranch house at the Lazy L had just been finished about a year before Tom Larson went to prison. The only work done on the main house was the addition of a covered porch that wrapped around three sides of the building. Josh, Red, and their wives could sit on the porch and look out over the valley where Black Squirrel Creek ran.
The wedding was at the Lazy L; there was a flat area where the actual service was held and it gave room for a party afterwards. Maggie, the girls, and Mr. Swede had worked for a week organizing things and cooking. Several lodge poles had been set upright in the ground to hold lanterns which would provide light so the party could continue after dark. Ropes of wild flowers had been stretched between poles and the house had colored banners hanging from the new porch. The converted bunkhouse was open and had seating for whoever felt like taking a rest.
Josh and Red approached Jerry a week before the wedding and asked him to be their best man. "I thought you two would stand up for each other," Jerry said.
"Well, we're gonna be a mite busy partner," Red replied.
"We want someone we trust standing there with us," Josh said. "You're as close as we got this side of home."
"You'll have to do double duty, you know hand us the rings at the right time and such," Red continued.
"Yeah, and keep us from passing out, don't you know," Josh added with a laugh.
Jerry was a little embarrassed as the tears welled up in his eyes; crying like a blamed kid he said to himself. These two had accepted, no wanted him as a partner, when they left the wagon train. They always treated him with respect; like a man and a full partner. He thought of them as the older brothers he'd never had. Jerry appreciated the Maguires taking him in and making him feel at home, but Josh and Red were his family. And now he could add Sarah and Danni too.
Sniffing back the tears Jerry said, "I'd be right proud to stand up for you. Thank you."
"That means you can't get drunk until after the service you know," Red teased.
Sarah and Danni wore dresses made by Senora Hernandez, the seamstress in Fountain. They were a fancy Sunday Go To Meeting type that the girls could wear again. Maggie had put her foot down when Sarah and Danni wanted to wear split riding skirts and boots. Josh and Red wore suits bought at Mitchell's store and shirts with button on collars. They both wore string ties and pulled at the collars until the ceremony was over; the ties and collars were loosened as soon as possible.
The service itself went very well in spite of Josh stuttering and stumbling over the vows a couple of times. Red was typical Red, loud, smiling, and happy to be the center of attention. Jerry handed Josh and Red the plain gold bands at the proper time without fumbling them.
Reverend Stalls got to the end of the ceremony and said, "I now pronounce you husbands and wives; you may kiss your brides." There were loud cheers and a couple of rebel yells from the crowd of friends and relatives.
The Maguires, Daniel, Maggie, and Jacob were sitting in front of the other guests who stood. Bill Sanders and his son William was there as was Nancy Larson. Nancy still felt responsible for her late husband's actions and wasn't going to come until Josh rode to the S Bar S to personally invite her.
Charley White and the other three hands from the Chico Basin Cattle Company were there and three other hands, Will, James and Jimbo helped Mr. Swede serve the food and drink. Mrs. Cassidy had rented a surrey from the livery stable and Bill Thomas, the freighter, drove her out from town. Steve Mitchell, the owner of the general store in Fountain, and his wife rode in the surrey with Mrs. Cassidy. Sheriff Horton rode beside them on his horse.



Two surprised guests showed up; they had both been invited but no one knew if they were actually coming. Jackson Slaughter, Red's cousin from Cripple Creek way rode over at Red's invitation. Ambrose Elliott came all the way from Denver to see the two little girls he'd watch grow up get married.
As the two couples turned to face their guests, Jerry spoke in a loud voice. "May I present to you Mr. and Mrs. John McCall and Mr. and Mrs. Joshua Kelly." Another loud cheer and more rebel yells rang out; then the party started.
The ceremony had started about one and was relatively short. The party however continued until close to 9 PM. Josh and Danni changed clothes, mounted Diablo and Sunny, and rode to a line shack on the northwest corner of the Lazy L. There was a Comanche moon so they could see the trail to the cabin. Red and Sarah took off in the opposite direction without telling anyone where they were going. Most of the guests returned to Fountain but a few stayed over in the newly finished bunkhouse.
Josh and Danni returned to the ranch house after three nights. They found Red sitting on the front porch leaning back in a chair with his feet propped against the railing.
"Took you long enough to get it right," Red teased. "Always knew a Texas boy was smarter than a Missouri farmer."
"Hush Red," Sarah scolded him as she came out onto the porch. "Sometimes I think you shouldn't be allowed around decent folk." She seemed upset but when Red looked at her in surprise she started to giggle.
"Dog gone it woman, I can never tell if you're serious or not."
After greetings and hellos were exchanged, the two new brides went into the house to talk. Red told Josh, "We'd better do some plannin for the trip."
"And what trip is that Red?" Sarah asked as she came back out of the house.
"Yes, what trip Josh?" Danni added.
Josh and Red looked at each other and waited for the other one to speak first. The ladies didn't sound too happy about a trip and they for sure wouldn't like this one; especially so soon after getting married. Finally Red spoke out. "We're goin back to Cripple Creek for more cattle," he said. "It's a quick way to add to the herd; lot of hard work but worth the trouble."
"And when are we leaving?" Sarah and Danni asked almost together.
"Josh and me and the hands are leavin in three days," Red replied. "And what do you mean we?"
"John McCall, you don't really think I'm going to let you ride off a few days after our wedding, do you? Danni and I are going too."
Red started to argue but he'd learned during their courtship that when Sarah called him John, that he was in trouble. He turned to Josh for help and found him smiling and nodding at Danni.
"This ain't gonna be no honeymoon Sarah," Red told her. He tried to explain how hard and dangerous the work was, how hot and dusty it would be, and the fact that they'd be sleeping outdoors without any shelter. But he could see by her face that he hadn't changed her mind. "Whatever you say dear," he said, giving up the battle.
They planned on taking Jerry, Jacob and one of the hands from the Lazy L; probably Jimbo as he had made the last trip to Cripple Creek. That would leave Daniel, Maggie, and the rest of the men from the Lazy L to run the ranch. They would make arrangements with Bill Sanders at the S Bar S to "borrow" a couple of cow hands for the ranch if needed.
"If there's all those cattle roaming around why don't the other ranchers go after them too?" Danni asked, trying to understand.
Josh grinned at her and answered, "It's hard work and there's a chance we won't get enough cattle to make the trip worthwhile. Most of the others have bigger herds and can grow just by their calf crop. We're not that established yet........but we will be one day." He paused and added, "It's a gamble but based on what we saw last year, I think it's a good one."
Three days later the "Crusade" as Danni called it started to Cripple Creek. It took them a day and a half to get to the area they wanted. While Josh and the girls set up camp, Red and the rest of the crew gathered some downed trees and built a gate across the open end of the box canyon.
Red pointed at the finished gate and said, "No one will have to baby sit the cattle to keep them in the canyon." If we can find cattle to put in there, he thought to himself.
Sitting around the campfire that evening Red and Josh explained their plans to the rest of the group. They hoped to get enough cattle to fill the holding area in five or six days.
"Don't plan to be here more than eight or nine days and we could head back before then depending on how many cattle we can round up," Josh said.
"We hoped to get a hundred head or more fore we head home," Red added.
"What can we do to help?" Sarah asked.
"The men will drive any cattle they find out onto that flat yonder; you and Danni take over and bring them back and put them in the canyon," Red answered.
Sarah glanced at Danni and at a nod from her said, "We're going to help with the round up."
"No you're not Sarah," he replied, deadly serious. "It's dangerous work chasing cattle through the canyons and the arroyos. There is a lot of scrub brush and small trees that tend to knock you off your horse."
"These cattle aren't like the ones on our ranch; these are totally wild and will fight if you corner them," Josh said. "I don't want you or Sunny to get caught by a horn. Believe me it's not much fun. Remember my run in with the buffalo?"
Danni nodded remembering how lucky Josh had been. She didn't want him to worry and she really didn't want to put Sunny in danger, but she wanted to do more than sit around the camp.
"Sunny's not made for this type of work and neither is Diablo. That's why I brought Lady and Spot to work the cattle," Josh said. Then he laughed and continued, "I can't believe I let you name my pinto Spot. Anyway those two are bred and trained for this. They're sure footed and quick on their feet. Sunny's a good horse but he's too big for this type of work."
Sarah was always the fiery one of the two and she wasn't about to give up. "I don't think I like you telling me what I can and can't do Red," Sarah said. She wasn't angry but she was serious.
Red looked at his new wife and asked, "Sarah, how long have we known each other?"
"About three years," she answered, surprised at the question.
"And how long have we been sweet on each other?"
"Almost three years," Sarah said with a little smile. "We didn't waste much time."
"In all that time, have I ever tried to tell you what to do?"
Sarah returned Red's stare for a moment and replied, "No, not that I can remember."
"Well this is the first time. If you won't listen to me as your husband, by God you will listen to me as the range boss. You two are greenhorns, on your first drive. So you'll do the work that all greenhorns do until they get some experience. Understood?"
This is a different side to Red, Sarah thought. He's very forceful when he wants to be. Sarah paused for a bit, chuckled, and replied, "Yes sir, range boss sir. Whatever you say?" She gave Red a big grin, walked over and dropped onto his lap, and hugged him.
Each morning after the cowboys left to look for cattle, the girls did the chores around the camp and took care of the remuda. For six days the men would bring two or three cattle at a time out onto the flat. Sarah and Danni drove the animals into the box canyon. The round up wasn't going well, so far they had only gathered about sixty cattle.
After the crew left the camp on the morning of the seventh day, Danni turned to Sarah and said, "They won't find any cattle for a while, let's go for a ride. I've got an idea."
Sarah knew her sister had something on her mind. "What are you thinking Danni?"
"I want to check that big clearing we passed on the way in. You know, the one with that little stream running through it. I think we might find some cattle there."
"But Red and Josh rode over there the second day we were here and didn't find anything," Sarah replied.
"I know, but if the cattle got spooked with the men riding around chasing them, maybe they'd go someplace quieter. It's not that far and besides me and Sunny are tired of sitting around the camp."
Sarah nodded and the two young women mounted their horses and rode east of camp. About midday they returned to the camp and waited for the cow hands to return for something to eat. The men came back without any cattle. After they finished eating, Sarah stood.
"Red, we'd like you Josh to take a little ride with us," Sarah requested. "Let the men and horses have an afternoon off. They've been rode hard and it's not like they're bringing in a lot of cattle anyway." She saw him hesitate and added, "Please Red Honey, come with us."
"Yes, please Josh," Danni joined in.
The men were bone weary but had to smile at their respective wives. Red knew he was lost, anytime Sarah called him Honey he pretty much did what she wanted.
"It wouldn't hurt to have an afternoon to rest," Josh said looking at Red. They agreed to go with the girls. "You boys take it easy this afternoon; we start up again in the morning."
As they neared the clearing, Sarah led them to the east side. "Have to get downwind so they can't smell us," she explained.
"So who can't smell us? Red asked but Sarah made a motion to be quiet.
The four rode slowly, stopping in the cedars at the edge of the clearing. Sarah and Danni pointed into the open space. Grazing along and around the stream were close to thirty head of cattle. The surprise on Red's face was funny and the girls had a hard time not laughing.
Danni spoke in a low voice that wouldn't carry to the cattle, "Figured the ones that got away from you in the scrub might return to a quieter place. And here they are."
Josh chuckled and said to Red, "You know partner, sometimes we're not smart enough to pour water out of a boot."
Sarah and Danni were excited and pleased that they had surprised their men. The girls rode point leading the cattle back to the corral with Josh and Red riding drag. Danni rode ahead and told Jerry to open the gate and the cattle were driven into the canyon. The hands were really surprise at the number of cattle and had a lot of questions. Explanations were made and a new plan was formed.
"That gives us about ninety head, so tomorrow we'll make one more sweep to the west and start home the next morning. On the way out we'll check Sarah and Danni's clearing again; there might be a few more head there. Good job and good thinking ladies. Don't think we can call you greenhorns anymore."
The next morning Jerry stayed at camp and loaned Sarah his horse Morgan. She wanted to experience combing cattle out of the scrub brush and rough country. Danni went also, mounted on Lady. It didn't take very long for them to understand Red and Josh's concerns for their safety. Each of the girls could have been injured as cattle charged them. The horses they rode were both well trained and stock savvy and were able to get Sarah and Danni out of harm's way.
At midday the crew returned to camp to eat and rest until early evening; they would go back as the cattle started to feed and look for water. Sarah and Danni unsaddled their horses, rubbed them down, and made sure they were fed and watered.
"Had enough ladies?" Red asked with a big grin.
Sarah looked at Red and returned his grin. "If you say I told you so I'll take a yard whip to you, but you were right Red. We don't have the experience to do that kind of work."
Danni nodded at Josh agreeing with her sister. "If I'd been on Sunny out there, we both might have gotten hurt. I got away from cattle that wanted to fight because Lady is well trained. You and Red were right, Josh."
Red didn't tease the ladies, surprising them. "Y'all are about the smartest women I've ever met. But when it comes to handling stock, Josh and I know a bit more than you. I'm glad you got to see things our way without anyone gettin hurt. Now, what's our next move Josh?"
"Reckon we've got bout all we're gonna get this trip. I say we rest this afternoon and leave at first light. On the way back we'll check Sarah and Danni's clearing for more strays. Then it's the CBC and home."
Everyone was happy and excited that they were going home. At first light the crew started driving the cattle back to the ranch. They did pick up ten more head from the clearing which gave them a total of just over a hundred animals. The whole crew had worked very hard and the trip was considered a success.
Red decided to push the cattle a little harder than the last time. They traveled from sunup to dusk and got back to the ranch in two days. This time they drove the cattle close to the new lake.
"They'll settle down and feed now," Josh told Sarah and Danni. "We'll let them fatten up until round up in September."
"If things go right we should be able to drive almost four hundred head to Colorado City," Red told them.
*******************
The owners and wranglers of the Chico Basin Cattle Company drove 378 head of cattle to the railhead in Colorado City. They left about 300 head not counting calves at the ranch. Daniel, Josh, and Red talked about not driving so many head to market but the quoted prices for cattle were too much to pass up. "The price might not be this high next year," Red said.
"We can always make another run to Cripple Creek if we have to," Josh added. "Besides a lot of the calves from the last two years will be big enough to drive next year."
Danni and Sarah were on the drive to Colorado City this year after their experience at Cripple Creek. The price for cattle was at an all time high bringing $20 a head which gave them well over seven thousand dollars for that year's hard work. The Chico Basin Cattle Company wasn't a struggling ranch anymore.
"I don't understand why the price is so high," Danni said. "I'm not complainin, I just don't understand."
"Folks back east want beef and are willin to pay for it," Red answered. "There's not much beef comin out of places like Texas and Oklahoma because of the war. Hell, there's not many cattle comin out of Kansas and Nebraska either. So the meat packers in the North are willin to pay more for cattle."
Red paused for a bit and said, "It's a Got and Want deal."
"It's the law of supply and demand, dear," Sarah told him.
"Maybe so, but we got cattle and they want em; Got and Want, don't you know."
When they got back to the ranch, Josh started making plans to cut, dry, and store the feed that he'd grown on the flat plain near the new lake. This was their first crop of corn and the second cutting of the hay.
"You're pretty smart for a Missouri farm boy," Red teased as he and Josh harvested the corn. The whole crew of the CBC including Sarah, Danni, and Maggie were helping. "This corn and the hay we cut earlier will help get more cattle through the winter."
"I guess I'm smart enough, but I've learned a lot from a feisty Texan I met up with," Josh replied.
The men of the CBC started to gear up for the cold weather. A wagon trail was built out to the lake; with the natural grass land there and the feed they had stored, it was a good place to winter the stock. Apparently Diablo agreed that Lady Guinevere was a good mate for him as she was going to have a foal. Queenie got into the act too, she mated with Spot; it would interesting to see the color of that foal, Red thought. There would be two new horses for the ranch come spring.
The big ranch house at the Lazy L had plenty of room and both young couples lived there. The converted bunkhouse was kept for guests like Daniel and Maggie when they visited. Josh and Red had offered it to Mr. Swede but he said he rather stay in the bunkhouse with the other hands. "It'd be too quiet for me," he said.
Josh and Red built an addition at the back of the house. It was basically a roofed room without walls; it would be used by Mr. Swede for cooking during the hotter summer months. The Chico Basin was a high plain but it still got plenty warm during June, July, and August.
The cold weather and snow storms were a little easier to take with Sarah and Danni both at home. No more time apart and trips back and forth to town, Josh thought. He had to chuckle because they had a mild winter.
Red kidded that now he had to spend more time with Sarah, he didn't have an excuse to get away from her. Josh laughed at his friend and said, "I couldn't pry you two apart with a branding iron Red."
"Yeah, but don't let Sarah know it," he replied laughing.
Josh was able to spend time training the horse he'd bought when he got Lady and Spot. He called the horse Colorado because his coat was a reddish chestnut. The horse wasn't as big as Sunny but was sturdy and very gentle.
Maggie was surprised and touched when Josh gave her Colorado at Christmas. "A fine steed for a fine lady," Josh told her. She kissed Josh on the cheek and hugged him. Maggie stayed down at the barn with the horse for so long that Daniel sent Jacob to get her.
In addition to the normal gifts and surprises at Christmas, Sarah told Red she had a special gift for him. He sat in the kitchen at the Maggie M and waited for her to give the present to him.
"I won't be able to hand your present to you for about seven months," Sarah told him.
"What kind of present will take you that long to come up with?" Red asked.
"In seven months or so I'll be able to hand you our first baby honey," she answered with a huge smile.
"What? I mean how......I mean when?" Red stuttered and stammered, not quite sure how to react. After a bit he jumped up and hugged Sarah. It was obvious he was happy about becoming a father.
********************
March came quietly to the high plains of Chico Basin. It was a very early spring and the days began to grow warmer. The CBC had lost very few cattle during the winter and prospects for another good drive in the fall looked promising. The spring calf crop in late April was very good. The CBC was growing and maybe there would be no need for another tough and dangerous trip to Cripple Creek.
It was early June, Josh and Red were riding over the range checking on the new calves and the rest of the herd. They heard a shout and saw young Will Stinson, one of their hands riding toward them at a gallop. Josh and Red rode to meet him.
"Miss Danni and Miss Sarah need up you to the house," Will told them.
"What's wrong Will?" Red asked with a worried look. "Is something wrong with Sarah?"
"No sir. They said to tell you there's some people at the house that they need help with."
Josh saw a little smile playing around Will's face and wondered about it. Red had already started for the house at a gallop so he spurred Diablo and gave him his head. They had been about three miles out; it took Diablo less than two hundred yards to pass Red mounted on Jasper. Josh started to pull up but Red waved him on.
"Go on I'll get there as fast as I can," Red yelled.
"Let's go big guy," Josh said to Diablo. The big horse resumed his run toward the house.
Red had to admire the speed of Diablo. Never seen a horse that big move so fast, he thought.
As fast as Diablo was it still took five minutes before Josh pulled up in front of his home. He jumped off Diablo before he came to a stop. Josh pulled his pistol and stepped onto the porch, noticing a strange surrey standing in front of the gate. If I scare anybody or insult them with the pistol I'll apologize later, he said to himself. But I'd rather have it ready if need be.
Josh went to the side door and entered the ranch house. He figured if someone was waiting on him they wouldn't expect him to come in that way. He could hear people talking in the front parlor and he quietly stepped toward the front of the house. Josh was almost to the entry of the parlor when he heard a man talking, apparently to Danni.



Damn, I know that voice he thought. No couldn't be. He stepped into the parlor with his pistol held down by his leg.
"I don't think you're gonna need that hog leg Josh," his father said, smiling at his son.
"Pa! Ma! And Samuel. I never expected ......"
Before he could continue his mother, Molly, came to him and wrapped her arms around him. His father, William, and Samuel joined them for a family hug. Danni had tears in her eyes as she saw her husband reunited with his family. For several minutes no one spoke; they just held each other. Josh motioned Danni to join them and they included her in the hug.
Red came charging into the room with his Henry, ready for any trouble. He slid to a stop, surprised at the people and Josh hugging. Sarah came to him; she had tears in her eyes too.
"It's his family honey. His Pa, Ma, and younger brother," she told him as she pushed down the rifle and put her arms around him.
Finally Josh was able to step away from his family and sit with Danni. "How'd you guys get here? I mean what about the farm? How long can you stay?"
William smiled at his son; just like the boy to worry about us and the farm he thought. "We got the spring plantin done and your uncles, Jake and Simon, are takin care of things until we get back. Figured we stay for a month or so, if that's okay with Danni." Then he turned to Red and Sarah, "And if it's okay with the McCall's."
"You're welcome as long as you want to stay," Danni said, happy that she'd finally got to meet the people that meant so much to her husband. It was nice to be able to put faces to the people she'd been writing to.
"It's a big house with lots of room," Sarah responded.
"It'll give me a chance to tell you what your boy has really been up, not just what he wrote in his letters," Red added as he grinned at Josh. He walked over and shook hands with William and said, "It's a pleasure to finally meet you Mr. Kelly."
Taking Red's hand he said, "Name's William to friends and family and I consider you part of the family Red. A close part after all those letters between Molly and you."
Molly came to Red and hugged him. "It's nice to finally meet my other son."
Red blushed and returned the hug. Are those tears in his eyes, Josh asked himself. Can't blame him, my eyes are sorta blurry too.
Josh turned to his brother to hide from the emotions. "I can't get over how much you've grown Sam."
Samuel at 6 feet was almost as tall as Josh. He hasn't filled out yet and will probably grow another inch or two in the next year or so, Josh thought. He's the spittin image of Pa; hard to believe he's 16 already. Guess I'll have to stop thinkin of him as a boy; he's almost a man now.
His "little" brother carried and handled himself more like a man than a 16 year old boy. After the first excitement of seeing Josh, he settled down. When someone asked him a question or talked directly to him, his response was thought out and calculated; he didn't ramble or talk more than was necessary with his answers.
Samuel, almost at first meeting, had developed a crush on Danni. It was obvious to Molly and Danni that he already thought the world of his new sister and of Sarah too. When he met Red he was fascinated by the young Texan and the pistol he wore low on his hip.
"Did Texas John Slaughter really teach you to shoot, Mr. McCall?" Samuel asked. "That's what Josh wrote anyway."
Red had to chuckle at Samuel's boyish enthusiasm. "Yeah, he's my cousin and he thought I ought to be able to protect myself." Red whispered a question to William and getting a nod continued, "Tell you what Sam, before you go I'll teach you a few things; just like I did with Josh."
The boy nodded his head and Red added, "Just one thing. Your Pa says I'm part of the family so that makes you my little brother," he had to stop and laugh, shaking his head. Sam was almost 4 inches taller than him. "You don't call you brothers by their last names; my names Red. Okay?"
Sam nodded again and said, "Really? That'd be great. When can we start? Pa, I'll need a pistol to practice with and........" He realized he was acting like a young boy and stopped himself. "Thank you Red. I really appreciate your help," he finished in a more sedate manner.
"One more thing, I'll show you how to be more accurate with a pistol, be a little quicker makin your shots, and pickin your targets. But I'm not teachin you to be a gun hand or gun fighter. Agreed?"
"I understand Red and I'll remember what you said," Sam replied. William nodded silently at Red, happy that the young man had put some restriction on the lessons.
It was about an hour later that the Maguires, Daniel, Maggie, and Jacob rode up to the house. Jerry rode with them. Maggie rode Colorado, the horse Josh gave her for Christmas and Jacob rode Puma; another horse that Josh provided.
Josh and Danni introduced the Maguires to the Kellys. Everyone was excited and pleased to meet the people that had become a part of their extended family. Jerry hung back a little, not wanting to intruded on what was basically a family meeting. Josh took his arm and pulled him over to his parents.
"Pa, Ma, this is Jerry Barnes. He's our partner," Josh said pointing to Red. "Has been ever since we left Santa Fe."
"Jerry, this is my pa, William and my ma, Molly," he completed the introductions.
Molly stepped to Jerry, put her arms around him, and kissed him on the cheek. "Thank you for watching out for Josh; Red and Danni too. Josh wrote about how you covered them outside the store that day and how you protected Danni on the trail."
Jerry blushed and put his head on Molly's shoulder. When he stood back he had tears in his eyes as did Molly. William came over and offered his hand.
"This country must be pretty fertile; I just got here and I already got two new sons. You're part of the family too, Jerry," William said while shaking hands.
That night at supper Josh was glad that Tom Larson thought he was something special. Larson had bought a big dining room table that could seat twelve people. We just about fill it up Josh thought, looking at the eleven people sitting there. The evening was a happy time with everyone talking at once and having a good time.
After a lot of talking it was decided that Daniel, Maggie, Jacob, and Jerry would stay for a few days at the Lazy L. Daniel and Maggie were given one of the four bedrooms in the big house; William and Molly took the other one. The arrangements filled the house so Jerry, Samuel, and Jacob bedded down in the converted bunkhouse.
That night in their bedroom Josh asked Danni, "Did you know about them comin?"
Danni smiled and giggled. "Yes, your folks and I have been planning this ever since we got married." Josh shook his head and chuckled pulling Danni to him.
The next morning Josh asked Charley and two of the hands to go over to the Maggie M and take care of the place for a while. "Don't know how long it will be Charley so I'll send Mr. Swede with you to do the cookin."
"You sure he's gonna want to go Josh?" Charley asked. "You know how he is about his kitchen."
"Yeah, but Danni sweet talked him into goin. Mr. Swede said there were too many women around anyway," Josh answered with a laugh.
Red asked the other hand James to take the surrey back to town but Jerry, Sam, and Jacob offered to do it. Sam was happy to go because he got to spend some time with people closer to his age and he got to ride Jerry's horse Morgan.
William, with Josh and Red guiding, took a tour of the Chico Basin Cattle Company over the next few days. On their rides Josh went into more detail about his trip from home to Fort Smith and to meeting up with Red east of Oklahoma City. When he got to that part, Red helped with the story of their adventures with the wagon train.
The young men told William about the raids on the train and meeting and bringing an end to John Fogerty and his band of cutthroats.
"Don't like to speak unkindly of the dead but that's one that the country can do without. No loss there," William said. It was quiet for a minute and he continued, "Josh wrote about a few of your run ins Red. Heck, Danni ever wrote about them. I've got to ask, are you a gun fighter?"
Red looked William in the eyes and started to respond, but before he could Josh spoke up. "Pa, I don't know what you heard but if it was anything bad about Red it was wrong."
"I was askin Red son," William replied.
"Yes sir, I know. But Red is my partner, no more than that, he's my friend. I guess you could say we're as close as brothers and I don't intend for anyone to talk bad about him. Not even you Pa," Josh replied.
"I didn't mean to bad mouth you Red. I was just askin a question."
"To answer your question Mr. Kelly....," Red began but at the look on Williams face he said, "I mean William. No, I'm not a gun fighter. But I won't stand by when someone threatens my family, my friends, or me. I don't look for trouble but I can damn sure handle it if it comes to me." The last statement was said with a defiant look in Red's eyes.
William looked at Red for a minute or so and thought, this young Texan can be a hard man when need be. But I think you couldn't have a better one at your side if trouble comes.
These rides and talks took place over several days. Daniel returned to the Maggie M after two days but Maggie stayed on. He would come back to the Lazy L for two or three days and then go check on his part of the spread. The four women spent the days much like their men. Talking about how Josh and Red got to where they are and plans for the future. Sarah said she hoped the child she was carrying was the first of many. Danni said that she and Josh wanted a passel of kids too.
During this time the younger men Jerry, Jacob, and Sam formed a close bond. Josh and Red were the guides for William and Jerry took over that task with Jacob and Sam. The "boys" would ride out early of a morning and often make it back to the ranch house just in time for supper. Red kept his promise to Sam and taught him how to handle a pistol. The youngster became skillful but always remembered that the gun was for protection and not for showing off.
The night that the extended clan dreaded came; the last night before the Kellys would start home. Josh, Jerry, and Jacob would ride into Colorado City with William, Molly, and Sam. Sarah was getting on in her pregnancy and she and Red stayed at the ranch. Now that the war was over and it was relatively safe to travel by rail, the Kelly's would board a train to begin the long journey back to Missouri; the trip home would take more than a week.
That night at supper the conversation was a little more serious. "You know the war's over don't you Josh?" Molly asked. "It was over in early April, before we started out here.
"Yes em. We heard about it in Fountain at the telegraph office. Heard that someone shot and killed President Lincoln too. Gonna make puttin the country back together a lot harder."
"Now that it's over, do you think you'll ever come home?" Molly asked hopefully.
Josh looked at his mother and then at Danni, Red and Sarah. "Ma, I am home," he answered with a lot of emotion. I miss y'all but I've got a life here now."
Molly nodded as tears welled up in her eyes. "I know and it's a good beginning. But I had to ask and hope."
At daybreak, William and Josh took one last ride together. They rode to the rise that overlooked the valley where Black Squirrel Creek ran. It was the same place that Josh had proposed to Danni.
"Nice place," William said. Josh nodded and explained the importance of that little hill to him and Danni.
"You've come a far piece Josh. Can't think of you as my little boy anymore, you've grown into a man. I'm proud of you son."
Josh nodded but didn't answer; he and his father had always managed to embarrass themselves with their love for each other.
"I guess you've rode your last trail. You've come to the end here in Chico Basin," William said.
"No sir, I've got one more trail to follow."
"Where to?" William asked puzzled.
"I've got to follow the trail to being a father. Danni told me this morning that she, I mean we, are gonna have a baby," Josh replied. He looked at his father, sharing the moment with him.
William couldn't talk for a few seconds. He cleared his throat and said, "It's a good trail to follow Josh. I hope you'll be as lucky as I've been son." He paused and then said, "You know what your Grandpa always said when there was a new baby born?"
"Yes sir, I do. He always said "Life goes on."
THE BEGINNING OF A NEW TRAIL
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I don't know if at 45 I can really be considered a dirty old man; I'm sure some of you will think that I am. You see I'm dating and infatuated with a woman; well maybe a girl of 22 is a better description. The difference in our ages is more than the years she's been alive. I've met a lot of young women who wanted to jump on my band wagon and have resisted the temptation of getting into a relationship with any of them.
If a woman of 30 or younger paid special attention to me or "hit" on me I would decline and say "I've got wrinkles older than you". Most of the time it had the desired effect; I turned them down but made them laugh. That line, more than once, allowed me to reject their advances without embarrassing them or myself.
The reason that I was a "target" for some, hell a lot of young women and older women too, isn't because I'm one of the world's sexist men. I'm not even in the top 10,000 and I'm being generous with that rating; no the reason women find me so attractive that they just have to get to "know" me more intimately is my money.
I have no illusions about their reasons for getting close to me. As a realist I don't believe in the Easter Bunny, Santa Claus, or the Tooth Fairy but I do believe that money and power are aphrodisiacs. Some women and even men are drawn to someone with a 4A Dun and Bradstreet rating like a cat is drawn to cat nip; they just can't help themselves.
My name is Jason Borne, no not that one, and I'm a self made rich dude. My company "Positive Solutions Inc." is rated as being worth over 10 million dollars and since I own it that's considered my net worth also. However that rating doesn't take into account the money that I've invested quietly in other companies and industries. Let's just say that I'm more than comfortable, actually let's tell the truth and say I'm stinking rich.
In spite of being the owner, CEO, CFO, COO, President, and I would be Chairman of the Board if we had a board, I still put in 10 to 12 hours a day. I come into the office around 6 AM and leave around 6 PM; of course I usually take a two hour lunch to go to the gym or do my running. I only work 4 days a week, giving myself three day weekends unless we have a dead line to meet and my people need my help. It's good to be king.
I have to hit the gym and run on a regular basis or I'll turn into the Pillsbury Dough Boy. The men of my family tend to balloon up in weight when they reach 40 or so. I wasn't going to let that happen to me, ergo the gym and running. I'm around 6 feet and have managed to keep my weight at a respectable 185.
Having said before that I'm not one of the sexist men alive, I will say you wouldn't be ashamed to be seen with me either; I clean up pretty good. I have dark hair, with only a few grey ones, and my blue eyes tell of my Black Irish heritage. The only detriment to my looks is a thin scar running from the corner of my right eye down to my jaw line.
I would like to tell you that the scar was the result of something exciting or adventurous but it happened when a CRT exploded in my face. But all and all not a bad package; add in my substantial bank account and I'm irresistible to some women.
After high school I spent ten years in the service of my country. For once unexpectedly the Army got it right and based on my test results assigned me to an IT division. I found a hidden talent for computers and actually enjoyed my first three years so much, I reuped for four years. My last tour was for three years and I still enjoyed the work and friendships; but not enough to reup for another three or four years.
I came back home to St. Louis and lucked into a job with a fledgling systems analysis company and took some classes at night to increase my knowledge of computers. Five years later two friends and I founded Positive Solutions Inc. and we were off and running. About ten years later we were making a lot, I mean a lot, of money; my two partners wanted to sell the company and take the money and run. I put together a package and was able to buy them out. Now PSI was my empire to rule.
My wife to be, Julie Landers, and I met in one of those night classes and hit it off. She had auburn hair and corn flower blue eyes. At close to 5' 10 she was lithe and graceful like a dancer; I was hooked after our first date. After dating for two and a half months, we moved in together; we got married the same month that Positive Solutions was conceived. The marriage ended in divorce and was mostly my fault; hell, it was all my fault. My two partners and I became so engrossed in founding and making a go of our company that I didn't pay enough attention to my other job; the job of being a husband, lover, and companion for Julie.
She tried several times to make me understand that she wanted more out of a husband and marriage than seeing me for a total of two or three hours a day. I would leave for work after a morning cup of coffee with her, came home to diner, and then spend the rest of the evening working in my home office. Julie would come into the office to kiss me good night; sometimes I would join her but a lot of the times I just kept working. She was usually asleep by the time I came to bed. Most of the time I worked over the weekend also.
Every time Julie would suggest or bring to my attention or complain that I needed to devote more time to her and our marriage, I would agree and things would get better for a few days. Then I'd go right back to being a workaholic. She put up with this behavior for eight years, two months, and fourteen days; then she filed for divorce.
I talked to her at her attorney's office before signing the divorce documents. Of course I tried to get her to change her mind but she said she was afraid that I was never going to change. She told me that she loved me but needed more than the six to ten hours a week that I spent with her.
Julie's demands were very reasonable; she wanted her car free and clear, she wanted a lease on a new apartment paid for one year, and she wanted one hundred thousand dollars cash. Half of our personal checking and savings accounts was substantially more than that and I offered to split those accounts with her; in fact I offered to give her all of those accounts. She refused and also turned down my offer of fifty percent of my third of the company.
I agreed to her terms and if a divorce can be friendly, ours was. Julie hugged and kissed me one last time and walked out of my life; I would miss her. She was a special lady but we just met at different points of our lives. Every year on her birthday I send her a card; the first card after the divorce I included a check for 50 thousand dollars. She put up with me working and excluding her for eight years while I built my company; I felt she deserved some of the rewards.
Julie returned the check with a note thanking me for the card writing that the check wasn't necessary. After that I just sent a card.
Positive Solutions Inc., or PSI, is an Information Technology company. We do everything and anything connected to or with computers. We do system analysis, create and apply software, and build entire IT systems and networks for the business world. We are very good at what we do.
The first time I met Kathleen Gallagher my company was in negations to purchase Doan Ltd., the company that she worked for. They were a competitor and I wanted them out of my way. She was one of the "suits" sitting opposite my team and me; she was introduced as the personal assistant to the Mr. Doan, owner of the company.
Kathleen reminded me of an Irish spring time; young and fresh. She was very attractive with her deep auburn hair and striking green eyes that can bore a hole through you like a laser. I guess I have a fetish for women with classic Irish looks. At 5' 9 she is tall and carried herself erect not trying to down play her height; in fact at each of our meeting she wore 3 inch heels which showed off her long legs nicely.
She was all business at these meetings; not flirting or flipping her hair and only smiled to be polite. The questions Kathleen asked and the points she brought up made me think that that "personal assistant" title didn't tell the whole story. She was sharp and to the point with no kidding around and she wasn't very diplomatic or tactful.
My team was getting a little frustrated but determinedly pushed on, trying to reach a settlement. We had already managed to get control of 40 percent of the voting stock and hoped to gain total control without spending more money on more stock. The hostile takeover that we were attempting with Doan Ltd. was the main reason I'd never taken PSI public.
I hadn't said much beyond good morning and had been listening to the back and forth between the two sides. Finally I'd had enough and stepped in. I asked my people to leave the table and to wait for me outside. Turning to Mr. Doan I said, "Let's get the bottom of all this. What do we need to do to make this work?"
"I'm sorry; I didn't get your name. Are you authorized to negotiate for PSI?" He asked; a little puzzled at my late entry into the process.
"Yes, I guess you could say I'm authorized. My name is Jason Borne; I own PSI."
For the first time I saw Kathleen react, she was surprised but hid it well. "Oh, I'm sorry; I didn't know," Doan said.
"From the discussions this morning it seems the main sticking point is that you are trying to protect your employees. I won't lie to you, there will be some people let go. However if they're good people I'll keep them on or find them jobs in other sections of PSI. I'll see that the ones we can't place will get a very good severance package. I'll put that in writing if necessary. So do we have a deal?"
At his nod, I called my team back in, told them what to do and left them to finish up. On the way back to my office I kept thinking about Kathleen and those eyes of hers. You know it wouldn't hurt if you got involved in the change of ownership and spent some time at the newest division of PSI, I thought. Being a realist I knew that the extra interest I had in Doan Inc. was because of Kathleen.
Now some of you will think poor guy, he's lonely, feeling old, and wants to relive his youth. In rebuttal let me say that I don't feel old, that's one of the reasons for my work out regiment. Obviously I'm not poor and as George Bernard Shaw said, "Youth is wasted on the young"; I've been there, done that, and got the T-shirt. To be blunt about it I wouldn't relive my youth on a bet. That leaves being lonely; there's a difference between being lonely and choosing to be alone.
I've had plenty of playmates before I got filthy stinking rich as well as afterwards. There haven't been any "serious" relationships because I haven't wanted any. At first I was too busy building my company and later I begin to worry about whether women wanted me or my money. No problem I let them use me until I got tired or bored with them; most of the time I let them down easy. I never once told anyone that I loved them or made promises that I didn't keep; that's a point of honor to me.
For the next two weeks I spent as much time at the new division as possible and since I was the owner and boss of PSI the amount of time I spent at Doan's offices was entirely up to me. After the first two days, I asked Kathleen if she would like to go to lunch; she declined saying she had a lot of work to do and was going to eat at her desk. Three days later, I invited her to lunch and again she declined citing the same excuse.
After ten days I invited her to dinner and was once again shot down. One of the problems of being comfortable or wealthy or stinking rich is that you expect people to do what you want them to; it's an occupational hazard. I wasn't used to people telling me no or even no thank you. One additional problem I had was that PSI was now the owner of Doan Inc and since I owed PSI, I was technically Kathleen's boss. If I wasn't careful I could get involved in a sexual harassment situation.
My last scheduled day at Doan was a Thursday; I walked into Kathleen's office, closed the door, and sat down in front of her desk. "Look Miss Gallagher, Kathleen, I would like to invite you to dinner one last time. If you say no, I won't bother you again. I'm asking as Jason Borne an admirer, not as Jason Borne owner of Doan Inc and your boss."
"Why me Mr. Borne?" She used my first name at my raised eyebrow and continued. "I'm sure you've got women falling all over you Jason. Why put the hard sell on me?"
"I admire your work, your business sense, and you no nonsense approach to your job," I answered. Then in response to her disbelieving look I said, "In truth I do admire and respect your skills and work ethic and actually I find you intelligent, knowledgeable, and very attractive; I would rather have dinner with you than some bimbo that will agree with anything I say."
While staring at the floor Kathleen made me wait a few seconds and then agreed to have dinner with me the next evening. I think I surprised her when I picked her up in my vintage 69 Mustang Mach I, instead of a limo. She was also surprised at my choice of restaurants; I took her to Angelo's, a little mom & pop Italian place. Angelo's is on The Hill, a conclave of Italian families, restaurants, and businesses on the west side of St. Louis.
During dinner we got to know each other better; that's what a date is for isn't it. She's earned a degree in business administration and was going to school at night to get an MBA. I found that Kathleen was a dichotomy; a woman with several sides to her personality. She was ambitious yet wasn't ruled by that ambition, she enjoyed her work but didn't live for her job; she was an astute business woman on one hand and a free spirited girl enjoying life on the other hand. In a word I found her delightful.
Kathleen expressed an interest in my story too so I gave her song and verse of my life; from going into the Army after high school and discovering that I liked working with computers and having a hidden talent for them. I described how PSI was born, my divorce and why, the buyout of the two other founding partners, and where I'd taken the company since then. It was sort of a Horatio Alger story in real life.
Drinking a glass of wine after dinner she giggled and said, "This is not at all what I expected from the great Mr. Borne."
"How so Kathleen and aren't we pass the Mr. Borne bit?"
Kathleen nodded with a smile and said, "I thought you would try and impress me with a fine five star restaurant and a limo and special treatment. Instead you took me to a place that serves really good food and has a nice home like atmosphere. You didn't try to show off; you just took me to a nice place. Not what I thought I would get when I agreed to go out with you."
"The owners are friends and I feel comfortable here, plus the food is great. Are you disappointed Kathleen; we can go someplace more fashionable next time."
"No, I'm not disappointed. This place is perfect. By the way my friends call me Kathy."
"Not me, I won't call you that," I replied.
"Don't you want to be my friend?" She teased.
"Yes I would like to be your friend. As I said before, you're intelligent, dedicated, and beautiful and that's too much of a handful for a Kathy. Kathleen is an appropriate name for a fine Irish lass like yourself, so that's what you'll always be to me, Kathleen."
I took her back to her place; she lived in basement apartment in an older two story brick home. I walked her to her door, and kissed her cheek as I said good night. "You can pick the place next time Kathleen. I'll call you."
Waiting until Monday I called her at her office and asked her if she wanted to do something during the day Friday. She reminded me that she was working but suggested Saturday instead and I agreed. I told her to dress casually, suggesting jeans as we would be in the country.
I surprised Kathleen again; I took her horseback riding. As far as I'm concerned if you're going off road you should use a Hummer or an ATV; as you can tell I'm not a big fan of horses. But Kathleen had told me she loved horses and rode every chance she got; so there we were at a stable. The horse guy, I think he's called a wrangler, asked about our level of riding skill. Kathleen was considered an accomplished rider; I'm more of a sit on the horse and try not to fall off type.
The horse they put me on had three speeds; slow, slower, and slowest. No matter what I did he walked at the same speed. Kathleen was on a spirited animal that like to run and prance but she controlled him very well. There were three wranglers for the twelve or so people in the group; one rode at the rear to keep the horses going, one rode in the middle to help the less than experienced riders like me. And one rode at the front with the accomplished riders; Kathleen was up front on her hyper active horse along with one of the wranglers.
In my mind I thought the "cowboy" was paying way too much attention to her but there wasn't much I could do about it except watch. They would disappear over a hill or down a different trail for a few minutes but weren't gone very long. Every time they went out of sight I tried to make my horse go faster but he paid no attention to my antics, nor would he turn off the trail.
I had surprised Kathleen that day by taking her horseback riding but I got a surprise myself. I was surprised to find out that I was jealous of the time that Kathleen and the cowboy spent together. On the way back I found myself thinking about buying the stable and firing that jerk water cowboy that had been messing with my Kathleen. Did I really say my Kathleen?
After our ride, I took Kathleen to a little diner on the outskirts of the city. It was a half hour drive and I probably didn't say more than a two dozen words during the trip. I liked listening to Kathleen talk about how much she enjoyed riding a good horse, the scenery, and how much fun she'd had. I also began rethink my reasons for wanting to be around Kathleen.
Our next evening out I picked her up in the limo and took her to a five star restaurant on top of one of the tallest buildings in the city; the view from our table was stunning. When Kathleen answered her door and saw the limo she started to giggle and said, "Too late, you can't impress me now. I know what you really like to do; you want little out of the way places and love to horseback ride." She teased me about the horses because after the ride she asked me how I liked my horse; I told her 'medium rare' was about right but I thought he would make a better candidate for the glue factory.
We had a couple more weekend adventures; I took her fishing at a trout farm because she mentioned her mother used to take her fishing when she was much younger. Another time we went to a NASCAR race, you know those guys that drive fast and turn left. We had pit passes but actually watched the race on TV an owner's box and only paid close attention when the cars come into the pits during the race.
I called her one Monday asking her to dinner the next night, but she declined my invitation. "Jason I have classes tomorrow night, but could we meet for lunch today? We need to talk."
Oh hell; the dreaded "we need to talk" bit. That phrase strikes fear into the hearts of every man, husband, boyfriend, or significant other in the world. Those worlds seldom bring good news.
We agreed to meet at a nearby café at 11:30. It was already 10 so I didn't have long to sit and stew about the "we have to talk" line. I walked into the café and Kathleen was sitting in a booth near the back. She was lovely as always but I could tell that she was nervous.



As I sat down across from her I said with a smile, "Alright Miss Gallagher, you called this meeting. What's on your mind?"
She smiled a little and then got serious again. "I've enjoyed out time together very much, Jason. You've taken me to wonderful, glamorous places and treated me like a princess. We've gone to other places that I enjoy and you only went to please me. I want to thank you for all the wonderful times that we've had together."
"I hear a silent but in there Kathleen. But what?" I knew what was coming, I was about to get dumped.
"But, I don't have a romantic interest in you Jason. The age difference is part of it but mainly I don't want to get involved in a relationship just now. I have goals I want to accomplish, I want to be more than a personal assistant to some CEO; I want to be a CEO someday." She stopped to take a drink of water and continued.
"You've been very good to me and I appreciate it but I don't want to mislead you. I never knew my father and you're a, well if not a father figure, at least a favorite uncle figure. You're just what I dreamed my father would be like. I'm sorry I should have told you how I felt sooner but I was having a good time and I guess I got a little selfish." Kathleen stopped talking, glanced at me to see my reaction, and then looked down at the table.
Yep, I was being dumped. On the other hand I'd just received the nicest compliment ever. The lack of romantic feelings on her part strangely didn't bother me too much. I had once thought to myself that if I was some young girl's father I wouldn't think much of an older man squiring my daughter around and trying to get her into bed.
Maybe that's why I'd never pushed Kathleen for anything more than a kiss on the cheek saying good night. Hell, maybe that's the real reason I turned down all the come-ons from those young women. Maybe I wasn't a dirty old man after all. The more I thought about it the more flattered I was; imagine being a father figure or even a favorite uncle to an amazing young woman like Kathleen.
"Kathleen, look at me," I ordered. She raised her head and I continued, "Thank you, that's the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me. I would like to continue our adventures as friends or even as your adopted uncle. I've very fond of you and don't want to lose your friendship....... "What do you think young one?"
"I'd like that Uncle Jason," she replied with a laugh. Then the smile left her face and a look of...well fear replaced it. "Oh my God, my mother just walked in. I told her what I was going to tell you; she said she was worried about your reaction. I'm sorry Jason I didn't expect her to join us."
I stood and turned to meet Kathleen's mother. Mother? I don't think so. Maybe an older sister; this couldn't be the mother.
"Mom, this is Jason; the man I told you about. Jason this is my mother Gillian Gallagher," Kathleen introduced us.
"Hello Mrs. Gallagher, I'm Jason Borne. It's nice to meet you." I stood to greet her and put my hand out.
Gillian looked at me intently for a few seconds. Ignoring my offered hand, she sat down next to her daughter and continued to inspect me.
Feeling her stare I smiled and said, "Kathleen has just informed me that I'm not suitable as a boyfriend, but the job of adopted uncle is open. I've made an application for that position." I was trying to be funny to ease the tension that had descended on the table.
"That's nice Mr. Borne, but don't think it's a backdoor way to get my daughter into bed," she said, looking at me suspiciously.
"Mom!" Kathleen said. Her face turned red with embarrassment.
"I know all about you Mr. Borne. You're rich and used to getting what you want and right now you want Kathleen in your bed. Shame on you, your old enough to be her father! Men like you impress young woman by taking them to fancy places and driving around in fancy cars or buying them expensive gifts. Maybe in your case you'll offer her a great promotion at work; after all you do own the company."
"Mrs. Gallagher with all due respect," I said returning her angry look, "You don't know a damn thing. If I was what you described I probably would have used all those things to seduce Kathleen. But if you had gotten to know me before you chopped my head off you'll find that I'm not a liar or a schemer.
I'm flattered and touched that Kathleen thinks of me as a friend. I've no intentions of harming that friendship by being a dirty old man." I was totally pissed off at her accusation.
"I'm sorry you don't like me but Kathleen does and that's good enough for me. If she decides to continue going on our adventures that's great and that's what we'll do. But make no mistake; it will be Kathleen's decision, not yours. And if you don't like it, you can go to hell."
I turned to Kathleen and said, "I think I'd better go. Call me if you need me. Good bye Mrs. Gallagher." I walked away with dignity; actually I stomped away in a rage.
Maybe the reason I was so angry was that Mrs. Gallagher had me pegged; she understood what I wanted when I first started seeing Kathleen. But something had changed, now I really liked the girl; not as a possible bed partner but because she was a fascinating young woman. I really enjoyed listening to her express her ideas and ideals, her goals and dreams and somewhere along the way I began to want to be her mentor, her teacher, her friend, and hell yes even her adopted uncle.
I didn't expect to hear from Kathleen that afternoon but the next morning she was sitting in the outer office when I got to work at 6 AM.
"I'm so sorry Jason. Mom had no right to jump all over you like that."
I smiled at her got us both a cup of coffee and led her to the sitting area in my office. "Remember during one of our talks I told you that I believed everyone is responsible for their actions?" She nodded and I said, "The key word in that statement is their actions, not the actions of others. You don't owe me an apology."
"But Mom didn't........"
"That's on your mother, not you. Lighten up little one, everything's fine. Now go to work before I dock your pay," I said as I patted her on the shoulder and walked her to the door. Kathleen nodded, smiled, and went back to her office.
Sometime around 7, I heard a knock on my office door. Must be the morning for early visitors, I thought. "Ya, come in." Gillian Gallagher came into my office. I felt the anger from yesterday start to boil up again.
"May I talk to you, Mr. Borne?" I didn't say anything but nodded at her.
"I came to apologize, Mr. Borne. I shouldn't have gone off on you like I did."
"No you shouldn't have, at least not until you got to know me a little better."
She blushed and started to say something more but I held up my hand to stop her.
"Have a seat Mrs. Gallagher. Would you like some coffee? I make it myself; as good as my secretary is she can't make coffee worth a damn." I got the coffee and sat down across from her in front of my desk.
As I poured the coffee, I took a closer look at Mrs. Gallagher. She was a more mature version of Kathleen; I could see where Kathleen had gotten her auburn hair, green eyes, and good looks. Mrs. Gallagher was about the same height as her daughter with a more mature figure.
Mrs. Gallagher continued, "I just didn't want my stupidity yesterday to affect Kathy's job. It's not her fault that her mother is a crazy person. But Kathy is all I have and I'm sometimes over protective where she's concerned."
"So you're here because you're worried about her job, not because of what you said. If I was the type of man that you think I am, her job would be in jeopardy; lucky for all three of us that I'm not that type of guy. She would be very hard to replace. Relax; the only way Kathleen will leave the company is if she resigns."
"I'm sorry, I didn't mean....."
"Look Mrs. Gallagher, true confession time. When I first met Kathleen, my intentions were exactly what you thought." She started to respond but I held up my hand to stop her and continued. "But after a couple of dates and getting to know her, I realized that I didn't want to be the dirty old man that you accused me of being. I wanted to be her friend, her mentor, and help her if I can."
She leaned back in her chair and looked at me. I could tell that she was puzzled by my confession.
"Kathleen is a remarkable young woman. She's formidable in her business dealings and yet she's one of the sweetest people I've ever met. Her co-workers jump when she suggests things but they all think very highly of her and would do almost anything for her. I want to spend more time with her and since I refuse to be a lecher I guess my role will be that of an adopted uncle."
"You're not at all what I thought you were or what I expected Mr. Borne."
"After ripping each other a new one yesterday don't you think you could call me Jason? Every time someone calls me "Mr. Borne" I think of that guy in that movie."
My comment eased the tension and got the smile I wanted. "Maybe you're right Jason; I'm Gillian."
"I remember," I replied. "It's a little early for lunch but could I interest you in breakfast? That little café where we met makes a mean omelet. I'd like to discuss some ideas I have concerning your daughter and my 'niece'."
Gillian tensed up for a second and then smiled and accepted my invitation to breakfast. The waitress brought coffee and then our food order; we talked as we ate.
"You said you had plans for Kathy Jason?"
"Yep I do. She is talented, has a head for business, and I want to make sure that she continues to work for my company." I explained my ideas and plans for Kathleen and asked her what she thought of them.
"That's wonderful Jason. But I have to ask, why Kathy?"
There was a hint of suspicion in her voice. I paused and looked hard at her before I answered. "I have several people working for me; they are really good at the technical aspects. But none of them have the talent or the foresight or the motivation to help me run the company; none of them are administrative types. You understand what I mean?"
Gillian nodded saying "I think so."
"I think Kathleen has the talent, the moxie, and the motivation to be my right hand; my girl Friday if you will. Not like a personal assistant but as my second in command or vice president or whatever title we choose. Believe me, I've put a lot of years and made a lot of sacrifices to build PSI into what it is. I'd rather have a good administrator than a bed partner; good administrators are harder to find. Does that answer your question and put your mind at ease?"
"Yes it does, and thanks you for putting up with me Jason." She gave me a little smile and said, "You mentioned sacrifices. What sacrifices, if you don't mind telling me?"
"I'll answer that if you'll answer some personal questions for me. Deal?"
That's only fair, I guess," she replied.
So I told Gillian about my intense concentration on building PSI and how it caused my marriage to break up.
"You sound sad about it instead of resentful or angry," Gillian remarked.
"Julie was and is a good woman. It was my fault that we broke up; I didn't have my priorities straight back them. By the time my partners and I had the company on a solid basis it was too late. She had lived in the apartment I paid for in Santa Clara for one year and then sent me an email that she was moving. Two years after the divorce I went looking for Julie. PSI was up and running and I thought possibly we could reconnect. Julie hadn't said where she was moving so I used some connections and found she'd moved into an apartment in the same building; with her new husband."
"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to bring up bad memories," Gillian said.
"Its okay; that was two years ago so the ache is pretty much gone, but the regret still jumps up sometimes." I paused for a few seconds and added, "That's one reason I want to train someone to take some of the load off my shoulders. If I ever find a special someone I want to be able to concentrate on them instead of PSI. I would like Kathleen to be that go to person."
She smiled and reached across the table and patted my hand. Time to smooth things out a little, I thought. "It's not a line, but you don't look old enough to have a daughter Kathleen's age." I saw the look on her face and added, "I'm not trying to flatter you; it's an honest opinion." You can never go wrong complimenting a woman; or anyone for that matter.
Gillian gave me the first genuine smile I'd seen and replied, "I was 16 and in love; but when he found out I was pregnant he left town. His parents said he'd run away and they didn't know where he was. I didn't believe them but there wasn't much I could do. So I raised Kathy by myself, although my family did help us a little. Gallagher is my family name."
As we talked I learned that Gillian owned and ran a medical billing and transcribing business. She had three people working for her and she ran the business out of her home. We finished breakfast and went back to my office.
My secretary was at her desk by this time, "Stacy, call Doan and talk to Kathleen Gallagher. Tell her I would like to see her within the next hour please."
"Miss Gallagher is on her way Jason. She'll be here in about 30 minutes," Stacy informed me five minutes later.
When Kathleen entered my office she saw her mother sitting in one of the chairs in front of my desk with a stern look on her face. I was behind the desk with a scowl on my face, looking angry.
"Mom, what are you doing here?" She asked and before we could answer she said, "Jason, what's going on? You both look upset." Kathleen was worried; the last time she had seen us together we'd been almost yelling at each other.
I had this elaborate plan to kid her along and make her think we were fighting again, but I couldn't keep a straight face. One look at Kathleen's face and I started laughing. Gillian laughed too and it was a couple of minutes before we could control ourselves.
Kathleen looked surprised at us and then she started to get mad. Before she could say anything, I told her to sit next to her mother.
"Your mother came to see me about an hour after you did this morning. It's all good Kathleen," I told her. "We've had a long talk and she decided I'm not the ogre she thought. Look, I have a farm or ranch or whatever with a four bedroom house a little over two hours outside the city. There's something special there I'd like to show both of you, I also want to talk about some plans I have. We can leave early Saturday morning and come back Sunday evening."
Gillian already knew what the talk would be about and nodded at her daughter. "That sounds like fun," Kathleen replied. "It should be beautiful in the country. What time should we expect you?"
"I'll pick up Kathleen at 6 AM if that's okay and then we can come for you."
"You won't have far to go, Kathy lives with me. We'll have a thermos of coffee ready when you get there."
Saturday morning at 6 AM my Lincoln Towne car stopped in front of Gillian's. My friend, George started to get out and open my door but I waved him off. "I've got this George, stay put," I said.
Before I got more than three or four steps toward the house Gillian and Kathleen came down the walk way to join me. George had the trunk open and stowed their two small suitcases. He came around to the passenger doors and opened both of them. I watched him and shook my head; he was showing off.
Directing Kathleen into the front seat, Gillian and I climbed into the back; George closed both doors and went the driver's side and got behind the wheel. Once we settled into our seats, Gillian said, "I didn't expect to be picked up by a chauffeured limo." Kathleen had turned in her seat and was looking back at us.
"Ladies, this is George Kelly. George this is Gillian Gallagher and her daughter Kathleen. And this isn't a limo, it's a Towne Car. George isn't my chauffeur; although sometimes he does drive me around."
"Nice to meet you George and I'm sorry about the chauffeur remark," Gillian said.
"I've been called worse; don't sweat it Miss," he replied smiling into the rearview mirror.
"George is your driver but he's not your chauffeur?" Gillian questioned.
"No, George is my.....What are we calling you this month George? Security consultant isn't it?"
"Just don't call me late for supper. Other than that you can call me whatever you want," George answered with a chuckle.
"Let me clear things up for you a little," I said and began the story of George. "George had been assigned to my security detail when I was in the Army. He and I were both from Missouri and about the same age so we became friends. By the way that almost got us in trouble. I was an officer; had to be to get the security clearances I needed, and he was an enlisted man."
I stopped to explain that the Army frowns on fraternization between officers and enlisted personnel. "My boss was a tight ass Major; he read me the riot act and told me to stop socializing with George. "That's an order Lieutenant," the Major said.
"Maybe it'd be best if I resigned my commission," I told him. Boy did he get flustered.
"Two days later I went to see Brigadier General Jackson; he was the big boss of the operation. I told him I needed George's help with our project. He gives me an insight into the soldier's part in all this, Sir. I would find it difficult to get the results we want without his assistance."
The General wasn't stupid. He'd gotten a report from the Major and what I'd said. Jackson knew I didn't need George but he also knew that I was just stubborn enough to resign; leaving him and the project in trouble. He gave me a hard stare for about ten seconds. "I'll have Sergeant Kelly assigned to your crew. Don't ever go outside the chain of command again Lieutenant."
As I got to the door, the General called my name and gave me a hard look, "Borne. The thing about running a good bluff is not to do it too many times; someone might just call it the next time. You understand Lieutenant?"
I nodded and he said, "Now get out of here."
"Anyway he assigned George as a security detail while we were stationed in England; I was working on some highly classified computers and the General used that as a justification. When we came back to the U.S., I finished my tour and got out. George was a lifer and stayed in. We lost track of each other."
"Lifer?" Kathleen asked.
"Yeah, I made a career in the Army, put in my twenty, and then pull the pin," George explained.
"Pulled the pin?" Kathleen asked.
"Retired; after twenty three years of service I pulled the pin. Anyway, I ran into Jason again at a seminar on the west coast about ten years later. I was one the security people for the auditorium," George replied.
"That means he was a rent a cop," I interjected. "And if y'all don't quit interrupting I'll never get the story done," I said with a pretend frown. George grinned, Kathleen giggled and Gillian smiled at my outburst.
"George and I had supper that evening and brought each other up to date. He said he had worked as a body guard for a while but didn't like putting up with some of the jerks he worked for. He quit the body guard business after telling off one of his clients. His Army pension was enough to live fairly well and he took a job as a security guard to supplement his income but mostly just to have something to do."
"It was either quit being a body guard or beat the hell out of my client. I thought quitting was the better choice," George added.
"There you go again, interrupting. The next day I called George and offered him a position with PSI. He's been with me for almost eight years now." I met George's eyes in the rearview mirror and added. "Hiring him was maybe the worst mistake I've ever made."
That got a smile from George and another chuckle from Kathleen. I'd been leaning forward so Kathleen and Gillian could hear the story. I sat back in the seat and relaxed; enjoying the ride and the company.



"You two sound like great friends," Gillian remarked.
"Yes we are. George is one of the closest friends I've ever had."
During the ride I told Gillian about the dates and adventures that Kathleen and I shared. "It was after the horseback riding fiasco and our talk at the café that I realized that I wanted her friendship more than a romantic relationship with her. Also that started me thinking that with some experience and mentoring she'd be a great addition to my management team."
The drive took a little over two hours before we pulled into the driveway in front of my farm house. It actually an old farm house that I'd had renovated and modernized. It had two master suites on the second floor along with two more bedrooms. The house sat on the crest of a hill overlooking a big valley and I'd had a balcony added to each of the master suites on the second floor; the view from there was spectacular. I'd added a screened in porch running around three sides of the building.
My caretaker and his wife, Ralph and Millie Stone, came out to greet us. Ralph shook my hand and patted me on the shoulder. Millie hugged me and scolded me for staying away so long. Then they helped get the ladies squared away in their rooms. "Put on your jeans and boots and come down to the barn when you get settled please," I requested. "George you can stay or go back to the city; your choice."
"I'm your 'security consultant' so shouldn't I be close enough to consult?" George asked with a big grin. "I can stay in the guest house."
There are two guest houses, just behind the big house. Ralph and Millie lived in one and the other was for overflow if I ever needed the room; like now.
"You're not fooling me Sergeant. It's the fishing you want to consult on, not my security," I replied laughing.
Ralph and I had been at the barn for less than ten minutes when the ladies joined me. They found me talking and stroking the neck of a big buckskin gelding. There were two other horses saddled and tied to a hitching post.
"I thought you didn't like horses," Kathleen said.
"Don't usually, but Buck here is an exception. We've come to an understanding. He's the boss and I'm just along for the ride; no pun intended. He lets me pretend to tell him where were going and how fast and I pretend to know what I'm doing."
Kathleen had walked over to the tied horses and talked and stroked the forehead of the big grey filly. "It's good that you like that one; she's the one I picked out for you," I told her.
She looked at me, puzzled and I said, "C'mon let mount up and take a turn around the farm or ranch or whatever it is. Guess I'm going to have to make up my mind about what to call it."
I got the laugh I wanted and the three of us took a tour of my spread. About 45 minutes later we stopped under some trees next to a large creek. I'm not much of a country boy but this was my favorite place on the whole property. I had turned it into a picnic spot with a couple of tables and a brick bbq pit. Getting off Buck I pulled a bottle of wine and three plastic glasses out of my saddle bags and we sat at one of the tables.
"If you don't like horses why do you won three of them?" Kathleen asked. "When did you get them?"
"Actually I only own Buck and the filly. The mare that Gillian is riding belongs to a neighbor that lets me borrow her sometimes; like today with three riders. The filly's new but Buck's been around for about a year."
I poured the ladies some wine, but put three fingers of bourbon from a hip flask into my glass. "Never understood the whole wine thing so I drink bourbon when I drink," I said in explanation.
"Ralph and Millie seemed very glad to see you," Kathleen said. "Do all your employees feel that way?"
"They're special people. I guess technically they do work for me but I never think of them that way," I replied.
I could see the questions in Kathleen and Gillian's eyes so I continued. "Ralph was my dad's best friend, before Dad passed away. Ralph and Millie owned it back then; it was a farm then instead of a ranch. After my mother left us, Dad and I would come out here to unwind; mental health days Dad called them. Ralph always treated me like his own son and Millie mothered me constantly. Both my folks are buried in the cemetery up on that hill there." I stopped to take a few sips of bourbon.
"About two years ago I heard from a friend in Black, that's that little town we passed through to get here. My friend told me that Ralph and Millie were going to have to sell the ranch. A tornado came through and tore up the fields and the crops. It also did a lot of damage to the house. They were hurting financially but they could have gotten by the damage and loss of the crops. What they couldn't deal with was the lien that the IRS put on the property." I paused to overcome my anger.
"Take it easy Jason," Gillian suggested.
I nodded, took a deep breath, and continued. "Apparently there were some tax problems with a business that Ralph had owned several years ago. The IRS gave him six months to pay the back taxes and the penalties; if he didn't they would take the farm." By this time I was pacing back and forth.
"When I heard about the problem I told my attorney to buy the property and settle the debt to the IRS. The written offer and all the paper work listed PSI as the buyer. Ralph and Millie didn't know until closing day that it was me."
I smiled remembering the day we closed the deal. "My legal beagle signed all the paper work; I came in and handed Ralph and Millie a check for the property. They were really surprised that I was the new owner."
"Well at least the place is going to someone that will appreciate it," Ralph said. "We should have enough to buy a small place in town after we pay off the government."
"That's already been taken care of Ralph. Part of the deal," I told him.
Ralph and Millie started to say something about they couldn't let me do that but I interrupted them.
"I want something in return. I want you two to be my live in caretakers for the place. Return it to the way it was when Dad and I used to come out here. We'll discuss salaries and such later."
Sitting back down I added, "That's how this place became my ranch."
Gillian looked around, admiring the view and said, "You have a beautiful place here Jason."
"Legally it's not mine; it belongs to PSI. The land is listed as a retreat and seminar venue; something to do with taxes and such. It's all over my head but my attorney understands it all. Three or four times a year I invite everyone out here for a BBQ weekend. I, or rather my accountant, can write most of it off as a business expense."
Kathleen looked at me with a smile, "You have a devious mind, Jason."
"Not me, it's all the bean counters and the lawyers. They said it's just good business." I paused for a minute looking at the stream flowing by. Besides I like sticking it to the asses at the IRS. Speaking of business, it's time to call this meeting to order."
"What meeting?" Kathleen asked. She looked at her mother but Gillian just shrugged with a smile playing around her lips.
"This first meeting of the 'Jason getting what he wants and helping Kathleen at the same time' group will now come to order," I answered. "Is there any old business? Wait there can't be any old business, this is our first meeting. Okay, new business then." The puzzled look on Kathleen's face made Gillian and I chuckle. When we stopped laughing I continued.
"I've decided that I don't want to be a dirty old man," I leered at Kathleen. "But I hope to have a relationship with someone someday. If I find someone I don't want the business to come between us. I don't want what happened between me and Julie to happen again." I hung my head for a few seconds, remembering and regretting.
Shaking myself I said, "I need a successor, well not a successor, a second in command to run the show if I decide to take off to Hawaii or something for a week or a month or six months. That's where you come in Kathleen."
She was still puzzled, not understand yet what I was saying. "I have no idea what you're talking about Jason."
I smiled, nodded and said, "I want to offer you a special position."
"What kind of position?" Kathleen couldn't keep herself from asking.
"Okay, here's the deal. I'll arrange for you to finish your MBA at St. Louis University. You'll go to school three days a week. That way you'll be able to finish your studies in about a year instead of the three years it's going to take you going to school at night."
"St. Louis U doesn't have a program like that. You have to go to scheduled classes. I know I checked into it," Kathleen objected.
"They will have; I know someone that knows someone and I'll get it done. Back to the proposal, the other two days you'll train with me at PSI. I'm going to show you a world of business you've never seen at Doan."
"Who do you know and why would they change a class schedule for me?"
"The head of the Board of Regents owes me a favor. I donated the equipment and software for the schools new computer science lab, to the tune of 750 thousand dollars. He'll get things set up for us."
I can't afford the tuition at St. Louis, especially only working two days a week," Kathleen responded.
"We haven't got to the best part yet, little one. I'll foot the bill for tuition and you'll continue to draw your full salary while you're going to school. After you get your degree, you'll sign a five year exclusive contract with PSI. and we'll renegotiate your pay scale. We'll revisit the contract after five years but I hope by that time wild horses couldn't drag you away; pun intended. How's it sound so far?"
Kathleen looked at her mother who just smiled. Gillian and I had already discussed this. "It sounds too good to be true. Why would you do this and what do you get out of it Jason?"
"I get someone I can trust to do exactly what I would do if I was there. I get someone I can turn the company over to for a few days or weeks or whatever and know that it's being run right. I get someone to take the pressure off if I ever met someone special and not have business screw up the relationship. But in addition I get to help someone that I admire and respect."
She reached over with one hand and took her mother's hand and wiped a couple of tears off her cheeks with the other one. Gillian was smiling and had tears of her own at seeing how surprised and happy Kathleen was.
"Now we come to the horse," I added.
Kathleen sniffed and asked, "Horse? What horse?"
"The filly you've been riding all day. She's yours. You can keep her here on the ranch if you like."
"Mine?"
"Call it an incentive; well call it a bribe to get you to agree to the program. By the way, I think you know me by now but just in case, this is strictly business; no extras are required or expected." I took Kathleen's hand and looked into her eyes. "I need your help here kid. Care to give your adopted uncle a little assist?"
Gillian was surprised too, she knew about the offer but she hadn't heard about the horse. Kathleen put her arms around my neck and kissed me on the cheek. "You bet; I'll help you Uncle Jason. I'll call my horse Gilly, after my mother."
That evening the four of us, Kathleen, Gillian, George and myself, went into Black for dinner and a celebration. I took them to Ruby's, a family owned steak house. If Ruby's had been in the city you would have had to wait for over an hour to get a table. The food was that good.
When we walked in Ruby greeted me at the door with a hug and led us to a table. "Your friend in town, I gather," Gillian said with a smile. I just nodded. There was no need to go into how close that friendship had been at one time.
We took another ride the next morning after breakfast. George had gone to my neighbors and borrowed another horse and joined us. The ride took us to another part of the ranch but we ended up back at my special picnic spot.
"Now I know why you bought Gilly but I don't understand why you bought Buck; I mean considering your dislike of horses" Kathleen said.
George was the one that answered. "Our boss is a big softy. He was in town and heard that the man that owned Buck couldn't find a buyer for the animal and couldn't afford to keep him. The owner was going to sell the animal to a dog food company." George had Kathleen and Gillian's attention.
"Jason came back to the house and told Ralph to come with him. They bought Buck and brought him back to the ranch. Jason's explanation was that Buck had been gelded and had already suffered enough. At least we can give him a good home is what he said." George finished and gave me a big grin.
"Bull shit George. Buck is just another tax write off," I replied.
This time it was Gillian that put her arms around my neck and kissed my cheek. "Thank goodness for tax write offs Jason. But I don't believe you."
The ride back to the city that afternoon seemed to go quickly. Kathleen and I talked the entire trip about her new position, when she could start classes, and about her training.
******************
Four months into the new arrangement things were going good. I was right about Kathleen; she was smart and picked up the training I gave her very easily. She was learning things about the IT business that she'd never seen at Doan. I even thought I'd found a special someone to share my life with.
I don't know if I subconsciously thought that if I couldn't have the daughter I'd take the mother or what. All I know is that I enjoyed Gillian's company very much. I could see where Kathleen got her intelligence as well as her looks.
Gillian and I had several adventures and dates over the first four months of the new program. We went out at least once a week; some weeks it was more. She got me to try horseback riding again; same result as with Kathleen. I could ride Buck and enjoy myself but the horses at the stables just didn't measure up to the big guy. We tried sky diving.... just once. I never understood why anyone would want to jump out of a perfectly good airplane.
We had a couple of make out sessions but had never slept together. Well, yes we did but only twice. One night at a dinner dance we both enjoyed the Champaign a little too much. We ended up wrapped around each other, still clothed on top of, not in, my bed. The other time was at her house. It was raining and nasty so we stayed in and watched a couple of movies. We fell asleep cuddling and snuggling on this oversized sofa.
One evening Gillian met me at my office and just as we started to leave, and emergency call came in. One of our clients pushed the wrong button and shut his network down. I don't know that's what he said anyway. He was a very big account so I had to try and help him.
Gillian smiled and said she understood. She said she'd just go home and we could go another night. I suggested that George could keep her company at dinner and I'd join them for desert. Finally I was able to get to the restaurant. George and Gillian were laughing when I walked up to the table but they quickly stopped.
George smiled at me and said, "Well the cavalry has arrived. Time for me to head back to the barn." I told him he should stay as did Gillian but he shook his head and left.
Gillian and I had desert and I took her back to her car at my office. As I parked next to her car and started to get out, I heard those four words I'd learned to hate. "We need to talk," she said with a sad little smile. "Do you know you talk in you sleep?"
"What?"
"How long has it been since you and Julie divorced?"
"What?"
"How long?"
I didn't understand what my divorce had to do with anything but I answered her question. "Four years and eight months. Why?"
Gillian gave me that sad little smile again. "You see, that's part of our problem."
"What, my divorce? Why is that a problem?"
"Not the divorce but the fact that you remember and know exactly how long ago it was," she replied.
"Of course I know how long ago it was. It was a very bad period in my life."
"Yes but you didn't say four years or about four years. You know exactly how long it's been; you don't even have to stop and think about it. I bet you can tell me how many days too."
"Sixteen," I answered without thinking. Damn.
Again with the smile. Gillian continued, "Jason, you're a good man. In spite of being filthy rich you're a good person. I respect and admire you and of course I'm grateful for what you've done for Kathy. But we can't be more than friends because I won't settle for being a consolation prize."
"What? A consolation prize, what the hell are you talking about?"
"I could fall in love with you very easy but I'd always be second best.....You're still in love with Julie." Gillian chuckled sadly, "Do you know you talk in your sleep? You ask her not to leave. I guess I don't play well with others and don't share."
"But Julie and I are history, Gillian."
"Maybe legally but not in your heart. It may be guilt because you feel your actions made her leave but I think you still love her. If we got close, I would always wonder what you would do if Julie came back. You're an honorable man and I know you wouldn't leave me but you might want to. It would just make both of us miserable. I won't live that way...I can't live that way."
I looked at Gillian for what seemed like an hour but was less than a minute. "I didn't realize I talked in my sleep. Guess when I'm awake I force myself not to think about her........ "I'm sorry Gillian; I didn't mean to hurt you."
"You didn't but you could have if we let it go on."
"So where do we go from here? I don't want to lose you. Can we be friends?"
"Of course we can," Gillian answered. She took my hand, gave me a little smile and said, "Friends have things in common; we have Kathleen."
*************
Eight months have gone by and Kathleen just got her MBA. Now the real world business training goes into high gear. She'll work the same schedule I do and I'll teach her everything about business that I know. I figure it'll be about a year before I feel confident enough to take some time off.
Two weeks after Kathleen began her training she asked me to take her to lunch. "I want to talk to you about something," she told me.
Damn, that's the same as "we have to talk". What now, did she want to renege on our contract? We went to the same little café where she let me know I was a father figure to her.
I thought I would be funny and use the same line I had back then. "All right Miss Gallagher, you called this meeting. What's on your mind?" I waited, dreading her answer.
Kathleen smiled and then laughed; she remembered our last lunch here. "I want to talk to you about my mother."
"Gillian?"
"She's the only mother I've got," Kathleen laughed. "She told me all about your 'we need to talk' moment and just for the record, I think she's right; you are still in love with Julie. But that's not what I wanted to discuss with you."
"I repeat little one. What's on your mind?"
"Mom has met someone that she likes very much, but she needs your help."
I was puzzled. "Gillian wants romantic advice from me? With my record I'm not the best one to ask about things like that."
"No silly, not advice," Kathleen chuckled. "She needs you to talk to the man and get him off his butt."
Now I was really confused. "Maybe you should start at the beginning again. I'm totally lost here."
"Mom met this guy and she really likes him. She pretty sure that he feels the same way about her but he won't ask her for a date. I want you to talk to him and explain that it's okay for him to ask her out."
"Why would he care what I thought? Besides, if Gillian gets together with him it means I won't be able to spend as much time with her as I do. I don't want to lose our friendship and I would if she starts dating this guy. No man wants a former suitor or even a close male friend hanging around," I told her.



"I don't think that would be a problem with this man," Kathleen replied.
"Okay who is this idiot that doesn't want to ask Gillian out and needs me to push him into it?"
"It's George."
"George who? My George?" I was more than surprised, I was almost shocked. "He's never said anything to me about being interested in Gillian. And why wouldn't he want to be with her if he feels the same way as she does?"
"Loyalty to a friend.....You in this case. Three times Mom has told a little white lie to get him to go places with her. Each time she told him that you were busy and asked him to be her stand in escort. Mom's not naïve or a fool, she knows when a man wants her. And George cares for Mom. He wants her but won't go after her because you're his friend." Kathleen waited for my reaction.
"Gillian and I are just friends, good friends, but just friends. We laid the romantic part of our relationship aside," I replied.
"But George doesn't see it that way. When you and Mom stopped "dating" I teased him that now was his chance. His response said it all; "You don't date your best friends ex". George thinks you guys "broke up", so he won't go after Mom. It's driving her nuts."
Kathleen gave me her little girl smile and said, "Please Uncle Jason, can't you help me?"
"For my favorite niece, anything. I'll take care of it," I promised.
Something happened the next day that gave me the excuse I needed to talk to George. As I said earlier, every year on her birthday I sent Julie a card. This year the card was returned with "Not at this address" written on the envelope. Not at this address. What the hell?
I called George into my office. Explaining the circumstances, I told him to find Julie.
"I'll see what I can find out Jason but I'm not a private investigator."
"Damn it George, I don't want excuses. I want results. Get it done," I ordered.
"Yes sir, Lieutenant, sir," he responded with a grim smile.
I looked at him for a few seconds and gave him a sheepish grin. "Sorry.....Please George find her for me. I just want to make sure she's okay. By the way you've only got three weeks to do it."
"Why just three weeks?"
"Because you're going on vacation in three weeks. You haven't taken any time off since you came to work for me," I said handing him tickets for a week long cruise to the Mexican Rivera. The boat sails in three weeks so find Julie quickly."
George looked at the tickets. "There are two tickets here."
"So take some lovely lady with you. Enjoy yourself; I don't want you burning out on me, Sergeant."
"I don't know anyone to ask," George admitted.
"Not trying to interfere but you could invite Gillian," I suggested and laughed at the look on his face.
While George and I were stationed in Brittan our English cohorts used a term, gob smacked, to describe someone that was so surprised or shocked that they didn't know how to react.
George looked at me with his eyes wide open and his jaw was hanging down. He was gob smacked and didn't know what to say.
"Look buddy, Gillian and I didn't break up; not really. We realized that we'd be better as friends than lovers. So you're not being disloyal if you want to be with her............Of course my information could be wrong and you don't want her."
"No, I do. I just never thought........"
"When I used to complain about the Army you told me, "Soldier, shut up and soldier." Time for you to follow your own advice George; go ask Gillian to go with you. I guarantee she'll say yes. Okay?"
He nodded and started to leave my office. "Before you go, make sure and find Julie for me."
"Yes sir, Lieutenant, sir." This time he said it with a real smile. "Thanks Jason." He stomped out of the office like a man on a mission. Don't get in George's way right now, I thought.
I was happy for my two friends. Glad someone's love life is going good, I thought. Mine sure sucks.
Two weeks later George swept into my office, closing the door behind him. "You owe me, big time," he said.
"Always have. What do I owe you for this time?"
"I found Julie."
"Where is she? How is she? Is she alright?" I stuttered and stumbled.
"Take it easy. Settle. Julie's fine. In fact she just started a new job and from what I understand at a better salary than she made in Santa Clara."
"Quit teasing me George. Where is she?"
"She works for, of all places an IT company just like PSI, in the Human Resources department. Right here in the city and you'll never guess the name of the company."
"Where is she working?"
"Guess," he said with a grin.
"George, I'm gonna beat you with my Stan Musial baseball bat if you don't tell me where she is."
Giving me another grin he replied, "Julie works for a company called Doan, Inc." He laughed at the shocked look on my face. "Nobody knows who she is; she's using her maiden name of Landers."
"I'll be damned. Wait, you said her maiden name, why would she do that?"
"Because she got a divorce about six months ago; it's part of the public record in Santa Clara." George laughed as I reacted to the news. "I don't think, hell I know, that she isn't aware that you own Doan." George paused for a few seconds and asked, "Where do you want me to go from here?"
"I don't know," I answered. I was at a loss; I'd, or rather George, had found Julie. Now what do I do? I was just now coming to grips with the fact that I still loved her; her marriage sort of enabled me to put it out of my mind. But now that she's divorced that safety net was gone.
"Two weeks ago you gave me some advice," George said. "I'm giving it back to you. Soldier shut up and soldier. You need to go see her Jason. Who knows? Maybe she still loves you too, but at least you can move on, one way or the other. Go see her."
As he got to the door he stopped and turned back toward me. "By the way, you were right. Gillian's going on the cruise with me. Thanks again buddy." Then he walked out of my office, leaving me to wonder if I should follow his advice.
I was interrupted by my phone ringing. Normally my secretary, Stacy, screens calls to me but I'd sent her on an errand so I answered it myself.
"Yeah, who's this?" I know, not the proper phone etiquette but I'm the boss I can answer any way I like.
"Heck of a way to answer your phone, Jason," Gillian said.
"I know, but Stacy's gone for a few minutes. Didn't know who was calling and this way I could hang up if I didn't want to talk to them."
"I called to say thank you for talking to George and for the cruise. That was very sweet of you," she said.
"That's what good friends do; they're sweet to each other." I repeated what I'd said in my mind and said, "Oh my God, did I really just say that?"
Gillian laughed and replied, "Yes you did." Still chuckling she asked, "What made you talk to George about he and I, anyway?"
"I keep an eye on everything and everyone around me. I'm also very astute and intelligent," I answered. "So I know what's going on at all times."
"Jason.....What really happened?"
"Well I ........."
"Jason!"
"Okay, maybe I got a heads up from a certain young lady who has your best interest at heart," I said.
"Kathy told you what was going on? That little stinker," Gillian responded. I could hear the smile in her voice.
"I've said all I'm going to say on the subject. But I will add that I'd better not be pushed aside by either of my good friends, just because they're in love."
"You won't be, I promise. When are you going to see Julie? George told me he found her."
"George can't keep his mouth shut any better than Kathleen, can he?" I waited for a few seconds trying to come up with an answer. "I don't know Gillian; guess I'm scared to go see her. What if she doesn't want to talk to me? What if she hates me? What if she........."
"Jason, get a grip. Slow down, you're over thinking it. Go see her and find out how she feels. The worse thing that can happen is that she doesn't want to see or talk to you. You've got that much right now. But maybe, just maybe, she'd like to reconnect with you. Possibly just as friends but that's more than you've got now. Isn't it?"
I stared at the wall for a bit and asked, "How did you Gallagher women get so smart?"
"It's the Irish in us," she said. "Go see Julie and do it soon. Got to go; George is taking me shopping for the cruise. He said he wants to pick out a bikini for me to wear. Bye Jason."
Remembering how Gillian looked in a bikini I thought, George you're a lucky man. I have very few close friends; very few people that I trust completely on a personal level. Three of my friends had suggested, hell, ordered me to call or go see Julie. It's time to talk to my closest friends and take advantage of their experience, I thought. I called Ralph and Millie.
"Bout time you called Jason," Ralph said. "We've seen more of Kathleen than we have of you. She's been out here several times to ride that filly you gave her. I haven't heard from you since you brought her and Gillian out to the ranch. Millie's a little upset with you."
"I know I should have called, I've been pretty busy. I'm sorry, that's no excuse. You'd think I would've learned by now."
"You're talkin about Julie I reckon," Millie said. "I picked up the extension when I heard who it was."
"That's what I wanted to talk to you guys about; Julie I mean."
"How can we help?" The both asked at the same time.
I told them about Julie's divorce and her moving back to the city. Explaining that she now works for one of my subsidiary companies I told them that George, Gillian, and Kathleen all told me told me I was still in love with her and that I should call or see Julie.
"They're right; I do still have feelings for her. But I don't know if I should following their advice. That's why I called you guys. What do you think?"
"Go see her boy," Ralph said without hesitation. "You got nothing right now, as far as Julie is concerned. Maybe you're the reason she moved back to the city; maybe not but you won't know until you go see her. Don't call Jason, go see her."
"For once my old man is right Jason," Millie added. "You owe it to both of you to talk to her."
"Thanks guys. I promise I'll call or come to see you soon."
After the call I sat at my desk and stared at the wall as I thought. I may not be smarter than the average when it comes to relationships, but my friends are. They're right, I do need to see and talk to Julie. The question is how to make that happen. Should I find out where she takes her lunch break and walk up to her? Should I wait for her after work? Should I go to her office?
No, all of those scenarios are a little too much like stalking. If she doesn't want to see me or even if she does it might scare her. I'll have to come up with a plan, I thought.
******************
It was a Friday evening, eight days later and I'd just walked into my place at 7 PM thinking about what to do for dinner when my cell phone rang. "This better be important," I said answering the phone.
"You still haven't learned the proper way to answer a phone, have you Jason?"
"Gillian, is that you. When did you guys get back?"
"We took a red eye flight in last night and spent today getting our internal clocks back in sync. Anyway we're celebrating and we want you to join us. Kathy's here and we need you to complete our little group."
"I'm not really up to it tonight. I spent the day cleaning up a mess that the marketing department made."
I heard Gillian tell the others that I didn't want to come and then a different voice was on the phone.
"Come on Jason. It's a party and it won't be the same without you," Kathleen pleaded. "George and Mom got engaged on the cruise and it's all your fault. So you have to come celebrate with us."
"Congratulate the happy couple for me little one. But I'm not much in a party mood."
"Please Uncle Jason, for me?" Kathleen said in her little girl voice.
She only used that voice when she teased me but she knew I'd have a hard time resisting her request. "Okay, Kathleen. Where are you guys?"
"At Tooley's, that pub near my house. It's on the corner of 7th and Clayton."
"Well, at least I can get a good burger for dinner, I haven't eaten yet. See you in about 40 minutes." I heard her tell Gillian that I was on my way before she hung up.
I spotted the terrible threesome almost as soon as I walked into Tooley's. They were sitting at a table in front of a cold, empty fireplace. As I headed toward their table I stopped to order a bottle of champagne from the bartender; I also told him what I planned to do as I slipped him a fifty dollar bill. When I got to the table Gillian and then Kathleen hugged me. George stood shook my hand and hugged me too.
"You damn Irish always were too touchy feely for my tastes," I complained. "Behave yourselves and sit down." The waitress brought the bottle of bubbly and four glasses. The wine was already opened and I filled the glasses. I stood and raised my glass and my three friends stood also.
"Congratulations to Gillian Gallagher and George Kelly. I'll give you an Irish toast." I paused for about ten seconds and continued.
"May the most you wish for be the least you get. May your troubles be less and your blessings be more. And nothing but happiness come through your door."
I drained my glass and then threw it into the fireplace; shattering it into a hundred pieces. Gillian and Kathleen were shocked at my gesture but George smiled and did the same thing. The ladies looked at each other, shrugged, finished their wine and threw their glasses too. Right on cue, the waitress brought four more glasses. We sat down and I poured more wine.
"Whatever possessed you to do that?" Gillian asked grinning.
"It's something we learned when we were stationed in England. The Irish troops always broke their glasses after an important toast. Something to do with not weakening the toast by continuing to use the same glass," I explained.
Kathleen was laughing and said, "Well it certainly was dramatic. I think everyone in the place knows the Irish are here now."
George looked over my shoulder and then nodded at Gillian and Kathleen. "And here comes the other reason we picked Tooley's tonight," he said.
I turned and looked behind me to see where the others were looking. An attractive woman was walking toward our table. Well that solves my problem on how to approach Julie, I thought.
"Hello Jason. It's nice to see you," Julie said when she stopped at our table.
Now it was my turn to be gob smacked. I didn't say anything, I just stared at Julie. My brain kicked in after a few seconds and I stood. I need some witty, suave line to greet her, I said to myself. "Hello, Julie. It's nice to see you too," was all I could manage.
Gillian saved me; she walked around the table and said, "Hi Julie. Jason's told us so much about you. I'm Gillian Gallagher and this is my daughter Kathy." She stepped next to George and continued, "And this is my fiancé George Kelly."
Julie smiled and nodded. It's nice to meet you and George and I are old friends. How are you George?"
"I'm luckier than the gods want any man to be," George replied. "Good to see you again Julie."
Turning her attention back to the rest of us Julie said, "I just wanted to say hello to Jason. We haven't seen each other in a long time, have we?"
Old silver tongued devil that I am I replied, "No we haven't." I was beginning to get over the shock of seeing her. "Have a seat and join us," I suggested.
"Thank you, but I'm with some friends from work. I heard the glass breaking and then saw you and thought I'd say hello. It was nice to meet you all and it was good to see you Jason," she said and turned to go back to her friends.
As she started to walk away George nudged me with his elbow, none too gently either. I quickly caught up to Julie. "I know it's a little strange but could we have lunch or get a drink sometime. I'd like to talk to you Julie."
She gave me the thousand watt smile that used to brighten my day. "I'd like that Jason. You can reach me in the HR department at Doan, Inc. Give me a call." Julie patted my arm and rejoined her friends; all female.
I returned to my table and stared at my friends. "You know it's not nice to play tricks on your friends; you can never tell when they might resent it," I said with a solemn face and voice.
The smiles melted off of Gillian's and Kathleen's faces. It was apparent that they thought I was upset with them; only George continued to smile. I watched him closely and his smile got bigger. "You can't fool me Jason. Right now you're so happy you'd get up on the table and dance if there was any music," George said.
I returned his smile, then chuckled, and then laughed out loud at the looks on the ladies faces. "Sorry, I couldn't resist it," I told Gillian and Kathleen. "You all thought you were so smart luring the poor unsuspecting Jason here."
The girls laughed with me and then the questions started. "Are you going to call her? When are you going to call her? Are you going to ask her out? Are you....."
"Stop already," I ordered laughing. "I'll call her. After all of you tricked me into this meeting I have to; if for no other reason than to get you guys to leave me alone."
********************
It was Wednesday when I finally got up the nerve to call Julie. Kathleen and Gillian pestered me on Monday and Tuesday about calling Julie. I received four calls from them on Monday and six on Tuesday wanting to know if I'd called her yet; those aggravating calls helped me make my decision.
Julie answered the phone when I called, "Julie Landers, may I help you?"
I almost hung up; almost losing my nerve. When Julie said hello for the second time, I said, "Hi Julie, its Jason. I wondered if you'd like to get a drink tonight after work."
"That would be nice. Where and when?"
"How about Tooley's at 7?"
"See you there Jason. It'll be nice to talk to you after all this time."
Now that I'd made the "date" I began to question myself. "What would I say? What would we talk about after all this time? Does she still care about me? STOP. I'm a grown man, a business 'tycoon' successful dealing with the business world and I'm acting like a love sick teenager I told myself. It's not like it's a first date; just drinks with my ex. Then why am I so freaked out?
I was a Tooley's at 6, I was a little anxious I guess. Julie came into the bar about 15 minutes later; Guess I'm not the only one that's nervous, I thought. I was sitting at the table in front of the fireplace; she saw me, smiled and walked to join me. I stood up to greet her and wondered if I should just say hello, should I shake hands, or maybe I should give her a little hug. Some 'tycoon'.
Julie made the decision for me; she gave me one of those A-frame hugs that women use and kissed my cheek. The A-frame hug is where the woman leans in and only touches you with her shoulders while holding the rest of her body away from you. Not especially loving but still beats a handshake.
"I'm glad you called Jason. I hoped you would," Julie said. Then noticing my look on my face she said, "You looked surprised. Why?"
"I didn't think......I mean I didn't expect......." I stopped my stuttering and calmed myself. "I'm surprised you hugged me."
Julie chuckled and replied, "It's not like we were at each other's throats when we split up." I smiled back at her and nodded. "It wasn't you I hated, it was the situation," she added in a small voice.
I didn't know how to respond so I switch directions. "What brings you back to the city? I thought you were happy in Santa Clara."
We paused while our drinks were delivered. She looked at me with a sad little smile. "I thought I was too, but I guess it wasn't home."
Looking at Julie I could see sadness and regret in her eyes. I wanted to ask her what had happened to her marriage, why did she get a divorce. Even a dummy like me knew that it was too much too soon considering that this was the first time we had talked since our breakup.



"Why did you leave your job with Collins? I thought you were going places with them," I asked.
Julie tilted her head, appraising me with a questioning look. She seemed surprised that I knew about her old job. "Checking up on me, were you Jason?" Julie didn't seem upset; more like thoughtful.
Busted, I thought. I just shrugged and asked again, "What happened?" When she smiled I said, I'm sorry, but I worry about you. Ya even after all this time, I worry about you. Never mind........So how do you like your new job? Is it a good place to work?"
We talked about her job for the next several minutes. "Everyone there tells me that the company has become much more productive and profitable since the new owner took over about a year ago," Julie said with a smile. "They say now their profit sharing will be worth something." Her last comment about Doan Inc. made me feel pretty good.
"So how's PSI doing? Still growing?" She asked switching gears.
"We're doing well; increasing our market share almost every year." I paused and added, "We added two or three companies since we spli.....I mean since we last saw each other. I'm training a second in command so I don't have to put in so many hours."
Julie's expression showed disbelief. I added, "I made the mistake of too many hours once and it cost me big time; won't make the same mistake again."
"Jason, I.......That bit with breaking the glasses, a holdover from your Army days?"
"Yeah, we were celebrating George and Gillian's engagement," I answered. I had to smile remembering the shocked look on Gillian and Kathleen's face.
"It's hard to believe that George is getting married; he was always too busy looking out for you and PSI to take the time to find someone," she said.
"I guess he got tired of being alone," I replied. Then I chuckled and said, "But I really think that someone found him. It's possible that Gillian put an Irish spell on him.
"Your Kathleen is a fine Irish lass," Julie said putting on an Irish brogue.
"Yes she is. But she's not my Kathleen, at least not in the way you mean."
"I thought you were together that night. You seemed very comfortable with her."
"Your right we are comfortable with each other, but not because of a romantic connection."
Was that a look of interest or relief I saw in her eyes? I must be imagining things, I thought. "Kathleen's is a very intelligent young woman with a good head for business. She's the one I'm training to be my second in command."
"It doesn't hurt that she's drop dead gorgeous either," Julie teased. "Now does it Jason?"
I shook my head no and replied, "People will under estimate her because of the way she looks; that will be a mistake on their part. She's like a mother lion when it comes to protecting PSI and she's like a shark in a feeding frenzy when it comes to making a deal." I stopped for a second, gave Julie a big smile, and said, "And you're right, it's easier spending time with her than some."
"Where did you meet this beautiful shark?" Julie was smiling but the tone of her voice made me look at her a little harder. It was the tone of one beautiful woman being catty about another beautiful woman.
I looked down at the table for a few seconds, smiling as I remembered. Looking up I told Julie the story of how Kathleen and I met. I didn't tell her the name of the company that Kathleen had been working for but I did admit my attraction to her. But I also explained how my feelings changed as I got to know her better.
"Don't know what caused the change, but I'm glad it did," I said shaking my head and giving a small smile.
Julie also smiled at my story and my confession. "It changed because you're not a dirty old man Jason. At least not yet," she finished with a chuckle.
Looking down at her watch she said, "Wow, it's almost 11. I'm sorry but I need to go, some of us have to go to work in the morning," Julie said. "I've enjoyed this evening Jason, thank you for the invitation."
We stood and she gave me another hug but this one wasn't an A-frame hug. "Maybe we could do this again," I suggested.
Julie hesitated a little. "What would it mean if we did?"
I looked into her eyes and replied with conviction, "It would mean as much or as little as we wanted it to. At the very least, it would mean two old friends reconnecting after a long time." I leaned over and kissed her cheek.
As she left she glanced over her shoulder at me and I could see a little smile playing around her mouth. Maybe things weren't as hopeless as I thought.
My cell phone started ringing as I walked into my apartment. "Who the hell is calling me at this time of the night?" I said when I answered.
"Still haven't learned how to answer your phone." It was Gillian. "So how did it go with Julie? When are you going to see her again?
"How did you know I saw Julie tonight? And how did you know I just left her?"
"A friend told me you called Julie. George and I just happened to go to Tooley's tonight too." She laughed and added, "You two were so wrapped up in each other you didn't see us come in. Answer the question, how did it go?"
I was trying to think who could have told her about my call to Julie. Stacy, my secretary had to be the culprit I decided. "We had a good time and I think we'll do it again."
Hesitating, I didn't say anything for almost a minute. Gillian asked, "You still there Jason? I lost you for a bit."
"Yeah, I'm still here. Look Gillian, no BS. No kidding around. Okay? I'm already in over my head and I don't need you or Kathleen teasing me about this." I stopped for a second and said, "You were right by the way, I am still in love with her. I'm going to do my best to get us back together. Don't know if I can, but I'm gonna try."
"That's wonderful Jason. I promise, no teasing. I'm here if you need to talk or want help."
Over the next three or four weeks, Julie and met for drinks or coffee several times. I finally worked up the nerve, called her and asked her if she would go to dinner with me.
"You mean like a real date?" She asked with a funny sounding voice.
"Well......Yes, like a real date," I replied.
I took Julie to Angelo's, the same mom and pop Italian place that I'd taken Kathleen. The only reason I took her there was because it's one of my favorite places to eat. I made it a point not to get too "heavy" on the "first date" and we had a good time.
We went to the movies a couple of times; sometimes we just met for coffee. On one diner date, I took her to a five star restaurant; not because it was expensive and fancy but because they have the best steak in the city. I was taking my time with Julie; I didn't want to scare her away. There weren't any more A-frame hugs and I would kiss her cheek when I took her home. Once she turned her head and the kiss was on her lips. She didn't pull away and I had sense enough not to push it too far.
I even took Julie her on a day trip out to the ranch to met Buck and Gilly; of course I wanted her to meet Ralph and Millie too. We had a really good day, riding the horses, swimming in the creek, and at the BBQ Ralph did for us.
Ralph and Millie made Julie feel right at home and as we were getting into my car to return to the city Ralph said, "It's about time we got to meet you girl. Jason's moped around about you for the last four years or so. Don't be a stranger."
I was on edge all the way home waiting for some response from Julie over what Ralph had said. She talked about the beauty of the ranch, the horses, and what a good day it had been. Nothing was said about Ralph's parting shot. As the days and weeks went by, we were becoming more comfortable and open with each other; then disaster struck.
The HR department at Doan had always been a gossip mill, nothing illegal like talking about personal information but a bee hive of conjecture about people's love life and place within the company. Julie was given a promotion and one of the gossip "bees", a man by the way, said something about it was unusual for someone to get a promotion that quickly.
Julie had told a friend in the department about our dates and our history; just two friends talking in confidence. The 'bee' heard that it was me Julie was seeing and said, "That explains the quick promotion."
When Julie asked what he meant, the answer was, "If I dated the owner of the company I'd get a promotion too." That's when it hit the fan.
I'd never told Julie that I, actually PSI, owned Doan and she began to think bad thoughts. The next time I called her, she turned down my invitation. And the next time, and the next time. Finally she told me not to call her anymore; that she didn't want to talk to me. What the hell? Why the change in her attitude?
Finally I learned what had happened at Doan and how upset Julie was. A fellow employee in the H R department called and filled me in. Not telling Julie that she worked technically worked for me was the problem. I'd suppressed my feeling for Julie for too long to let our budding relationship end like this.
Instead of the poor dunce that didn't know how to deal with still loving Julie, I became the shark that built PSI. Instead of sitting back and hoping I took steps to try and correct the problem. On Friday I went to Doan at the end of the work day, waiting outside the building to see Julie. I could've called George and had him look into what was going on but this was something I needed to do for myself.
Julie came out of the Doan building and turned toward the parking structure where most of the employees park. She was walking with her head down lost in concentration when I stepped in front of her and called her name. Julie looked up to see who had it was and stopped dead when she saw me. To say she was surprised would be an understatement. Her face began to turn red with anger and her eyes blazed at me.
"I told you I don't want to talk to you, Jason," Julie said with a trembling voice. "Please leave me alone."
"Can't do that, at least not until I find out why you've changed your attitude toward me. We can talk here in front of God and everybody, we can go to Tooley's and get a drink while we talk or we can go someplace for coffee and talk; But we are going to talk, make no mistake about that." I told her my voice returning her anger. "Where do you want to do this?"
Julie hesitated for a half a minute or so; then she sighed and pointed to the Starbuck's at the corner. We walked to the coffee shop, not speaking. Nothing was said until we got coffee and sat down at a back table.
I waited for less than a minute and then started. "Why didn't you take my calls, why did you tell me not to call you anymore?"
Julie eyes were still blazing. "Why didn't you tell me that you owned Doan?"
"What difference does it make? I, or rather PSI, own other companies too."
"Everybody thinks I got my promotion because I'm dating the boss." I think she was actually embarrassed.
"What do you care what those idiots think? And even if I did have something to do with your promotion, what difference does it make? I'm always shifting people around to make the different companies more efficient." I took a drink of coffee, my eyes never leaving Julie's face and added.
"But just for the record, I don't have anything to do with the day to day operations of any of the companies that PSI owns; that's why I have administrators and technical experts at each of them. I didn't, I repeat, I didn't have anything to do with your promotion or with hiring you in the first place."
I waited for a response from Julie, but she just looked at me. Her eyes and face didn't look angry anymore; I don't know what the look was but it wasn't anger.
"If you don't want to see me anymore because you don't care for me or are still angry over the way I treated you when we were married, that's okay. I can accept that; but that's not the message you've been giving me these last couple of months. But if you're going to shine me on because of some office gossip or some misplaced sense of pride, then you're not the woman I thought you were."
Julie's actions made me sad and a little angry and the more I talked the madder I got. "Give me a call if you change your mind or grow up," I told her. I guess I wasn't very fair because I didn't give her a chance to respond; I stood and walked away, leaving her sitting at the table.
I went out to the ranch on Saturday morning to spend the weekend. Maybe Buck or Ralph or Millie could help me. I stewed over the problem for most of Saturday explaining to Ralph and Millie what had happened. Buck didn't have much to say about my situation but Sunday as I was getting ready to leave both of my friends had advice for me.
"You can't just give up Jason. I know you love this girl so don't give up on her," Millie suggested with a smile and a hug.
Ralph's advice was a little more direct. "I want to see her back out here; I like that girl. Millie's right, don't give up until she runs you off with a shotgun. Hear me boy?"
I drove back to the city with a plan forming in my mind. Monday was going to be a very interesting day for some people; hopefully with a happy ending but an ending never the less. I spent part of Monday morning going over some employee files in my office which I'd sent George to get for me. After lunch I headed for Doan.
When I walked into the HR department it got as quiet as church. The four women and two men working in the department were speechless; they all knew who I was. I found out later that Julie had ripped the gossip bee a new one for suggesting that our dating was the reason for her promotion. It was easy to see which guy had mouthed off; he sat a desk in the corner trying to be invisible. He didn't look up at me and was very pale.
I asked to see Mrs. Johnson the head of the department; she was the person that told me about the trouble in the office that led to Julie refusing to talk to me. She was nearing retirement and was happy that her profit sharing was worth a lot more now that I owned the company. She was also an ace at her job and wanted her department to run efficiently.
Mrs. Johnson and Julie walked out of her office; both were surprised to see me. Julie turned a little pale and then blushed. Mrs. Johnson came to the counter to greet me. I asked her if I could talk to her crew. She nodded and I asked for everyone's attention.
"There's a rumor and gossip going around that Miss Landers, Julie, got her recent promotion because she and I are friends. I'm here to put a stop to the gossip and rumors. I don't have anything to do with running Doan; that's why I have people like Mrs. Johnson." I looked around the gathered troops for a few seconds and continued.
"Mrs. Johnson, who recommended Julie for that promotion and why? Then who approved it?"
"I recommended her and I had the final say, since it's my department. Julie has done her job very well and even picked up the slack in other areas. The department needed an assistant director since Mrs. Taylor retired and I thought Julie would be the best fit," Mrs. Johnson replied.
"Did I have anything to do with your decision? Did I suggest you hire Julie for the job and did I put any pressure on you to promote her?"
"With respect Mr. Borne, you couldn't have made me hire or promote someone who wasn't qualified; Julie or anyone else. I'm going to retire in about a year and the worst you could have done was force me to retire early," she said with a smile.
"To put a point on it, I had nothing to do with hiring Julie or getting her promoted. Is that correct?"
"Yes sir it is. I hired Julie because she was the best applicant. I promoted her because she was the most qualified. The only thing you've ever said was to do what was best for Doan regardless of seniority or length of service. You told us that first week you took over the company."
"Okay, everybody clear on this now?" I looked around at the group, receiving nods from everyone but the guy that started the whole thing. "Which of you is Mr. Thompson?"
As expected the man sitting at his desk raise his hand. I motioned for him to join me at the counter. "Mr. Thompson I've spent the morning goin over your file and your efficiency reviews for the last year and a half. The best thing they say is that you're always at work and on time."
I stared at him until he lowered his head. "The reviews say that you're complacent, lazy, and that you try to take credit for other's work. The only reason Julie didn't fire you right away was it would seem that she was firing you for what you said." Thompson still hadn't looked up and he seemed to deflate right in front of me.
"As I said, I don't have anything to do with the day to day running of Doan, but I will tell you this. Look at me when I'm talking to you," I ordered. Thompson raised his head but had a hard time meeting my eyes.
"You better get right with Jesus because if you don't improve your work ethics he's the only one that will support you. You've got one month to improve or you'll be out on your ass. I'm giving you a chance because Julie asked me too. If it was up to me, I'd kick your ass to the curb right now." The part about Julie was a total fabrication but Thompson didn't know it. "Are we clear; is there any question in your mind about your situation?"
He dropped his head again and answered, "Yes sir, I mean no sir, I understand."
"Okay I'm done with you, get back to work." Turning back I said, "Thanks for your time Mrs. Johnson. I'll leave now so y'all can get back to work." I looked at Julie with a sort of 'I told you so' look and left the office.
The repercussions and results of my little visit to Julie's office were immediate according to Mrs. Johnson. She called me on Thursday and said that Thompson was a changed man. He apologized to Julie and changed his work habits. That was good, I thought. But I still hadn't heard from Julie.
Normally I didn't go to work on Fridays but this week I had to finalize contract negotiations with a new client. As I left my office for the day, Julie stepped in front of me. I stopped in surprise; I hoped she might call me. I didn't expect to see her face to face.
Julie smiled and said, "We can talk here in front of God and everyone, we can go to Tooley's for a drink and talk or go for coffee and talk; but make no mistake, we are going to talk. Where are we going to do this?"
I returned her smile and pointed at my Mustang; she took my hand and we walked to the car. We didn't bother with Tooley's or Starbuck's; I took off for the ranch. I told her I knew of a place to get a drink or coffee where we wouldn't be bothered. During the drive we didn't say much; we just enjoyed being together on the open road. The time for talking would come later.
Shortly Julie realized where we were headed. "We're going to be very late getting back to the city."
"Don't plan on going back tonight," I replied. Seeing her look I added, "There are three other bedrooms and a guest house for you to pick from. You don't have to stay in my room."
"But I don't have any clothes and I can't run around the ranch in this business suit."
"We'll stop at the Wal-Mart in Black and pick up whatever you need. Then we'll go get the best BBQ ribs this side of heaven," I told her.
We drove down the main street of Black and turned into Wal-Mart. Our shopping didn't take long; some undies, a few cosmetics, two western type shirts, two pair of jeans, a pair of sneakers, and an oversize T-shirt with a picture of Winnie the Pooh and friends on it. "It's to sleep in," she told me.
I wiggled my eyebrows up and down, grinned, and said, "Sexy."
"That does it, I've got everything I need," Julie said.
"Not quite," I replied. I led her next door to a store that specialized in boots. "We'll probably be riding the horses some," I explained. "You can't ride in sneakers."



In spite of Julie's objections I bought her a pair of Tony Lama ropers. We got back in the Mustang and I drove us to Ruby's.
"What's this place?" Julie asked.
"It belongs to an old friend; she won't let anyone interrupt us. We can eat dinner and have our little talk. Besides they serve a mean margarita and the best ribs in the county. C'mon," I said holding the door for her.
Ruby came over to greet us and gave me a hug. Looking at Julie she said, "You must be Julie. Jason's described you and talked about you so much I feel like I know you. I'm Ruby, welcome to my place."
"So Jason's talked about me has he?" Julie asked with a chuckle.
"He comes in where ever he's out to the ranch. A lot of the time he tells me about you," Ruby said smiling at my embarrassment. Julie's smile turned into a big grin.
"C'mon let's eat before my friend here tells you all my secrets," I said looking at Ruby with a frown. She just laughed and returned to the bar.
Two huge margaritas were delivered to our booth and shortly afterwards a plate of ribs with slaw and potato salad was place in front of each of us. As we finished the great food I raised my glass and toasted Julie. I took a big drink, and then I said, "So what do you want to talk about, now that you got me here?"
Julie had just taken a big drink and laughed so hard she spewed margarita across the table. She continued to laugh as she mopped up her mess. "You're the one that kidnapped me and brought me to this den of iniquity."
"I'll fade the heat on the kidnapping charge," I replied chuckling. Then I got more serious. "Did you have a subject for our talk?"
"First I want to apologize for ever thinking you would do something like using your influence to get me a promotion." I nodded and she continued, "I think it's time we talk about where we're going."
"Apology accepted. As far as where we're going, I tell you what I'm thinking." I stopped, took a drink, and looked at Julie. She raised one eyebrow in a question and I said, "This is sort of heavy, more than I meant to get into.........but I want you back in my life."
"Jason I don't.........."
Holding up my hand I said, "Let me finish. If you don't like what I say, I'll drive you back to the city tonight and we'll just go on being friends. I'm not trying to pressure you but you asked."
I couldn't read the look on Julie's face but she nodded for me to continue. "I made a big mistake when we were married. I got so involved in building PSI that I forgot what was important. That's a mistake I'll never make again, with you or without you, I'll never make that mistake again."
Julie returned my look and gave me a small smile.
"That's one of the reasons I've trained Kathleen; she can take over PSI so I can take more time for myself. Look I know I screwed up but I'm pretty smart; I can learn from my mistakes. I didn't cheat on you, I didn't abuse you; I just got my priorities messed up. It wouldn't happen again, I give you my word."
Julie continued to look at me but I couldn't tell what she was thinking. "Are you finished?"
"Not yet. I love you Julie. I'll love you if you come back to me or I'll love you if you decide you just want to be friends and I'll even love you if decide you don't want anything to do with me. No matter what, I'll go on loving you. It would be better if we were together and you loved me back." I stopped, sighed, and took another hard pull on my margarita.
"Okay, I'll take you back to the city now if you want to go."
"There you go again, getting all involved in what you want to say. Don't I get a rebuttal?" I smiled and motioned for her to go ahead.
"First, now that we 'reconnected' I can't see us not being friends; at the very least. I don't doubt that you love me. Maybe I should have raised more hell when you let PSI come between us but that's history; we're talking about the future."
Julie looked to see how I was reacting. I guess she was surprised to see me smiling. I'd just been told that we'd be together at least as friends, I thought to myself.
"I think we should, as the saying goes, make haste slowly. Let's see how we do as friends first and maybe we can build on that." Julie paused and hesitantly asked, "How's that sound?"
Taking a last long drink of the margarita, I paused a little, and sighed. "Sounds like.........We should go say hello to Ralph and Millie."
We both started laughing and went to the car. Julie said, "Don't you think it's kind of late, will Ralph and Millie still be up?"
"Yeah, they'll be on the front porch waiting for us. I called them while you were shopping and let them know we were coming."
Pulling up in front of the ranch house, I pointed and Julie saw Ralph and Mille sitting there waiting for us. "See, told you so."
Ralph came down to meet us, hugging Julie and said, "Bout time you came back to see me girl." Turning to me he just said hello. Millie made a fuss over both of us. We put Julie in one of the master suites upstairs; my room is at the back of the house on the ground floor.
"Is that enough distance for you?" I teased Julie. "See you tomorrow morning at 7; I've got a surprise for you." She tried to wheedle the secret out of me but I just shook my head and went to my room.
The next morning I came into the kitchen for coffee at 6:30; Julie was already there waiting for me. "What's the surprise Jason, huh, what is it?" She was like a little girl at Christmas time.
"Let me get a cup of coffee first," I responded. I put the coffee in a travel mug and motioned for her to follow me. We walked down to the barn and went in. Inside in their stalls were Buck and Gilly; another stall had a blanket hung in front of it.
I pointed at the covered stall, "Your surprise is behind that blanket."
Julie walked over and pulled down the blanket revealing a beautiful black filly. She turned to me with a questioning look.
"She belongs to you so you'll have to name her," I said. "I bought her for you just after your first visit out here. Gilly belongs to Kathleen and even though she said you could ride her, it's sort of like loaning your car to someone. You know they'll take care of it but you're really not comfortable doing it."
Julie broke into a huge grin and stepped over to the filly. Talking softly and moving slowly she started the process of making friends with the horse. I was totally ignored by both females. After ten minutes or so, Julie ran over and hugged me.
"Thank you so much Jason. This is a very thoughtful gift. You know I've always liked riding and horses."
"I remember. We, I mean I, didn't take the time to do things like that before but I will from now on," I replied. I was rubbing and scratching Buck's ears while he tried to eat my shirt collar.
Julie watched me with Buck and said, "You always said you didn't like horses but you seem to like Buck okay," she said.
"Buck's different. He doesn't like horses either; that's one reason we get along so well. I think if he had his way he'd be in the back of a truck when we ride around the ranch." I fed Buck an apple I'd brought from the house. "C'mon let's saddle up, we're burning daylight," I said in a weak John Wayne impression and laughed.
Julie made short work of saddling her horse and then came over and helped me. We rode for easy for about an hour and then cantered over to my picnic spot by the stream. Ralph rode off on his ATV as we approached; he'd left a thermos of coffee and some sweet rolls for us.
I poured the coffee and grabbed an apple fritter. Julie was smiling as she said, "I could use to this life style."
"Yeah, it's nice. Millie spoils me rotten every time I visit the ranch," I said. Looking at Julie as she paced around the area I suddenly ordered, "Julie, stand still. Don't move."
She turned her head and asked, "Why?"
"Just don't move." I slowly walked around her toward the stream. About ten feet in front of Julie was rattlesnake coiled up ready to strike. I distracted it and using a long forked branch picked it up and dropped it over the high bank toward the stream. Shaking I went back and sat at the table.
"Was that a rattlesnake?" She asked with a trembling voice. When I nodded she said, "But I didn't hear its rattle. Aren't they supposed to rattle before they strike?"
"Another two or three steps and you would have heard him; just before he struck. I'm glad I saw him before that could have happened," I replied.
"How did you learn about snakes and stuff?"
Laughing at myself I said, "I'm not much of a country boy anymore but I spent most of my time out here after Mom died, until I left for the Army. Guess I remember more than I thought."
"When you got that big stick I thought you were going to kill it."
"No, I didn't see any reason to..........You can't blame a snake for doing what comes natural," I replied. "C'mon let's get back and get a real breakfast."
We took care of the horses, feeding and watering them. As we finished Julie said, "Duchess." At my questioning look she continued, "That's my horse's name. Remember that book Black Beauty, Duchess was Black Beauty's mother."
I nodded, "Good name. Let's go eat."
Millie had a typical ranch breakfast waiting for us. It consisted of eggs, ham, sausage, homemade biscuits, country fried potatoes, and milk gravy. It would have been hard for ten people to eat the huge country breakfast. After stuffing ourselves I belched, laughed and excused myself.
"If I ate like that every day, I'd weigh 300 pounds," Julie groaned. "I can hardly move."
"Okay nap time........Or we could talk some more," I replied looking at Julie.
Julie sighed and returned my stare. "I guess we should talk, but later. I'm too full to think. There is one thing I'd like to ask."
"Ask away. If I can do it or have it done I'll take care of it."
"Can I take a nap with you? Just a nap and cuddle together; that's one of the things I do miss about you. Even in the middle of everything you were great at cuddling," Julie finished with a chuckle.
"Your place or mine?" I asked with a big grin.
Two hours later I woke up in my bedroom. It'd been too much effort to climb the stairs up to Julie's room. This is the best morning I've had in a long time, I thought. Waking up spooning with a beautiful woman was just about at the top of my list of my favorite things; especially this woman. We were fully clothed having just removing our boots before we fell onto the bed.
I watched Julie sleep for a few minutes, vowing to myself to do whatever necessary to get her back into my life. As I pushed her hair off her face, Julie woke up. She gave me a sleepy little smile and stretched. That's another thing to put on my favorite thing list, I thought. Without her meaning to, Julie looked about as sexy as I'd ever seen her. Yup definitely one of my favorite things.
Julie shook her hair back and forth, sat up and said, "Let's go down to the barn. I want to see Duchess again."
We put our boots back on and walked to the barn. As we walked in I turned to Julie. "No matter what happens between us, you're always welcome to come out here and ride Duchess." I chuckled and said, "Ralph and Millie wouldn't let me keep you away. They sort of adopted you, you know."
During our late afternoon ride, Julie and I stopped at a line shack I'd had built on the back side of the ranch. It wasn't really needed but I thought a ranch should have a line shack just like in the old West. The stream that ran through the valley flowed just behind it. We let the horses graze and continued our talk.
"Since we're being honest with each other, what happened in Santa Clara?" I asked.
She looked at me very seriously for almost a minute before answering. "The marriage was a mistake. John was a nice guy but I shouldn't have married him."
I started to say something funny to break up the tension but for once decided to keep my mouth shut.
She hesitated a little and said with a sad little smile, "Don't let this go to your head but the reason it didn't work is that he wasn't you." Julie's smile got a little bigger, "I guess even after all that time you were just too hard of an act to follow."
After the ride, we cleaned up and went to Ruby's for dinner again. I almost had to fight to get it done, but managed to get Ralph and Millie to go with us. Actually it was good that they were there; Julie and I had a few too many of those great margaritas celebrating our 'friendship'. Ralph had to drive us back to the ranch.
Julie giggled as Millie and I got her to her room. Millie shooed me out saying that she'd help Julie get to bed. I stumbled down the stairs to my bedroom, thinking I should have an elevator put in for nights like this. It was about four hours later, around 3 AM, when I woke up as someone came into my room.
I blinked my eyes trying to get them to work properly and saw Julie in her Winnie the Pooh T-shirt standing at the foot of my bed. Sitting up and turning on the light I said, "Julie?"
"Jason, I've been thinking. I don't want to be your friend." She saw me start to respond and quickly went on. "When I woke up alone, I realized that I wanted to be with you again; as your friend or friend with benefits, or whatever. I just want us to be us again."
"Julie you know that's what I want too; but you're still a little drunk. I don't want you to regret your decision tomorrow. Maybe we should wait until morning to talk about this," I said kicking myself for turning down her offer.
"Okay, we'll talk in the morning but could I cuddle with you tonight?" I pulled back the covers and motioned her into the bed.
The next morning Julie was watching me when I woke up about 10. "I'm not drunk now Jason," she said. Then she proceeded to convince me that she was serious about us getting back to being us. Hell of a way to wake up I thought a little later. It was noon before we made an appearance downstairs.
As we walked into the kitchen Millie looked up at us. Ralph was reading the Sunday paper and didn't even look at us.
"When's the wedding?" He asked.
"Why don't you have it here on the ranch," Millie suggested. She walked over and hugged both of us. "It's about time you two got back together."
Both Julie and I tried to explain that we were just beginning a new relationship. "It's too early to be talking about marriage or anything," I told them. "We're going to take it slow and easy for a while."
Millie started to say something but Ralph beat her to the punch. Ralph was never one to talk too much; he usually let Millie do most of the talking. "You two have done nothing but moon over each other since you met back up." Turning to me he added, "And all you've talked about since you brought Julie out here the first time is how much you want her back."
Ralph turned back to Julie, "Yesterday, out on the porch, you told me that you were happy that you two were getting closer. I think last night you guys got about as close as you can get."
"Behave yourself," Millie scolded Ralph. He just shook his head, laughed, and continued.
"When you were married, Julie you let your pride take over because Jason was spending too much time on business."
"But........." Julie began. Ralph interrupted her.
He turned back to me, "And you, you horse's butt, you let something get between you and the most important thing in your life. And now that y'all have found each other you want to take it slow and easy? Neither one of you got the sense God gave a goose."
Julie and I and I think Millie too were really surprised at Ralph's tirade. "Now I'm done. That's more talking than I've done at one time in the last year." He looked at both of us and walked out onto the porch leaving us staring at each other.
Millie was chuckling and said, "He don't talk much but when he does he makes good sense. You kids ought to think about what he said. I'll see you later; I'm going out to spend some time with my speech maker."
*****************
Sometimes you just have to listen to some one older with more experience; that's what Julie and I did. Ralph's come to Jesus talk was three months ago; we decided he was right. We put the plan for slow and easy aside and now we're getting married. Following Millie's suggestion we're having the ceremony at the ranch.
I had the barn cleaned from top to bottom and the wedding is being held there. As I stand waiting for my bride to join me I notice that the two fillies, Gilly and Duchess, have their heads hanging over the doors to their stalls. They're very interested in what's going on and seem to like having all the people around. Buck on the other hand seems to care less. He's just leaning against the side of his stall not paying any attention to the party; the only time he perks up is when someone gives him an apple or a carrot.
Ralph, George, and I placed a few chairs in the large area between the two rows of horse stalls, leaving an aisle between them. We didn't need too many as there was only a few guests. George is my best man, Millie is Julie's matron of honor and Kathleen acted as both our flower girl and ring bearer. Ralph wasn't left out; he walked Julie down the aisle.
Gillian didn't have to sit alone while George stood up for me; she sat with Kathleen's new beau, Barry Ryan. That boy better be good to her or I'll nail his hide to the barn door, I thought. In addition Ruby and her husband were there, as was Mrs. Johnson and her better half.
I watched Julie and Ralph coming down the short aisle toward me and silently said a prayer of thanks that this beautiful woman allowed me back into her life.
My bachelor party, actually more of a bachelor dinner, was held the two nights before the wedding. Ralph, George, Barry, and I had a private table at Ruby's; she kept the drinks and food coming. George and I tried to relive some of our party days back in the Army. We were a little the worse for wear, to tell the truth we were drunk as lords when we left Ruby's.
Ruby's usually closes at 10 PM but continued to take care of us until 1 AM when she kicked us out. "If I don't send y'all home now you won't be over your hangovers in time for the wedding," Ruby said laughing at us.
Even my old friend and mentor Ralph, was flying low to the ground. He said that he was gonna give Millie a seeing to when he got back to the ranch; by the way he fell asleep on the way home and Barry had to carry him into his house.
After taking one look at Ralph, Millie said to Barry, "Drop him on the couch; serves him right, the old fool." She laughed as she said it.
George and I completed the difficult task of getting to our own rooms, with Barry's assistance. He hadn't helped us in trying to drink all the bourbon in Ruby's so he was the only sober one among us. I realized the next day that Barry had a couple of beers with dinner and drank coke the rest of the evening. I teased him about being too good to drink with us.
"I was under strict orders from Kathleen and Gillian to stay sober and take care of you and George," he replied. "Kathleen warned me what would happen, or not happen, if I didn't follow orders," he said with an embarrassing look. Then in a soft voice he muttered, "She also offered a reward if I did a good job." He looked up and saw me staring at him and grinned.
By the afternoon of the wedding, the three soldiers had recovered nicely, thank you very much. The minister performing the ceremony was from the church in Black that Ralph and Millie attended. I didn't care much who did the job, I just wanted it done. I keep motioning him to hurry along while Julie giggled at my impatience.
After the wedding and a very spirited reception, catered by Ruby, Julie and I took the ranch pickup and drove to the line shack for a two day honeymoon.
***************
We've been married, again, for a year now. I suggested that I turn everything over to Kathleen and we could travel but Julie knew it'd bother me not to be involved in PSI at all. Julie said she wasn't ready to retire anyway and is still working at Doan as the HR director; Mrs. Johnson retired and recommended Julie as her successor. I still go into work 4 days a week but I have a steady lunch companion now. Julie and I live at my apartment during the week; on Fridays we head to the ranch.



I've added three more horses to my growing herd at the ranch. George and Gillian needed their own mounts; they take advantage of my standing invitation to the ranch. They use one of the guest's houses or bedrooms at the ranch and come out for weekends at least twice a month. They were married at the ranch about three months ago.
I bought the mare from the next ranch for Gillian; the one she'd ridden on her first visit, she named the horse Dawn after Dawn Run, the legendary Irish race mare. Ralph went to a horse auction and found a big chestnut gelding for George. Kathleen and Barry, her fiancé, spend almost as much time at the ranch as Julie and I.
Kathleen loves to ride Gilly and Barry loves to be with Kathleen so I thought he should have his own horse too; especially after his run in with Buck. Its funny Buck will let Gillian or Kathleen lead him around and even lets Julie ride him; but no one else.
I'd saddled Buck and handed Barry the reins. He mounted but the spoiled animal just stood there. He didn't go nuts or do an impression of a wild bronco; he just stood there. No matter what Barry did, Buck wouldn't move. I led the horse for several yards and let Barry have him. Buck stopped and just stood there turning his head to look first at Barry on his back and then at me. Buck seemed to say, "I'm not a merry go round horse that just anybody can ride" and refused to move.
We're going to have another wedding at the ranch. Kathleen and Barry want to get married there just like her mother and her adopted uncle. Maybe I should open a wedding chapel out here.
I'd been getting along but when Julie came back into my life I realized that's all I'd been doing, getting along. Being a business mogul is fine in its way but it can't compare to my life with Julie back in it.
Now we're both back where we belong and we're happy.
And Life Goes On.
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And in the fury of this darkest hour
We will be your light
You've asked me for my sacrifice
And I am Winterborn
(by the Cruxshadows)
*********************
Dillon Gallagher had been a 20 year old junior at Virginia Military Institute planning a career with the United States Army when Confederate troops attacked Fort Sumter on April 12, 1861. Virginia's secession from the Union followed on April 17th and he knew that his plans were dead. He left school and returned home. Two months later he heard that the First Virginia Cavalry was being formed in Winchester; so he equipped himself and rode north to join up.
Before he left his father made it clear that he thought Dillon was being foolish. "You've always said that slavery was morally wrong and a financially inefficient way to farm. How can you go fight for something you think is wrong?" Samuel asked.
"I did say those things and I still believe them. You'll notice that I hired immigrants, mostly Irish, to work the place that Grandpa left me. It costs less than running slaves and it also lets me sleep at night," Dillon said.
"Why would you fight to preserve owning slaves if you're so set against it?"
Dillon looked at his father for a few seconds before he answered. He knew his father wouldn't understand or approve his reasoning. Sighing he replied, "I'm going to fight to preserve state's rights, Father. I don't believe that the Federal government has the right to dictate to each state how we should live. It's as simple as that."
Samuel thought about what Dillon had said for a minute or so. "You know if you fight for the Confederacy you'll hurt the bank."
"What?" Dillon asked not believing his father's main concern.
"You've said yourself over these last few weeks that the South can't win the war against the Union. Right?"
"That's what I said. The Union can put a superior number of soldiers in the field and they have the industrial machine to better supply them. The Confederacy can't overcome that with bravery," Dillon replied.
"If you're right, and I think you are, when the Union wins there'll be hell to pay for Southern sympathizers. If my son fought for the south, I could be thought of as a Southern sympathizer and lose the bank." Samuel paused for a bit and asked, "Why can't you stay home? Run your farm or help me here at the bank or take a trip to California."
"Don't you understand Father, I have to go. If I stay home, I'll be branded a coward and couldn't live here after the war anyway. And I won't fight against my friends here in Virginia, even if I don't believe completely in their cause. That leaves joining the army of the Confederate States of America. Besides, Virginia is my home and I can't stand by and see her destroyed."
Dillon thought for a minute and then muttered in a low voice, "Winterborn."
"What's that you said? Winterborn?" Samuel asked puzzled.
"It's a very old poem I read while at school. It pretty much sums up our situation here," Dillon answered. He hesitated a few seconds and then quoted:
"So bury fear, for fate draws near
And hide the signs of pain
With noble acts, the bravest souls
Endure the heart's remains
And in the fury of this darkest hour
We will be your light
You've asked me for my sacrifice
And I am Winterborn"
"What the hell does that mean Dillon?"
"Winterborn is a religious legend from the Middle Ages that says that people born during December are sort of a lost breed. Those people or groups were often asked to sacrifice themselves for a cause; similar to what Jesus did." Dillon paused with his head down, "Even if it's a lost cause." Lifting his head he added, "That's what the soldiers of the CSA are being asked to do; Sacrifice themselves, they can't win this war."
"I don't understand. All I see my son being a young fool."
Dillon smiled for the first time and said, "You know Grandpa Flynn always said that a man has to believe in something; even if it wasn't smart to do so he has to believe in something. I guess you believe in this bank and money; a sorry thing to base your life on."
The young man stood and gave his father a sad look. "Good bye Father. Tell Mother I'll write when I can." Dillon turned, left the office, and started his journey to join the First Virginia Cavalry.
******************
For the next four years, Dillon rode through hell. The First took part in several large battles and Dillon was at all of them. The First, commanded by J.E.B. Stuart, helped General Thomas Jackson earn his nickname of 'Stonewall' at First Manassas in July of '61.
Dillon was wounded at Second Manassas in August of '62. He was shot through the meaty part of his leg but missed the bone and he recovered quickly. The First were continuously in battle with little down time for the entire war. Dillon had at least five horses shot out from under him, but was never wounded again.
The only good thing that's come out of all this is my new pistol, Dillon thought. The First had conducted an early morning raid on the Union Army's flank and over ran them. Dillon saw a Yankee Lieutenant riding hard to escape and followed slowly behind him. The Lieutenant came to an abandoned barn and rode his horse into the structure. Dillon found him hiding in a stall, tending to a gunshot wound in his leg.
Slowly entering the barn, Dillon with his LeMat pistol drawn, was able to capture the Lieutenant. The Yankee weapons, a repeating rifle and a sidearm were confiscated. Standing orders stated that captured weapons were to be turned over to the company commander for distribution to the company; supplies, especially weapons were getting harder to supply.
Dillon saw that the young Lieutenant's sidearm was a Remington New Model Army .44, an extremely fine pistol. One advantage of the Remington was that you could load extra six shot cylinders and change them out quickly when you emptied one. In addition, the bullets and caps for the Remington were easier to come by than supplies for his LeMat so Dillon decided that he would keep the pistol.
If I turn it in, it will probably end up being carried by some real echelon office, Dillon rationalized. He'll strut around Richmond or Savanna telling stories about how he took the weapon from some Yankee officer. I think I can put it to better use right here.
The First took part in their last battle of the war at the town of Appomattox Court House in April, '65. When General Lee went to the home of Wilmer McLean to surrender to General Grant, Dillon didn't stay around. He had an idea of what would happen after the surrender; the Union would run rough shod over the southern states to punish them. Dillon didn't want to witness the coming punitive actions. He rode west, out of the war zone and away from his beloved Virginia.
*******************
Dillon had left Appomattox making his way from Virginia southwest through the war torn southern states to New Orleans. He dodged both Union patrols and the remnants of the Confederate Army along the way. The Confederate States of America may have surrendered, Dillon said to himself but I haven't.
It took him most of six weeks of drifting to get to DeWitt county Texas in. He met and worked for Creed Taylor, a former Texas Ranger, for a while. Taylor was the one that showed Dillon how to really handle a pistol. Dillon had worked for Taylor for about a year and then move on further west. Leaving Dewitt he made his way to nearby San Antonio.
There he met several fellow "Johnny Rebs" who had stayed in the west rather than going home; several skirmishes between the North and South had been fought in the area. Most of the gray coats were just trying to make a living and get on with their lives but some had become petty thieves, road agents, and bandits.
Two of these thieves tried to steal Dillon's horse late one evening. He'd been sleeping in the hay loft of the stable when he heard the men talking as they attempted to steal his horse and gear. Dillon climbed down from the loft, pulled his pistol, and approached the two men.
"I think you fellers made a mistake. That's my horse and gear you're takin. I suggest you put them back," Dillon said.
One of the men turned pulling his gun but before he could bring it to bear, Dillon shot him in the chest. He heard another gunshot and felt the impact of a bullet as it grazed his left arm. Dillon fired and hit the second man in the belly. Walking over to the pair lying on the floor he kicked their guns away. Dillon examined one man and saw he was dead. He turned back to the wounded man, but there was nothing he could do for him; the man was gut shot. Before Dillon could go for help, the second man died.
Bill Swanson the middle aged stable owner rushed into the area carrying a double barreled shot gun. He saw Dillon standing over the dead men and asked, "What happened?"
As Dillon explained Swanson inspected the two men. Turning to Dillon he said, "Son you better ride out. That's Sam Wade and Jerry Carter you shot. Their friends of Jake Stewart, the town marshal."
"Why should I run? It was self defense."
"Don't make no difference. Stewart will hang you as sure as your standing there. You better ride boy." Seeing the blood on Dillon's shirt he continued, "Let's take a look at your wound and then you need to get on the trail."
The gunshot had sliced a furrow through the muscle of Dillon's upper arm. Swanson cleaned and bandaged the wound; it would be painful but not life threatening. He handed Dillon some trail supplies and helped him saddle his horse. "You need to go and go fast. I'll wait for a bit before I go find Stewart."
"Thanks Mr. Swanson, I'll not forget your kindness," Dillon said as he mounted and headed out of San Antonio. He headed south deciding that Mexico would be a good place to head for. Dillon made it to Laredo and then across the Rio Grande to Nuevo Laredo. At least there weren't any Union troops on the Mexican side of the river.
Dillon spent several months in Mexico, learning the language and hiring out as a payroll guard from time to time for the mines in the area. He'd been shot at several times but his skill with his pistol saved his hide and the payrolls he guarded. Sitting in a cantina one evening two days after his latest run in with bandits, three rough looking men approached him looking for trouble.
The men had the look of former soldiers; two wore the yellow striped grey pants of the Confederate Cavalry and the other wore a Union jacket and cap. The leader of the pack reached across the table and took Dillon's drink. Knocking back the tequila; his look dared the young man to say anything. Dillon didn't react which made the man angry.
"You're the one that rode guard for the mine payroll a couple of days ago, are ya?" Dillon didn't speak and just nodded. "You shot up my cousin in that gun fight."
For the first time Dillon spoke. "He got what he deserved mister. If he hadn't tried to rob me I wouldn't have shot him." Under the table he loosened his Remington .44 in its holster; he was expecting trouble with from this group.
The large man roared and went for the pistol stuck in his belt. Before he could get it out Dillon stood, drew his own gun and fired. The two other men went for their guns at the same time but Dillon was much faster and fired two more shots in quick succession.
When the noise and smoke cleared there were three dead men lying on the floor of the cantina. Dillon holstered his pistol, walked to the bar and tossed a few coins to the bartender. "Sorry about the mess senor," he said. Turning he left the cantina, mounted his horse, picked up his gear from his cabin, and rode out of Nuevo Laredo.
Dillon thought about his life and travels since the end of the war. Has it really been over three years now? Maybe I ought to head home, he thought. Seems all I'm doing out here is getting shot at or shooting people.
After three years away from home, Dillon headed back to Richmond. Maybe I can make peace with Father, he thought.
****************
Samuel Gallagher looked at his son; Dillon as he sat across the desk from him. The two hadn't seen each other since Dillon left home to join the 1st Regiment Virginia Cavalry in July of 1861. The elder Gallagher still owned the largest bank in Richmond, Virginia; the former capitol of the Confederate States of America. He and Dillon were in Samuel's plush office on this early morning in September '68.
Dillon's been gone for 7 years Samuel thought as he appraised his son. He found the change in Dillon remarkable; the boy's matured during his long absence, Samuel said to himself. Maybe now he'll understand my position.
Dillon had left Richmond a little soft; he had been 6 feet tall and weighed 225, with a pale complexion. Dillon took after his mother with blue eyes and very dark hair which he wore unfashionably long. He returned whip cord slim and strong; now weighing no more than 190. His face was sun burned to a deep tan which made his blue eyes seemed to jump out at you.
The older Gallagher also saw a change in Dillon's personality. He was no longer the almost naïve, argumentative, angry young man that had left home. Now he was quietly confident and seemed older than his 27 years.
"Where have you been?" Samuel asked. "Lee surrendered in April of '65. It's been better than three years since then."
"I decided I didn't want to be around for the aftermath of the surrender, so I headed west for a while," Dillon replied.
"No matter, you're here now. We'll get you cleaned up and tomorrow I'll take you to the Capitol building. You can take the Oath to the Union and we'll get on with our lives," Samuel said. "Of course your farm was confiscated, what with you being a Confederate officer. I tried to stop it but couldn't do anything." Then almost to himself, "I hope you're service doesn't have an adverse effect on the bank."
"Wouldn't mind cleaning up a bit, but I can't take that oath." Dillon stared at his father and said, "Also I don't believe you tried very hard to keep them from taking the farm; it might have put you in a bad light with your Northern friends."
Samuel stopped and looked at his son. He saw the conviction in the boy's eyes and the set of his chin. "Can't or won't take the oath?" He didn't address Dillon's comment about his efforts to save the farm.
"Take your pick, either way I'm not swearing an oath to the Union," Dillon replied returning his father's hard stare.
"Why in the world not? If you're going to live here you have to take that oath."
"I already took an oath; to the Confederacy. Reckon a man's only good for one oath at a time," Dillon said with a grim smile.
"But the wars over; Lee surrendered," Samuel almost pleaded.
"Lee surrendered, I didn't."
"If you don't swear that oath, it could cause me and the bank a lot of trouble. I've managed to hold on by helping the Union representatives down here. Do you want me to lose it all?"
"You haven't changed, have you Father? Our views haven't changed since our last talk either. The only thing you believe in is money and profit. The only difference is now you're a toady for Northern Reconstruction," Dillon said sadly.
Samuel angrily responded "I think you're just afraid to admit you were wrong to join the Confederacy. I never thought I'd see my son be too much of a coward to do what's good for the family."
Dillon stared at Samuel with a cold anger; his eyes blazing. "A coward! If you weren't my father I'd shoot you where you sit," Dillon said, his voice quivering with rage. His hand had moved to the butt of the pistol at his hip. "I won't be staying; I'll drop by and say good bye to Mother before I go."
"You and your mother are two of a kind. She moved to her sister's in Boston two years ago," Samuel said.
"Good for her. I'm glad that at least one of my parents shows some sense. Good bye Father, I doubt that I'll ever see you again." Dillon stood, looked at his father one last time and left the office.
Outside the bank, he mounted the big buckskin stallion that had carried him for hundreds of miles and rode to his father's house; there was a room over the carriage house where Dillon lived before the war. Hidden behind a false panel were several of his things that he wanted to take with him.
He pushed open the panel covering his treasure trove and sorted through the contents. One of the things he wanted was gold and silver Hunter cased pocket watch with a heavy gold chain and fob. The watch had belonged to his maternal grandfather James Dillon Flynn. He was a crusty old man that had never been impressed by Samuel Gallagher and his wealth. In spite of Samuel's objections, Dillon's mother, Sarah, had named her son after her father. It was the first but not the last act of independence and rebellion by Sarah.
Inside the case of the watch was a picture of Dillon's mother; taken just before Dillon left for college. The watch had been left to Dillon when his grandfather Flynn has passed away. Along with the farm and watch he received sixty $20 double eagle gold coins worth $1200 dollars from the old man's estate.
There were several other items that Dillon wanted to take with him. One was a Bowie knife and sheath, also left to him by Grandpa Flynn. It had been made by the same blacksmith, James Black that had made the original knife for the famous Jim Bowie. Flynn and Bowie were friends and cohorts in the early 1830s and after covering each others back in saloon fight in a small Texas town, Bowie made a gift of the knife to his friend.
The other items Dillon took were two books of poetry. While attending Virginia Military he became interested in certain poets and poems; these were two of his favorites. One was a collection of the works of Shelley and the other the works of Lord Byron. Some people will think I'm a dandy from the east if they see these, Dillon thought. It doesn't matter what they think, I want them with me.
Riding to his old room and now as he was leaving he could still see the aftermath of the devastating fires that ran through Richmond in April of '65. The fires had been set by the retreating Confederate troops trying to destroy any supplies that the invading Union army could use.
The fires had gotten out of hand and burned over 25 percent of the buildings in the city. The Union soldiers put out most of the fires as they advanced and captured the city. In spite of what many of the city's residents thought it was the Union army that saved Richmond from even greater destruction.
Dillon looked at the burned out areas of the city that even three years later hadn't been cleaned up or restored. This is why I didn't come home he thought. This and the overbearing attitude of many of the managers, officials and representatives of the Union government. If I stay, I'll end up killing some carpet bagger. Time to leave; for good this time.
Taking one last look, Dillon didn't replace the panel to cover the hiding place. Doesn't much matter now, he said to himself. He took his 'treasures' down to his horse and placed everything in the saddlebags. Mounting the big animal and turning its head west he said, "Time to go West Buck, this isn't my home anymore."



******************
His plan for right now was to head back to Dewitt county Texas. His friend and sometimes mentor, Creed Taylor and his brothers were involved in a battle with a man named William Sutton. Sutton was part of the State Police and along with Union soldiers were enforcing the laws concerning Reconstruction in Texas. Dillon had recently heard of the Sutton-Taylor feud and thought he might go give his friend Creed Taylor and his brothers a hand in that ongoing battle. It didn't matter to Dillon if Creed was in the right; they were friends and that's all Dillon needed to know.
After the disastrous confrontation with his father, Dillon headed to Fort Smith. Dillon and Buck took all most two months to travel the close to twelve hundred miles from Richmond to Fort Smith Arkansas. He dodged Union patrols most of the way. Fort Smith had been known as "Hell on the Boarder" during the Civil War. It wasn't quite as wild in November of '68 but still not a place to let your guard down.
He had a reason for going to the Arkansas town. Fort Smith was far enough outside the control of the Union that he could get on a train bound for Texas. Dillon made a deal with the station master for him and his horse to ride in an empty box car on a train headed south to Houston, Texas. When he got to Houston he would continue on horseback south west to DeWitt.
He rode to Creed Taylor's ranch and found his friend sitting on the front porch of the ranch house with one of the new Winchester repeating rifles across his lap.
"Mr. Taylor, are things that bad?" Dillon asked pointing at the rifle.
"Damn boy, it's good to see you," Creed replied. "Yeah, thing are pretty bad right now. Get down and I'll tell you all about it."
Dillon hitched his horse to the rail and joined his old friend; leaning against the porch rail. "Heard about the Suttons and y'all back home. Thought I might come out and give you a hand," he said offering his help to Creed.
"Those damn Suttons are with the State Police. They're running rough shod over southern Texas and there's gonna be more bloodshed," Creed explained. As he was talking a young man rode up and dismounted in a hurry.
Stepping onto the porch he faced Dillon and said, "Who's this drifter Cousin Creed? Is he bothering you?"
Dillon stood up from his spot at the rail and faced the man. The youngster was primed for trouble and Dillon didn't want to be at a disadvantage.
"Settle down John," Creed ordered. "This is Dillon Gallagher, a friend of mine." He turned to Dillon and said, "This is my wife's cousin John Hardin; he came out to give us a hand with the Suttons."
"John Wesley Hardin?" Dillon asked. He'd heard of this youngster; some said he was the deadliest gun hand in the west. "I've heard of you."
Hardin smile didn't reach his eyes. "Creed told me about you too Dillon. Sez you're about as fast as he's ever seen." Turning to Creed he asked, "Who's faster Creed, me or Gallagher?"
"You boys pull your horns in, hear?" Creed looked at the two young men for a few seconds and then said, "Don't know for sure who's faster. You might be a touch quicker John, but I for damn sure wouldn't want to bet my life on the difference. Y'all come in for supper." Creed stood and led the way into the house.
Dillon was awake at daybreak; a habit he picked up in the army. He decided to take a short ride around the ranch to get a feel for things. Breakfast was ready when he got back; he cleaned up and joined Creed and Hardin at the table.
"What you been up too, since you left from here?" Creed asked over a last cup of coffee.
Dillon told him about his adventures and the trip back home. When he talked about Richmond Dillon's face got hard and his eyes blazed. "Wasn't much reason to stay so I reckoned I'd come back here and give you a hand."
"Don't want you staying Dillon. This ain't your fight and besides the last thing you need is to cross paths with those Union soldiers that the Suttons are running with." Creed held up his hand to stop Dillon's reply.
"There's paper on a man that fits your description from San Antonio and those Yankees would love to get their hands on you. There's even talk about a shoot up down in Mexico. Seems like a Union soldier from Laredo got shot in a cantina south of the boarder; no one talks about what he were doin there. But the Yankees are a mite upset at some payroll guard. I think you'd better ride on son," Creed finished.
"Maybe your right Creed, but I sure hate to leave you in a bind."
Creed smiled at Dillon's obvious concern and said, "You're not son. The other ranchers around here are southern boys many who served in the war and they're not too happy with the Suttons either. There's a passel of us upset with those bastards. Before this is over I intend to see that there's a several less Suttons around to bother us."
"I'll see to it," Hardin added.
Dillon looked at the youngster, smiled, and asked, "How old are you John?"
"I'm old enough to be damn good with his hog leg," he answered. "Want to try me out?"
"Wasn't questioning your skill or your courage John. I was just curious." Dillon wasn't afraid of the young pistolero but saw no need to push things. He didn't want to cause his friend more trouble; turning back to Creed Dillon said, "I'll leave now Creed. I wouldn't want to cause you another problem if they found a wanted man being harbored on your ranch"
"It's been good to see you son. Come back after this ruckus is over with and we'll have a drink or two and tell lies to each other," Creed replied with a big grin. "Take care of yourself boy."
Dillon packed up and rode away from DeWitt. Now where to, he asked himself? It was July of '69 and he decided to go to Amarillo to see the parents of some boys that he'd fought with at First Manassas in '61. He made the three day ride to Austin to get a train to Fort Worth. San Antonia was closer and had a bigger rail head but with the warrants out on him, Dillon didn't think it'd be too smart to push his luck.
Again he was able to make a deal with the agent to ride in a cattle car headed to Fort Worth; this time it took a little extra money under the table for the two day trip. Arriving in Fort Worth, he put his horse in the livery stable to pamper it a little. He paid for the horse to be rubbed down and fed with a grain mash. The animal had a long journey ahead and Dillon wanted him in top condition. He treated himself to a room in a small hotel; it was the first bed he'd sleep in for over a week.
The next morning at first light, Dillon started the long ride to Amarillo. It was close to 360 miles to his destination; he thought it would take a little over two weeks to get there; assuming he didn't run into trouble along the way.
He rode into Wichita Falls late in the afternoon of his fifth day on the trail. Dillon bedded his horse down in the livery and arranged to sleep in the loft over the stalls. The hay made a nice mattress after sleeping on the ground for four days.
Dillon went to a nearby saloon for supper and a beer or two. He'd just finished his meal and noticed the town marshal come in and talk to the bartender. Three rough looking cowboys came through the swinging doors into the saloon and saw the lawman at the bar. The marshal had his back to the door and the men quietly walked toward him. They slowly started to draw their pistols; it was obvious they intended to shoot the marshal in the back.
Yelling a warning to the marshal, Dillon drew his own weapon and fired at the cowboys. The marshal turned at Dillon's yell bringing a double barrel shotgun into play. Dillon dropped one man; the blast from the scatter gun killed another and seriously wounded the third. The marshal and Dillon both quickly looked around the rest of the room for any other gunmen.
Dillon holstered his pistol as the marshal checked on the three men. Turning back to the bartender the marshal ordered him to send for the doctor to treat the wounded man; the other two needed the services of the undertaker. He was sent for too.
The lawman stepped over to Dillon, "I'm Marshal Thomas Ryan," he introduced himself offering his hand. "Thanks for the warning. It could have been a mite nasty for me without your help."
"Dillon Gallagher, Marshal. I figured they were up to something when they tried to sneak up on you."
"Why'd you get involved? Did you have a problem with those three?" Marshal Ryan questioned.
"No sir, just don't like back shooters. Reckon if they'd faced you it was your job to handle it but since they didn't I thought I'd deal myself into the game," Dillon replied. He sat back down to finish his beer and the marshal joined him.
"Where you headed Mr. Gallagher? Or do you plan to settle here in Wichita Falls?"
"Name's Dillon, Marshal. Hadn't thought much about staying here. As far as where I'm goin, I guess I'm sorta on my way to Amarillo; not in any hurry though."
"I think I hear the south in your voice Dillon. Did you by chance serve with the Confederacy?"
Dillon looked at Marshal Ryan for a moment and replied, "Yes sir, I served with the First Virginia Cavalry. Is that a problem Marshal?"
"I reckon you've earned the right to call me Tom," Ryan said with a grin. "And no, it's no problem. Just makin an observation is all. I fought with the 2nd Texas Cavalry Company E myself."
"That was the Texas Ranger Company wasn't it?"
Ryan showed his surprise. "Yup it was. How'd you know that Dillon?"
"Friend of mine, Creed Taylor and some of his kin rode with Company E," he replied.
"Sure, I knew Creed and his brother Pitkin both," Ryan said. Then he smiled and offered, "It's almost like old home week, ain't it."
Dillon returned Ryan's smile, paused and asked, "Why were those three gunning for you Tom?"
Before the marshal could answer the doctor came in looked around and saw the men on the floor. "That one closest to the door is your patient Doc," Ryan said.
The doctor went to the wounded man and examined him. Looking up at Ryan he shook his head indicating that the man wasn't going to make it. "He don't need me he needs a priest and the undertaker," the doctor said
"What'd you shoot him with Marshal? He sure was tore up....oh I see," he said as Ryan held up his shotgun. By the time the men with a stretcher got to the bar, the last of the three bushwhackers died.
After the doctor and his helpers had carried the bodies out of the saloon, Ryan brought another round of beer to the table. "Don't like havin to kill folks. It's a bad night all around," he said as he sat back down at the table.
"I'll ask again. Why were those three gunning for you Tom?"
"Two weeks ago I went to arrest their brother for rustlin cattle. He decided to make a fight of it and I had to shoot him. Guess the fact that he was breakin the law didn't matter to these three. It cost them dearly."
Dillon finished his beer and stood to leave. "It's been......I was gonna say nice to meet you but I think interesting is a better phrase Tom. Maybe we'll meet again."
"You said you weren't in any hurry to get to Amarillo; would you consider working for me for a while?"
"Doing what?" Dillon was surprised at the question.
"My deputy, Bill Moore, had to go to Shreveport to take care of some family business. It'll be three or four months before he comes back; if he comes back. I need someone to replace him. You interested?"
"Why would you trust me? You don't know me," Dillon replied.
"You already backed me up once, now didn't you? That took care of the trust issue. I can tell by the way you talk that you're an educated man. I went to Austin College up in Sherman; it'd be nice to have someone to talk to about something besides cows and crops. So want a job for a few months?"
Dillon had never thought about becoming a lawman. It's not that much difference than being a payroll guard, he told himself. He didn't have to work because of the money left to him by his grandfather; but that money wouldn't last forever. Might not be a bad idea to supplement my bankroll now and then, he thought.
"Okay, I'll take the job, but just for three months or until your deputy returns," Dillon said shaking hands with Marshal Ryan.
"Don't you want to know what it pays first?"
"Reckon you'll be fair and pay me what I'm worth," Dillon answered. "If I can't trust a marshal who can I trust?" Dillon grinned at Ryan.
"You'll get $50 a month and room and board over to Mrs. Boudreaux's. She runs the best boarding house in the county. That suit you?" At Dillon's nod Ryan said, "C'mon let's get your gear and I'll introduce you to Mrs. Boudreaux. This is Saturday so take tomorrow to get settled in and you can start Monday morning.
For the first time Dillon took stock of Marshal Ryan as they walked to the hotel to get his gear. Tom Ryan looked to be in his mid 30's with sandy colored hair and a big bushy moustache. He was about two inches shorter that Dillon and had a stocky build. He walked with a confidence that dared anything to get in his way. A hard man Dillon thought; a good man to have on your side but a bad one to cross.
While Dillon was taking stock of Tom Ryan, the marshal did the same thing with Dillon. Ryan saw a tall, slender, graceful young man. He had the look of a man that had seen his share of problems and had overcome or stood up to them. Ryan noticed that Dillon's eyes would sometime look haunted and troubled. That's a result of the war and its aftermath Ryan thought.
After gathering Dillon's gear from the hotel the two men walked the short distance to Mrs. Boudreaux's. Stepping onto the front porch of the large two story home Ryan explained, "Mrs. Boudreaux's a widow; her husband, Jackson, was killed at the Battle of Sabine Pass in '63. He was a foot soldier providing protection for the Confederate battery guarding the Pass."
Walking to the front door, Ryan knocked once, opened the door, and stuck his head inside. "Mrs. Boudreaux, its Marshal Ryan. You got room for another one of my strays?"
"Anytime Marshal, come on in," a voice answered from the dining room. It was just a couple of seconds when the owner of the voice came to the entry way to greet them. The woman that came into the room was not what Dillon had pictured when Tom Ryan told him she was a widow.
Mrs. Boudreaux swept into the foyer and shook Ryan's hand. "I've had nothing but good things to say about those 'strays' as you call them. I sure this young man won't be any different." She turned to Dillon offered her hand, and said, "I'm Emma Boudreaux, welcome to my home."
Dillon quickly removed his hat and took the offered hand. "Dillon Gallagher, Mrs. Boudreaux. I'm please to meet you. Thanks for taking me in."
She smiled at him and turned back to Ryan with a questioning look, inviting an explanation. Ryan grinned, "Dillon's going to take Bill Moore's place as my deputy. If you can find room for him, I'd appreciate it."
Looking at Dillon she replied, "I think we can put Mr. Gallagher in Bill's old room for the time being." She turned back to the marshal, "Same rates as before Marshal. Is that satisfactory?"
"Yes 'em it is. Just submit your bill to the town council; I'll see that it gets paid," Ryan answered.
"Have you had dinner Mr. Gallagher? I just put the food on the table; you can join us after I show you to your room."
"I'd appreciate a good meal, Ma'am. Been eating trail rations for better than a week," Dillon said. "No need to tear yourself away from your other guests; just point out my room and I'll join you shortly."
Mrs. Boudreaux smiled, "Top of the stairs, first door on your right. Bathrooms out back and there's a wash basin and pitcher in the room. Come join us as soon as you get settled. I'll say goodbye to you Marshal and return to my boarders." With a nod at Dillon she retraced her steps to the dining room.
Ryan smiled at Dillon and asked, "What do you think? She's something else, isn't she?"
"When you said she was a widow, I pictured a woman about my mother's age. Mrs. Boudreaux can't be more than 26 or 27," Dillon answered.
"She just turned 38, I believe," Ryan replied. "Come out to the house for supper tomorrow evening and I'll tell you all about her. More importantly, I'll tell you about your job. Our place is the big white house at the end of Main Street. See you tomorrow evening about 6."
Dillon found his room and stashed his gear, including his pistol and Winchester in his room. He had bought the Winchester Repeater, trading in his Henry, after talking to Creed Taylor about his Winchester. He washed up and joined the group sitting at the supper table.
When he stepped to the table, Mrs. Boudreaux introduced the three other men staying with her. "This is Bill Johnson on your left; he's a salesman that stays with me five or six times a year." Johnson nodded. She continued, "Sitting in the middle is James Randle. James is the land agent for the county. And on the left is Ralph Jacobs; Mr. Jacobs works at the freight office. Gentlemen, this is Dillon Gallagher, our new Deputy Marshal, so y'all mind your Ps and Qs."
Dillon nodded at the men and sat down. His mouth watered at the smell and sight of the food on the table. The fried chicken, mashed potatoes and green beans were passed to him one at a time and soon his plate was full. The others let him alone so he could eat. As he ate he examined Mrs. Boudreaux more closely.
She'll stand about 5' 8, tall for a woman he thought. Her dark almost black hair was worn up on her head leaving her neck free. The style was called a French bun; Dillon knew that because his mother often wore the same style. In the light thrown out by the lamps in the room, her hair shimmered in the reflected light.
He knew her age but it was hard to believe she was 38. She had a slender but strong looking body, big brown eyes that sparkled, and a no nonsense attitude that appealed to Dillon. Fine, strong woman, he thought. She's lost a lot but doesn't feel sorry for herself or let it get her down. As he finished his assessment, Mrs. Boudreaux noticed him looking at her and smiled. Guess she's used to men staring at her, Dillon said to himself returning her smile.
The next evening about 5, Dillon got his horse from the livery. Wichita Falls wasn't that big, he could have walked to Tom Ryan's house. But after nearly two days standing in a stall his horse needed to stretch and he wanted to look around the town.
Riding around he saw the normal businesses you'd expect to see; general store, bank, stage coach depot and such. What surprised him were the three saloons in a town that size. Dillon rode on to Tom Ryan's house. As he stepped up onto the porch the front door opened and Tom motioned him in. Dillon took off his hat as he entered the house and Tom pointed to a hat rack. When he turned around, just inside the door he saw a very pretty Mexican woman coming to greet him.
"Dillon this is my wife, Juanita. Honey, this is Dillon Gallagher. He'll be taking Bill's place for a few months."
He extended his hand but she pushed past it and hugged him. "Thank you for helping Tom the other night in the saloon. He would have been seriously hurt if you hadn't stepped in."
Dillon was a little embarrassed and looked over at Tom. Ryan stood there with a big grin on his face and just shrugged. "Honey, you're making more of it than it was. I keep telling you that it wasn't that bad."
"Nonsense. I talked to Charley at church this morning." She turned to Dillon and explained, "Charley was tending bar that evening." Juanita faced her husband again and continued, "He said that those three had the drop on you and that if Mr. Gallagher hadn't warned you, you'd probably be dead." She stared defiantly at Tom for a couple of seconds and then took Dillon's arm and led him into the dining room.



"Please sit here Mr. Gallagher she said showing him to one side of the table. "Is there anything I can get you before we start supper?"
"Yes em, you could drop the mister and just call me Dillon."
After finishing the meal, Dillon thought I could get used to this. Two great meals two nights in a row; sure beats the hell out of a cold supper on the trail. Tom held up two cigars and motioned for Dillon to follow him outside.
Dillon stood and gave a little bow toward Juanita. "That was an elegant dinner Mrs. Ryan. Thank you very much." He turned and followed Tom onto the porch.
"I notice three saloons on Main Street and a cantina around the corner. Isn't that a lot for a town the size of Wichita Falls?"
Tom had a grim smile when he answered. "Yep, it sure is. But they all get real busy when a cattle drive comes through."
"I've seen hands letting off steam in town after being on the trail for weeks at a time," Dillon said. "I know what you mean."
"The ranchers get price quotes by telegraph from San Antonio and from Abilene, Kansas; then they drive their herd to which ever has the best price." Tom chuckled and continued, "It's like throwing dice, one bad bounce and you've lost your stake. The ranchers are betting that the price will be the same or even higher after three to eight weeks on the trail. Sometimes they lose their bet."
Tom handed Dillon a cigar and said, "We get herds coming north to Abilene Kansas and herds heading south to San Antonio. And they all seem to lay over at least one night at our little town. Get's quite interesting sometimes."
After lighting the cigars, Tom explained the job to Dillon. "You'll work six days a week; Monday through Wednesday you'll have the night duty, 7 PM to 7 AM; there's a bunk in the office you can use to get some sleep. Thursday will be your day off. Friday through Sunday you work during the day, 7 AM to 7 PM. Any questions Dillon?"
He shook his head no and Tom added, "The only difference will be when the hands from a cattle drive are in town. We'll both be working until they're gone."
Dillon looked at Tom for a bit and said, "I do have one question. Why do you carry a shotgun?"
"Well.......I've run into a few that are a touch faster than me with a handgun but so far none of them could shoot straight. So I use a scattergun as an equalizer. It works better than a pistol when you face down more than one man too." Tom chuckled and added, "It sure puts the fear of God into someone that's looking down the barrel. Any more questions"
"Will you provide me with a scattergun or do I have to buy my own?" Dillon returned Tom's smile.
Monday morning at 7 AM, Dillon hitched his horse in front of the Marshal's office and went in. After saying good morning, Tom tossed a double barrel shotgun to him. Dillon saw it was Colt 12 gauge coach gun with 18 inch barrels.
"That's one of the few pieces of equipment that the town council will provide. They'll also provide loads for your pistol, Winchester, and that scattergun will be provided. Oh, I can get you a pair of shackles if you want. Personally I just use a tie down rope." Tom grinned and said, "Those damn shackles are too heavy to carry around with you all the time."
Dillon nodded and pick up a few shells from the box on Tom's desk and put them in his vest. He loaded the shotgun, put the weapon in the gun rack, and got a cup of coffee off the stove.
"I know you can handle yourself but I've got a little advice," Tom said. "We don't want to put too many of the cow hands in jail if we can keep from it. Settle em down and send them back to camp if you can. If not bring em in here and lock em up. Most time we can let them out in the morning so they can rejoin their outfit."
Dillon nodded again and replied, "Makes sense to me."
"By the way, we're expecting our first herd through here this weekend," Tom told him grinning.
******************
The cow hands from the first two herds passing by Wichita Falls didn't raise too much hell. Dillon stopped a street fight that could have gotten ugly. He made the four men involved drop their weapons and head back to their camp. Dillon told them they could pick up the guns on their way out of town the next day.
At night after supper he took to reading the poetry books he'd brought with him from Richmond. Mrs. Boudreaux noticed him reading in the parlor one evening.
"What are you reading Mr. Gallagher?" It was interesting to her that this young man was actually reading.
"This one's a book of poems by Lord Byron," Dillon answered. Mrs. Boudreaux nodded that she knew who Byron was. "I have another one written by Shelley." She nodded again.
"Mr. Gallagher I have a small library down the hall there. You're most welcome to read anything you find there."
"Thank you ma'am, that'd be a real pleasure. You can only read so many two weeks old newspapers."
It became almost a nightly thing; on Dillon's nights off they would meet in the parlor and discuss poetry or other things that Dillon had read. On the days that he worked until 7PM, Mrs. Boudreaux would fix a plate of food for him and leave it in the oven. She took to joining him and they talked as he ate his supper.
One evening as she usually did, Mrs. Boudreaux asked him if there was anything else she could do for him.
"Yes ma'am there is. Could you see your way clear to call me Dillon? Mr. Gallagher makes me feel like an old man," he replied with a grin.
She chuckled and said, "I can do that Dillon and you must call me Emma."
As they talked that evening Dillon asked, "You're not from Texas are you Emma? I hear a southern influence in your speech instead of the Texas drawl like the folks from around here."
"You're very perceptive. I was born and raised in New Orleans," she answered.
"How'd you get to Wichita Falls, if you don't mind my asking?"
Emma had a sad little smile when she answered. "My marriage to Mr. Boudreaux, Jamie, was arranged by our families. We're Cajun and that's normal for the families back home. I was a frightened sixteen year old girl and Jamie was 26. We moved here right after we got married. Let's see that was almost 22 years ago."
"I'm sorry Emma; I didn't mean to bring up bad memories."
"You didn't. Jamie was a wonderful man and a better husband. He was very patient with me and I grew to love him very much. Then he was killed in the war six years ago."
"Did you ever think of returning home?"
"This is my home. Jamie ran a freight line and bought me this 'mansion' as he called it. After his death, I was able to sell the freight business and started a boarding house." She paused, smiled, and said, "It beats becoming a dance hall girl to make ends meet."
"Yes em, it surely does," Dillon agreed, thinking he wouldn't mind seeing her in one of the dresses those girls normally wore.
"I detect a bit of the south in your voice too Dillon," Emma remarked. "May I ask where your home is?"
"Richmond, Virginia is where I was born."
"If I get too nosey just say so," Emma said. Dillon shook his head and she asked, "Do you serve with the Confederacy in the war?"
"Yes ma'am, I rode with the First Virginia Cavalry. Seems like we fought every day for four long years."
"I'm sure you were glad to go home after the war ended," Emma said.
"Not really. The day that General Lee surrendered I headed west. I didn't go back home for three years."
"Why?"
"I guess some would say I was a coward because I didn't want to face the effects the war had on Richmond. So I just drifted for three years. Richmond was still a mess after all that time and the Union regulators weren't much help."
"You said you went home after three years. Why did you leave again?"
Dillon told Emma his reasons for leaving Richmond after a short visit; about the conflicting ideas and tension between him and his father, refusing to take the oath to the Union, and the Union confiscation of his farm. "My mother moved to Boston to live with her sister; there wasn't anything to hold me so I started drifting again"
"Now I'm the one that's sorry for bringing up bad memories," Emma apologized.
"Don't be sorry. The memories aren't bad or good, they just are.
Two weeks later on a Thursday morning Emma asked Dillon to take a ride with her. They rode to the cemetery outside of town. Dillon was a little puzzled at Emma's choice of destinations.
"Tomorrow is our anniversary, Jamie's and mine," Emma told him. "I come out here every year to spend a few minutes with him. This time I wanted someone that understood and had lost something in that damn war to come with me," Emma said. She got off her horse and took some flowers out of her saddle bag. Emma walked to a headstone and put the flowers on the grave and stood quietly for a several minutes.
Dillon waited with the horses and when she came back he saw tears in her eyes. She was smiling at the same time. "Thank you for coming with me Dillon." They mounted and rode back to the rooming house.
That evening they were in the parlor as usual. After the last of the boarders went to bed, Emma took Dillon's hand and led him to her room.
Dillon wanted nothing more than to go into that room but he had to say something. "Emma, I don't know how long I'll be here. I only signed on for three months, you know. I can't promise that I'll stay after that."
"I know. But tonight I want to be with you. You've lost a lot just as I have; we're like kindred spirits. Please give me, give us this night. We'll let the future take care of the future."
Dillon followed Emma into her bedroom and closed the door behind him.
To be continued.
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Friday morning Dillon was late reporting to Tom at the marshal's office, he didn't get there until 8:30. He yawned as he walked through the door. Tom looked up from his desk and laughed.
"You look like you been rode hard and put away wet, Dillon."
"Sorry about being late Tom; I overslept. It won't happen again."
"Don't worry about it," Tom replied. "When I get home Juanita wants me to start painting the house. All and all I'd rather sit here in my office." He laughed a little and added, "I was sorta hoping I'd have to ride out to investigate something so I didn't have to go home."
Dillon returned his smile as he got a cup of coffee. "Sorry Boss, I guess you'll have to go home now."
"Couple of things to talk to you about before I leave. Tom lit a cigar and leaned back in his chair. "Just got a telegram from my deputy, Bill Moore. Guess I should say my ex-deputy; he's not coming back from Shreveport. Sez he has to stay for family reasons. Personally I think he got tired of having to brace those rowdy cow hands." Tom got up to get coffee and sat on the edge of his desk.
"The other thing is related; your three months will be up in two weeks. I know you only agreed to stay for that period but I'd appreciate it if you could give me another month. By that time there won't be many cattle drives coming through; it'll be getting too late in the season what with winter coming on. Maybe I can find another deputy by then; if not you'll be free to go, I won't try to get you to stay and no hard feelings."
Tom watched his deputy for his reaction to the request. "Think about it for a day or two and let me know."
Dillon took a sip of his coffee and sat down in the chair in front of the desk. He looked back at Tom for almost a half a minute before replying.
"Don't need to think about it, I've already made up my mind. I was gonna talk to you today," Dillon stopped, chuckled and then continued. "Before I was late coming in that is. I'd like to stick around a while if it's okay with you. I've become very fond of this little town and the people in it."
"Sure it not just one special person in town that you've become fond of; maybe a certain widow that runs a boarding house?" Tom saw by the flush that came over Dillon's face that he'd hit close to the truth with his teasing.
Dillon got up and refilled Tom's cup and his own, trying to hide his feelings. He ignored Tom's comment about Emma and said, "I feel at peace here; it's the first time I've felt that way since before the war. You're a good boss Tom and a better friend. You and Juanita have taken me into your home and made me feel welcome."
Tom smiled at what to him was good news. He liked Dillon and respected him for the job he'd been doing. The young man seemed to know just when to push and when to take it easy facing down drunken cowhands. He was fair but didn't allow much leeway from the laws of the town. Most importantly, Dillon didn't have a god complex just because he wore a badge.
"I'm sure glad to hear that Dillon. You're welcome to stay as long as you've a mind too." Tom paused for a few seconds and said, "Sorry about teasing you."
Dillon realized he'd given his feelings away and replied, "Its okay Tom. I know you didn't mean anything by it. How'd you know anyway?"
"It helps to be able to read people in this job. Besides sometimes things just stand out when you look at them the right way. Why don't you take today off?"
"Don't want you to have to work another shift," Dillon responded.
"You can work for me tonight instead. Go get some sleep or do the errands you didn't do yesterday."
"How'd you know I didn't do the things I normally do on my day off?"
Tom grinned at his deputy and replied, "I saw you and Emma ride off yesterday. It's one of those things that stand out that I talked about. Now get, see you this evening."
Dillon left the office, surprised that Tom knew about him and Emma. He didn't want to go back to the boarding house right away; he didn't want Emma to think the only reason he came back was for another romp in the bedroom. Dillon wasn't sure if last night was a onetime thing or the beginning of something more. He smiled and thought either way last night was probably the best night of my life.
Running late, Dillon had missed breakfast so he went to the café first. After eating, he wandered over to the general mercantile to see if the shirts and trousers he'd ordered had arrived. Leaving that store he went to the laundry run by a woman and her two daughters.
Dillon had started to dress a bit nicer since becoming a deputy marshal. He began to wear whipcord or wool pants, collared shirts with a string tie, and sometimes a mid thigh length frock coat. Each week the girls at the laundry washed and pressed his clothes; it cost him twenty five cents a week. It was an expense he hadn't had before but it sure beat doing his own things. Besides, he liked the way he looked and felt wearing cleaned and pressed clothes.
His next stop was Sam Jordan's, the gun smith. Dillon only had to fire his pistol a few times since becoming the deputy; he depended mostly on the scattergun he now carried.
Dillon's Remington .44 had been recently converted to using the new metallic cartridges. He made a point of increasing his supply every month after getting paid. As Dillon walked to the gun smith's he smiled and thought about the advice he'd gotten from his Grandpa Flynn. Grandpa always said, "You could get by without food for quite a while and even get by without water for a bit but if you needed it you couldn't get by without ammunition. Always remember that Dillon."
******************
Shortly after Dillon became the deputy marshal, Sam Jordan and Dillon became good friends. A drunken cowhand decided he wanted to trade in his old pistol for a newer model. The problem was that he wanted to trade even. When Sam refused the conditions of the deal, the cowboy got belligerent and pulled his pistol on Sam; demanding that Sam make the trade.
Dillon had entered the gun smith's just as things were about to get out of hand. "I don't believe Mr. Jordan cares to do business with you. Holster your gun before I have to explain in more detail," Dillon ordered.
The hand turned to see a double barrel shotgun pointed at him by a Deputy Marshal with a determined look on his face. The man was drunk but he wasn't a fool; he put his gun back in his holster and raised his hands. Dillon walked over took the man's pistol and stuck it in his belt. "You want to press charges Mr. Jordan?"
Sam shook his head no. "He's just drunk. I was about to give him the gun he wanted. Then this afternoon or tomorrow I would have asked you or the Marshal to ride out to his camp and talked to the range boss. Most of the cattlemen don't want trouble with the towns they stop at so he would have gotten my gun back for me."
Dillon turned back to the cow hand and told him, "Mr. Jordan is giving you a break; y'all get back to camp. I don't want to see you in town again until your herd moves out. You can pick up your gun at the Marshal's office when you leave." He carefully lowered the hammers on the scattergun as the man went outside and rode out of town. "Sorry for the trouble Mr. Jordan."
"Sam's good enough between friends Deputy." He started to chuckle and motioned toward Dillon's shotgun. "I see you followed Tom's example. Ain't it amazing the effect a double barrel shotgun has on people when it's pointed at them? Makes em real docile, real quick."
Dillon laughed too, "That's the same thing Marshal Ryan told me."
******************
Today Sam greeted Dillon warmly as he entered the store. "What can I help you with today, Deputy? The usual thing?"
"Yes sir. Cartridges for the Remington and shells for the big Colt here," Dillon replied holding up his shot gun.
"Not that I'm complaining about the business but why buy so much ammunition"? Dillon told him about his Grandpa Flynn's advice. "You're Grandpa was a smart man," Sam responded.
Dillon's final chore was to stop by the saloon and pay his monthly tab. He didn't drink much but sometimes he would have lunch there. He also would go into the saloon for a beer when there was a cattle drive passing through. Dillon or Tom's presence in the place would let the cow hands know that the law was nearby in case of trouble.
He found Charley, the barkeep, just opening up. Normally the saloon didn't open for business until midday, but Charley always opened up a little early to make sure the place was cleaned up. Dillon paid his bill and stepped back into the street.
No more putting it off, he told himself. I'll have to go back to the boarding house if I want to get some rest before work tonight. Damn, I hope Emma doesn't get the wrong idea bout me coming back. He stepped into the boarding house and started toward his room. Randal and Jacobs, the only other full time guests, were at work so it was very quiet.
"Who's there?" Dillon heard from the kitchen. Emma came to the entryway to see who had opened her door. "Oh Dillon, I didn't expect you. Come into the kitchen and I'll make you some lunch. You're probably hungry; you left without breakfast this morning."
Dillon didn't say anything and before he could move toward the kitchen, Emma stepped close to him and put her arms around his neck. Wearing a playful frown and a small smile she said, "Don't leave again without saying good bye." Emma leaned in, kissed him, took his hand, and led him to the kitchen.
Following Emma Dillon thought, well I guess I don't have to worry about how Emma feels about last night.
They didn't spend every night together but more nights with than without. They settled into an easy relationship that made both of their lives better and Dillon was glad he decided to stay in Wichita Falls for a while. There were no illusions about them spending the rest of their lives together, but it was good for right now and that was good enough.
Dillon and Emma didn't flaunt their relationship publicly. The only time they went out together in town was shopping at the mercantile or other businesses for the boarding house. He made a point of not holding her hand or taking her arm; other than to help her up or down off the wooden sidewalks or into a wagon. Dillon was sort of the draft horse, carrying the packages back for Emma.
The two "friends" took rides out into the surrounding country side several times; sometimes on horses and sometimes in a surrey. Other than at night after the other boarders had gone to bed it was the only time they were alone together. Three months after he and Emma rode out to her husband's grave and the beginning of their relationship, Dillon found out that they hadn't been as secretive as he thought.
Juanita Ryan insisted that Dillon come to Sunday supper at least once a month. She felt it was the least she could do for the man that had probably saved her husband's life. Although she was about the same age as Dillon, she mothered him like a lost child.
Tom, Juanita, and Dillon were sitting at the dining room table drinking coffee after supper. Juanita looked at Dillon and remarked, "Now don't you just clean up fine. I've never mentioned it but you look like a real gentleman Dillon."
He grinned and fingered his tie; he was 'dressed' for two reasons. Dillon felt he should be presentable when he went to his friends the Ryan's and he had to go to work after supper. "A gentleman should always dress for dinner with a fine lady," Dillon bowed to Juanita. "And those cowhands just naturally respect a man that's better dressed and don't have cow dung on their boots."
"Wouldn't be a certain widow that you get dressed up for, now would it Dillon?" Juanita smile and then laughed at Dillon when he blushed.
"I....eh....I don't know what you mean," Dillon stuttered.
Tom laughed and said, "That dog won't hunt son. Everybody in town knows about you and Emma."
"Well, hell...sorry Juanita. That's just what Emma needs is a bunch of people talking behind her back," Dillon replied.
"Don't worry about it Dillon," Juanita said. "Most folks are glad to see her in good spirits. She laughs and jokes and talks with people just like she did before her husband was killed. Emma's sort of a town pet."
Tom nodded his head in agreement and added, "Bout the only ones not happy with you two is some of those bible thumpers over at the church. They want everybody to be as unhappy as they are so I wouldn't pay them no mind."
Dillon left shortly to go to work. I'll have to talk to Emma tomorrow about all this, he thought. I hope she's not too upset.
The next evening as he ate the late supper Emma had left for him he got his chance to talk to her. She poured him a fresh cup of coffee and joined him at the table. "It makes a woman feel good to see her man eat her cooking," she said with a little smile reaching out to touch his hand.
"Emma, I'm sorry," Dillon said. "I thought we were keeping things quiet but according to Juanita most of the town knows about us." He took her hand and continued, "I didn't mean for your standing in the town to suffer because of me."
She chuckled and then laughed out loud. "I know all about it. Some of the lady's and I have talked about you and I. Do you really think I care what the town thinks? One thing that Jamie taught me in our years together is do what you want. If it doesn't hurt anybody, do just what you want."
Emma paused and took Dillon's hand again, "We're not hurting anybody and you're what I want. Okay?"
Dillon couldn't help smiling. He grabbed Emma and pulled her onto his lap. "Other than Tom and Juanita and maybe a couple of others, I don't care what any of them think. It's my job to help protect them but I don't have to care what they think."
From that evening on, Dillon and Emma were seen more often around the town. Juanita saw them coming out of the mercantile holding hands and smiled. Things are out in the open now, she thought. They're good for each other.
On one of Dillon's days off he was confronted by the pastor of one of the local churches and three female church members as he came out of the general store. He tipped his hat to the ladies and started to walk around them. The oldest woman stepped back in front of him.
"Mr. Gallagher, you do realize that you and that woman are living in sin don't you?" The two women with her nodded their heads in agreement.
"Yes em, I guess some would see it that way."
"What do you plan to do about your whoring ways?"
Dillon's blue eyes turned icy and his ears seemed to flatten against his head like a big cat getting ready to attack. "Ma'am if you were a man I'd make you pay for those words. Excuse me." He stepped around them to leave. Before he got more than two or three steps, the pastor spoke up.
"Deputy you have to stop what you're doing with that woman," he said. "She's a Jezebel."
"Pastor, I won't extend the same consideration to you that I did to the ladies. If you insult Mrs. Boudreaux again I'll have to overlook you being a man of the cloth." Dillon's stare caused the pastor to step back and hang his head.
"My life and actions are no concern of yours," Dillon told them. He turned and took two steps, but stopped turning back to the church members. "Tell you what Pastor, you have the God you believe in have a talk with the God I believe in. When they get done jawing have one of them get back to me." As Dillon walked away he was so angry his hands were shaking.
The next Sunday evening as Tom Ryan was leaving his office he turned to Dillon and said, "Understand you had a run in with Pastor Jennings. He was in here complaining that you threatened him."
"Guess I did." Dillon explained the confrontation with the pastor and his flock.
"Thanks," Tom said with a big smile. "I'm glad you didn't beat the hell out of him, even though he probably deserved it. It'd be tough to explain that to the town council."
Late Sunday evening Dillon was making his rounds; inspecting the town to make sure everything was okay. He heard a shot and then three more coming from near the church. As he rounded the corner of the last building he saw three cow hands facing the people who'd been at the evening services.
One of the men had his gun pointed at Pastor Jennings. The other two of them held pistols on the men that had stepped forward to help the pastor.
Dillon stepped softly until he got into position. Pointing his scattergun at man facing the pastor he said, "I think we've had about as much fun here as we need too. Don't you boys?"
The three turned and saw the shotgun pointed at the leader. "Put your guns on the ground and step back, DO IT NOW," Dillon ordered.
One of the men started to turn toward Dillon. Before he could Dillon said, "Mister I'll shoot you where you stand if you keep moving. I just cleaned this gun; don't make me dirty it up killing you. I'll say it one more time; drop your guns on the ground and step back."
The man in the sights of Dillon's shotgun looked at his two friends and said, "Do what he said. That scattergun's pointed at my belly."
All three cowboys dropped their weapons and stepped back. "Now that's better boys. Maybe I won't have to get my shotgun dirty after all." Dillon looked at the group from the church. "Charley, pick up their guns will you? Sam I've got three tie ropes hooked to my belt, come get them and truss these fellars up."
Pastor Jennings was trembling but was beginning to get some color back on his face. He was obviously shaken. Dillon went over to Jennings and asked, "What happened Pastor?"
Pastor Jennings tried to talk but couldn't. Charley came over and explained. "These men said they saw the pastor and some others carryin temperance signs against drinkin and the saloon being open on Sunday. Those three came into the church and said they were gonna make the pastor change his tune." Charley stopped to chuckle.
"What were the shots?" Dillon asked.
"I guess they decided that the pastor needed to learn how to dance. The one shot at the pastor's feet. I know it's not really funny, but it was funny," Charley added.
Sam had the three men tied and helped Dillon get them headed in the right direction. "C'mon boys, let's head over to the jail. I'll let Marshal Ryan decided what to do with y'all tomorrow."
"If you hold us till morning, we'll miss the herd. They're leaving at first light," one of the men said.
"You shouldn't have shown your displeasure with Pastor Jennings and his temperance signs I guess," Dillon replied.
After locking up the three men, Dillon wandered over to the saloon that the men had been drinking in. He stepped inside and looked around. There were six or seven hands standing at the bar and a man that had to be the range boss sitting at a table. He was watching his men as they drank and shaking his head.
Dillon walked over to the table, "I'm Deputy Gallagher; I just locked up three of your men, Mister."
The range boss looked up, "I'm Carl Jones. How long before I can get them out? The herds leaving at first light and I'll need those boys."
"That's up to Marshal Ryan. Normally I'd just let them sober up and send them back to camp. They got a little too rambunctious so the Marshal will decide what to do with them." Dillon went on to explain why he arrested them.
Jones shook his head in disbelief. "The only thing dumber than cattle are some of the hands that drive them. Anyway can I get them out in time to leave with us? If we don't get to San Antonio in time the prices might change."



Dillon felt sorry for Jones. He remembered what Tom had told him that sometimes the cattlemen lost their bet. He thought for a minute; since no one was actually hurt he came up with an idea. Dillon knew that Tom tried to help the men driving the herds when possible. It really wouldn't do anyone any good to keep the hands in jail. Dillon told Jones to wait for him in the saloon.
He went back to the church to talk to Pastor Jennings. The pastor was sitting in the front pew of the church; he still looked a little shaken. "How're you feeling Pastor? Want me to send for the doctor?"
Jennings looked up at Dillon. "No, I'll be okay." He hesitated and said, "I didn't act very Christian toward you earlier this week, did I Deputy? I'm sorry and thank you for saving me tonight."
"Pastor Jennings, I need a favor. Those men are part of a herd heading to San Antonio and their boss, Carl Jones, really needs them to help drive the herd. Jones is just a rancher trying to make a living for his family," Dillon explained. "If you don't press charges against them, I can get the Marshal to let them leave with the herd."
Dillon saw that the pastor didn't like the idea of letting the men go. "Those drunkards should be punished for what they did," Jennings said.
"Maybe so Pastor but they're not outlaws or hard cases; they're just young and foolish and drunk.....Didn't Jesus say something about turning the other cheek Pastor?" Dillon smiled and Jennings nodded. "And didn't he say you should pray for those that mistreat you?"
"Your knowledge of the Scriptures surprises me Mr. Gallagher," Jennings answered nodding again.
"My mother made me go to bible class every Wednesday evening until I left for college," Dillon explained. "I guess some it stuck in my hard head."
He hesitated and asked, "Would letting them go make you feel better Deputy?"
"Yes sir. I don't especially care about them but Mr. Jones has a lot riding on getting his herd to market. He doesn't deserve to lose everything because of a couple of drunks."
Jennings looked at Dillon for a bit and replied, "Tell the marshal that I'm not going to press charges and let the men go."
"Thanks Pastor. I'll go take care of it right now." Dillon stood and offered his hand to Jennings.
When Dillon got back to the saloon he had the three men with him. "Here you go Mr. Jones. Get them out of town before I change my mind," Dillon suggested.
Jones shook hands with Dillon and turned to his men. "Get yourselves back to camp." He yelled at the rest of his crew, "Y'all go with them. I want you to be able to sit a horse tomorrow morning." Turning back to Dillon he added, "It was real nice of the pastor to let them off. I'll see that they don't get off too easy, you have my word on it."
Dillon smiled, "I got a feeling they're gonna wish they had stayed in jail."
Reaching into his coat pocket, Jones pulled out a draw string bag. He took some gold coins out and handed them to Dillon. "See that the pastor gets this. It's a donation for his church, and thanks for your help Deputy." He followed his men out the door.
Dillon went back to the church hoping to catch Pastor Jennings still there. The pastor was cleaning the front of the church where the cowboys had made a mess.
"Pastor, I've got another question about the Bible," Dillon said with a smile. Jennings nodded and waited for Dillon's question.
"Isn't there something in the Bible about 'Cast your bread upon the waters, for thou shall find it after many days'. Is that right?"
"Again you surprise me Deputy. Yes the quote is from Ecclesiastes," Jennings answered.
"I guess you letting those three drunks go and helping Mr. Jones could be considered casting your bread. It hasn't been days but it's been returned to you," Dillon said as he handed the pastor two $10 gold eagles. "From Mr. Jones for the church." Dillon smiled at the look on the pastor's face.
Pastor Jennings watched Dillon ride away and said softly, "God bless you Deputy."
The Marshal had been at another of the saloons calming down some rowdy cowboys; Dillon looked up as Tom came into the office. "Damn cow hands cause a lot of trouble when they get drunk; and they always get drunk as fast as they can," Tom said with a laugh. "So how's your night been so far?"
Dillon smiled as he told Tom about the disturbance at the church and how he handled the problem. "Hope I did right, Tom. No one was hurt, except for Jennings' pride and you always said cow hands in jail don't help anyone."
Tom listened to Dillon's story. "I think you did just right. I know Carl Jones, he's a good man. Good job Deputy Gallagher."
*******************
Emma and Dillon had never really talked about the future; they just enjoyed their time together in the present. Shortly after the events at Pastor Jennings' church, Dillon moved into Emma's bedroom. Everybody in town knew they were living as man and wife so it made no sense to run back and forth between rooms.
They had been together for several months when Emma brought up the differences in their ages. Dillon just waved his hand and shook his head indicating he didn't want to talk about it. "No need to talk about something that's not important," Dillon said and refused to discuss the subject anymore.
Another two months went by and Emma brought up the age difference again. This time she wouldn't be deterred. "Dillon, I'm ten years older than you and I'd understand if you wanted to meet a younger woman. A woman that could give you children and make a home and a family with you."
Dillon refused to be drawn into the talk and finally pulled Emma onto his lap and kissed her to keep her quiet. Emma never spoke about the subject again. Maybe I don't love Emma the way a man and woman should if they were to get married but I like our life and see no reason to change it Dillon said to himself, at least for right now.
The next day he sat at the desk in the Marshal's office drinking coffee. I can't believe I've been in Wichita Falls for almost two years Dillon thought. Never thought I'd stay in one place that long; Course Emma had something to do with me staying.
Funny, Tom's talking about running for Mayor in the next election and he wants me to take over as marshal. Never thought I'd be a law dog deputy, much less a marshal. I'm not sure I want the responsibility; I'm not even sure I want to be here for much longer. This is a good town with good people but I'm not sure it's where I should stay. I need to make a decision; it's not right to have people counting on me being here.
Before he could continue with his thoughts, Tom entered the office and poured a cup of coffee, joining his deputy at the desk.
"Think of the Devil and up he jumps," Dillon said smiling at his boss. "Just thinking about you being the Mayor. It'll be funny to see you strutting around in fancy clothes, putting on airs like you were a real gentleman."
"I'm not Mayor yet and I'll wear just about what I do now. Anyway you're one to talk with that frock coat and string ties you wear," Tom replied with a grin.
"The difference is that I am a gentleman Tom. My commission from VMI sez so."
Tom laughed, "Y'all head on back to Emma. It's my turn to protect the good citizens of our fair town."
As Dillon walked to the boarding house he thought about the friends he'd made in those two years. Emma, Tom and Juanita were at the top of the list, but there were others. Charley the bartender, Sam the gunsmith, even Pastor Jennings were people he considered friends. They made what he was thinking of doing a lot harder.
After the events at the church with the drunken cowboys, Jennings became a supporter of the young deputy. Dillon laughed when he heard Jennings' reaction every time one of the do-gooder men or women of the church complained or gossiped about Emma and Dillon living in sin. Jennings would say, "Let he who is without sin, cast the first stone." Sometimes the verse was, "Judge not, least ye be judged." And to one busybody who continued to try and stir up trouble, Jennings said, "Mrs. Johnson, mind your own business."
Dillon entered the boarding house and made his way to the kitchen. As usual Emma had his supper warming in the oven. As he sat down to eat, Emma came in and joined him. She poured him a cup of coffee as he finished eating and sat back down.
"I received a telegram today from my sister, Rose," Emma told him. "She lives in New Orleans you know. Or maybe you don't, I haven't talked much about my family back there."
He saw the sadness in her eyes and waited for her to continue. I don't think this is gonna be good news, he thought.
"She needs my help; her husband died of the fever three months ago and she's trying to run the family business. My mother is ailing and Rose needs help taking care of her."
"When are you leaving?" Dillon asked with no expression on his face.
"Dillon, I'm sorry but I have to go help take care of my mother. Please don't hate me."
"I could never hate you Emma," Dillon said with a sad smile. He hesitated and asked again, "When are you leaving?"
"In about three weeks." About few seconds in a soft voice she added, "You could come with me Dillon. I'd love for you to meet my family."
Dillon hung his head and then looked up at Emma. "Wouldn't work. Besides, I don't belong back there anymore."
"You could belong if you wanted to," Emma said.
"I couldn't stand the carpet baggers or Northern regulators telling me what to do. I couldn't stand seeing what Northern Reconstruction is doing to the South. One of them would push me too far and I'd have to kill them. You'd be drug down with me Emma."
Dillon paused and continued to look at Emma; she gave him a smile and motioned for him to continue.
"The last time I talked to my father, he said I was a coward for not staying in Richmond and doing what was good for the family. Maybe he was right. But I can't go back there."
Emma smiled again, got up and hugged him. "Dillon, you're more than welcome to come with me, but I understand why you can't. She paused, "We both knew we wouldn't be together forever. But you've made the last two years wonderful. Thank you."
That night was the most tender and loving that they had spent together since their very first one. Dillon fought with confliction emotions about the end of their time together. He was sad that he and Emma wouldn't see each other again; on the other side he was glad that he hadn't had to tell her he was leaving Wichita Falls.
The next two weeks were a whirlwind of activity. Emma had to pack the things she was taking with her. Most of the things she was leaving were given to Pastor Jennings to distribute to needy families. It was a bittersweet time for Dillon and Emma; both headed in different directions with their lives but both hanging on to each other as long as possible.
At the beginning of Emma's last week, Dillon asked, "What are you going to do with the boarding house?"
"I'm selling it to Juanita, well Juanita and Tom. She said she'd like to do something besides sit around home waiting for Tom. So we made a deal on the place and they'll take over the day that I leave. By the way Juanita said you could keep your room," Emma said. She added with a big grin, "But you won't have the same benefits."
She kissed Dillon quickly and then soberly said "When are you leaving Dillon?"
"I talked to Tom the day after you told me you were going home. Leaving the day after you do," he replied.
Emma looked surprised. "That soon?"
"You're the only reason I've stayed this long. Without our..." Dillon smiled and continued, "Shall we call it our friendship? Anyway, without our friendship I would have left about a year ago."
"Where will you go? I guess more importantly, what are you looking for?"
"I guess I'll join up with a herd headed to Abilene; I'm interested to see where all those herds were going. As far as what I want, I can't really explain it." Dillon paused, "I guess I want somewhere to belong, I want to make a place for myself. I'll know it when I find it."
**************
Emma's last week in town passed too quickly for both her and Dillon. The last morning they rode out to the cemetery so Emma could say good bye to Jamie. She would take a stage coach to Fort Worth and get a train to head east from there. After a tearful good bye, Emma boarded the stage and rode out of Dillon's life.
Dillon had supper with Tom and Juanita one last time. Juanita tried to convince him to stay but Tom understood why Dillon needed to leave. After supper sitting on the porch with cigars Tom said, "I'm sorry Emma left and I'm sorry you're leaving. I thought you'd found a home."
Dillon smiled a little and quoted:
"It is the same! - For, be it joy or sorrow,
The path of its departure still is free:
Man's yesterday may ne'er be like his morrow;
Nought may endure but Mutablilty.
"I'm an educated man," Tom said. But I don't recognize that. And I'm not sure what it means."
Dillon chuckled and said, "They neglected your education at Austin College. The quote's from Shelley. It means that the only thing that stays the same is that everything changes."
The next morning Dillon was surprised to see that Charley, Sam, and Pastor Jennings came to say good bye. Dillon mounted, waved so long and rode to catch up to the herd. He had gotten a job as a cow hand the day before.
****************
The range boss, Ray Fleming, had his hands rotate through the different positions on the drive. Each man took his turn at point, flank, and drag. This gave the men a challenge and kept them from getting complaisant at their jobs. The lone exception was Teddy Sixkiller, a half breed Comanche. Teddy rode point every day; he was the best scout and could find water that others would miss.
It would take a little over a month to drive the cattle the almost four hundred miles to Abilene. Just over half way they crossed into Kansas. Dillon was riding point that morning with Teddy. The two men talked and learned from each other; they were becoming friends. Dillon had ridden with a couple of Cherokees during the war but found that the Comanche were very different. He had learned some sign language from the Apaches down in Nuevo Laredo so most of their discussion was augmented by sign language. It was good practice for Dillon.
Dillon had been looking around as they rode and talked. He pulled his horse to a sudden stop and seemed to be listening for something. "Hear that? " Teddy nodded and Dillon said, "Why don't you ride back and tell Mr. Fleming we've got company. There's a group of riders behind that hill yonder. I'll do a little more scouting."
Without a word, Teddy turned and rode hard back toward the oncoming herd. Nice to have someone that can follow orders without a lot of explanation Dillon thought. He walked his horse quietly to his right around the base of the hill. Coming to a small clearing in the scrub oak he dismounted and went ahead on foot.
Peaking around a rock outcropping he saw about a dozen horses and riders. They weren't mounted and Dillon heard one of the men say they'd charge the herd from behind when it passed the hill. Dillon knew that if the men rode into the rear of the herd shooting and yelling that the cattle would stampede; it would be tough to stop them once they got to running.
Dillon made his way back to his horse; he planned on riding back to the herd to talk to Mr. Fleming. Maybe we should stop the herd where it is and wait the raiders out, he thought. When he got back to his horse, Teddy was waiting for him. Now that there were two of them, Dillon had an idea. He signed what he wanted to do and Teddy nodded his agreement.
Both men mounted and walked their horses to the rear of the rustler's camp. Dillon nodded and he and Teddy rode hard toward the men, yelling and firing their pistols in the air. Their actions had the desired effect, the men ran for cover without returning fire. Most of the horses ran away from the yelling and gunshots; their escape left all but two of the raiders on foot. The two mounted men didn't look back; they rode away as if the Devil himself was on their heels.
Four of the cowhands, including Mr. Fleming rode around the other side of the hill and confronted the rustlers hiding in the scrub brush. Only one man tried to make a fight of it; unfortunately for him, the man he chose to aim his gun at was Dillon. The young Virginian wasted no time and shot the raider in the chest. The man dropped to the ground and didn't move. He was dead before he hit the ground Dillon said to himself.
"What do we do with them now?" Fleming asked, looking at Dillon.
The three hands that came in with Fleming wanted to hang or shoot the captured rustlers and said so loudly.
Fleming looked at Dillon and shrugged; he wasn't sure what to do. The herd was in the middle of nowhere with the closest town a two day ride one way. If Fleming held the herd while a few of his hands took the prisoners to town, it would delay their arrival in Abilene by several days. Or the other hand the range boss didn't want to shoot the men down in cold blood.
"Mr. Fleming, I suggest we disarm them and leave them on foot. If they find their horses it's not likely they'll follow after us with no guns," Dillon said. Then he grinned and added, "I think they've had all they want to do with this herd."
The range boss nodded and ordered his men to take the raiders guns. Dillon and Teddy stayed to guard the raiders while Fleming and the others went back to the herd. About 20 minutes later the cattle passed by the hill and Dillon and Teddy rejoined them continuing on the trail to Abilene.
Twelve days later Dillon got his first look at Abilene. Fleming had the herd put in holding pens and went to meet with the buyers. That night Fleming met his men in one of the numerous saloons in Abilene. Dillon met Fleming and the crew for one reason; it was payday. He had spent too long calming cowboys down in Wichita Falls to become one of the partiers now.
"Thank you Mr. Fleming," Dillon said when he got his pay.
"Why don't you come back to my ranch Dillon? I could use a good hand," Fleming offered.
"No sir. I think I'll stay here and let my horse rest a little and then I'm headed for Amarillo. There are some folks I want to see there," Dillon replied while shaking Ray's hand. He left the saloon before the cowboys could build up a head of steam. Have fun boys, he thought. But stay out of trouble. The two years as a deputy was showing.
The next evening Dillon was leaving a café after supper and saw a commotion in front of a building at the end of the street. Probably should go back to the hotel, he told himself. Instead he walked over to see what was going on. The building was the marshal's office and jail. Standing in front of it was a very young Deputy Marshal facing ten or twelve angry men.
One of the men confronting the deputy shouted, "No need for you to get hurt Ned. Bring Scruggs out and we'll be on our way."
"Can't do that Jim. Scruggs will get a fair trial and then he'll hang," the deputy responded.
"We know he'll hang, we just want to save the cost of a trial."
"Marshal Hickok would have my hide if I gave up his prisoner and I'm more afraid of him than I am of you. Just go on home boys, don't make a mistake here tonight."
"We gonna get Scruggs, with or without your help. You can't stop us all Ned."
Dillon stepped closed and to one side of the mob gathered in front of the jail. Pulling his pistol he said, "Maybe not Mister, but between the two of us we can make it real expensive."
The surprised men turned at Dillon's voice and saw him with a drawn pistol. The bearded man that had been threatening the deputy asked, "Why are you dealing yourself a hand in this?"
"Let's just say I don't like mob rule and leave it at that," Dillon answered. "If you try and take that prisoner more than half of you are going to die. You got to ask yourself if you want this Scruggs character bad enough to die for."



The group of men talked quietly among themselves, trying to decide if Dillon was bluffing.
"One more thing to think about," Dillon said. "Even if y'all get Scruggs, how mad is the Marshal gonna be where he finds out you took his prisoner? I sure wouldn't want Wild Bill Hickok on my trail, but that's up to you."
The men hesitated and continued talking to each other. "Y'all go on home and sober up. Tomorrow even if you wished you'd forced the issue, at least you'll be alive. Go on home," Dillon ordered in with a forceful voice.
Two or three minutes later the group walked slowly away, still muttering. Dillon knew the crisis was over; he holstered his pistol, and joined the deputy in front of the jail. "Right interesting wasn't it," Dillon said with a little grin.
"I admire your idea of interesting Mister, "the deputy replied. "Thanks for the help; it could've gotten real serious."
Dillon nodded at the deputy's thanks.
"Not to look a gift horse in the mouth, but why did you step in? You a friend of Scruggs'?"
"Wouldn't know him if I saw him," Dillon answered. "I was a deputy marshal over to Wichita Falls for a couple of years; don't like to see anyone disrespect the law."
"I'm Ned Grimes by the way," the deputy said extending his hand.
"Dillon Gallagher," he said shaking hands. "You mentioned that Hickok is the marshal here. Where is he?"
"He's trailing a cowboy that robbed and shot up a saloon last night. Should be back by morning. You know the marshal?"
"Only by reputation. Most wouldn't want to cross him; that's why I mentioned him to that group." Dillon smiled at Ned and said, "Thanks for the entertainment Deputy. Guess I'll turn in."
"Come by the office tomorrow I'm sure the Marshal will want to thank you for your help," Ned suggested.
"No need, besides I'm leaving at daybreak. You got sand Ned, don't let it get you in over your head, hear?" Dillon went back to his room.
Dillon had bought a horse from Mr. Fleming to use as a pack animal and to spell Buck every other day or so. He had a lot more gear than when he rode into Wichita Falls; his ammunition, trail gear, rifle, and shotgun were too much for one horse to carry in addition to a rider. He saddled Buck and the pack animal and left early in the morning.
By the time Marshal Hickok got back and heard the story, Dillon had been on the road for three hours. Guess I could have stayed a day and got to meet a legend, Dillon thought as he rode. He chuckled at his 'hero worship' and continued to ride toward Amarillo.
*****************
It took twenty two days for Dillon to get to Amarillo. He could have made it quicker but he wasn't in a hurry and saw no need to work his horses any harder. Buck was a good animal and well trained and Dillon had no idea when he'd quit drifting so he didn't push the big buckskin. He arrived in Amarillo late on a Friday afternoon and after stabling Buck and the pack horse, Buddy; Dillon got a hotel room for the night.
Early the next morning he headed north to the McCall spread. It took just over an hour to ride up to the ranch house. A big man with red hair was sitting under a big cottonwood tree and watched Dillon ride up. Dillon stopped Buck several feet away.
"Climb down and rest yourself," the big man suggested. "There's water for your horse in the trough there and I'll have one of the kids bring you some coffee, if you've a taste for it."
"Thanks you," Dillon said as he dismounted. "Looking for the McCall spread."
"Your search is over son. I'm Jess McCall and this is my place. Who might you be?"
"Name's Dillon Gallagher." Dillon led Buck over to the water and let him drink a little; then tied him to the hitching rail in front of the house. Somehow McCall had signaled to the house and a young boy about twelve brought two cups of coffee for the men.
"And what can I do for you Mr. Gallagher?"
"Nothing sir. I served with your son Charley at Manassas in '61. I just wanted to stop by and tell you that he was fine officer and served with honor," Dillon replied solemnly.
Mr. McCall got a faraway look in his eyes. "All three of my sons fought at Manassas. Charley and Samuel were both killed assaulting the Union flank."
"Yes sir, I know. I was with the First Virginia Cavalry; we were on the right flank of 29th Texas during that attack. That charge broke the Union lines and led to their retreat," Dillon explained. "Charley and I met and talked for a few hours before the battle. He said that after the war he planned to come home and turn your farm into a real ranch."
The big man gave a little smile and stared into the distance for a few minutes. "Charley couldn't stand being called a farmer. I want to be a rancher not a farmer he always said."
Dillon waited for a couple of minutes to give Mr. McCall a chance to compose himself. "Charley talked about his brother's Samuel and John but I didn't realize they were at Manassas too. What happened to your other two sons, if you don't mind my asking?"
"Samuel was killed during the same charge and Red was wounded but survived."
"Red? Charley said his brothers were Sam and John."
Mr. McCall smiled, "John's his given name but everyone calls him Red. Charley and his mother are the only ones that call him John."
"You said Red was wounded and survived. Did he come back home, I'd like to meet him if he's nearby," Dillon said.
"Yeah, Red came home. He caught a ride with a wagon train somewhere in Oklahoma. He got home and saw the passel of people living here and decided to keep headin west. He went on to Santa Fe with the wagons and then he joined up with Josh Kelly and Jerry Barnes. They decided to go up to Colorado from there."
"I'm glad he made it back Mr. McCall. Do you hear from him at all?"
"Get a letter every month. He and his partners bought a ranch in Chico Basin near a little town name Fountain. He got married to a girl up there and they've got two kids now. We went up to see them little over a year ago." McCall paused and smiled. "The boy's turned into a man with a great family."
Dillon nodded and returned McCall's smile. "Glad he's doing well."
"You're welcome to spend the night Mr. Gallagher. You can share a bed or we'll make you a pallet on the floor if you like. Personally I'd sleep in the barn, the hay in the loft makes a right nice featherbed."
"Thank you for the invitation but I can put a lot of miles in before dark. I think I'll hit the trail," Dillon replied.
"None of my business but where you headed son?"
"Don't really know yet. Heard there's some pretty country around Prescott, Arizona; guess I'll find out when I get there," Dillon said smiling.
The two men shook hands and Dillon mounted Buck and grabbed the lead rope of Buddy. Before he rode off McCall said, "I hope you find what you're looking for son."
Dillon nodded his thanks and turned Buck and Buddy west.
To be continued...
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I think I'll take a couple of days rest in Albuquerque, Dillon thought as he rode into the town. It was pushing two weeks since he left Amarillo; he, Buck, and Buddy the pack horse had covered a better than 20 miles a day. Dillon hadn't pushed the animals too hard; he wasn't in a hurry. About every third day, he'd ride Buddy and let Buck take it 'easy' carrying the pack saddle and gear.
One reason he had been able to make 20 miles a day, day after day, was that he'd followed the Santa Fe Trail most of the way from Amarillo. The Trail wasn't like a road but was easy going because of the number of wagons, settlers, and freighters that used it. Almost like the roads back in Richmond, Dillon thought with a smile. Where the Trail turned northwest to Santa Fe, he continued west.
Albuquerque isn't a small place, Dillon observed as he rode through the town; the sign on the outskirts said there were six thousand people living there. He found a livery stable on the west side and gave instructions that both horses be bathed, brushed, and fed a grain mash in addition to the sweet hay. They had ridden through some dusty alkaline areas and the horses hadn't really had a chance to take dust baths to clean themselves.
Dillon found a small boarding house nearby and arranged to stay for two nights. If the horses deserve to be pampered, so do I he thought. He'd checked in just in time for supper and joined the other guests after stowing his gear in his room. As he sat at the table looking around he hung his head, smiled and chuckled.
"Something amuse you Mr. Gallagher?" Mr. Jenkins, the owner of the house asked. He was curious about Dillon's smile.
"Just remembering the last boarding house I stayed at," Dillon replied still smiling. "I enjoyed that house very much."
"I hope our place can give you the same service."
Don't hardly think so, Dillon said to himself but responded, "I'm sure you will Mr. Jenkins." Turning to Mrs. Jenkins he said, "This is a fine meal, ma'am. Thank you." After supper, Dillon went to his room. In spite of not riding hard, two weeks on the trail had worn him down some.
The next morning after breakfast he decided to walk around the west side of Albuquerque and explore. He found a general mercantile and replenished some trail supplies and bought a pair of heavy whip cord work pants. Some his fancier clothes from Wichita Falls were showing some wear.
That evening he decided a visit to a saloon was in order. Although he didn't drink much, a beer or two sounded like a good idea. He had to smile when he walked into the saloon; it was doing a good business and a lot of the customers had the look of cowhands letting off steam. It was a familiar sight to Dillon.
He was standing at the end of the bar with his back to a wall; putting his back to the wall was a habit he'd developed when visiting the saloons as a deputy marshal. There was a cowboy standing to the side of Dillon looking at him intently. Dillon ignored the man's stare and continued drinking his beer and watching the big room.
"Ain't you Deputy Gallagher from over to Wichita Falls?" The cowhand asked with slurred speech that showed that he'd had more than enough to drink that night.
"I'm Gallagher, but I'm not a deputy anymore," Dillon replied without looking at the man.
"My name's Jake Summers. You arrested me and my two brothers one time."
For the first time Dillon turned and faced Summers. "Don't remember you; I arrested a lot of cowboys when they got out of hand. If I did arrest you, you needed to be arrested," Dillon said in a cold flat voice.
"Getting arrested put us on the wrong side of our range boss. He made our life hell all the way to Abilene he did. The high and mighty Mr. Carl Jones fired us when we got to the railhead," the man complained.
"I remember Mr. Jones. You must be one of those boys that gave Pastor Jennings a bad time." Dillon couldn't help but smile thinking about the incident and the aftermath.
"You ought not to have arrested us Deputy. We were just havin a little fun with the reverend," Summers whined. "Maybe it's payback time."
Dillon started to explain the difference between fun and bodily assault but decided it would be a waste of time. Summers' was drunk and angry; the facts weren't going to change his mind.
"You men were lucky to just go to jail; I almost shot all three of you that night. Don't push me too far Mister." Dillon stared at the man with cold dead looking eyes. He pulled the oilskin duster he wore back away from the pistol at his hip. "Walk away and let me be."
"You're gonna pay for that night," Summers shouted. He started to pull his gun. Before he could clear the holster Dillon drew his own pistol and shot; hitting him high in the shoulder.
The bar room became deathly quiet with everyone there staring at the man on the floor and the big man standing over him with a smoking pistol.
Dillon walked to Summers and picked up his pistol. Turning to the bartender and giving him the pistol he said, "Better have someone send for a doctor and the law."
The bartender ordered his swamper to fetch the doctor first and then find the marshal. "It was self defense Mister. That man," the bartender pointed toward the wounded Summers on the floor, "kept pushin you. He tried to kill you."
"Be obliged if you tell the marshal that when he gets here," Dillon said.
It was a few minutes before the doctor came into the saloon. Seeing the man on the floor he began to tend to his wound. After a few minutes he asked a couple of men to get Summers over to his office. The doctor stepped over to Dillon. "You the one that shot him?"
The bartender spoke up and said, "It was self defense Doc. That cowboy was yelling at this man and then pulled his gun."
"I'm Doctor Reynolds. Your .44 sure tore up his shoulder. He won't have use of that arm for a while, Mister...?"
"Dillon Gallagher, Doctor. The .44 usually makes a mess of whatever it hits. But he got off lucky."
"How so Mr. Gallagher?"
"I missed my shot; I meant to hit him in the chest," Dillon answered with a grim smile.
"Well from my point of view, I'm glad you missed your intended target. If you'd hit him in the chest, we'd be calling the undertaker."
As the doctor finished speaking, a large man wearing a marshal's badge on his vest entered the saloon. Spotting Doctor Reynolds he came to join him.
"I heard there was a shooting here, Doc."
"There was. I had the wounded man taken to my office," the doctor said. "Marshal Taylor, this is Mr. Gallagher; he's the man that did the shooting."
The Marshal turned to Dillon and asked, "That right Mr. Gallagher?"
"Yes sir, that man's name is Summers and he tried to kill me. I got him instead."
Again the bartender stepped in. "It was self defense Marshal. That Summers feller kept pushin and proddin at Gallagher here. Then he started for his gun; he never cleared leather."
"Why'd he have it in for you Mr. Gallagher?"
"I arrested Summers and his two brothers while I was the deputy marshal for Tom Ryan in Wichita Falls," Dillon said. He told Marshal Taylor the story of the Summers' brothers and Pastor Jennings. "I thought I was doing them a favor keeping them out of jail; I guess he didn't see it the same way."
"You worked with Tom Ryan?"
"Yes sir, Tom and I are good friends," Dillon answered with a smile.
"You looking for work around here Mr. Gallagher?"
"No I'm not looking for a job. I'm on my way to Arizona."
Marshal Taylor looked at Dillon for ten seconds or so. "If you see or write to Tom, tell him Bill Taylor said hello please. Tom and I rode in the war together. Take care of yourself Gallagher and good luck on your journey."
Dillon nodded and left. As he walked back to the boarding house he thought about the events in the saloon trying to think if there was any way he could have avoid the fight. Short of letting Summers shoot me, I don't think I could have done anything different he decided. I'm getting too good at shooting people; it's not a talent I want to cultivate.
At daybreak Dillon packed his gear on Buddy and saddled Buck. Time to ride on he thought; before I have to shoot any more people.
*****************
The previous trek from Amarillo to Albuquerque hadn't been like a Sunday afternoon ride. It had been almost two weeks of riding from sunup to sun down. Possibly for someone, like Dillon, it was the isolation that was the most difficult part of the journey.
To make the trip easier and pass the time, Dillon fell back on a habit he'd picked up during the war; he talked to his horses. During his service with the First Virginian he would often talk to his horse before a battle. It wasn't that Dillon was crazy, it just helped calm his nerves so he could focus; it seemed to help calm his horse too.
So several times during the ride Dillon would talk to Buck and Buddy. Sometimes he quoted poetry to the animals and had one sided discussions about what the poems meant. Sometimes it was the politics of the War Between the States and how the war could have been avoided. Sometimes he would talk about what he wanted to find. And sometimes he told Buddy of his travels and adventures since leaving Richmond; Buddy hadn't been with he and Buck during that time. Neither horse were very good conversationalists but they were both excellent listeners.
As boring and as tiring as the trip to Albuquerque had been, the ride to Arizona was more difficult. The distance from Albuquerque to Prescott meant another week on the trail. A lot of the trip was across desert and high chaparral with fewer water holes; more than one night he made a dry camp. He carried three large canteens on the pack saddle plus his personal one hung on his saddle.
Every water hole he found he made sure all the canteens were full before leaving. His packs contained food for the horses, a mixture of dried oats and corn. Dillon would add a little water to the feed; it helped the horse get some moisture as well feeding them.
Buddy was a big surprise; he was very good at smelling water. Four times he found water holes that Dillon and Buck would have bypassed. The troop wouldn't have died without Buddy's help but his discoveries made the hard journey a lot easier.
As he got closer to Prescott the elevation change, mountains, wooded hills, and grasslands became the normal landscape. Pretty country Dillon said to himself; it looks like a good place to raise cattle and horses. Three weeks after leaving Albuquerque, Dillon rode into Prescott, Arizona. Riding into town he saw large holding pens for cattle close to the railroad tracks; Prescott's another cow town he thought.
He found a livery and stabled his horses, making sure the animals got a bath and special feed. The stable owner told Dillon about two good boarding houses nearby; Dillon preferred boarding houses to hotels. At the hotels all you received was the room; sometimes with noisy drunks in adjoining rooms. At the boarding house the cost included two meals a day, breakfast and supper. Usually the guests were more interested in resting than raising hell.
Dillon walked to the nearest boarding house and paid for a week's stay. As he stowed his gear he thought about his money situation. He had about four hundred dollars in gold coins with him and a bank draft from the Wichita Falls bank. Dillon's expenses since leaving Richmond hadn't amounted to much.
When he worked for Creed Taylor in Texas back in '65, in addition to his wages he got room and board. Dillon wasn't one to go to town and raise hell every month when he got paid so he saved most of his wages. He spent even less while in Mexico. It was an inexpensive place to live and he made very good money as a payroll guard. He'd gained a reputation of getting the payrolls through and was offered a lot of jobs by different mine managers.
In Wichita Falls his room and board was a work benefit as the deputy marshal so again he had few expenses. Even his ammunition and a shotgun were provided. His only real expense was his more elegant way of dressing. As he remembered Mrs. Boudreaux's boarding house and the 'special benefits' he and Emma shared, Dillon laughed knowing he'd never have something like that again. It had been a wonderful part of his life.
Marshall Tom Ryan, his friend and boss, convinced Dillon to open an account at the bank. Tom said one of the few good things about Northern Reconstruction was that the banks were more solid and you could do business from town to town and bank to bank. That's why Dillon had a bank draft for his account instead of carrying gold coins. People were still skittish about paper money but everyone trusted and accepted gold.
I've got a little over three thousand dollars, Dillon thought. That's enough for about three years, even staying in a boarding house. He decided he'd take a little time to see what opportunities were available in Prescott. Dillon wasn't the type to sit around; he needed to put his hand to something. Maybe I'll become a poker dealer in one of the saloons, he thought. No I don't guess so; it'd turn something I like as a past time into a job. I wouldn't get the same enjoyment out of it.
Dillon had learned to play poker while at VMI and he'd become very good at it. He'd honed his skills while working for Creed Taylor and later in Wichita Falls. Several times on his nights off, at least before Emma came into his life, you could find him at a poker table in one of the saloons. He developed a system in Wichita Falls that kept him from losing his shirt during a bad run of cards.
On payday Dillon would take $10 from his wages as a poker stake for the month. At the end of the month anything over the $10 was put into his bank account. He would take $10 and start over again. If he lost his stake he quit playing until the next payday. Dillon usually added money to his account every month. Of course when he and Emma started keeping company the number of evenings spent at the poker tables were drastically reduced.
Dillon's first day in Prescott he went to the barber shop and got a shave, haircut, and a bath. When he was on the trail he usually didn't bother shaving; the water was needed to stay alive. When he did find a good water hole if he had the time he would bath and shave but those times were scarce. He came out of the barbers completely clean and groomed for the first time in almost three weeks. I smell as sweet as lilies of the valley, he said to himself.
His second day he spent exploring Prescott and surrounding country. He wanted to get a feel for the area before he decided if he wanted to stay and what he kind of work he wanted to do. Dillon found out that he could get a job as a stage coach guard or ride guard on freight wagons. He wasn't really interested because it meant a lot of traveling; he was tired of traveling, at least for a while.
His third evening in town he visited one of the saloons. Dillon didn't drink a lot but he wanted a beer and a saloon was a good place to gather information about Prescott. Truth be known he wanted a little company and thought he would try his hand at playing some poker.
Dillon walked into the West Branch saloon and immediately felt at home; it reminded him of the saloons in Wichita Falls. There were several cowhands celebrating the end of a cattle drive and a few of the locals having a week ending drink. He got a beer and walked over to watch one of the poker games.
He'd been watching for about a quarter of an hour when one of the men at the table spoke to him. "Either sit down and play with the men or go away. You bother me standing there like a vulture."
Dillon returned the man's look for a few seconds and then took an empty chair. When sat down the other four men at the table welcomed him and introduced themselves. The loud mouth said, "Good, another chicken for me to pluck."
"My name's Gallagher," he said to the four men, ignoring the man that'd been making the insulting comments. Dillon had heard the others call the man Jim Knox. He looked at Knox, thinking I've seen your kind before. The man was tall at 6' 3; Dillon guessed he weighed over 225 pounds. He was drinking hard, refilling his glass from a bottle on the table. Jim Knox had a red face and a belligerent attitude, probably from the whiskey Dillon thought.
The game was five card stud or draw poker and it didn't take many hands for Dillon to realize that Jim wasn't a very good poker player. He chased hands in spite of bad odds, called when he should fold, and raised when he should have called at best. Jim won a few hands but Dillon won more. During the whole game Jim continued making remarks about Dillon and the other players. Dillon had gained a small profit and decided that this would be his last hand. Jim had just made an insulting remark about drifters, looking at Dillon as he said it.
Dillon didn't get angry, he seldom got angry. It's only hurts your chances in bad situations, he believed. He'd learned during war that anger clouded your vision and slowed your reflexes. Even during the gun battles he'd been in since the war, he wasn't angry. Dillon became a cold, calculating man during those times of stress.
The hand was draw poker and Dillon had an inside straight draw. No one had raised the opening bet so Dillon stayed in; it wasn't something he'd normally do but it didn't cost much more than his ante to call. When he saw the card he drew he thought, my luck's good tonight; the card was a seven and filled out his straight.
Up to this point the game had been mostly small stakes, with $30 dollars considered a large pot. The first two men checked and Knox made a large bet of $20. Knox had drawn three cards and Dillon figured he had at best three of a kind so he raised the bet to $40. Two men dropped out and it was up to Knox; he raised another $20. The last two men dropped leaving just Dillon and Knox in the hand.
Dillon had $40 in front of him, "Here's your bet and I raise my last $20."
Knox smiled and said, "Here's you $20 and I raise $50."
One of the men that had dropped out complained, "It's table stakes Jim, you can only call his last $20."
"Shut up Clancy. I say I can raise," Knox said with his hand on his pistol butt. Turning to Dillon he ordered, "Dig for the money or fold your hand drifter."
Dillon felt a cold, calculating calm come over him. It wasn't the money that concerned him; it was the insults and direct challenge from a boisterous drunk like Knox. Maybe I should just walk away Dillon thought, but then again I've never walked away from trouble. Why start now?
He pulled a draw string bag out of the inside pocket of his oilskin duster and asked, "How much you got in front of you Knox?"
Knox looked at Dillon suspiciously, counted his money and answered, "$200 and some change. Why?"
Looking Knox straight in the eye, Dillon said, "Here's you $50 and I raise $300." He counted out the gold double eagles and pushed them into the pot.
"But I don't have $300," Knox said.
Dillon replied, "Dig for it or fold your hand."
Knox was shocked when Dillon threw his own words back in his face. He looked at the other players but they were laughing at him. He finally slumped in his chair, knowing that he had to fold his hand.
"Tell you what Knox, I want to be fair. Call for what you have in front of you," Dillon said. He'd made his point.
Knox looked at Dillon for a few seconds and pushed all his money into the pot. "Three kings drifter," he said turning over his card and gloating.
"Good hand," Dillon said and when Knox reached for the money he added, "But not good enough. I've got a straight to the nine." He showed his cards and smiled at the look on Knox's face.



With a look of disbelief, the big drunk moved his hand toward his gun. "You damn chea......." Knox started but Dillon interrupted.
"KNOX," Dillon said with a loud strong voice. "You're about to make a big mistake. Stop and think about your next move." Dillon pulled his duster away from his holster pistol staring at Knox with ice cold blue eyes.
"That's enough boys. Just stand easy," a voice from behind Dillon said. He didn't turn his head, keeping his attention on Knox.
"Jim slowly pull your gun and put it on the table," the voice ordered. When Knox complied the voice added, "Now you Mister, put yours on the table too."
Dillon hesitated, knowing that the man behind him probably had a gun trained on him. "I'd like to know who's giving the orders before I comply," Dillon said without emotion.
The man walked to the side where Dillon could see him and the badge on his vest; he also saw the double barrel shotgun the man was carrying. "I'm Charley Jackson, the Sheriff in these parts."
Dillon nodded and slowly laid his pistol on the table. He smiled to himself at the shotgun; guess a lot of lawmen use one, he said to himself.
Sheriff Jackson picked up both pistols. "Jim go home, you're drunk and about to get yourself in trouble. You're damn lucky you didn't get yourself killed. You can pick up your gun tomorrow when you sober up."
Knox looked at Jackson, then at Dillon, and then at the money on the table. Finally he turned and left the saloon, stomping out in anger.
"Now who are you and what are you doing here?" Jackson asked Dillon.
"Name's Dillon Gallagher. I just rode in a couple of days ago. Plan on finding a job and staying for awhile."
"Why did you warn Knox instead of drawing on him? You give the impression that you know how to use this hog leg," the Sheriff said hoisting Dillon's .44.
"Well I'll tell you Sheriff. Even since I left Wichita Falls seems like one person or another has tried to draw down on me. To be honest I'm getting real tired of shooting people."
Sheriff Jackson looked at Dillon in surprised disbelief. "You don't impress me as someone that'd turn the other cheek Gallagher."
"Didn't say I was. I'll defend myself and not lose a minute's sleep over it but it don't mean I have to like killing. If I had my way I'd never pull that .44 again," Dillon answered. He exchanged looks with Jackson and then added.
"As far as Knox, he wasn't much of a threat. He was drunk and I don't think he's as good with a gun as he thinks he is. So I thought I might shock him out of doing something both stupid and deadly."
Jackson smiled a little and nodded. "Yeah, Jim thinks he's John Wesley Hardin and Wild Bill Hickok all rolled into one. Truth be told, he's lucky he hasn't shot off his foot."
Dillon laughed and paused for a few seconds. "Sheriff, could I have my gun back now. I don't plan on using it tonight but I feel sort of undressed without it."
Sheriff Jackson looked Dillon in the eye for about 30 seconds and handed the .44 back to him. As Dillon holstered the weapon the Sheriff remarked, "I saw your interest in my scattergun here, any special reason?"
"On my last job, my boss and I both carried coach guns," Dillon replied.
"What job was that Mr. Gallagher?"
"I was the deputy marshal in Wichita Falls for two years. My boss, Marshal Ryan convinced me toting a shotgun was the thing to do."
"That Tom Ryan you're talking about?" At Dillon's nod he added, "Haven't seen Tom in better than five years." Seeing the question on Dillon's face, the Sheriff continued, "I was the Marshal there for four years and Tom Ryan was my deputy."
Dillon smiled, it was nice to meet someone who knew and liked his friend.
"How's Tom's wife Stella and their two boys doing?"
He smiled to himself at the obvious ploy by Jackson to see if Dillon was telling the truth. Dillon looked the Sheriff in the eye and grinned. "Her name is Juanita and she's doing just fine; they don't have any children."
The Sheriff smiled at being caught testing the young man. "Sorry, but anybody can say they're someone they're not. No offense intended," Jackson said offering his hand to Dillon.
"None taken," Dillon replied and shook the Sheriff's hand. "Is there work available round here?"
"Depends on what you can do."
"I can work stock, I'm as good as most with horses; Guess I can put my hand to most anything," Dillon answered. "Fact is I've been offered jobs as a shotgun guard for the stage line or an armed guard for the freight wagons. That's not really what I want to do. I'd prefer something that doesn't depend on using my gun."
"You're dressed pretty fancy for a cowboy but Bob Cassidy over to the Circle C is always lookin for hands. His is the biggest ranch in the area. Or if you can read and write," Jackson said and at Dillon's nod continued, "Several of the stores and outfitters here in town are looking for clerks. With your clothes you'd fit right in as a clerk."
Dillon returned the Sheriff's smile. "Think I'll hold off trying my hand at clerking. Don't think I'd like being inside all the time. Can you give me directions to the Circle C?"
Jackson told him how to get to the ranch and said, "It's a good three hour ride out there. Today's Thursday, if you can wait another day, Cassidy usually comes into the bank and the mercantile on Saturday. You could talk to him then."
"Thank you Sheriff, well I reckon I'll call it a night. I've had about enough excitement for one evening. Good night," Dillon said and walked back to the boarding house.
Saturday morning around 9, Dillon went to the stable and saddled Buck. He rode the horse into the center of Prescott and hitched him in front of the bank. He hadn't been there for more than an half an hour when six men rode up. The hitching rail already had three horses tied to it including Buck.
One of the men got down and untied two of the horses and moved them to the rail in front of the building next door. When he came back and started to untie Buck, Dillon spoke up.
"Mister, that's my horse. I don't know about the gents that own those others but I'd prefer if you left my horse alone," he said in a polite but strong voice.
The cow hand looked at Dillon, taking in his frock coat, whipcord pants, and string tie. He assumed by the clothes and the way he spoke that the young man facing him was a dude. His assumption was wrong.
"Sonny, you don't know who you're talking to. Just mind your manners and keep quiet while I move this nag out of the way," he said to Dillon. He put his hand on his gun belt and reached for Buck's reins.
"I'm going to ask you one more time. Leave my horse be," Dillon ordered as he moved his coat uncovering his holstered pistol.
"Earl, that's enough," a short stocky man said. "You and Joe take our horses next door and tie them. And bring back those two you moved."
"But Mr. Cassidy, this young pup is......"
"Shut up Earl and do as you're told," Cassidy ordered. Turning to Dillon he said, "I'm Bob Cassidy, please excuse my man there. Sometimes I don't think he has sense enough to pour water out of a boot." Cassidy hadn't made the same assumption about Dillon as his hand. He saw a man that was willing to stand up for himself. The pistol worn low on his hip gave Cassidy an idea that the young man was more than he appeared.
"No harm done sir," Dillon replied. "I was waiting for you. My name's Dillon Gallagher; Sheriff Jackson said you might be hiring. I could use a job."
"Ever worked cattle before," Cassidy asked openly looking at Dillon's clothes.
Dillon smiled, "Don't let the clothes fool you Mr. Cassidy. I worked for Creed Taylor down in DeWitt for a year or so back in '65 and just made the drive from Texas to Abilene with Ray Fleming."
Cassidy nodded, thought for a few seconds and said, "Pays $50 a month and found. Come out to the ranch Sunday evening and get settled in the bunkhouse. You can start Monday. That suit you Gallagher?" See Dillon's nod in agreement he said, "See you Sunday evening, suppers at 5 if you've a mind."
Dillon nodded and entered the bank and opened an account using the bank draft. The next thing he did was mail a letter to his mother in Boston. Dillon had written to his mother and received her replies every three or four weeks while he lived in Wichita Falls. When he left Texas he wrote that he would let her know when he got settled. Dillon wrote that he planned to stay in the Prescott area and that she could write him care of the local post office.
He went to the largest of the general stores to mail the letter; the post office was at the back of the store. While he was there Dillon bought some work pants and a couple of shirts; the ones he'd been wearing on the trail were pretty beat up.
While he was in the mercantile, Sheriff Jackson came in. The Sheriff bought a few personal items including a bag of stick candy. Dillon smiled when he saw the lawman sucking a piece of candy.
"Do you use that candy to persuade some desperado to give up? Or do you pay rewards with stick candy instead of money?"
Jackson returned Dillon's grin and replied, "When I was a youngster, we couldn't afford many extras. When I grew up and got out on my own I promised myself that I'd always have a penny for candy."
Dillon laughed and said, "Sometimes small pleasures are the best. "By the way thanks for your suggestion about the Circle C. I met Mr. Cassidy and I start work for him on Monday."
The Sheriff looked thoughtful before he spoke. He'd developed a respect for Dillon because of the incident with Knox in the saloon. Not many men would have held off killing someone that accused them of cheating at cards. In addition Jackson had sent a telegram to Tom Ryan. One reason was just to say hello and let Ryan know that Gallagher was in Prescott. The other reason was to get more information on the young man.
Ryan had telegraphed back that Dillon was a fine young man. He also told Jackson that Dillon was from Virginia, about his experiences in the war, and the reason Dillon left home after Lee surrendered. The Sheriff felt he should give Dillon more information on Cassidy, considering Dillon's history.
"Dillon, you might want to rethink takin that job." Jackson explained about the telegrams and the information he'd received from Tom Ryan concerning Dillon's past. "Cassidy came out here about two years ago and started buying up land and ranches. He was part of the Northern reconstruction in Virginia until early '69."
Watching Dillon's face he continued, "There's a lot of talk that Cassidy got rich as one of the Northern regulators. I do know he rode into town and started throwin money around. Just thought you should know before you went to work for him."
Dillon's reaction to the information startled the Sheriff. He saw Dillon's eyes change to a cold ice blue and his face become a hard mask of anger. Dillon took a deep breath and said, "You're right Sheriff, I don't want to work for a bastard like Cassidy. Thanks for telling me. You may have saved someone's life today."
Jackson watched Dillon stalk out of the general store and thought; he looks for all the world like a big wolf on the prowl.
As he walked out of the store and started to where Buck was tied, Dillon was glad that Jackson had told him about Cassidy's past. I might have shot him on general principles if I'd found out after I started working for him, Dillon said to himself.
Just opposite from his horse he stared at two men on the sidewalk. Dillon had seen them before; they'd been with Cassidy that morning in front of the bank. The reason he stared was one of the men held a boy about 12 by the arm shaking him. The man slapped the boy knocking him to the ground.
Dillon stepped over and helped the boy to his feet. "You okay son?"
The boy's eyes were wide with fright; the side of his face was red where he'd been hit. "Let me go Mister, I need to get away from them," he said looking back at the two men.
"Don't worry boy, they won't bother you anymore," Dillon replied. As the two men stepped toward Dillon he pushed the boy behind him and faced them.
"Stand aside, we've got business with the boy," one of the men said.
"He must be a real desperado if it takes two grown men to handle a boy. I'd like to know what he did to cause you to slap him around," Dillon said.
"It don't concern you. Now step away."
"How long you boys been working for Cassidy?" Dillon asked. The men stopped confused by the question.
"Sam there's been with him for four years. I've worked there for three. Why?"
"And what's your name Mister?" Dillon continued.
"I'm Miles Stewart. Why?"
"I just wanted to be able to tell Cassidy the names of the two men he's going to have to replace," Dillon answered.
"What?"
"If you don't leave the boy alone, you're not going to be fit to work for a while." Dillon's voice was like steel.
Sam and Miles looked at each other and began to talk softly among themselves. Miles looked back at Dillon and said, "Don't think Mr. Cassidy's gonna like his new hand interfering."
"Well I'll solve that problem for him. Tell Cassidy that I changed my mind; I don't care to work for him," Dillon replied. "Now you boys run along."
The two men hesitated for a few seconds and then walked back toward the bank and Cassidy.
Dillon turn to the boy and asked, "Now what did you do to get them riled up at you?"
"I didn't do nothing," the boy said. "Honest. Every time we come to town Mr. Cassidy's men give us a hard time."
"You sure? You didn't say anything that might have riled them up?"
"Well....." the boy answered. "When we met they told me to get out of their way. I said I had as much right to be on the sidewalk as they did. The one called Miles started for me and I stepped aside."
"That's all?"
The boy hesitated and said, "As they walked by I may have said something about when I got older we'd see who'd step aside. That's when he grabbed me."
Dillon had to smile at the youngster's spunk if not at his common sense. "Aren't you a little young to brace two grown men?"
"I'm twelve and a half," the boy said with pride. "My pa and ma taught me stand up for myself. Then in a low voice said, "I might have over done it this time."
Laughing at the boy's confession Dillon asked, "What's you name son and who is this we you're talking about?"
"I'm Ethan Edwards. My mother, sister, and I usually come to town together. We own the Triple E ranch over to Prescott Valley and get supplies and such on Saturdays."
Dillon felt the wooden sidewalk vibrate and shake as someone came up behind him. He turned around and saw the biggest man he'd even seen bearing down on him. The man had an angry look on his face.
"Get away from him Mister," he said pointing to Ethan.
Dillon smiled and put his hand on the boys shoulder. "Just getting to know the boy, no harm done."
The huge man stopped about three feet away. "Take your hand off him before I rip your arm off and beat you to death with it."
Dillon's smile faded; he dropped his hand and faced the big man. Dillon saw a man that had to be 6' 6 at least. He must weigh 300 pounds Dillon thought. The big man was just that big. He had huge hands, his arms looked as big as Dillon's legs, and his legs looked like tree trunks. If his size wasn't enough to intimidate someone, the scar running from his hairline down over one eye added to his menacing look.
Dillon held up his hands toward the giant. "I wasn't hurting the boy."
"It's okay Oso," Ethan said. "He helped me with that Sam and Miles; they were slapping me around and this man stopped them."
Oso quickly calmed down and stepped back a little. "Sorry Mister, I saw a stranger holding on to Ethan and jumped to the wrong conclusion."
Dillon nodded and explained. "I saw two of Cassidy's men roughing the boy up. They stopped when I asked them to leave the boy alone."
Ethan giggled and said to Oso, "He told them that they wouldn't be able to work for a long time if they didn't leave me alone."
Oso smiled and stuck out his huge hand. "I'm Oso. Thanks for taking care of Ethan, Mr....?"
"Dillon Gallagher." After shaking hands with the giant, he wanted to count his fingers to make sure they were still there. "Ethan said that Cassidy's men give him and his family trouble every time they come into town. Why?"
"Because Mr. Cassidy wants our ranch," a young woman said coming up behind Dillon. "He thinks the rough treatment by his men will make us sell out to him. I'm Elizabeth Edwards. I overheard what you did for my brother Mr. Gallagher, thank you. "
"My pleasure Miss Edwards," Dillon replied tipping his hat. None of the women he'd seen or met since Emma had any effect on him. He was just passing through and no woman interested him enough to slow down his travels. His was polite, even cordial but hadn't taken an interest in them. Elizabeth Edwards was an exception; she did interest him.
Elizabeth was about 5'9 with a slender but well formed body. She's tall for a woman Dillon thought. She wore a flat brimmed hat on her auburn hair. The hair color and green eyes told of an Irish heritage. Elizabeth had a few freckles across her nose and her eyes were striking. She had high cheek bones, a strong chin, and an air of confidence and independence. No shrinking violet here, Dillon thought. To him she seemed perfect. She wasn't wearing the normal gingham dress but wore a split riding skirt, boots, and a man's shirt. A fine Irish colleen, he said to himself.
"Thanks again for rescuing my brother," she said. "We need to go back to the ranch. Come on Oso, that wagon won't load its self," Elizabeth said and walked away.
"Yes Niña, I'm coming," Oso replied.
Dillon watched the slender young woman stride away; she moved with a cat like grace. He thought for a few seconds and then quoted softly:
"She walks in beauty, like the night
Of cloudless climes and starry skies;
And all that's best of dark and bright
Meet in her aspect and her eyes"
Oso looked at him. "Huh? What did you say?"
A self depreciating smile moved over his face and Dillon answered, "Just part of a poem I remembered. It seemed to fit."
Oso shook his head. "Hope to see you again under better times Mr. Gallagher. Thanks again for helping Ethan." The big man moved surprisingly quickly and followed Ethan and Elizabeth.
Later that evening after supper with the Jenkins, Dillon decided to go to a saloon for some poker. The saloon was also a good place to get a line on the jobs available in the area. He'd been sitting at a table playing five card stud for about an hour when Cassidy and two of his men strode into the saloon. They walked to the bar as if they owned the place, sometimes pushing men aside.
After getting drinks the men looked around the room. Miles, the man Dillon had a run in with earlier that day, notice Dillon at the table and pointed him out to his boss. Cassidy nodded and started toward the poker game; Miles and the other hand followed him.
When he got close to the table Cassidy said, "I heard you changed you mind about working for me. I'd like to know why Gallagher."
Dillon ignored him for a few seconds as he looked at his poker hand. Folding the hand, Dillon replied, "Your men are animals. You let, even encourage them to rough up two women and a young boy. I don't want to work for someone that can't or won't keep his dogs on a leash. "
"Do you have any idea who you're talking to, drifter?" Cassidy was upset that Dillon didn't pay him the proper respect.
Dillon moved his chair around to face Cassidy and his two heel hounds. "I know you own the biggest ranch in the county. I know that you think you're the big he bull around these parts." He stared hard at Cassidy as he talked. "And I know you're a damned Yankee carpetbagger that stole money from decent folks in Virginia."



"You shouldn't have interfered today. That wasn't a very smart thing to do," Cassidy said.
"Look at it this way Mr. Cassidy. I saved Miles there and Sam a terrible beating. If I hadn't have stepped in, they would have had to deal with Oso. I don't think he would have stopped at warning them."
Cassidy was surprised at Dillon's comment. "They were both armed; the two of them could have handled the big man."
Dillon gave Cassidy a smile. "I think that shooting Oso would just make him very angry. An angry Oso is not something I'd want to face." Dillon paused and added, "Get someone else to join your pack Mr. Carpetbagger."
Sheriff Jackson entered the saloon, noticed the tense gathering at the poker table and walked over to the group. "Is there something wrong Mr. Cassidy, Gallagher?"
Dillon smiled at the Sheriff and replied, "Nothing wrong. Mr. Cassidy was just telling me what a big man he is in these parts."
Jackson turned to Cassidy with a questioning look. Cassidy stared at Dillon for a few seconds and said, "No trouble Sheriff. We were just leaving. I'll see you again Gallagher."
"Look forward to it Mr. Cassidy. Just remember I'm not a 12 year old boy."
"I heard about your run in with Cassidy's men today," the Sheriff said. "Watch yourself Gallagher, Cassidy don't like to be crossed. There's gonna be trouble between you two," Jackson warned.
"Thanks for your concern Sheriff, but I can take care of myself. You might want to warn Cassidy to stay clear of me." Dillon turned and picked up his winnings from the poker game, nodded at Jackson, and left the saloon. Well it's been a real interesting day, he thought. He was a extra watchful on his way back to the boarding house.
Over the next ten days Dillon rode out to several of the ranches in the area looking for work. Most of them were full up and didn't need another hand. The three that expressed an interest quickly changed their minds when they heard that his name was Gallagher. The last one was at least honest with him about his change of heart.
"I don't need no trouble with Cassidy, Mr. Gallagher." At Dillon's puzzled look he continued, "He's put the word out that he wouldn't take kindly to anyone that hires you."
Dillon's reaction to his statement actually scared the rancher. Dillon's eyes seemed to flare and his facial expression reminded the rancher of a big animal on the prowl. After a few seconds Dillon said, "Thanks for being honest, I appreciate it."
Guess that takes care of getting a job on a ranch, Dillon thought as he rode back to Prescott. Maybe I'd better look in another direction.
Saturday morning Dillon was in the mercantile and the owner told him that he had a letter back in the post office. When he collected the letter he saw it was from his mother. Dillon smiled at the familiar handwriting and looked forward to reading it. He went to the café, got some coffee, and opened the letter.
The first few lines of the letter surprised Dillon. He read that his father's bank had been confiscated by the Northern regulators. Apparently his father saw it coming and sent his personal wealth to his wife in Boston to keep it out of the hands of the carpetbaggers with instructions that if something happened to him that he wanted Dillon to get half of his estate.
Two months after losing the bank his father was found dead on a back road outside of Richmond; it looked like he'd been thrown by his horse and broke his neck. Mrs. Gallagher wrote that she thought the circumstances surrounding his death were suspicious; as did Dillon. His father never rode horses; he felt it was beneath him and always drove a surrey or a buggy. His mother thought that he was killed when the people that took the bank found Samuel's personal accounts depleted.
Dillon's mother wrote that she would get her bank to forward the funds to Dillon's account at the Prescott Bank; the amount was substantial. The size of the bequest along with the fact that none of the ranchers would hire him altered Dillon's mind about finding work. He decided that he'd just take it easy for a while and see what turned up; at least he didn't have to work if he didn't want to.
The rest of the letter was the normal news and best wishes. Dillon folded the letter, put it away, and started the short ride back to his room. While putting Buck back in his stall he heard loud voices; he couldn't make out what was being said. The two words he did understand were "Greaser" from one voice and "Pendejo" from another. Then there were more shouts and sounds of a fight coming from behind the stable. He stepped through a door in the back wall to investigate.
Dillon saw Oso backed up against the wall of the stable. There were three men facing the big man with a fourth on the ground at Oso's feet. Oso wasn't armed and Dillon saw Cassidy's men brandishing clubs. As Dillon cleared the doorway, Miles turned and threw a club at him.
Ducking the club, Dillon quickly closed the distance between him and the three men. He noticed out of the corner of his eye that Oso was also advancing toward them. Miles thinking of the previous confrontation with Dillon panicked and tried to pull his pistol but Dillon grabbed him knocking his hand away from the gun. Dillon backhanded Miles and then delivered a very short right to the man's chin; Miles went down and stayed down.
Dillon felt the impact of a club across the back of his head and he too went down. As his vision faded he heard the sounds of a shotgun being cocked and a voice said, "That's enough men." Then everything went dark for Dillon.
To Be Continued...
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Dillon faded in and out of consciousness. One time he felt he was lying on a hard surface but could feel it moving. The next time he was on something soft and felt someone applying a cool wet cloth to his forehead.
Finally he fought his way back from the darkness; he was on a big bed in a room that he didn't recognize. He tried to sit up and was rewarded with a shooting pain in his neck. Dillon fell back and moaned. Damn that hurts, he thought.
The door opened and he saw Oso entering the bedroom. "How are you amigo? You look better than when we brought you here."
"Hola," Dillon replied and then asked, "Where am I and who brought me here? "
Oso smiled, "You're at the Triple E ranch outside Prescott. Senorita Elizabeth insisted that you be brought here until you recover."
The door opened again and an older woman entered. "I see you've rejoined the living Mr. Gallagher. How are you feeling?"
"Aside from a sore neck and a small headache I'm well ma'am."
At the questioning look from Dillon she added, "Where are my manners? I'm Eleanor Edwards and this is our home." She walked over to him. "Let me have a look," Mrs. Edwards said helping Dillon to sit up. She inspected the back of his head and added, "The swelling has gone down and the bleeding has stopped. I think you'll be just fine Mr. Gallagher."
Dillon leaned his back against the headboard and his head began to clear. He looked at Mrs. Edwards and could see where Elizabeth got her eye color and the shape of her face. Her hair was dark brown worn in a French bun. Mrs. Edwards was about 5' 6 and more solidly built than her daughter but still trim.
Dillon knew she had to be close to forty to have a daughter as old as Elizabeth but Mrs. Edwards looked to be in her early thirties at most. Her confidence and manner reminded him of Emma in some ways.
The door burst open and Ethan charged into the room. "Hi ya Dillon, glad you're awake," the boy said in a loud voice. Ethan was typical of most twelve year olds. He was full of energy and had a difficult time standing still. But there was a sadness around the eyes that surprised Dillon.
Ethan had the same auburn hair as his sister; his eyes were brown and lively. He was tall for his age with large hands; must take after his father Dillon thought. Ethan will be taller than me when he gets his full growth.
Following at a slower pace, Elizabeth joined the group. She gave Dillon a little smile. "Thank you for helping Oso Mr. Gallagher. It could have gotten very ugly."
Dillon returned her smile but before he could respond Mrs. Edwards remarked, "It seems you're making a habit of coming to our families rescue Mr. Gallagher." Eleanor's manner of speaking showed that she was an educated woman. "Our own personal Sir Galahad. I understand that you also quote poetry," she said with a grin. "Lord Byron I believe it was."
Returning her grin with a sheepish smile Dillon replied, "It's a nasty habit I picked up in school. Sometimes I can't help myself."
"Oso said you quoted a verse and told him it was a poem. All he could remember was 'She walks in beauty like the night', Elizabeth said.
Embarrassed Dillon looked at Oso with a little frown. "I didn't realize that I spoke aloud. I'm sorry if it offended you Miss Edwards."
Elizabeth blushed a little and replied, "Not at all Mr. Gallagher. With Mother's help I looked up the poem; it's very flattering. Thank you."
Dillon smiled at Elizabeth's blush and turned to Mrs. Edwards. "Ma'am you said that I was a knight, might this knight request a boon from Milady?" Eleanor smiled and nodded. "Could y'all call me Dillon? This Mr. Gallagher stuff makes me feel old."
"My son is already using your given name; I suppose it would be all right for the rest of us too. But you must return the favor, Sir Knight.... Dillon," Eleanor smiled and replied. "Now if you're up to it, get dressed and I'll feed you a ranch breakfast."
For the first time Dillon realized he was wearing a night shirt and not his normal clothes. Now it was his turn to blush. He nodded and the ladies and Ethan left the room; Oso waited to see if Dillon needed help.
"Who undressed me Oso?"
Oso had a grin on his face and said, "Well, Senorita Elizabeth...." He stopped and his grin got bigger at the look on Dillon's face. "Niña told me to put you in one of her father's nightshirts. I undressed you amigo."
"Very funny Oso, very funny," Dillon replied pretending to be upset with the big man. Then a grin spread across his face and gave him away. "How long have I been here?"
"Our adventure was on Saturday and today is Tuesday my friend. You've been fading in and out of it for three days." Oso looked at Dillon for about five seconds, his face grew more serious and said, "Now I have a question for you. Why did you help me? I'm glad that you did, but why?"
Dillon scratched his head and continued to get dressed. As he pulled on his boots he answered, "I guess I've always had a soft spot for an underdog." Looking at Oso he laughed, "I know as big as you are it's hard to say you're an underdog, but you were outnumbered four to one and they had guns."
"Whatever your reasons, thank you amigo. Let's eat. Senora Eleanor makes the best gravy in the county."
Sitting on the front porch with a cup of coffee after breakfast, Dillon got his first look at the Triple E; he'd been unconscious when the Edward's brought him to their home. He got up and gingerly stepped out into the yard. Dillon was sore but mostly because of lying in bed for three days and not a result of his injury.
The ranch house was a rambling one level building. On the left as you faced the house was the main living space. It consisted of two very large rooms; a kitchen and large dining area and separated by a low wall the living room and sitting area. To one side of the living room was a roll topped desk where the ranch business was taken care of.
On the right were the sleeping quarters; five bedrooms joined to the living area with a covered breezeway. There was a big barn and a bunk house about a hundred feet to the west of the house. Dillon remembered that Creed Taylor's place in Texas had been very similar. The house and barn fits in well with the land, Dillon thought.
The surrounding area was gently rolling hills mostly covered with trees. In between the hills were meadows and grass lands. If the rest of the Triple E is like this, it's a good place to raise stock, Dillon said to himself. Oso joined him in front of the house.
"What happened after I went down? I seem to remember someone telling everyone to stop," Dillon questioned.
"That was Sheriff Jackson," Oso answered. "He stopped the fight and made Cassidy's men leave town. They picked up Miles and the other one and carried them off. Jackson told me after they left that he didn't believe their version of what happened. Then he got Doctor Reynolds to tend to you; the doc treated me also. Senorita Elizabeth arrived about the same time as the doctor."
Dillon hadn't noticed before but Oso had a large cut on the side of his head. Oso continued, "Doc Reynolds said he thought you'd be okay but someone should sit with you for a few days. That's when the senorita told me to get the wagon and that we'd bring you out here to the Triple E."
"Strange name for a ranch."
"Senor Edwards named the place. He said it was for the three treasures in his life; Eleanor, Elizabeth, and Ethan. That's why he called it the Triple E; we brand our stock with three Es."
"Speaking of Mr. Edwards, I haven't met him yet. Is he around or is he away on business?"
Oso hung his head for a minute. "Senor Edwards was killed four months ago. That cabrón Cassidy had him killed. But we can't prove it. I started to go after Cassidy but Senora Eleanor made me promise not to. She said she didn't want me killed or put in jail."
"Couldn't Sheriff Jackson do anything?" Dillon asked and Oso shook his head no. "Why would Cassidy kill Mr. Edwards?"
"The Sheriff questioned Cassidy but couldn't find any proof. Cassidy wants the Triple E but Senor Edwards wouldn't sell and when he wouldn't, Cassidy had his men kill him."
That explains the sadness in these people, Dillon thought. He stopped questioning Oso to let him compose himself. Then to lighten things up a bit said, "Are you called bear because of you size amigo?"
Oso smiled and replied, "I didn't know you spoke Spanish. No, everybody thinks that but the name was given to me when I was little; my real name is Roberto Rios. My father married a Cheyenne woman; he didn't take her as a squaw, he married her in the Church. We were visiting my mother's people one summer and I wandered away from the camp. I was five at the time." Oso stopped for a bit and smiled remembering happier times.
"My mother and father found me in a clearing playing with two bear cubs. The mother bear was lying nearby watching us. When my parents came into the clearing, she called to her cubs and led them into the forest. My father couldn't believe that the bear had let me play with her cubs. My mother said I was protected by the bear totem. From then on, everyone called me Oso."
Dillon chuckled at the story. "Do your folks live nearby?"
Again Oso hung his head before answering. "My parents were killed in a raid by the Apache on our small ranch. That's when I got this," he said pointing to the scar on his face. "Senor Edwards was riding by the ranch and saw the smoke from the burning house. When he rode into our yard, he found me digging graves for my mother and father. I was ten."
Dillon waited while Oso stared at the skyline. "Senor Edwards gave me a canteen, made me sit in the shade, and he finished the digging. After he buried my folks, he made some crosses out of pieces of fencing. He let me pound them into the ground at the head of each grave and said a prayer over them."
For the first time since Oso began his tale he smiled. "Senor Edwards asked me if I had family he could take me to. I said I had no one so he pulled me up behind him on his horse. That was almost twenty five years ago; I've lived with the Edwards family ever since."
Dillon nodded as Oso finished his tale. "That's why you so attached to the Triple E and its owners. I guess maybe I've become attached to them too."
Oso looked at him and smiled. "Would you like to ride around the ranch? I brought your horses from town and put them in our barn.
After thinking for a minute Dillon said, "Maybe I'd better wait until tomorrow; I'm still a little unsteady."
********************
Three days later Dillon had fully recovered. Oso, Elizabeth, and Dillon rode around the ranch. "How big is the Triple E?" Dillon asked. "I don't remember much about that trip from town. Seems like a nice spread."
Elizabeth smiled and said, "Sometimes it's almost too much. We've got almost 800 acres with grazing rights for another 400; it takes a lot to keep it going."
"Reckon it would take a lot of work," Dillon agreed. "How far is Prescott from here?"
"It's about 10 miles as the crow flies, but we're not crows," Oso answered. "Closer to 13 miles by the trail. There's an old trail through the hills and along a dry river bed that cuts off 3 or 4 miles but it's a hard ride and tough on horses."
Dillon, Oso, and the Edwards spent the evenings after supper on the front porch talking. Dillon had told them about Cassidy poisoning the other ranchers against him.
"I guess I'm going to have to find something else to do," He said.
"We can offer you work on the Triple E, if you've a mind too," Eleanor offered. "But you must understand that Mr. Cassidy won't back off. He's already run off all the hands except for Oso. If you go to work for us, you'll probably have to deal with that unpleasantness."
Dillon hung his head and then smiled. Looking at Eleanor he said, "I'd be proud to work for you ma'am." He paused for a little and continued, "Why is Cassidy so set on getting the Triple E? Is there something special about it? Water or mineral deposits maybe?"
"We have good water on the ranch but nothing extraordinary and nothing of value except grazing land. I asked Cassidy why he wanted our place the third time he made an offer," Eleanor replied. "He said he was building a cattle empire to rival the King Ranch in Texas and we were in his way. He owns most of the ranches on either side of us you know. Maybe he has delusions of grandeur."
Dillon shook his head; he'd heard and read about many men that talked about building an empire. He offered, "The problem with building an empire is that most empire builders don't last long."
He thought for a moment and then quoted:
"My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!"
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away.'
Eleanor smiled and then chuckled. "You may be right Dillon."
"What?" Oso asked, clearly not understanding the quote. When Dillon explained it to him, he nodded and smiled. "Maybe we can be the ones to destroy that statue."
The next morning Dillon rode back to Prescott; he had several errands to take care of. He wanted to settle his accounts at the stable and the boarding house and get the rest of his gear to transfer it to the Triple E. Dillon also wanted to see if there were more letters from his mother. He told the Edwards that he would return the next day.
Oso wanted to go with him but Dillon talked him out of it. "Cassidy's men won't bother me; they don't know that I'm working for Mrs. Edwards. But they sure know who you are."
Shortly after arriving in town, Dillon had completed his errands. He stopped by to talk to Sheriff Jackson and explained his part in the fight behind the stable.
"I know that Cassidy's men started things, but I couldn't prove it so I had to let them leave," Jackson said. "Keeping someone from being killed was about the best I could do. You know you knocked out two of Miles' teeth." He paused and added, "Don't go trying to even the score. Let the law handle it."
Dillon nodded his understanding. "I won't go looking for those men or Cassidy." He looked the Sheriff in the eye, "You once said I didn't look like a man that wouldn't turn the other cheek; I'll do it this time. But make no mistake, I won't do it again."
After leaving the Sheriff's office he went back to the hotel and got a room for one night. He had supper in a cafe next door to the West Branch saloon. Dillon knew that after he went to work on the Triple E there wouldn't be many chances for a beer and a little poker. One last fling, Dillon said to himself laughing.
He entered the saloon; after getting a beer he leaned against the end of the bar with a wall at his back. Dillon was watching the two poker games that were going on; wondering if he should sit in or go back to the hotel. He decided to finish his beer and go back to his room so he could get an early start back to the Triple E.
Dillon drained his beer and turned to leave. Both of the swinging doors were pushed opened as Cassidy and three of his men stomped into the saloon. The three hands followed Cassidy toward the bar. Before they got there, Cassidy saw Dillon and came to a halt; he stopped so suddenly that two of his men bumped into him. He turned toward Dillon and started his way.
He saw Cassidy coming toward him and pushed off the bar to face him and his men. The weather had started to cool down as it was late fall and Dillon had started wearing a duster. Very slowly he moved the long coat and uncovered his holstered piston making it seem like a natural motion. He wasn't about to be caught at a disadvantage.
Cassidy came to a stop about five feet from Dillon. "I understand that you're spending time on the Triple E Gallagher. I'm going to own that place soon. Take my advice and leave before I take over. In fact it might be a good idea for you to leave Prescott."
"Thanks for your concern Mr. Cassidy. But I sorta like this area and the Edwards family. Think I'll hang around and see if I can be of any help to them," Dillon replied. "After all they're the ones that took care of me when one of your men hit me with a club from behind."
Before the rancher could reply Dillon notice that Miles was one of the men with Cassidy. "How's your teeth Miles? I understand you lost a few recently," Dillon said and laughed.
Miles went pale and started for his gun but Cassidy grabbed his arm. "You damn fool, can't you see he's ready for you. Go outside and wait with the horses." Turning back to Dillon he said, "You're making a mistake throwin in with the Edwards. I suggest you ride on Gallagher."
"And I suggest you mind your own business Mr. Cassidy," Dillon replied with steel in his voice. He looked at the man with cold eyes. "Let's make it clear Cassidy, if you continue to harass the folks from the Triple E you'll have me to deal with.'
"Is that a threat?" Cassidy asked bristling with anger.
"No sir Mr. Cassidy. That's just what will happen if you don't leave those folks alone."
Cassidy laughed. "There's just you and that big greaser to protect those woman. If it comes to trouble, you're outgunned."
"Maybe so, but most of your boys are just cowhands with guns; I'm a mite better than that. If you try to run Miss Eleanor and her children off, you might just find that we don't run too easy. You might find out that the price you have to pay for the Triple E is very high." Dillon's voice and cold manner made Cassidy stop for a moment.
"I'm leaving now. Appreciate it if you or your men don't follow me out the door," he told Cassidy.
Dillon left the saloon but never completely turned his back on Cassidy and his men. As he stepped through the swinging doors, Miles was leaning against the hitching rail and stood up. Dillon fixed the man with a cold stare and shook his head. Miles slumped back and Dillon walked past him.
It might be a good idea if I went back to the Triple E tonight, Dillon told himself. I don't think Cassidy will do anything tonight but why take the chance. Dillon got his gear from the hotel, saddled Buck, and rode back to the ranch. He stabled his horse and slipped into the bunkhouse trying to be quiet.
Oso turned up the wick on the coal oil lamp as Dillon closed the door. "I thought you were going to stay in town until tomorrow."
"Sorry to wake you amigo; I'll tell you about it in the morning," Dillon replied and smiled at his friend. "Right now I need to get some sleep and so do you. We've got a full day tomorrow."
"I was sleeping until somebody came stomping in to the bunkhouse," Oso grumbled.
The next morning after breakfast the men rode out to round up some of the cattle. Eleanor had agreed with Dillon's suggestion that the stock be kept closer in. She said it was time to bring them down from the high country grazing anyway. As they drove the cattle back toward the meadow just to the east of the main house, Dillon told Oso about running into Cassidy.
"I don't think Mr. Cassidy likes the fact that I'm working on the Triple E. In fact I don't think Cassidy likes me very much."
Oso laughed for a bit then sobered and said, "You know it could get nasty Dillon; you don't owe us anything. Are you sure you want to get involved?"
The cattle had reached the meadow and Dillon stopped Buck. Turning to Oso he said, "I'm already a part of this my friend. I got involved when I saw Cassidy's men rough up Ethan, I got involved when those four jumped you, and I got involved when Elizabeth decided to take care of me."
"But that was mostly you helping us. Why should you face the storm that's coming?"
Dillon got a faraway look in his eyes and he stared at the cattle as they settled down. "I did things in the war that I'm not proud of; they were necessary but I'm still not proud of them. I regret having to kill the men that I have, both during the war and afterwards." He stopped for a minute remembering.



"But I've always done what had to be done. Helping the Edwards is something that has to be done; at least in my mind. I can't let that Yankee carpetbagger hurt these folks; he did enough of that back in Virginia." Dillon's voice had become hard and his eyes looked like blue steel.
"I'm sorry amigo, I don't understand, what was it you said...Yankee carpetbagger?" Oso said. Dillon explained the term and Cassidy's history.
Oso waited for a little as Dillon continued to study the skyline and then suggested they head back. "It's about lunch time."
"Don't you ever think about anything but food, you big bear?" Dillon laughed as he shook off his somber mood and turned Buck toward the ranch house.
After lunch Dillon told Eleanor that they should have a discussion after supper concerning the troubles with Cassidy. The rest of the afternoon the whole group worked around the house and barn. There's always something that needs doing around a ranch, Dillon thought as he mended the corral attached to the barn.
Supper was over, the after the meal coffee was poured, and everyone gathered around the big table for a talk about the future. Eleanor, Elizabeth, Ethan, and Oso waited for Dillon to start the discussion; after all he was the one that had suggested the powwow.
"Miss Eleanor it's time you knew more about me; before this trouble with Cassidy gets any worse," Dillon started. He went on to tell about his service in the First Virginia Cavalry, his decision not to return home after the war and why, and his hatred of what the North forced on the southern states.
"My reasons for opposing Cassidy run deeper than not wanting to see a nice family run off their place. If I stay Cassidy may come down on you all the harder because I'm here. He was a Northern regulator in Virginia which gives me all the more reason to hate him. Cassidy knows how I feel about him and his kind." Dillon paused looking at Eleanor and the rest of them and added, "If you want me to leave, I'll understand. Things are apt to get real nasty around here."
"I know most of your history Dillon," Eleanor replied. "Charley Jackson told me after he got that telegram from Marshal Ryan."
Dillon was surprise and a little angry that Jackson would talk about him behind his back. Before he could say anything Eleanor continued.
"Oh, don't blame Charley too much Dillon. He hardly knows you; my husband John and I have been close friends with Charley for years. He wasn't gossiping about you son, he was warning me what kind of man I was hiring. Understand?"
Dillon nodded and relaxed. Eleanor added, "As you said, this situation could get very bad. But I won't be forced off this damned ranch by Cassidy or anyone else." She looked Dillon in the eye and said, "We, my family and I are prepared to fight to the end if necessary. Are you sure you want to commit to what amounts to a war?"
He returned Eleanor's look, paused for a few seconds and said, "You said this damned ranch. I don't understand that."
Eleanor gave him a sad smile and replied, "I don't really care for the life of a rancher Dillon, I wanted to live closer to town and teach school again." At his surprised look she continued, "I stayed because John worked hard to build a life for us here and a wife's place is at her husband' side. I won't let someone walk all over his legacy." Now Eleanor paused for a few seconds.
"Even if Cassidy had made us a reasonable offer, I wouldn't have sold the Triple E to him after what happened to John. He killed my husband and then tried scaring us off the place. His next offer was not much more than traveling money. As I said, we won't be forced off our place by Cassidy."
Elizabeth, Ethan, and Oso all nodded in agreement. Dillon had a smile of his own that didn't extend to his eyes. "Looks like Mr. Carpetbagger Cassidy has a fight on his hands don't it?"
He and Oso started toward the bunkhouse. Dillon decided to check on his horses, especially his pack horse. Buddy hadn't received much attention for the last few days. As he led the gentle horse from his stall and currycombed him, he saw Elizabeth entering the barn.
Dillon nodded at her and she came over and stroked and rubbed Buddy's face. "You're an educated man aren't you Dillon? I mean with the poetry quotes and all, I'm sure you had more schooling than most."
"I guess you could call me educated. VMI did teach more than just battle tactics." He smiled and admitted, "I developed a fondness for poetry. It's sort of a strange way of relaxing for a young man planning on being a cavalry officer." Dillon looked at Elizabeth in the lamp light and again felt his interest in the young woman.
"Momma taught us at home you know, I guess once a school teacher always a school teacher. She can't get Ethan interested in more than just learning to read and write and a little arithmetic. Momma could tell that I wanted more so she introduced me to several subjects."

"Like what?" Dillon asked more to keep her talking than anything; he was enjoying her company.
"I've read some philosophy, and ancient history," Elizabeth answered. Then with a chuckle she added, "I've even read some poetry. Mostly Elizabeth Barrett Browning. You know 'How do I love thee'," she said blushing.
"I'm impressed Elizabeth. My favorites are Shelley and Byron."
Oso stuck his head inside the door. "I'm gonna take a walk around and then turn in. See you later Dillon," he said pointedly looking at Elizabeth.
She chuckled, "Oso is always trying to protect me." Then softly to herself she said, "Sometimes I wished he'd mind his own business."
Now Dillon chuckled and said, "He's right. You're much too lovely to be alone with a man in a barn. For some, the temptation would be too great."
"I'm 21 and full grown Dillon. I can go and do what I want and take care of myself thank you, she said with a smile. Dillon continued brushing Buddy and after a minute Elizabeth softly asked, ""Are you such a gentleman that you can resist temptation Dillon?"
He stopped working on his horse and looked at her. Sighing Dillon said, "Elizabeth, I'm not a good prospect, if that's what you thinking. I've got a price on my head in San Antonio and in Laredo. Men have challenged me and died for it. I'm not a nice person Elizabeth. You deserve some young man who doesn't have to look over his shoulder."
"Ha, the boys and men around here think I'm too much of a tom boy to be interested," she replied. "They all want a woman that will sit at home waiting for them and jump at their beck and call. I won't be a simpering fool for any man. When I marry I plan on being a full partner with my husband."
Dillon had to smile at the passion in her voice. She certainly would be a handful, he thought. But she would be damn well worth the trouble. Stop it, he told himself. I might not live through what's coming and if I do she deserves better than me.
Elizabeth stepped around Buddy and faced Dillon. "As far as what you said about yourself, I disagree. I think you are a good person. I saw it when you protected Ethan and again when you helped Oso. Besides, it's not your decision Mr. Gallagher. It's mine." With that she put her arms around Dillon's neck, pulled his head down, and kissed him.
Before he could react she stepped back and walked toward the door. "Temptation can be very hard to resist, can't it Dillon." Elizabeth left laughing at the look on Dillon's face.
"Guess that's plain enough," Dillon said out loud. "Buddy have you even seen such a woman?" The horse shook his head as if to agree that Elizabeth was something special. Dillon put Buddy back in his stall and walked over to the bunkhouse. That sure puts a different twist to things, he said to himself. As he entered Oso sat up in bed.
"I don't want to see Elizabeth hurt Dillon," the big man said.
"Neither do I amigo, but I don't think what you and I want plays into it," Dillon replied chuckling. "Elizabeth is pretty much her own person. All we can do is keep our heads down and hope we don't get in her way." Dillon got serious and continued, "I won't hurt her Oso; I promise."
The next day Dillon, Oso and Elizabeth inspected the land surrounding the ranch house and out buildings. Dillon planned on developing several defensive positions in case Cassidy and his men made a raid on the ranch.
As they ate lunch Dillon suggested several things. "It's getting on to winter and I don't think Cassidy will try anything out here before spring. Town's a different matter though. From now on I think we should go to town together." He saw nods of understanding from everyone.
Dillon looked at Eleanor. "I don't mean to take over but I've got some experience in this area." She nodded and he continued, "Before spring I'd like all of you to be able to handle a gun, if you don't already. You too Ethan."
Eleanor spoke up, "If it looks like trouble is coming, I'll send Ethan to stay with Sheriff Jackson and his wife. I've already talked to Charley about it. I'd like for Elizabeth to go too but I don't think there's much chance of getting her to behave like a lady." Eleanor smiled at her daughter. Looking at Oso she added, "I know I can't get my oldest boy to leave either."
Oso beamed at Eleanor's words. He knew that he'd been adopted by the Edwards, if not legally at least in their hearts and minds but it was nice to hear anyway.
Dillon nodded his understanding but warned, "There may not be time to send Ethan into town; he should be able to protect himself just in case. There are some other things we can do over the winter; we can talk about them later."
"How long will we have to live like this, waiting for Cassidy to do something?" Elizabeth asked. "It's like being under siege."
"Cassidy won't do any more than try to rough us in town. If he does something illegal and out in the open we can get the Territorial Marshal involved," Dillon answered. "If trouble comes it will probably be out here on the ranch away from witnesses. I don't know if he's prepared to kill but we'll just have to defend ourselves and hold out." He grinned adding, "Of course he could change his mind about getting hold of the Triple E."
The short laughs, snorts, and chuckles showed that no one believed Cassidy would give up trying to get the ranch.
******************
By mid April as spring pushed the winter away, there had been several changes at the ranch and in their lives. The winters in Prescott were not severe. It seldom got below 20 degrees and there wasn't a lot of snow. In January there was a sort of blizzard out of the north, leaving a foot of snow on the ground. Two days after the storm the weather was warm and sunny; most of the snow melted.
During those five months, they had dug a short tunnel under the back wall of the bunkhouse. It had only one door and the tunnel would allow anyone trapped in the bunkhouse to get out. They cut a trap door in the wooden floor, setting a rug and a table over the escape route.
"Like a rabbit always has two or three ways out of his tunnel," Ethan observed.
Just like that," Dillon replied. "We can cover the holes with brush to hide them."
Up at the main house there was already a trap door that led to a root cellar. They cut through the wall of the cellar to provide another escape route. Dillon had a local carpenter make some four inch thick shutters for the ranch house windows. They had a cross shaped firing ports cut in them. If they got pinned down in the house they would be able to defend themselves by using the ports to shoot through.
Dillon hid rifles wrapped in oil skin in several places around the main house and out buildings. If they got caught outside of the house or the bunkhouse they wouldn't be without weapons.
On one of the supply runs Dillon bought two Winchester rifles, three Remington New Model Army pistols and two Greener 10 gauge coach guns. He also bought several boxes of cartridges for each to add to the arsenal at the ranch. There were two cowhands in the gun smith's who Dillon thought were Cassidy's men. He made it a point to tell the gun smith in a loud voice that the weapons were for the Triple E.
Eleanor questioned him about letting Cassidy's men know that the Triple E was well armed. "I want Cassidy to know what he'll be facing if he comes after us," Dillon explained with a grim smile. "Now he knows he's not facing just one rifle; it might cause him to rethink any plans of raiding the ranch."
One morning Dillon asked Ethan to take a walk with him. As they got to the back of the house Dillon stopped. "Ethan, I'm going to give you a job. Early every morning I want you to tie a saddled horse here at the entrance to the root cellar. If we get raided your job will be to get to that horse and ride for town to get Sheriff Jackson."
Dillon could see that the youngster wasn't sure about leaving his family during a raid. "You can ride the ten miles or so into town faster than your mother or sister and Oso and I have to stay here. You're the best one for the job Ethan. Understand?"
Ethan nodded and then felt proud that he'd been chosen for this important mission. As he went toward the barn, Eleanor stepped around the side of the house.
"That was a nice thing to do Dillon," she said.
"I doubt that we'll know a raid is coming until it happens so this seemed to be the best way to get the boy out of harm's way. Do you think I could get you and Elizabeth to go with him?" When Eleanor shook her head no he added, "I didn't think so."
Normally a trip to town to get supplies was done on a Saturday; Dillon changed the supply run to a different day of the week. Less chance of running into Cassidy's men during the week, Dillon thought. Dillon, Oso, and the Edwards did all the shopping and errands together. From getting supplies from various stores, picking up and sending mail, and having the horses reshod was done as a group. Even going to church twice a month was done together.
On one trip the whole crew was in the mercantile and Eleanor and Elizabeth bought some ladies undergarments. Following Dillon's advice they were all together and the two men were embarrassed as the ladies discussed the merits and sizes of the items. Ethan was looking at the case holding candy and wasn't involved. The ladies teased the men about their red faces for days afterwards.
During the winter months and into spring, Elizabeth continued to flirt and tease Dillon. I don't know how much more of this I can take, Dillon said to himself. One morning he spoke to Eleanor about the problem.
Explaining what Elizabeth had been doing he said, "I don't want to cause any more problems than you already have but do you think you could talk to her and get her to leave me alone?" Eleanor laughed and smiled at the pleading tone Dillon used.
"I could speak to her but it wouldn't do any good Dillon. As you've noticed Elizabeth is a very independent young woman." Eleanor paused, looking at him for a moment. "The only way to make her stop is for you to tell her you're not interested. Don't tell her you're not good for her like you did before; it only makes her want you more. Tell her flat out that you don't want her."
Dillon stood looking at Eleanor for a bit and with a sad smile replied, "I try not to lie if I can help it....... No, I couldn't rightly tell her that. Guess I'll just have to put up with her, for awhile anyway." He turned and went back to the barn.
Eleanor smiled at his back as he walked away. That poor young man doesn't even know he's been roped yet, she thought. He'll make a fine addition to the family; if we make it through this trouble.
Setting up defensive positions wasn't the only thing that had to be done. The Triple E was a cattle ranch and the stock still had to be tended. The cattle had already been brought down from the summer grazing in the high country and were closer to the house. Every couple of days they had to be checked in case any problems arose.
Dillon and Elizabeth were checking on the cattle and the spring calves in the meadow farthest from the house. They had separated riding around the small herd when Elizabeth whistled shrilly getting Dillon's attention on the other side of the meadow; she motioned for him to join her. He rode around the herd to Elizabeth and she pointed at some tracks in the soft earth.
"Looks like three horses and about twenty head of cattle moved off toward the pass there," Dillon said pointing to a low area between two large hills. "I think someone's helping themselves to Triple E cattle."
Elizabeth nodded and said, "Let's follow them. Maybe we can catch them before they get off the ranch."
"I'll follow them, you ride back and tell Oso where I'm headed," Dillon ordered.
"Mr. Gallagher, you forget yourself. You work for us, remember?" She asked with a little grin. "If you want Oso's help, you go for him. I'm going to follow these tracks and see who's taking our cattle." With that Elizabeth kicked her horse into a lope and followed the trail.
As she rode away, Dillon shook his head. Like I said he thought, she's a handful. Smiling he turned Buck in the same direction and quickly caught up to Elizabeth. "Okay Miss Edwards, you're the boss. But if it looks like things are going to get rough you have to head back."
"But......" Elizabeth started. Dillon interrupted her.
"It's either that way or I'll tie you across your saddle and lead you back myself," he said very seriously. "I won't let you get yourself shot over a few head of cattle. Your choice Miss Edwards."
Elizabeth stared at him for about ten seconds and asked, "You'd really do that wouldn't you?" When Dillon nodded she sighed and said, "Okay, I promise I'll behave. She smiled and added softly, "This time anyway."
Following the tracks it was evident that the riders were pushing the cattle toward the pass. Motioning for Elizabeth to follow him, Dillon rode around the slow moving cattle keeping out of sight. They arrived at the pass about twenty minutes before the stolen cattle did.
"No more games Elizabeth. You stay on your horse just over the crest of the pass and if shooting starts you use your spurs and get back to the ranch. Tell Oso where I am and what's happening but you stay at the ranch. Understand?"
"Dillon I think I can......."
"No arguments girl. This isn't a game. These rustlers won't care that you're a woman; they'll just want to get away. I won't be responsible for you getting shot. It would hurt Eleanor too much," Dillon said. And me too, he added to himself.
She nodded and moved her horse below the pass. Dillon left Buck ground tied, pulled his rifle out of the scabbard and went back to the crest of the trail. As the three men and the cattle got closer Dillon could pick out the Triple E branded on the cattle's rumps. One man was on each side of the herd with the third riding drag to push the cattle along.
When the men got with a hundred feet Dillon stood in the middle of the pass. "Stop right there," he shouted. "Those are Triple E cattle and you're guilty of rustling. I'll give you five seconds to drop your guns and dismount."
The men stopped seeing Dillon with a rifle aimed in their direction. "There's only one of you Mister and three of us. You might get one of us but not all three," one of the men yelled back. He started to say more but stopped as another figure with a rifle came to stand on the other side of the pass.
Dillon sensed the movement and knew it had to be Elizabeth. He quickly glanced her way and saw she had put her hair up under her hat. At that distance from the three rustlers they couldn't tell that it was a young woman. All they saw was their chances of getting away go downhill.
The man on Dillon's right said, "Aw hell" and pulled his pistol. He took a shot at Dillon and the other 'man' standing in the pass. Before he could turn his horse Dillon's rifle shot rang out and the rustler was knocked out of the saddle.



He turned toward the other two but they were riding like hell and were quickly out of range. Dillon mounted Buck and went to examine the downed man. The bullet had hit the man in the head; there was no doubt that he was dead. As he stood up, Elizabeth rode up and dismounted.
Dillon was still keyed up from the short gun battle and grabbed Elizabeth by both shoulders. "I told you to stay mounted and out of sight," he said shaking her. "You could have been killed."
When he stopped shaking her Elizabeth slowly raised one hand and touched his cheek. "Would it have mattered to you so much if I had been Dillon?" She looked up at him as she asked the question.
Hell, Dillon said to himself. He pulled her into his arms, leaned down, and kissed her. Elizabeth put her arms around his neck and kissed him back. They kissed for what seemed forever to them but was actually only a couple of minutes.
They stepped away from each other, but not very far and Dillon slid his hands back to Elizabeth's shoulders. "I wasn't sure that you did," she said.
"Did what?"
"Love me. You haven't given any indication that you did until just now."
Dillon looked at her for a few seconds, shook his head, and smiled. "Ya I do. In spite of trying not to, I do love you."
This time it was Elizabeth that pulled Dillon to her. After another long kiss Dillon stepped back and said, "C'mon we need to get the cattle back." When she frowned Dillon kissed her on the nose. "I'll put him," he said pointing to the dead man, "on his horse. You can take him to the ranch, I'm going to trail the other two and make sure they don't double back."
Elizabeth held the horse as Dillon tied the man across his saddle. "What about the cattle?" She asked.
"You head them back to the ranch; once you get them started they'll wander toward the rest of the herd. We're not that far away. When I get back, we'll all make a trip into town and turn that one over to the Sheriff." Dillon kissed Elizabeth again just before she mounted. "Get going now," he ordered smiling at her.
"Yes sir, Mr. Gallagher, sir," she replied with a smile of her own.
Dillon watched her until a turn in the trail took her out of sight. Mounting Buck he headed north following the trail of the two remaining rustlers. After thirty minutes he lost the trail in some rocky shale. I can't be sure but I think their headed for Cassidy's spread, he thought.
It took a little over an hour for Dillon to get back to the ranch house. When he rode in he saw the horse with the dead man draped across the saddle tied to the corral fence. Everyone came out to meet him; when he dismounted Elizabeth ran over and put her arms around his waist. Well that pretty well lets the cat out of the bag Dillon thought and then smiled at her.
After a later breakfast the riders of the Triple E rode into town, leading the horse with a dead man across the saddle. They found Sheriff Jackson as he came out of his office. Dillon turned the man over to Jackson and explained what happened.
"Isn't that one of Cassidy's men?" Dillon asked with a cold tone.
"Believe he is or was I should say. Think I'll ride out and have a talk with Mr. Cassidy," Jackson replied. "I'll take him to the undertakers and ride out to the Circle C tomorrow morning."
Eleanor suggested that they pick up their supplies that day. She also said they should stay the night at the hotel because they'd got such a late start for town. Smiling she added, "We can have supper at the café. It'll be nice to let someone else do the cooking for a change."
The next morning at 9 they met in the lobby of the hotel. Everyone was there except Elizabeth. "Where's Elizabeth?" Dillon asked. "Is she still getting dressed?"
The desk clerk spoke up saying, "Miss Edwards said to tell you she was over to the general store if you came down before she got back. She said she forgot something yesterday?"
"I'll go meet her," Dillon said to Eleanor. "Y'all get the horses and meet us at the mercantile." He quickly walked out of the hotel and toward the store. Dillon wasn't running but was walking much faster than normal. He had a bad feeling about Elizabeth being alone.
Just before he got to the mercantile he passed a gangway between two buildings and heard an angry shout and a woman's muffled outcry. He hurried down the gangway until it ended in a small space bordered by two buildings and a fence.
Elizabeth was being held from behind by a man who was struggling to keep her under control. Facing her was another man that Dillon recognized as one of Cassidy's riders; a man named Riley. The men hadn't noticed Dillon yet.
"We gonna rough you up a bit girl," Riley said. "And you can tell Gallagher he's next."
"Tell me yourself Riley. I'm right here," Dillon said with steel in his voice.
Riley spotted Dillon for the first time and the man holding Elizabeth turned his head toward Dillon. As he turned, Elizabeth stomped down on his right foot with her boot heel. He released the girl and bent over to grab his foot. When he bent over, Elizabeth kneed the man in the face. He went down with blood spurting from his nose.
She reached down and pulled a knife from her boot and turned to face Riley. As she turned, he backhanded her across her face knocking her to the ground. Before Riley could get set, Dillon was on him. With a roar, he picked the man up and threw him into a wall and as Riley bounced off Dillon met him with a left uppercut and then a short right hand. Riley fell to the ground.
Dillon turned as the first man got to his knees and began to stand up. Two quick steps brought Dillon close enough to kick him in the head. The man went down again and stayed there. Dillon turned back to Riley as he stood and knocked him back into the wall again. When Riley hit the wall he drew his pistol but before he could get it up Dillon pulled his own pistol and brought the barrel down across the man's forearm.
The blow broke Riley's arm and he dropped his gun. Dillon holstered his weapon and hit Riley with another right hand. As the man fell back against the wall Dillon followed him in and began to hit him with both hands. Every time Riley started fall or sag Dillon would pull him upright, prop him against the wall, and hit him again and again.
Oso came running down the gangway and shouted at Dillon. "You're going to kill him Dillon."
Dillon was in a battle rage and didn't hear his friend. He had been cold and collected when he saw the two men holding Elizabeth. But when Riley hit her, Dillon's only thought was to make the man pay dearly for hurting her.
Oso was afraid that Dillon was going to beat the man to death so he stepped over and grabbed Dillon in his big arms and held him. He didn't care about Riley but he didn't want Dillon to go to jail for murder. Oso picked Dillon up off his feet and started walking backwards away from Riley. As soon as Oso stopped Dillon, Riley fell to the ground; his face was a bloody mess.
Dillon was so far into his rage that he didn't realize it was Oso holding him. He slipped his hand down and started to draw his pistol. Elizabeth had regained her feet and stepped in front of Dillon.
"I'm okay Dillon, I'm okay," she said as she put her hand on his to stop him from drawing his gun. "That's Oso holding you. It's okay you can stop fighting now. I'm okay Dillon."
Elizabeth's voice and her hand on his got through to Dillon and he stopped struggling. His eyes came back into focus and he saw Elizabeth in front of him. Dillon shook his head to clear it and as he relaxed Oso let him go. Dillon slumped and almost fell before catching himself.
He put his hand on the side of Elizabeth's face, frowning at the cut on her cheek. Dillon looked at the two men on the ground and sighed. "Better send for the Sheriff," he said to Oso.
The big man examined both the downed men. "They're not a pretty sight but they're still breathing." He patted Dillon on the back and left to fetch Jackson.
"Are you alright?" Elizabeth asked as she stepped into Dillon looking him in his eyes as she put her arms around his waist.
Dillon nodded his head slowly and looked at the two men. "I've never felt like that before." He took a deep breath and looked down at Elizabeth. "I was ready for trouble when I came back here. But when Riley hit you I lost all control. All I wanted to do was kill them with my bare hands."
Elizabeth leaned up and kissed him. "Thank you Sir Knight for saving me," she said with a smile.
Before Dillon could respond, Eleanor and Ethan came to join them. Both were carrying a shotgun held at the ready. Eleanor took in the situation asked, "Are you two okay? Where's Oso?"
"I'm right here Senora," Oso answered as he walked down the gangway. Sheriff Jackson was with him.
Jackson saw the two men on the ground and examined them to see if they were alive. He came back to Dillon and Elizabeth and asked if they were okay. Before they could answer he yelled at one of the people standing at the entrance to the gangway to fetch Doc Reynolds. Turning back he handed Dillon a hip flask.
"Medicinal whiskey," Jackson said. "Looks like you both could use a dose." At the surprised looks from them, he smiled saying, "I always carry a little taste; you never know when you'll need it."
Dillon returned the smile and handed the flask to Elizabeth. She took a healthy dose of the medicine and Dillon did the same. Jackson motioned to Oso and the big man decided he needed the medicine too and took a drink. Oso handed the flask back to the Sheriff.
Jackson said, "Sometimes I feel the need for a dose too." He took a drink from the flask and put it away. "Now, y'all care to tell me what happened here?"
"These two grabbed me as I was coming out of the mercantile and pulled back here," Elizabeth said. "They said they were going to rough me up to persuade us to leave. That's when Dillon showed up." As she talked she took several steps back toward the man that had been holding her and squatted down near him.
Dillon thought she was going to be sick or was hurt more than they thought and took two steps toward her. Eleanor came toward her also. Elizabeth held up her hand stopping them and stood up. She held up her knife to Dillon and smiled. Wiping the knife on her riding skirt she put in back into her boot.
"Didn't want to forget that," she said. Continuing her story she explained that Dillon distracting the men allowed her to get away from the one holding her. "The other one tried to draw his gun and Dillon was forced to stop him. That's about it Mr. Jackson."
"That right Dillon? Riley drew on you."
Before Dillon could answer Doctor Reynolds came hurrying down the gangway with the coat tails of his frock coat streaming out behind him. Doctor Reynolds was 5' 6, squat, and grizzled. He was close to 60 years old with a flowing grey mustache and sideburns. He looks more like a banker or store keeper, Dillon thought. He had to smile at the picture. Doc Reynolds' assistant trailed behind him.
He motioned to his assistant and they each looked at one of the men on the ground. After a short examination the doctor came back to Elizabeth and looked at her.
"Hello Elizabeth my dear. Been playing a little rough have we?" He smiled and looked up at her; she was almost three inches taller than the doctor. His smile faded when he saw her face. Elizabeth had a cut on her cheek, a split lip, and the whole side of her face was red and beginning to swell where Riley hit her.
"Don't worry little one, you'll be fine," Reynolds said reassuring her, Eleanor, and mostly Dillon. "You'll have a hell of a bruise, excuse my language, on the side of your face. We need to get a cool wet rag on that cheek. The cuts will heal up just fine without leaving a scar." He turned to Eleanor. "Make sure you treat those cuts with coal oil Eleanor," he ordered. "Now Mr. Gallagher let's have a look at you."
"I'm okay Doc," Dillon objected.
"Do you normally walk around with blood on your hands young man?" Reynolds said pointing.
Dillon held his hands up and saw several cuts oozing blood. His hands were also beginning to swell. "I never noticed them," he said to the doctor.
Reynolds turned to Jackson and said, "Give me that flask you always carry Charley." He shook the flask to see how much was in it, took a big drink, and poured the rest of it on Dillon's hands. Dillon gasped and winced at the sting of the whiskey.
"Same for his hands Eleanor. Treat them with coal oil a couple of times a day. It'll stop infection and help them heal," he ordered. "Jacob get someone to help you get these two over to my office," he ordered his assistant. "Good bye all," he said and walked away.
Sheriff Jackson shook his empty flask and watched the doctor scurry away. Turning to Dillon he said, "As you know the Edwards and I are good friends, have been for years. Thank you for helping them; that makes you a friend also. My given name is Charley."
"Yes sir, I know. And I'd be happy to consider you as a friend."
"Good. I have a question for you, not as the Sheriff but as your friend." Dillon nodded and Charley asked, "Did you have to beat them so bad?"
"Between friends Charley?" This time Charley nodded and Dillon added, "When I saw Riley hit Elizabeth, I got crazy mad. I lost control and if Oso hadn't pulled me off, I would have killed him."
Charley looked at Elizabeth and Dillon and saw that they were never separated by more than arms length. When they looked at each other, their eyes told the whole story. He said with a grin, "Remind me not to get you that riled up."
Dillon returned the grin and said, "Now I've got a question for you. Riley and probably this other one works for Cassidy. So did the rustler I shot. Have you talked to Cassidy?"
Charley bristled for a second and then realized that Dillon wasn't criticizing him, he just wanted information. "I did talk to him. Cassidy said that he'd fired that rustler and two others a couple of weeks before. And I bet when I talk to him about Riley and Marsh, he'll either say he fired them or that they acted on their own. Our Mr. Cassidy is very slippery."
Dillon's eyes blazed for a second and Charley added "Don't go off half cocked Dillon. If you do something outside the law I'd have to come after you. I wouldn't want to have to do that. Besides you've got a reason not to hit the outlaw trail now." Charley pointed at Elizabeth.
"Y'all get out of here now I've got things to do. As soon as Doc tends to them I've got two prisoners to jail. The circuit judge will be here in two weeks. I think those boys will be guests at the Territorial Prison for quite a spell. "
Oso mumbled something to himself about letting the men go so he could deal with them. "I'll give you the same advice I gave Dillon, Oso. Don't do anything outside the law," Jackson said.
Ethan brought up the horses and they started back to the ranch. On the ride home the only way Elizabeth and Dillon couldn't have been any closer is if they'd been on the same horse. They rode side by side and talked quietly for most of the ten miles back to the Triple E.
That evening after supper they had their almost daily meeting to discuss their plans and the situation. Dillon had thought of something on the way back from town.
"Cassidy must be getting impatient, he's pushing harder to get you to sell out, Eleanor." Dillon paused and then asked, "There's five bedrooms in the house, right Eleanor?" She nodded and Dillon said, "I think Oso should bunk in the house. If a raid comes both he and I could get cornered in the bunkhouse which leaves you all alone. Oso and I can take turns standing four hour watches at night."
Oso went to the bunkhouse to get some of his things. Dillon said good night to Eleanor and Ethan. Elizabeth walked with him to the end of the breezeway and kissed him good night. Dillon passed Oso on his way to the bunkhouse and said, "Hang a shirt or something out of the window so I'll know which bedroom is yours. I can knock on the window when it's your watch."
"Want me to take the first watch, amigo?"
"No, I'm still worked up over what went on in town. I don't think I could sleep anyway so I'll take the first watch and wake you when I get tired. Okay?" Oso nodded and continued on to the ranch house.
Dillon had a lot to think about as he walked around the bunkhouse, barn, and main house during his watch. He was concerned about his loss of control in town. I almost killed Riley and didn't realize it, he thought. His thoughts went from the fight to Elizabeth. I love her he told himself with a little smile. Emma and I had something special but I never felt this way about her. I knew that someday we'd go our own way but I can't picture not being with Elizabeth.
For four hours Dillon prowled around the area. He was still keyed up so he let Oso sleep and continued on watch. Dillon finally put his mind at ease and calmed down around 3 AM; he been on watch for seven hours. He knocked on Oso's window and joined the big man as he came out of the house.
"Why didn't you wake me sooner?" Oso asked.
"I couldn't sleep. No need for both of us to miss our beauty sleep," Dillon replied. "And in your case you need as much beauty sleep as you can get."
Oso pretended to be hurt, laughed and asked, "What time do you want me to wake you?"
"Let me sleep until 7 or so. I don't want to miss out on one of Eleanor's breakfast. Tonight you can have the first watch."
That evening after supper, Dillon was stuffed with Eleanor's good cooking and he had trouble staying awake. He laughed at himself thinking, I can't run all night every night anymore. Must be getting old. Dillon said good night around 8 and went to the bunkhouse leaving Oso to stand the first watch. He could see the path to the bunkhouse very easily because of the full moon.
Comanche Moon is what the folks in Texas call it Dillon remembered. The Comanche like to attack by the light. If Cassidy raids the ranch I hope he does it under a full moon; it makes it easier to see them. He undressed and climbed into his bed. Won't have any trouble sleeping tonight, he thought just before he closed his eyes.
A couple of hours later Dillon heard the door to the bunkhouse open; it had one squeaky hinge. He reached down slowly and picked up the pistol that he had laid on the floor next to his bed. Dillon could see a figure in the doorway backlit by the light from the full moon.
"Stand where you are. I've got the drop on you," he said cocking his pistol. He reached over to the lamp and turned up the wick. The light from the lamp allowed him to see the intruder. It was Elizabeth that stood in the doorway.
"Damn girl, I almost shot you," he greeted her.
"I didn't get to spend much time with you tonight so I thought I'd come down here," she said with a nervous smile.
"Elizabeth," Dillon replied in sort of a scolding way. "You don't need to be here. It wouldn't look right."
"I don't care what it looks like. We're going to be married so what difference does it make?"
"We are?" Dillon asked in surprise.
"Of course we are. You don't think I let just any old cowboy that rides through take liberties with me, do you?" She said teasing him; then in a more serious tone said, "Please can I stay?"
Elizabeth was wearing a thick robe which she untied and dropped to the floor. She had on a night gown that came down below her knees; it did nothing to hide her charms. She also wore her boots. Dillon had to smile at the boots.
"Does Eleanor know you're here?" He asked.
"Momma's the one that told me to put on my boots. She said the ground would be cold," Elizabeth answered with a chuckle.
Maybe some gentleman could resist her, but that ain't me, Dillon thought. He pulled back the covers inviting her into the bed. She quickly took off her boots and joined him.



About 2 AM, Oso quietly opened the door of the bunkhouse; he was going to wake Dillon for his watch. Oso knew that Dillon slept with a pistol close at hand and didn't want to spook his friend. He noticed the lamp was still giving out a lot of light and looked at the bed. When he saw Elizabeth and Dillon sleeping, he smiled, shook his head and went back outside. I guess I can spend one sleepless night for those two, he said to himself.
Dillon woke about 6 AM, Elizabeth had already gone. He smiled as he shaved and cleaned up. Guess last night pretty well tells me my future, he thought. Dillon joined the rest of the crew at the breakfast table. After eating he asked Ethan to feed and water the horses and asked Oso to give him a hand. That left Eleanor, Elizabeth, and Dillon at the table.
He took a deep breath and with a nervous tone in his voice said, "Eleanor I'd, I mean we'd, like your blessing to get married. I respect and admire Elizabeth but mostly I love her. Don't want you to think I'm a penniless drifter, I've got about two thousand in at the bank in town." Dillon stopped not knowing what else to say.
Eleanor had to smile at the nervous young man. Finally she replied, "I wondered how long it would take for you realize that you two were meant to be together." She held open her arms as Elizabeth came to her and said, "Of course you have my blessing. The sooner the better so Elizabeth doesn't have to sneak down to the bunkhouse in the cold."
Two days later, Eleanor, Elizabeth, and Dillon went to Prescott; Oso and Ethan stayed at the ranch. They would get some supplies and Dillon wanted to mail a letter to his mother telling her of his upcoming marriage. The main purpose of the trip was to talk to the pastor of the church about holding the wedding there.
The wedding was scheduled for the first Saturday of the next month; about three weeks away. After meeting the pastor the three went to the general store for the supplies. Dillon posted the letter to his mother and as they started to leave a clerk from the bank asked Dillon to come and see the manager.
As Dillon walked to the bank, Charley Jackson caught up with him. "Thought you'd like to know, someone broke Riley and Marsh out of jail. I was over to the other side of the county investigating a rustling yesterday; when I got back those boys were gone. Can't prove it but I know Cassidy broke em out."
"Well at least that's two less I've got to worry about," Dillon responded.
The ladies stayed in the store looking and shopping as women will do while Dillon went to the bank. The bank manager greeted him and explained that he held a bank draft for Dillon from the First Mercantile Bank in Boston. "I just need you signature and we can deposit the money into your account Mr. Gallagher," he said handing Dillon the bank draft.
Dillon's jaw almost dropped when he saw the amount of money his father had left him. "Am I reading this right?" He asked the manager. "It says ten thousand dollars."
The manager assured him that it was right and Dillon signed the draft. Wait until I tell Elizabeth he thought as he left the bank. As he got to the store he saw Cassidy go into the saloon. He usually doesn't travel without several men Dillon said to himself. This might be a good time to talk to him.
As he turned to go to the saloon Elizabeth and Eleanor came out to meet him. "Elizabeth go back into the store. I have to go see someone in the saloon," he ordered. The tone in his voice left no room for debate.
Elizabeth started to argue but Eleanor took her arm and led her back into the store. "There are times to argue with your man and times to obey," she explained to her daughter. "This is one of those times to obey."
Dillon entered the saloon and saw Cassidy standing near one end of the bar. He walked over to where the bar turned to join the wall and stood there waiting for Cassidy to notice him. Cassidy hadn't seen him as he was staring down into the whiskey glass in front of him.
The bartender came over and Dillon ordered a whiskey and motioned for him to give Cassidy another. When the drink was put in front of him, Cassidy looked up and saw Dillon. His face got pale and he looked around as if looking for some of his men.
Dillon walked down the bar to him. "Cassidy I warned you once. You sent men to rustler our cattle and you had your men slap around a young woman. Leave the Edwards and the Triple E alone."
"I never ............" Cassidy began but Dillon cut him off.
"You're a liar Cassidy. Those were your men following your orders. If the Sheriff could prove it you'd be in jail. I'll say it just one last time...leave us alone."
"Or what?" Cassidy asked with false bravado.
"I'll kill you," Dillon answered. "That's not a threat, that's a cold hard fact."
Cassidy heard the suppressed anger in the young man's voice and could see a death stare directed toward him.
"Make no mistake Mr. Carpetbagger, I won't warn you, I won't call you out, I'll just shoot you down like the mangy cur dog you are." Dillon turned his back and walked out of the saloon to rejoin Elizabeth and Eleanor.
"Who'd you go see?" Elizabeth asked still a little upset at being ordered around.
"I had a talk with Cassidy and suggested he leave us alone, is all. C'mon let's get back home."
On the ride back to the ranch, first Elizabeth and then Eleanor tried to get Dillon to tell them exactly what he said to Cassidy. Finally Dillon said, "I told him he couldn't run us off and to leave us alone. I also told him if he wanted to buy the ranch to make a decent offer for it. That's all. Now please, let it be."
Neither of them believed Dillon's explanation. They believed there was more to the meeting with Cassidy than Dillon said but decided to stop questioning him about it.
I'll get him to tell me later, Elizabeth thought with a little smile. Later that evening on the porch after supper, she leaned against Dillon and reach up to kiss him. Elizabeth tried to coax the truth of Dillon's meeting from him. He responded to her kiss and hug but refused to say anything more about Cassidy.
"You can be an exasperating man Mr. Gallagher," Elizabeth said as she held on to his arm.
"And you are a temptress Miss Edwards," he answered. "But I've said all I'm going to say about that meeting."
******************
The next three weeks were a whirlwind of activity for the Triple E and its crew. Eleanor and Elizabeth had to make several trips into Prescott for many errands pertaining to the wedding; either Oso or Dillon went with them every time. The plans were finalized with the pastor and invitations to a few friends were delivered. Elizabeth decided she would wear her mother's wedding dress but did buy a new veil.
Dillon's frock coat, collared shirts, and wool pants from when he was a deputy would do fine for his wedding day. Ethan wanted to dress in a frock coat like Dillon so Eleanor had the seamstress in town make one for him. She also had the lady make a collared dress shirt for Oso; it was next to impossible to buy readymade clothes for the big man.
The wedding was on a Saturday at 2 PM with a private reception at the hotel for a few close friends. Oso did double duty by walking Elizabeth down the aisle and standing as Dillon's best man. Ethan escorted his mother to her seat in the front of the church looking proud in his new clothes.
Dillon, Elizabeth, Eleanor, and Ethan were driven by Oso to the hotel in a surrey decorated for the occasion. As Dillon helped his bride down from the coach, Cassidy and five of his men were riding by. They stopped their horses and stared. Then Cassidy rode closer to Dillon, motioning for one of his men to follow him.
"Gallagher," Cassidy called loudly and when Dillon turned toward him he said. "I had a friend of mine do some checking up on you. There's warrants on you from San Antonio and Laredo. He also said you were friends with Creed Taylor and John Wesley Hardin. You a gun fighter like Hardin?"
Dillon fixed a cold eye on Cassidy but didn't say anything. He was very aware that he was unarmed. Cassidy had his hand on his gun butt.
"What'd you have to say about that gun fighter?" Cassidy asked sarcastically.
"Could be, but I've never seen those warrants." Dillon continued to stare at Cassidy and then added, "What'da want Cassidy?"
"I just wanted to introduce you to Bill Wilson here, he's my new hand." Wilson slowly raised one hand and touched the brim of his hat toward Elizabeth.
"From over Abilene way?" Dillon asked. Wilson nodded and Dillon said, "I've heard of you."
Elizabeth saw the way Dillon's eyes turn cold and felt his body tense. She pulled gently on his arm trying to get him to come inside the hotel. He didn't turn his head but said, "Elizabeth go inside please." She realized that this was another one of those times that she should do as he told her.
Wilson watched Elizabeth and Eleanor enter the hotel. "Right nice little filly you got there," he said. "Be a shame to make her a widow so soon after her wedding day." Wilson returned his attention to Dillon. "What did you hear Gallagher? Did you hear how fast I am with this?" He asked patting the pistol on his hip.
Dillon with a small grin replied, "No that wasn't it. I heard Bill Hickok ran you out of Abilene about a year ago."
Wilson's hand went to his gun but before he could draw he heard a voice from slightly behind him. "You pull that hog leg and I'll arrest you Mr. Wilson. You too Cassidy." The two men looked over their shoulders at Sheriff Jackson holding a scattergun pointed at them.
Cassidy said, "Just serving some arrest warrants Sheriff."
"First of all Cassidy, you're not the law; you don't have the right to arrest anyone. And second, those Texas wants aren't any good here in Arizona." Jackson paused and then said, "I suggest you go and attend to your business Cassidy."
The whole time he was talking, Jackson never lowered the shotgun, keeping it aimed at Cassidy and Wilson. Cassidy sawed at his reins, pulling his horse around and rode out of town.
Before he followed his boss, Wilson looked at Dillon and said, "I'll see you again Reb."
Dillon nodded and replied, "Be looking forward to it Blue Belly."
When the men had ridden away Dillon turned to Jackson as he lowered his shotgun. "Thanks Charley. It could have got right interesting if you hadn't come along.
"Didn't want to see a good party break up before it even got started," Charley said with a smile. "Let's get a drink."
Dillon entered the hotel and Elizabeth ran to him as he held out his arms to her. "Who is Wilson? You said you heard of him."
"Not today honey. This day is all about us," he replied.
The party was about four hours of good food, drinks, and jokes told at the newlywed's expense. Eleanor, Ethan, and Oso had arranged rooms at one of the boarding houses for the night. Elizabeth and Dillon stayed at the hotel; it was as close to a honeymoon as they were going to get.
It was after midday before the Triple E group could get started back to the ranch. The ride was slow as most everyone was still tired from the reception. Even Dillon was a little under the weather. It's been a lot of years since I've had that much to drink, he said to himself. Good thing I don't plan on getting married again; don't know if I could stand the party.
Elizabeth waited until they had turned off the main trail and started the last mile to the ranch house before asking, "Okay Dillon, who is this Wilson?"
"He's a hired gun. It doesn't matter to him what the job is; he'll work for whoever pays the most."
"What was that about Bill Hickok running him out of Abilene?"
Dillon smiled a little. "Wilson was in Abilene and put the word out that his gun was for hire. Hickok didn't like it and confronted Wilson in the saloon. Wild Bill told him to get out of town or go pay the undertaker for his upcoming funeral. Not many want to face Hickok so Wilson left town that afternoon." Dillon chuckled and added, "I guess it's a sore spot with Wilson."
As they rode up to the ranch house, Dillon felt that something wasn't right. The after effects of the party the previous night dropped away. He told the ladies and Ethan to stay mounted. He got off his horse and drew his pistol and Oso climbed down holding his rifle. The two men scouted around trying to see what was wrong or out of place. After checking the house they went to the barn.
They saw their milk cow lying in the corral; her throat had been cut. The blood hadn't had time to dry so she'd been killed sometime that morning. Inside the barn someone had led Dillon's horse Buddy out of his stall and shot him in the head.
"Who could have done this?" Elizabeth asked. She had tears running down her cheeks. Eleanor was shocked at the brutality to the animals. Ethan had a grim look on his face; a look much too old for a boy his age. He had raised the cow from a calf.
Dillon and Oso looked at each other knowing that Cassidy was involved. They used the two mules, which surprisingly hadn't been harmed, to drag the dead animals away. That night for the first time everyone slept in the big house. The next morning Dillon made sure that all the defenses were ready in case Cassidy or some of his men came back.
One of Cassidy's men rode up to the ranch house alone around 10 AM. "Cassidy said to tell you he'll be waiting for you at the saloon. He said that he'll burn the house next if y'all don't leave." His message delivered, the man turned and rode back toward town.
Elizabeth watched as Dillon saddled Buck and got ready to return to Prescott. "You're going to talk the Sheriff aren't you? Please let him handle this Dillon," she said. She was confident that Dillon could take care of himself but Cassidy had several hands working for him. Not to mention the hired gun, Bill Wilson.
"Cassidy will swear that all his men were working and weren't involved in killing our stock. The Sheriff can't do anything without proof," Dillon said. "Cassidy's tired of waiting and won't stop until he's forced you off the Triple E. It's time to put an end to this."
"Momma, Oso, stop him. He can't face Cassidy by himself," Elizabeth pleaded.
"You don't have to do this Dillon," Eleanor said. "I'll sell Cassidy the ranch and we can go someplace else."
Dillon smiled at his mother-in-law. "What kind of man would I be if I let Cassidy force us out of our home, Eleanor?"
Eleanor returned Dillon's smile and nodded. She turned to Elizabeth and said, "He has to go. No man can back away from this type of trouble."
"Oso and I are coming with you then," Elizabeth said firmly.
"No. I know you can shoot as good as any man but if you're there I'll worry about you instead of what I need to do. About an hour after I leave, y'all get to Sheriff Jackson. If something happens to me he can protect you and help you get out of town," Dillon told them.
Dillon could see that Oso was planning on coming with him. "Oso, I need you to stay with them." He started to argue but Dillon cut him off. "Amigo, take care of my family for me."
Oso nodded and went to the corral to saddle the horses. Eleanor and Ethan went into the house to pack some clothes and personal things to take with them, leaving Elizabeth and Dillon alone on the porch.
Elizabeth put her arms around Dillon's waist, put her head on his chest, and just held on. She knew she couldn't stop him from facing Cassidy but she had to try. "You could be killed, you know? Where would that leave me?"
Dillon ran his hand over her hair and down her back. "When I left Virginia the last time, my father asked me what I was looking for; I couldn't tell him. Now I know, because I've found it. A woman to love and be my partner, a family, and a home. I can't let some carpetbagger son of a bitch take it from me."
"But Momma and I don't even like this place. You heard what she said, she wanted to live in town and teach school. Do you want to die over a piece of land that we don't care about?"
"I also heard her say that the Triple E is your father's legacy and she wouldn't be forced off this ranch. I won't be forced off either; it's my home too. When I stop Cassidy we can sell out and move on if you like; but not because he ran us off." Dillon kissed her and mounted Buck. He sat and looked down at Elizabeth for ten seconds or so and then turned and rode toward Prescott.
Elizabeth watched him ride away and then returned to the house. Eleanor handed her an envelope with Elizabeth's name on it. "Dillon left this for you," her mother said.
She opened it and read the letter inside. After reading it the tears that she had held back while talking to Dillon flowed down her cheeks.
"What does it say child?" Eleanor asked seeing the tears. She put her arm around her daughter.
"It says that if he doesn't come back for us to take the money in his account at the bank and find a new place to live," Elizabeth answered. "Oh Momma," she said as she slumped down onto a chair.
Oso entered the kitchen and walked over to Elizabeth and handed her a Winchester. "Niña, come we must hurry. I have the horses saddled."
Confused, she looked up at the big man. "But Dillon said to wait an hour and then go to Sheriff Jackson's."
Eleanor looked at Oso and nodded. "Elizabeth I told you there are times that you have to obey your man. Well this is one of the times that you have to disobey. Ethan and I can make it to Charley's just fine. You and Oso go help Dillon."
Oso saw Elizabeth gather herself and stand up with a purpose. "If we ride hard and take the old trail we can get to town before Dillon." She hugged her mother and Ethan and walked quickly to the horses. Elizabeth waited for Oso to mount up and then put the spurs to her horse.
***************
Dillon was less than a mile from the outskirts of Prescott when he saw Cassidy's hired gun Wilson sitting on his horse in the middle of the trail.
When Wilson saw him he sat up straighter in his saddle and waited for Dillon to get closer. "Thought I'd meet you out here Gallagher, away from Cassidy and the others."
"Why's that Wilson?" Dillon asked.
"I wanted you all for myself. You insulted me that day in front of the hotel. No man insults me and lives," Wilson explained. As he finished speaking he pulled his gun.
Wilson fired first but a split second later Dillon's shot rang out. The gun fighter dropped his pistol and looked down at his chest; surprised at the pain and the blood starting to seep out of the hole in his shirt. He looked in disbelief at Dillon and fell off his horse.
Dillon rode closer and looked down. "Guess you weren't as fast as you thought Wilson," he said as the man on the ground shook once and laid still. Dillon continued into the town; ignoring for the moment the wound in his left side.
As he rode Dillon thought, maybe there's something to the poem and ledge. First I'm willing to sacrifice myself in a war that was lost the day it started for a cause I didn't believe in. Then in San Antonio and later in Laredo I was willing to sacrifice myself fighting the bastards that tried to kill me, instead of walking away. And now, I put myself between Cassidy and people I love even though I'm outnumbered. Maybe I am Winterborn.
Dillon was losing a lot of blood and almost passed out once. He pulled Buck up in front of the bank, slowly dismounted, and tied him to the rail. As he tied the horse he softly quoted to himself:
"And in the fury of this darkest hour
I will be your light
You've asked me for my sacrifice
And I am Winterborn"
He saw one of Cassidy's men leaning against the hitching rail in front of the saloon. When the man saw Dillon he hurried inside. As Dillon walked toward the saloon, Cassidy and two men stepped out to meet him. Cassidy looked around for a moment, confused.



"Wilson won't be joining us carpetbagger. I left him on the trail outside of town," Dillon said with steel in his voice. He was swaying on his feet a little but his mind was clear and sharp. He had entered into that cold mind set he always got before a battle.
The next time Dillon swayed the man on Cassidy's right drew his pistol; before he could aim at Dillon a rifle shot rang out. The man took two steps backwards and dropped to the ground. The cowhand on Cassidy's left never quite got his hand all the way to his gun before he was knocked down by another rifle shot.
Dillon didn't turn his head to see who had fired the rifles and continued to concentrate on Cassidy. "Looks like that leaves just you and me Mr. Carpetbagger," Dillon said challenging Cassidy.
Cassidy took a step back. "You're not running away from this like you did in Virginia Cassidy," Dillon said. The man could hear the hatred and anger in Dillon's voice. "I told you I wouldn't call you out but that's what I'm doing. Draw your gun or be shot standing there," Dillon told him.
He reached for his piston and Dillon let him clear the holster before he pulled his Remington and put two bullets into Cassidy knocking him to the ground. Out of the corner of his eye Dillon saw Oso step out from behind a building on his left. Turning his head he saw Elizabeth emerge from a gangway on his right. Both of them carried rifles and hurried over to Dillon as he was unsteady on his feet.
"I told you to go to Sheriff Jackson and stay out of this," Dillon scolded Elizabeth with a smile.
"You really didn't mean it," she replied.
He swayed again, touched his bloody shirt, and crumpled. Before Dillon could hit the ground, Oso picked him up and started to the doctor's office at a run.
*******************
Dillon thought he was dreaming but he couldn't wake up. He felt someone working on his side and the pain that went with it. Later he felt someone wiping his face with a cool wet cloth. He came back to the world and looked around. I'm on a bed someplace, he told himself. When he tried to sit up and move, pain shot through his side. He went back to sleep.
The next time he woke up he saw Elizabeth sitting on the bed holding his hand with her head and shoulders lying across his legs as she slept. Dillon pulled his hand free and caressed her face. When she opened her eyes at his touch he quoted "She walks in beauty like the night."
"Dillon, you're awake," Elizabeth said with relief. She turned and yelled through the open bedroom door, "Doc he's awake, he's awake."
"Alright my dear, take it easy or I'll have to take care of you too," Doc Reynolds said as he came into the room. "And how are you feeling Dillon. Still a little foggy I guess."
"How bad did I get hit Doc?"
"You were shot in the side; the bullet went through you without hitting any vital organs I'm happy to say." Reynolds pulled the bandage off of Dillon's side and examined the wound. "Healing nicely, shouldn't give you a problem." Dillon tried to raise his head so he could look at his side but was too weak to do it.
Doc Reynolds continued, "From what I hear you were wounded before you got to town. I'm surprised that you didn't pass out from loss of blood."
Elizabeth took Dillon's hand again after the doctor finished. "I saw you standing in the street with blood all down your left side," she said with tears in her eyes. "I almost ran to you but Oso motioned for me to stay hidden."
"So you and Oso were there, I thought I was dreaming," Dillon replied. "Where is the big guy?"
"I'm right here amigo," Oso answered as he ducked his head and walked through the door way. "I thought your Winterborn legend was going to take you from us this time."
At Dillon's surprised look, he added, "You've been quoting that damn poem in your sleep. Senora Eleanor explained it to me." Oso looked at his friend and smiled. "You read some strange things amigo."
"How long was I out?"
"This is the fourth day. We were able to feed you a little soup but not much else," Elizabeth said.
"No wonder I'm so hungry," Dillon said. "Can I get something to eat? A steak and some fried potatoes would do just fine."
Doc Reynolds chuckled. "You can have some thin stew and a little bread. When you get used to that we'll see about a steak." Turning to the others in the room he said, "I think our boy will be fine."
That evening Sheriff Jackson came to visit Dillon. "I didn't find out Cassidy was in town gunning for you until the shooting was all over. First I knew of it was when Eleanor and Ethan got to my place. By that time it was too late. Sorry I wasn't there to help you."
"Don't worry Charley, I had all the help I needed," Dillon said looking at Elizabeth and Oso. "That was one time I'm glad they didn't follow orders." Pointing his finger at them he added, "But don't make a habit of it."
The next day Dillon was able to sit up in bed and move without too much pain. He was still very sore but his wound was healing. Two days later he finally got the steak he'd asked for. Each day he gained strength and moved around more and more. Ten days after being shot he was back on his feet and ready to return to the Triple E.
Sheriff Jackson came to see Dillon again before he left for the ranch. "Guess you won't have any more trouble out your way. It'll be good to go back to raising cattle and horses won't it?"
Dillon smiled and nodded. Eleanor said, "Charley I would have sold the place after John died but not to Cassidy. Now that he's gone, I guess we'll stay."
"But you fought Cassidy every step of the way. Why didn't you sell out to him?"
"He tried to steal the place," Dillon said. "Just like the carpetbagger he was back in Virginia. First he had John Edwards killed and then tried to scare Eleanor and Elizabeth into selling. His offer was less than half of what the Triple E is worth." He grinned at Eleanor and continued, "There's nothing more stubborn than an Irish woman that thinks she's right."
Eleanor laughed and said, "Unless it's an educated, poetry quoting, southern gentleman."
When they got back to the ranch, Elizabeth insisted that Dillon take it easy for a few more days. He was regulated to cleaning weapons, oiling saddles, and a few times she allowed him to brush and curry the horses. Dillon even helped with the cooking a few nights.
It wasn't long and Dillon was back to full strength; although the area around the wound was still a little tender. They settled into a routine of the normal chores and working around the ranch.
Dillon and Elizabeth had moved some of the cattle to high country pastures and were returning home. They stopped on a hill overlooking the main house and buildings.
"Any quotes Dillon?" Elizabeth asked laughing at her husband.
" So, we'll go no more a-roving
So late into the night,
Though the heart be still as loving,
And the moon be still as bright."
Dillon replied and then added, "No need to wander like a tumble weed anymore. I've found a home."
The End
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*****************
Alyssa was dancing with another man. The love of my live was dancing with, hugging, and kissing another man. She responded eagerly to his romantic overtures; in fact Alyssa instigated some of the kisses and hugs. Watching Alyssa and her new man I knew it signaled the end of my way of life. Everything would change now but the most important change, the one that would be hardest to take, was that after tonight I would be alone.
*****************
Susan, my wife of four years left me. No good bye, she just left me all alone. For that whole day after she left and that night my emotions ran the gamut from hurt to sadness to depression and finally to anger. I was angry with everything and everyone, especially God. How could a benevolent, loving God allow this to happen to me, to us?
I met Alyssa for the first time the day after Susan left; it was love at first sight. She took my hand and I looked into her bright blue eyes and I was hers from that moment on. That meeting destroyed my depression, eased my hurt, and in large part erased my anger. Only the sadness remained but it was a shadow of what it had been; with Alyssa front and center I had no time to be sad.
******************
For close to twenty years, we spent almost every day and night together. The evenings that she went out with friends were hard on me. I would pace back and forth like a lion in a cage until she came home. As I heard her at the front door I would sit in my big overstuffed chair and pretend I was interested in the newspaper or a book. Alyssa would tell me about her exciting evening, kiss me goodnight, and go to bed.
The few weekend or sometimes week long trips that she went on were the worst. I constantly worried about where she was, what she was doing, and with whom. Alyssa's almost nightly phone calls while she was on these trips were welcomed but they just reminded me that she wasn't at home. It's a good thing that these trips were few and far between; I don't know if I could have taken many more of them. I never let her see how her being gone affected me.
During our time together I taught her many things and even learned some from her. I introduced her to the great outdoors. Fishing became a favorite of Alyssa's; I still laugh when I think of her first attempts to cast a baited line with her fishing pole. The picture of her with the line wrapped around her like a shawl was priceless. I didn't let her see me laugh but it was the funniest and cutest thing I'd ever seen.
I took her with me one weekend when I rode my dirt bike in an Enduro race. She fell in love with dirt bikes and learned to share my love of the sport. I bought her three different bikes as her skills improved. Alyssa also likes to go camping. In the evenings we would sit around a campfire eating s'mores and talk about the birds and animals we had seen on our hikes.
******************
My idyllic life began to change a little over a year ago. Alyssa's one or two nights a week out with her friends turned into two or three nights a week with just one of her friends; Justin Reynolds. She always came home at a reasonable hour except for one or two times; special occasions she called them.
Once again I paced and thought and worried until she came home. On those 'special nights' she always told me what time she expected to be home and not to wait up. Like that was going to happen. About an hour before she was due home, I would turn out the lights downstairs and sit in the dark at the top of the stairs until I heard Alyssa saying good night to Justin and would quickly adjourn to the bedroom.
I could have told her not to go; I know she would have honored my request. But if I did that Alyssa would have began to resent me and maybe love me less. I couldn't take a chance on losing her so I didn't say anything and sort of suffered in silence. The only hope I had was to let her interest in Justin wither and fade.
Instead of fading her interest grew and intensified. I finally realized that I had lost her. It was just a matter of time before she left me.
********************
So now I watch as Justin and my love, my life, dance; so absorbed in each other that the rest of the world doesn't exist to them. It's just the two of them with no room for anyone else.
Alyssa smiled at him and then looked around. As the song ends she walks over to me and takes my hand, pulling me onto the dance floor.
"Daddy, where have you been? Come dance with me," she says as the band begins to play again. "Thank you for my wedding Daddy; it's so perfect."
I had to smile at my angel, at her happiness, which is all I've ever wanted. "You're welcome Ally. I just wish your mother could have been here to see what a special and beautiful bride you are." My tears blurred my vision for a few seconds.
"Oh Daddy. Momma would be proud of you for the way you've taken care of me after she passed away." I really wish I could have known her.
We both took a minute to let the memories flow over us. I smiled and said, "I hope Justin knows what a treasure he has in you."
Alyssa giggled; somehow it was charming instead of irritating for this 20 year old woman to giggle. "He told me about the talk he had with you when he asked to marry me. I think you scared him Daddy."
"That wasn't my intention Ally. I simply told him to always be honest with you. I told him that you two should talk about things instead of letting them build up until they burst. It was just good advice that I gave him," I replied. "It worked for your mother and me. Besides I was just kidding about kneecapping him if he ever physically hurt you."
She leaned up and kissed my cheek and said, "I know, I hope we can have as good a marriage as you and Momma did." Alyssa hesitated and then said, "I've got a favor to ask Daddy."
I looked at her and smiled; speculating on what more she wanted of me. "Okay, Kitten. What do you need?"
"Well....Justin's Aunt Molly is here by herself, well not by herself but she doesn't have a date. She came with Justin's parents. You know she's a widow don't you? Her husband died in a car wreck early last year." Before I could admit my ignorance Alyssa continued, "Molly hasn't danced all night and I thought it would be a nice thing for you to ask her. I mean you're by yourself too; maybe you could entertain each other."
"Match making are you little one?"
"No Daddy," Alyssa giggled again and added, "Well maybe a little. But I thought you might do something besides standing around like an old sour puss. Please Daddy, for me?"
"I never could turn you down, could I? Where is this lonely widow?"
"She's at the table with Justin's parents. See," she said pointing with her chin. "Molly's the lady in the blue dress. You know I think she's about your age."
I turned Alyssa as we danced so I could see Aunt Molly without staring. At 45, I'm 20 years older than Alyssa. If Molly was my age, she was extremely well preserved. She can't be more than 35 or so, I thought. For the first time that evening I forgot about losing Alyssa for a little while. Maybe I should ask Molly to dance, I thought; you know just to be polite.
Justine reclaimed his prize at the end of the dance. Alyssa smiled kissed my cheek and went back to her new husband. I slowly worked my way over to where Molly was sitting; I didn't want to be too obvious.
"Hello. I'm Brad Thomas, father of the bride," I introduced myself. "You must be Aunt Molly."
Molly chuckled, put out her hand and replied, "I guess I am. I'm Molly Jackson."
"Would you like to dance Mrs. Jackson?"
"Only if you call me Molly." I nodded and led her to the dance floor.
"I guess I owe Alyssa or Justin for you rescuing me from being a wall flower," Molly said smiling.
"Not at all. Alyssa reminded me that I'm the host of this shindig and that I should mingle with the guests. I'm glad she did."
We danced a couple of more times and then it was time to throw the bouquet and garter. A boy of about 17 caught the garter and left the floor with a big smile; the envy of all his friends.
I don't know how she did it but Alyssa made sure the bouquet landed in Molly's hands. Neat trick, I mean an over the back no look pass right on target.
A little later it was time for Alyssa and Justin to leave and begin married life together. Justin shook my hand and Alyssa hugged me tightly. "Thank you Daddy. Thank you for the wedding but mostly thank you for taking care of me and being my Daddy."
As they left I was searching for something to wipe the tears out of my eyes. I must have gotten something in them. Molly handed me her handkerchief. I turned to hand the now damp handkerchief back to her and she took my arm.
We stood and watched the kids leave. Molly held onto my arm with one hand and had a death grip on the bridal bouquet with the other.
Who knows, maybe the Englishman is right; Life goes on.
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This story is the culmination of a trilogy that started with "The Trail West". The next section "Winterborn" took place in the same era with events that shaped and guided the characters. "The Gathering" continues in the same time frame and with the same characters and their ever changing lives.
To reacquaint the readers "The Trail West" Main Characters are Josh Kelly and Red McCall. They met on the Hobart wagon train traveling from Fort Smith Arkansas to Santa Fe New Mexico in 1862. Josh and Red worked for Mr. Hobart until they got to Santa Fe and then turned north. Jerry Barnes, whose parents had been killed during a raid on the wagon train, joined up with them for their trek to Colorado.
After many adventures on the trail they arrived in Fountain, Colorado. This was where they befriended the Maguire family; they ended up marrying the Maguire girls, Danni and Sarah.
Then in "Winterborn" in 1869 Dillon Gallagher left his beloved Virginia and his conniving father and took the trail west to Texas after serving in the Civil War. Traveling through Texas he found a home for a little over two years in Wichita Falls where he worked as a Deputy Marshall. Leaving Texas he traveled to Prescott Arizona where he discovered a family, the Edwards, in need of help. Dillon later married Elizabeth Edwards. He had to kill the bastard carpet bagger that had murdered her father and tried to take the Triple E Ranch from the Edwards through force.
The "Gathering" brings these adventurous souls together and completes the Trilogy of scenes from the Old West.
Thanks for taking the time to read my story. Constructive comments and emails are more than welcome and appreciated. Please enjoy the tale.
************************
"There have been a lot of changes in this town in the last eight years," Josh Kelly told his wife as they strolled past the new courthouse. "The General even renamed the place Colorado Springs. There's a big difference between this resort town and the old rough and ready Colorado City."
"The General?" Danni Kelly asked.
"General William Palmer," Josh replied. "He's a railroad man that decided that he wanted to build a high quality resort here and did it. "It's sort of a shame but he's forced most of the old saloons and bawdy houses out of business. Now the town is right civilized."
"Joshua Kelly! How do you know that there were those types of houses here?"
"That first cattle drive here, after we sold the cattle, your father suggested that Red, Jerry, and I join him at one. He said it would be an education." Josh's tone and face was serious for all of about five seconds and then he started laughing. "I couldn't keep from laughing when I saw the shocked look on your face."
Danni chuckled and then said, "It's not nice to tease an expectant mother."
"I'm sorry I couldn't help teas.......Wait, what did you say?"
Now it was Danni's turn to laugh at the look on Josh's face. Guess I surprised him real good, she thought. "You're gonna be a daddy again."
"When.....?"
"He'll be born with the spring calves, I reckon," Danni replied.
"He?" Josh asked.
"I've just got a feeling it's a boy again."
Josh grabbed Danni and spun her around as he hugged her. Both of them were laughing and crying at the same time. Many people standing nearby smiled at the young couple. They were a good match; Josh was 6' 1 with dark hair and a strong lean build. Danni was tall for a woman at 5' 9 with strawberry blond hair.
Their trip to what was now Colorado Springs was the first vacation that Josh and Danni had taken since they got married. It was sort of a delayed honeymoon; delayed for close to eight years, Josh said to himself. First there was combining two ranches into the Chico Basin Cattle Company; then William our son was born. Our little Maggie came along two years later, before we really had time to recover from our son's birth. Josh smiled and thought, I miss the kids but it's been nice to have Danni to myself.
The next morning Josh and Danni were ate breakfast before starting their ride back to the CBC ranch. Josh watched Danni for a few minutes and asked, "Can you ride okay? Should we rent a surrey to get back home?"
Danni chuckled and put her hand on Josh's cheek. "You forget honey; I herded cattle with you while I was carrying our daughter. Right up until two months before she was born. I can make the ride back home okay."
Roger and Mary, a couple they had met one evening, joined Josh and Danni. Everyone ordered and got a morning cup of coffee. Roger said, "y'all still heading back home today?' At Josh's nod he asked, "Why don't you stay for another day or two?"
Mary added, "Yes please stay Danni. We can explore those new shops over at the resort."
"We'd like to but our kids are probably driving their aunt and uncle crazy by now," Danni replied. "They need rescuing, so we better get back to the ranch."
"How many children do you have?" Mary asked.
"There are two of the little hellions at home," Josh said smiling. "Our son, William Daniel is seven; he's named after his two Grandpas. Margret Molly just turned five and of course she's named after her Grandmas."
The two couples enjoyed talking as they ate breakfast but it was finally time for the Kelly's to start home. They got their horses from the livery stable, tied the two small duffels behind the saddles, and rode toward Fountain. Danni was riding Sunny, the big buckskin that Josh had ridden from Missouri and 'loaned' her before they were married; somehow the horse became her property.
Josh was on Diablo, a bay even bigger than Sunny. Mr. Hobart had given the horse to Josh for his hard work and dedication to the wagon train that Hobart ran. The only trouble with Diablo is that he doesn't like the slow pace we used coming up here and he'll like it less on the way home, Josh thought. He planned on taking it easy, never pushing the horse past an easy lope. We got a late start so it'll be dusk by the time we get back.
They had been riding for an hour before they made their first stop. Danni helped Josh water the horses and then said, "Where are you Josh? You haven't said a dozen words since we left Colorado Springs."
He smiled at his wife and replied, "Just thinking about how far I've traveled since I left Missouri." Turning to Danni he continued, "And how lucky I've been." He pulled Danni to him, kissed her, and just held her.
"I've been lucky too," Danni replied as she put her head on Josh's chest.
Josh had left Missouri because of the Civil War and a band of guerilla raiders that were trying to force him to join them. William, his father, held off the raiders and afterwards ordered Josh to leave the area; at least until the war was over. Josh turned 18 during his trek west. He traveled to Santa Fe working for the Hobart wagon train. He met Red McCall, who would become his best friend and partner, on that wagon train. Josh and Red also joined up with Jerry Barnes whose parents had been killed in a raid on the wagons.
The three of them had traveled to the Chico Basin area of Colorado; just east of Fountain. Josh and Red befriended the Maguire family; eventually marrying the Maguire girls, Danni and Sarah. Now Josh and Danni were parents as were Red and Sarah.
Josh, Jerry, and Red were able to buy a ranch that adjoined the Maguire's place. Shortly after Josh and Red married they formed a partnership with Daniel Maguire and combined the Maggie M and the Lazy L into one ranch named the Chico Basin Cattle Company.
Jerry and the Maguires, Daniel and Maggie, continued to live and work from what at one time had been the Maggie M. Josh, Red, and their wives stayed at the Lazy L in the big ranch house. The Lazy L part of the CBC ranch is where Josh and Danni were headed.
Danni leaned back and looked up at Josh. "I knew that we'd be together from that time you and Red rescued us from those three cowboys."
"You did, did you?" Josh asked smiling.
"It was just a matter of waiting for you to realize where your life was headed," Danni answered and kissed Josh. "C'mon let's get on home. I want to see William and little Maggie."
They rode the horses at an easy lope for a while and then slowed to a fast walk for a bit, giving the horses some rest. Every two hours they stopped for about 15 minutes. It was close to 4 PM when they turned off the main trail to head for the ranch.
Josh and Danni had just crossed the western border of their ranch when Diablo and then Sunny got spooked. Diablo's ears laid back and he bared his teeth. Whatever bothered Diablo caused the same reaction in Sunny. The horses were too well trained to bolt and run but it was plain to Josh that's what they wanted to do.
They were able to calm the horses a little and Josh dismounted. Handing Diablo's reins to Danni he said, "I'll go see if I can find out what spooked them." Josh pulled his new Winchester Repeating rifle from its saddle scabbard. "You stay with the horses. I'll be right back."
"Not likely Mr. Kelly," replied Danni pulling her own rifle and dismounting. "I'm going with you."
"Somebody has to hold the horses," Josh tried to explain.
"Nonsense. Diablo and Sunny are trained to ground tie; they'll stay put."
"Danni something spooked them and they might run in spite of their training. Please stay with the horses," Josh requested. He knew if he ordered his wife to stay she would just ignore him.
"Sunny would never run off and leave me." Danni started walking forward. Looking over her shoulder she continued, "If you haven't trained Diablo that well, it's your own fault. You can stay with the horses."
Josh watched her for a few steps and shook his head. Then he had to smile a little. One of the things that makes me love her so is her independence he thought. He hurried to catch up with Danni, cocking his rifle. Josh looked back at the horses and saw Diablo staring at a small grove of trees to the left; Sunny was watching Danni.
He motioned to Danni and they quietly made their way through the trees. In the clearing there were four freshly slaughtered steers within a hundred feet of each other. A huge bear was tearing chunks of meat off one of the dead animals. The killer must have made a running attack from behind the trees and caught the small herd by surprise, Josh thought. It looked up as Josh and Danni cleared the last tree. The bear stopped eating, stood up on his hind legs, and growled at them.
"If he charges, you run for the horses," Josh said. When Danni started to argue he added, "No games this time Danni. That big son of a gun can kill you with one swipe of his paw."
After a couple of seconds Danni replied, "Yes Josh. But I expect you to be right behind me."
Josh raised his rifle, aiming at the bear. Danni raised her weapon also. The bear growled one more time and dropped back to all fours. It turned and ran toward the trees on the far side of the clearing. Josh drew a big breath as the animal ran away.
"Danni, go get the horses and bring them up please. I'm going to look at the cattle."
When she returned on Sunny leading Diablo, Josh mounted. "He killed all four of them and only took a few bites out of each one."
"Is that normal?"
"No it isn't. Let's get back to the ranch; we'll talk with Red about this after supper."
Young William was standing near the hitching rail with a lariat draped over his head and shoulders. He would have his father's build when full grown but had his mother's coloring with a wild mop of reddish blond hair. He looked like someone had tried to tie him up. William turned when he heard the horses and seeing his parents yelled, "Momma, Pa, Uncle Red's teaching me how to rope." He looked as proud as could be at his efforts.
Danni and Josh climbed down off the horses. William shucked the rope and followed closely by Maggie ran to greet their parents. Maggie would be tall also when she grew up. She had the same dark coloring as her father. Sarah McCall, Danni's sister, and her husband Red watched the family reunion from the large front porch. A few minutes later the McCall twins John and Daniel who were a year older than William ran out of the house to join the group in the yard.
There could be no doubt that the twin's father was Red McCall. Both boys were stocky with almost red hair and blue eyes; they were the spitting image of Red. Sarah was almost as tall as Red but with a slender build even after having two children. Her hair was dark and she had startling grey eyes.
For a few minutes it was a loud noisy homecoming. The two dogs were barking and the children were all talking at once explaining everything that had happened while Josh and Danni were gone.
Sarah watched the melee for a few minutes and then called out, "You kids get cleaned up; it's time for supper.
The meal was only slightly quieter than the homecoming. Finally the children calmed down giving Red a chance to speak. "You got home a little later than I expected. Run into trouble on the trail?"
Josh replied, "Not much trouble but something real interesting. We'll talk after supper."
The children were excited by the return of Josh and Danni so it took a little longer to get them bedded down for the night. The evening was quiet and still with a Comanche Moon peeking in and out of a few clouds. Josh and Danni waited on the front porch with a last cup of coffee.
Red and Sarah came out to join them; laughing about the fuss the kids had made before going to sleep. "I know the house has four bedrooms, that's why we all live here. But if we get any more kids we gonna have to turn the guest house back into a bunkhouse," Red joked. "We'll have to build some bunk beds to sleep them all."
Josh and Danni chuckled and Danni said, "I guess you better get to building beds."
"What?" Red asked.
"Danni's gonna have a baby; should be born about spring calving season in April," Josh answered. Josh, Danni, and Sarah laughed at the surprised look on Red's face.
Red stuttered for a few seconds and said, "That's good news. I was just kidding Josh, but we could build another bedroom on the back of the house you know."
"No need to rush," Josh replied. "Maggie won't need her own room for five or six years yet. By that time the boys will be old enough to sleep on their own. We can move them into that third bunkhouse."
Red nodded, thought for a bit and asked, "What's was so interesting on your trip home that it held you up?"
Josh told him about the bear and the four steers that it killed. "It was a grizzly, a big silver tip," he explained. "I don't really mind a bear, mountain lion, or wolves killing a steer now and then. You can't blame them for doing what comes natural, but this is different."
"I think you're right," Red replied. "This griz is killing for sport, not for food. Something needs to be done."
"He's a real big animal; I'd say he's about 900 or 1000 pounds," Josh added. "This bear has run into men with rifles before. I thought he was going to charge and raised my rifle; he took off into the trees when he saw the gun."
"It's getting late, time for bed," Sarah said. "C'mon Red you two boys can talk about your bear tomorrow."
Red chuckled, "Thought I was done takin orders when I got out of the army. I just traded one superior officer for another. Good night all."
Early the next morning Josh and Red walked to the corral next to the big barn. Josh wanted to make sure that Sunny and Diablo were okay after their long ride the previous day. When they got to the corral, Danni was already there making a fuss over the two horses
Josh teased Danni that she worried more about the horses than him; she stuck her tongue out at him and continued petting and feeding the horses pieces of apple. She looked up and said, "Rider coming."
Red had also heard the sounds of a horse coming at a fast trot. He walked to the barn and pulled a rifle from its holder inside the door. The country wasn't as wild as it had been several years earlier but it wasn't tamed by any means; they always kept weapons at hand.
Charley White rode into the yard looking for Josh or Red. Charley had been the top hand at the Lazy L when Josh, Red, and Jerry had bought the place from Tom Larson's widow Nancy. The partners had made him the range boss and pretty much let him run the ranch. Josh always said that Charley may not have much book learning but he knew cattle.
When the Lazy L and the Maggie M were merged into one ranch, Charley moved over to the Maggie M; again as range boss. He helped Daniel Maguire and Jerry run the Maggie M part of the ranch. Josh, Red and their wives moved into the house on the Lazy L and took over running it. Everyone involved still called the two ranches by their old names to identify which one they were talking about.
When he saw Red and Josh at the corral Charley rode over to them. He nodded at Red and said to Josh, "We got trouble over to the Maggie M boss." At Josh's nod he continued, "Found 2 steers killed up to the head of Black Squirrel Creek. By the tracks I'd say it was a bear that done it; a big bear maybe a grizzly. But he didn't eat but a chunk or two off each animal."
Josh looked at Red as Danni came over to the corral fence. "Think it's the same one we saw Josh?" Danni asked.
"Probably is, from the sounds of it." Turning back to Charley, Josh asked, "How long you reckon those cattle have been dead Charley?
"Sign was fresh. Steers haven't even started to bloat up yet. I'd say it happened last night or real early this morning," Charley answered.
"Okay, go up to the house and get a couple of those fresh biscuits that Sarah made and some coffee if you like Charley." The cowboy smiled and nodded his head. "After you get done with your snack head back and tell Mr. Maguire and Jerry that Red and I are goin lookin for that cussed bear early tomorrow morning."
"The Maggie M is to the east; it looks like he's headed that way Red. Danni and I saw him on the west side of the ranch yesterday."
"Maybe we should ride over to Chico Springs and come back this way," Red suggested. "That'd put us on the east border of the ranch. If he's still headed east we can follow him onto the Ambrose place."
"Makes sense to me," Josh replied."
Danni was going to argue about Josh going after a dangerous bear but she saw the look on his face and in his eyes. You'd have better success ordering the wind around than stopping him when he in that mood, Danni thought. Instead she asked, "Are you going to ride Diablo?"
"No think I'll take Itsa instead. He's a might faster off the mark than Diablo," Josh answered. He knew Danni wanted to ask him not to go and appreciated that she didn't argue with him.
Diablo was Itsa's sire out of Lady Guinevere, a filly that Josh had bought and then gentled. Lady was one half quarter horse and passed on her short distance speed to Itsa. Diablo could run all day at a pace that would kill most horses and he passed on some of that talent to Itsa.
"Why'd you name him Itsa?" Sarah asked Josh. She had come to the corral after Charley told her about the bear.
"Itsa is Apache for eagle. He's quick like an eagle comin out of the sky after a fish and can run at a lope all day. Just like an eagle can soar on the wind for hours. Anyway, I had to name him something."
"I'm gonna take Queenie," Red explained. "She's a quarter horse and fast too. Might need that speed."
"Why? Do you expect to have to run away from this bear?" Sarah was getting worried about the hunting trip.
Red laughed a little and replied, "Naw, but we if see the griz out in the open we want to get close before he has a chance to get back under cover in the trees. Don't look forward to trackin him through a thicket."
"As fast as Itsa and Queenie are, we should be able to catch him before he runs off. It'd sure be easier to shoot him in open country," Josh explained.



The whole family turned out to say good bye when Josh and Red left the next morning. They had a few trail supplies with them but didn't plan on staying out more than two or three days. It was just after first light when the men hugged their sleepy children and said good bye to Danni and Sarah.
**************
The morning of their second day on the hunt they were following the trail that Josh had found the previous evening just before making camp. The bear was still headed east but just before he would have passed onto the old Ambrose spread, he started to circle back to the west.
They followed the trail as it led back west for most of the day. Must be getting close, Josh thought. The horses were getting a little nervous.
"Reckon he likes our cattle the best," Red joked. He'd noticed the horse's behavior and was a little nervous himself.
They followed the trail until late afternoon and saw the tracks turn and enter a box canyon. "Recognize this canyon?" Red asked with a small grin.
Josh returned the grin. "Yep. This is the canyon where we found the cattle that Larson stole years ago. There's no way out except past us. We got him now Red."
"I don't know what you're so happy about," Red replied. "We'll have to go into that canyon on foot; it's not big enough to get the horses turned around in a hurry if need be."
Josh pulled the Sharps rifle from the saddle scabbard. It was the same rifle he'd used hunting buffalo for the wagon train years ago. The Sharps was a breech loading single shot weapon that Josh had converted to use the new metal cartridges. He'd explained to Red that they might have to take a long distance shot if they saw the bear. "Besides it's a .50 caliber; it packs a lot more punch than my .44 caliber Winchester and I can reload real quick."
They left their horses just outside the entrance to the canyon. Both of their horses were trained to ground tie so they didn't tie them to a tree. If the bear got past them the horses could run away. Josh and Red slowly followed the bear tracks into the canyon. They were about 100 feet inside the entrance when they lost the trail; the ground was hard rock and wouldn't hold a track.
Josh was leading and stopped after losing the trail. He turned back to Red who was about 20 feet behind him. As he turned he saw movement behind Red. It was the grizzly coming from behind a pile of rubble; the bear was headed straight for Red.
"Red, behind you," Josh shouted a warning as he brought the Sharps to his shoulder.
********************
Dillon Gallagher stood next to his horse on a hill overlooking the ranch house of the Triple E. He had served with distinction with the 1st Regiment Virginia Cavalry and when he arrived in Prescott he had a brooding, dark, look about him. He was 6 feet with a strong lean build. His dark hair set off his very intense blue eyes. Those eyes could welcome you as a friend or give fair warning not to cross the big man.
It's been almost a year since the carpet bagging bastard Cassidy was stopped, he remembered. It was a shame that the man had to die but he brought it on himself. The only thing I would have done different was not get shot.
Bob Cassidy had told Dillon he was going to build a cattle empire that would rival the King ranch in Texas. The problem was that he didn't care what means he used to build that ranch. The Triple E sat right in the middle of his other holdings, separating his empire, so he tried to buy it.
John Edwards along with his wife Eleanor owned the Triple E. Their daughter Elizabeth, son Ethan, and adopted son Oso lived on and worked the ranch. John refused to sell out to Cassidy and was shot and killed shortly afterwards. Eleanor and her children knew that Cassidy was responsible for John's death but they had no proof.
When John's widow still refused to sell the ranch, Cassidy began a campaign of confrontations and assaults to force Eleanor off the ranch. Every time the Edwards came into town Cassidy's men would verbally and physically abuse them. Then Dillon Gallagher became involved.
Gallagher was from Virginia and served with the Confederacy during the Civil War. He fought in spite of not believing in slavery; he fought because he did believe in the people's right to run their own state instead of the Federal Government telling them how to live.
After General Lee surrendered in April of '65, Dillon didn't return to his home in Richmond. He didn't want to be there for the punitive actions of the Union against the southern states. His hatred of the Northern Reconstruction efforts in the south, the Yankee regulators, and the carpet baggers that raped the southern states was deeply ingrained.
Dillon had looked for a job as a ranch hand. He accepted a job with Cassidy but once he learned the man had been one of those Union regulators he refused to work for him. After he stopped two of Cassidy's men from roughing up 12 year old Ethan Edwards, Dillon told Cassidy in no uncertain terms what he thought of him. He also made it plain that he was going to work for the Triple E.
While working for the Edwards he had several run ins with Cassidy's men. He saved Elizabeth from a severe beating almost killing a man with his bare hands. Dillon and Elizabeth slowly fell in love and got married. Shortly after the wedding Cassidy killed some of the stock at the Triple E and challenged Dillon to meet him in town.
But Dillon was confronted by Cassidy's hired gun Bill Wilson outside of town limits. Wilson was killed and Dillon was wounded but he continued to his meeting with the self styled empire builder. Just before he began his ride into Prescott, Dillon had told his family that it was time to put an end to Cassidy.
He confronted Cassidy and his two men even though he was light headed and swaying from the gunshot wound in his side. As one of Cassidy's men drew his gun, a rifle shot by Oso put him down. Before the other man could clear the holster with his pistol another rifle shot from Elizabeth stopped him. This left Cassidy on his own to face Dillon.
Dillon called Cassidy out telling him to fight or die where he stood. Cassidy pulled his gun and Dillon shot him twice. He was dead before he hit the ground. Dillon swayed for a minute and big Oso picked him up and carried him to the doctor's office. It took three weeks for Dillon to completely recover from his wound, but he did recover.
******************
Dillon had been in town getting a few supplies, mail, and to post a letter to his mother. As he came out of the general store a younger man approached him and asked, "Would you be Mr. Gallagher?" At Dillon's nod he said, "I'd like to have a word with you please."
"And who might you be?" Dillon asked.
The young man hesitated and then replied, "My name is R. Thomas Cassidy Jr., Mr. Gallagher. I'm Bob Cassidy's son."
Dillon stood straighter, looked around to see if the boy was alone, and swept his duster to the rear uncovering the pistol worn low on his hip. "What do you want?" His manner and tone was less than friendly.
"I understand your distaste for my family name and I can't blame you. But I do have a business proposition for you. If you would join me for a drink at the hotel, I'll explain."
By this time Dillon saw that the younger Cassidy was alone and wasn't even armed. "All right Mr. Cassidy, I'll listen to what you have to say."
The two men went to the hotel bar and sat at a table. Cassidy asked the bartender for a brandy. Dillon had to smile a little; most men in Prescott drank whiskey or rye. The boy's a bit of a dude Dillon said to himself.
"Water's fine Sam," Dillon said to the bartender. Turning his attention back to Cassidy he said, "I won't drink with a man until I know he's not an enemy." As the young man started to protest Dillon added, "Not quite sure about you yet Mr. Cassidy."
"I understand your hesitation Mr. Gallagher. My father was not a good man; as you and the Edwards found out. I didn't approve of his methods in building his ranch but I do approve of the idea of owning the biggest ranch in the territory."
In spite of the choice of words and the way he spoke, Dillon saw intensity in Cassidy. Wouldn't hurt to see what his game is, Dillon thought.
"Go ahead Mr. Cassidy; I'll listen to what you have to say."
"I go by Thomas or Tom. My first name is Robert but I don't think the name Bob Cassidy will be looked on very favorably around Prescott. As I said I didn't approve or like my father's actions. That's one of the reasons I stayed in Chicago with my mother. Now that my father is gone, I'm going to take over the Circle C."
"No offense Thomas, but do you know anything about ranching?" Dillon asked trying to hide a smile.
"I know how to run a business Mr. Gallagher. I've hired a good foreman to run the ranch. He'll take care of the cattle and I'll tend to the business side." Young Cassidy paused looking at Dillon for a few seconds. "The reason I've explained is that I want you and the Edwards to understand that I don't do business like my father."
"Why would we care about how you do business? If you leave us alone we'll get along just fine," Dillon told him.
"I would like to buy the Triple E and hoped you would set up a meeting between Mrs. Edwards and me," Cassidy replied. Dillon hesitated and Cassidy added, "I'll be in town for another two weeks or so before I move out to the Circle C Mr. Gallagher. At least think about meeting with me."
Dillon stared at the young Cassidy for more than a minute. Cassidy returned the stare, waiting for Dillon's response. You have to admire this youngster's courage and determination, Dillon thought.
"Okay Thomas, I'll pass the message along to Mrs. Edwards. That's all I'll do; it's her decision if she wants to meet with you."
*******************
Dillon had ridden most of the eleven miles back to the Triple E before stopping on top a low rise . He got off his horse and thought about the meeting with Thomas Cassidy and how to tell Eleanor of the meeting. After a few minutes, Dillon mounted Buck and pulled the pack horse up close to ride the last mile to the ranch house, he smiled thinking of the surprise he had for his family.
Eleanor had said that she'd sell the Triple E if she could get a reasonable price for the ranch. She didn't really care for the place; she had wanted to return to teaching school. But her husband had been a rancher so she had been a rancher's wife.
She had refused to sell to the elder Cassidy. First because she knew he was responsible for her husband's death and secondly she wouldn't let Cassidy basically steal her husband's legacy. Now Eleanor wanted to sell the place and get on with her life. The ranch had some good memories but with John's death and the troubles afterwards it had more bad ones.
Dillon rode up to the hitching rail in front of the ranch house. Before he could dismount, a welcoming committee came out to greet him. His wife, Elizabeth, was the first to reach him. Elizabeth Edwards, now Elizabeth Gallagher, at 5' 9 had the height to not be dwarfed by her husband. Her auburn hair and green eyes told of her Irish ancestry. She was followed closely by Ethan, her younger brother. Right behind Ethan was Oso the huge Mexican that had been adopted years before by the Edwards. And last Eleanor Edwards came out on the porch.
Eleanor took charge after Ethan and Oso had a chance to say hello to Dillon. "Oso would you and Ethan unload the pack horse please?" Walking to the edge of the porch she asked, "What's the latest news from Prescott, Dillon?"
With an arm around Elizabeth, Dillon stepped up on the porch. He leaned over and kissed Eleanor on the cheek. "Well...I met an interesting young man today."
"And who was that?"
"Let's get supper and then I can tell everyone all at once after we eat," Dillon answered grinning.
"That's not fair Dillon, making us wait until after supper," Eleanor said grinning back at her son in law.
"Maybe not, but that's the way it's gonna be Mrs. Edwards." Still grinning he turned to Elizabeth and added, "And don't you try to get it out of me either Mrs. Gallagher."
As Eleanor and Elizabeth began supper, Oso and Ethan carried in the pannier bags, stuffed with supplies, from the pack saddle. Oso was 6' 6 and carried the load in one hand like a suitcase. Ethan was using one leg to help push the heavy bag along. Every time Oso tried to reach over and help, Ethan would shake his head and say, "My job."
After helping to unpack the panniers and put away the supplies Dillon had brought, Ethan went to the desk in the big living room to work on his school lessons. His mother Eleanor had been a school teacher and taught him to read and write and do his sums. But he made it plain that was all the schooling he wanted or needed and Eleanor didn't push him.
Then Dillon came into his life. Ethan developed an instant bond with the man from Virginia the first time they met. Two of Cassidy's men were hitting the boy when Dillon stopped them. Later when Dillon came to the Triple E to work and live, Ethan confessed to Oso that Dillon reminded him of his father.
"Senor Edwards never quoted poetry," Oso said, teasing the boy a little.
"I don't mean the poetry. Dillon is tall like Pa was. He can be very serious and then turn around play a prank on you to make you laugh. He's got the same easy way with folks; he makes you glad to be with him. Just like Pa."
When Dillon stopped Cassidy and saved the ranch, Ethan's bond quickly turned into hero worship. After Dillon married his sister, Ethan decided that if being educated was good enough for his brother in law it was good enough for him too. Eleanor was glad to see than her youngest wanted to learn so she set up lessons for him in several subjects.
When he was in Prescott, Dillon would often visit the town library and read while he waited on Elizabeth or Eleanor to finish their personal shopping. Ethan began to go with him to the library. He began to listen intensely when Dillon read aloud or quoted poetry.
Some evenings Ethan and Dillon would sit on the floor, leaning back against the sofa, reading by the light from a kerosene lamp and discussing history or some other subject. But this evening there was family business to discuss.
"Okay Dillon, suppers over. Now tell us about this interesting man you met?" Eleanor's curiosity was getting the best of her.
"I met Bob Cassidy's son today," Dillon answered. "He wants to meet with you." He saw Eleanor tense up and before she could speak he continued, "Don't get all riled up Eleanor. Let me tell you what happened."
Dillon explained that Thomas Cassidy had approached him and asked for his help in meeting Eleanor. Seeing that the family was interested, Dillon recounted his conversation with Cassidy almost word for word.
"Do you believe him, Dillon? Do you trust him?"
"I believe he wants to build the biggest ranch in the area. Haven't dealt with him enough to trust him yet," Dillon answered. "But I do believe that the boy is not like his father. I got a feeling that he's just what he says he is."
"So you think I ought to sell the ranch to him?"
"Eleanor, that's your decision. I think that if you really want to sell the place, it'd be reasonable to meet with him. Hear what Thomas has offer; then make up your mind," Dillon replied. Looking at his wife and Eleanor with a grin he added, "Besides, it'd be a good excuse for a day in town for you ladies."
"I'll expect you to go with me," Eleanor said. "In fact I want the whole family there."
"Wouldn't think of letting you go alone ma'am. We can go to Prescott for supplies on Saturday and meet with Cassidy that day. If you like we can stay over and go to church on Sunday," Dillon suggested.
Early Saturday morning, just after dawn, the crew of the Triple E rode into town. Oso had two pack animals on a lead rope and Ethan led another one. They kept the horses at an easy lope and got to Prescott in a little over two hours, stopping at the general store.
Dillon escorted the ladies into the mercantile and then walked down the street to the hotel. He asked the desk clerk to tell Cassidy that he would be in the hotel bar. Dillon entered the room and found a spot at the bar where he had a wall at his back; it was an old habit of his. A few minutes later Cassidy joined him.
"Last time we talked you offered to buy me a drink Thomas. This time let me buy you one," Dillon opened with a small smile. He motioned to the bartender, who put a brandy in front of Cassidy and a beer in front of Dillon.
"Mrs. Edwards has agreed to hear what you have to say. About 11 in the hotel's side parlor be okay?"
"That would be fine Mr. Gallagher. But I would be happy to have you all as my guests at brunch."
Dillon grinned and said, "I don't think Eleanor wants to socialize, she just wants to hear your offer for the ranch. And I warn you, put your best offer on the table. Don't try to horse trade with her. Understand?"
"By all means. I'll present a fair price from the beginning."
"See you back here about 11 Thomas. Be prepared, I don't think you've ever dealt with a woman like Eleanor," Dillon said as he turned to leave.
He returned to the mercantile and to his family. The supplies for the ranch had been bought; Oso and Ethan were loading them into the panniers. It had been decided that they wouldn't stay in town overnight but would return to the ranch after the meeting with Cassidy.
"We're to meet him about 11, Eleanor. He invited us to brunch but I told him this wasn't a social visit."
Eleanor grinned at Dillon and nodded replying, "Its 9 now, I suggest we go have a late breakfast at the diner. Maybe we will have time to visit Charley Jackson and Doc Reynolds before we go to the hotel."
Dillon, Elizabeth, and Eleanor walked into the hotel and entered the parlor about a quarter after 11; Oso and Ethan had decided to wait with the horses. Dillon thought that they'd been more interested in the candy displayed in the store than going to the hotel. Cassidy and another man were sitting at a table waiting for them. They both stood to greet the crew from the Triple E.
"Thomas, this is my wife Elizabeth," Dillon said. "And this is Mrs. Edwards, the owner of the Triple E."
"It's a pleasure to meet you Mrs. Gallagher and Mrs. Edwards. Please have a seat," Cassidy replied. Eleanor and Elizabeth sat down but Dillon remained on his feet, standing behind the ladies.
"This is Mr. Dobbs, he was my father's attorney and now represents me," Thomas introduced the other man at the table.
Dillon had been standing in a relaxed way but suddenly tensed and stood straighter. Elizabeth felt the change in her husband and turned to look at him. She was surprised to see an angry look on his face and the challenging stare from his eyes.
"Were you with Bob Cassidy in Virginia, Mr. Dobbs?" Dillon's voice was hard.
"Why, yes I was Mr. Gallagher," Dobbs answered.
"I won't deal with someone that helped Bob Cassidy cheat, steal, and ruin folks in Virginia." Dillon's voice was tense with a suppressed anger. "This carpet bagger was in the middle of what Cassidy tried to do to us too," he told Eleanor. "I'll wait for you at the horses; if I stay here I might just shoot the son of a bitch."
Before he could leave, Eleanor stood. Looking at Cassidy she said, "If my son in law leaves I leave. I suggest you tell Mr. Dobbs to retire."
"But Mr. Gallagher, I had nothing to do with Robert Cassidy's actions," Dobbs protested.
Now Elizabeth was standing too. "You knew his methods were unethical if not totally illegal; you were his legal lap dog doing what he needed for your thirty pieces of silver." She paused trying to control her anger remembering her father and the other assaults against her family. "You're as guilty as he was."



Thomas Cassidy rose from his chair, "Excuse my ignorance Mrs. Edwards, Mr. Gallagher. I see your point; I never thought of the connection between my father's actions and Mr. Dobbs. Please accept my apologies." Turning to Dobbs he said, "I won't require your services any longer Mr. Dobbs."
"But you can't........" Dobbs began.
Cassidy interrupted him. "Oh but I can. Our business is finished sir. Please leave."
Dobbs started to protest and argue but Dillon stepped in. "I suggest that you leave Prescott carpet bagger; I don't think you'll like the conditions around here. Chicago might be a healthier place for you."
The attorney looked at the four people facing him. Dillon was the one that he worried about the most. The tall man face was a study in hatred and his eyes looked cold and deadly. "Very well Mr. Cassidy, I'll leave on the next stage." He turned, left the parlor, and went back to his room to pack.
"Please sit down Mrs. Edwards. I know this must be distasteful for you but I would like to continue our discussion," Cassidy almost pleaded. He was upset at himself for not seeing the connection between his father's behavior and the attorney's part in it.
Eleanor looked to Dillon for guidance and at his nod she and Elizabeth returned to their chairs. Dillon walked to the door and watched Dobbs climb the stairs. When the man was out of sight Dillon returned to his spot behind Eleanor.
As everyone sat back down, a waiter from the hotel's dining room entered carrying a serving tray. "I took the liberty of ordering tea for us. Or would you prefer coffee?" Thomas asked Eleanor.
In spite of the situation with Dobbs, Eleanor had to smile at the boy's manners. He's been raised well, she thought. Eleanor said, "Tea will be fine. But let's not turn this into a social call." After the tea was served, Eleanor asked, "Why do you want the Triple E so badly? There are other ranches in the county you could buy."
"Yes there are and if things go according to plan I will attempt to buy them. But your ranch and its grazing rights are right in the middle of my holdings. I have to drive my cattle around your place to move them from one grazing area to another. The same obstacle applies to watering the herd."
Cassidy refilled the tea cups himself then said, "I understand that you hold 800 acres with grazing rights to another 400. Is that correct Mrs. Edwards?" Eleanor nodded and Thomas continued, "I'll give you $6000 dollars for the Triple E. That price would be for all land, structures, stock, and water rights." Turning to Dillon he smiled and said, "I heeded your warning Mr. Gallagher."
Dillon returned the smile and nodded. Eleanor was a little surprise; she had been ready to dicker. That's a fair price she thought. She turned to look at Dillon but he had played too much poker to let his feelings show during a business transaction.
"I can't guarantee the grazing rights Mr. Cassidy," Eleanor informed him. "Jim Simpson let us run our cattle on his spread; that's the extra 400 acres. You'll have to make a deal with him."
"I've already come to an accommodation with Mr. Simpson," Thomas replied. "Of course that's only if you decide to accept my offer." He stood and bowed to the ladies and nodded at Dillon.
"Take a day or two to think it over Mrs. Edwards; I don't want to pressure you. If I may, I'll ride out to the ranch on Monday for your answer. Thank you all for meeting with me."
Cassidy left the parlor but as he got to the door he turned back to Dillon. "Rest assured Mr. Gallagher, Dobbs will be out of town by tomorrow. I'll find a local attorney to help me." He continued to the entrance of the hotel and went outside.
After a couple of minutes Eleanor said, "Well the boy's got good manners anyway. Let's head back home; we can discuss his offer over supper."
Eleanor, Elizabeth, and Dillon were sitting in the breeze way after supper. Ethan was inside doing his lessons and Oso started for the bunkhouse but Eleanor called him back. "Ethan, come out here please." Turning to Oso she said, "We're going to have a family meeting so sit down Oso. You have a stake in this too."
The big man smiled warmly and sat on the walkway leaning back against a wall; Ethan came outside and sat next to Oso.
"So what do you think about Cassidy's offer?" Eleanor's question was directed at the whole group. Before anyone could answer she asked Dillon, "And what did Cassidy mean about you warning him?"
Dillon smiled and replied, "I told him to put his best offer on the table and not to try and horse trade with you." Looking at Eleanor his smile got bigger. "I knew that if he tried to haggle over the price you'd cut him off at the knees and walk out."
Eleanor chuckled, "You're right, I probably would have. Well, should I sell the ranch?"
"You're the owner, it's your decision," Dillon said. Elizabeth and Oso nodded in agreement.
"It's a family decision. If you all want to stay I won't sell the place," Eleanor replied. "Ethan what do you think?"
"Me?" The thirteen year old boy said, surprised that his mother wanted his opinion. Eleanor smiled and nodded. "I'd just as soon move on," Ethan said. "I miss Pa and everything about this place reminds me of him and how he left us."
"Fair enough son," Eleanor said. "How about you Oso, what do you think?"
"I just want to be with the family Senora. Where we live is not important."
"Elizabeth?"
She looked at Dillon for a few seconds. "Whither thou goest I will go," Elizabeth quoted and smiled at her husband. She paused and added with a small smile, "Although it wouldn't bother me to leave." Dillon reached over and took Elizabeth's hand, kissing the back of it.
"And how about you Dillon? What do you want to do?" Eleanor asked.
Dillon smiled at Elizabeth, "I've wandered all over since the war looking for something; I found it here. Not the ranch but my family; somebody to belong to. The place doesn't matter as long as we're all together." He stopped to gather himself. "It's still your decision Eleanor."
Eleanor looked around at her family, thought for a few minutes, and finally said, "The price he's offering is fair and if the terms of the sale are good, I'd like to accept the offer. I feel like Ethan, every day this place reminds me that John was killed for it. Eleanor paused and looked over the ranch for a minute. "Hope John won't be disappointed in me. Well, that's enough for tonight; we'll talk some more in the morning."
Dillon made one last turn around the house and barn before turning in. He was both happy and sad that the Triple E would probably be sold. As he stepped onto the breeze way headed for his bedroom, Eleanor came out of the shadows.
"In spite of what you said, I get the impression you don't want to leave here Dillon," she said.
"No, I meant what I said. Being with family is more important than where. But I've wandered around enough, I want to put down roots," he replied.
"Am I doing the right thing? Should I stay and carry on John's legacy?"
"From what you and Elizabeth have told me, you stayed out here because this place was John's dream. It wasn't yours but you stayed for him. I think you have to move on now. You need to follow your own dream, whatever it is." Dillon paused and then gave a little laugh. "The sermons over, I'm done preachin."
Eleanor gave her son in law a hug and said, "Thanks for understanding." Shaking off the melancholy feeling she said good night and went to her room.
Sunday was a day of rest, at least as much as it could be on a ranch. The day to day chores still had to be done but nothing major was started or worked on that day. Eleanor and Elizabeth put together a picnic lunch and the whole family went down by the spring branch to eat and laze around. Nothing much was said about selling the ranch, there would be time enough that evening and the next morning to make a final decision.
Monday, just about mid day, Thomas Cassidy and another man rode up to the ranch house. Dillon came up from the corral to greet them and Eleanor stepped out onto the porch. The two men waited for an invitation before dismounting; it was the polite thing to do.
Eleanor nodded at them and said, "Step down and come in out of the sun. Can I get you something to drink?"
Thomas replied, "A drink of water would be welcome Mrs. Edwards.
Eleanor sent Ethan to fetch some fresh water from the spring behind the house and offer seats to Cassidy and his companion.
"This is Carl House, my foreman," Thomas said. "He's from Texas and knows cattle ranching."
Dillon saw a tall lean man of about 40. His face and hands showed the effects of working out in the weather. When House removed his Stetson, there was a tan line across his forehead and his hands were calloused and rough looking. House had a competent air about him, secure of his place in the world. This man knows his business, Dillon thought.
"Where bouts in Texas Mr. House?" If you don't mind my asking," Dillon questioned.
"Down San Antonio way," House replied. "Been working cattle since I was a youngin'."
Dillon nodded and looking down, he got a grim smile on his face. Got some history there, don't I, he said to himself. While in San Antonio Dillon had to kill two men that attacked him and tried to steal his horse. That was about eight years ago he thought.
After a few more minutes of polite conversation, Thomas came to the point. "Mrs. Edwards, have you made a decision on my offer?"
Before she could answer Dillon spoke up. "There's a point that I'd like to bring up." Eleanor nodded her permission and he continued, "We'd planned on takin about a hundred head of cattle to the rail head this fall. At the current price that's close to $1500 dollars. Figuring it that way, Eleanor is selling the ranch for about $4500. That's not enough for the Triple E."
Eleanor looked at Dillon, turning her head so that Cassidy couldn't see the small smile on her face. Maybe Dillon had warned Cassidy against horse trading but that didn't stop Dillon from doing it. She turned to face Cassidy and said, "That's a fact Mr. Cassidy. We've been working all year to get those cattle ready for market. It'd be hard just to let them go."
Thomas looked at Eleanor and then Dillon with a smile. "The offer I made was for the ranch and its stock. Besides, you'd have to wait until fall to ship them; the price may go down by then." Cassidy realized that in spite of Dillon's warning the horse trading had begun.
"That's a chance we're willing to take," Dillon said. "We're not in any hurry to move, we can wait for three or four months."
Thomas looked down at the floor but smiled and Dillon saw it. This young man knows exactly what's going on he thought. He's not as much of a dude as people would think. Waiting for Thomas to respond, Dillon saw Carl trying to hide a smile. He knows what's going on too.
Cassidy raised his head, "I don't want to wait until fall to take possession of the Triple E. How about this? The present price for cattle is $14. I'll give you $12 a head for the cattle you were going to take to market. That way you reap the reward for your hard work and I get the ranch right away. That makes the price $7200 dollars to be paid in one installment." Turning to Eleanor he added, "That's more than fair Mrs. Edwards."
Eleanor looked at Dillon and when he nodded she said, "You just bought yourself a ranch Mr. Cassidy."
"Can we get a round up later in the week to count the stock? I'd like to finalize our transaction as quickly as possible," Cassidy asked.
Eleanor looked at Dillon for the answer. "Yeah, we can do a round up and hold the counting on Friday if you like Thomas," Dillon replied. "Bring your own crew to help if you like."
"Thank you. I'll send Mr. House and a couple of hands early Friday morning." Cassidy stood, shook hands with Eleanor and Dillon. As he got to the door he turned and said, "I'd like to take possession of the ranch no more than two weeks after I pay you Mrs. Edwards. Will that give you enough time to get your family and possessions moved?"
Eleanor nodded and watched Cassidy and House ride away. "I guess we better figure out where we're going," she said smiling.
For the next three days, the whole family pitched in and brought all the cattle to a large meadow near the ranch house. Dillon and Oso built a counting pen at one end of the meadow. The pen was basically two lines of fencing that the cattle would be driven through. One or two men would sit at one end and count the herd as it passed them.
Just after first light on Friday, Carl House and two other riders pulled up in front of the ranch house. Dillon was leaning against the hitching rail in front waiting for them.
"Good morning Mr. Gallagher. Looks like a good day for working the stock," Carl said in greeting. "This is Jason Wright and his brother Gary. They'll be helping us today."
"Howdy boys. Like a cup of coffee before we head out?" Dillon offered.
Carl smiled and replied, "No thank you, maybe later. I don't think Mr. Cassidy is too interested in us being social Mr. Gallagher."
"Okay let's head out," Dillon said. He smiled and added, "Carl, my name is Dillon if you've a mind to use it. Anyway Eleanor will have lunch ready for us when we're done."
Dillon poked his head into the kitchen and said good bye to Eleanor. Carl and his two men followed Dillon to the meadow. Carl sent Jason with Dillon to the end of the run to verify the counting. Each man would sit on the fence or horse back and tie a knot in a tie rope for every ten cattle than passed by.
Oso sat on one side of the run to keep the cattle headed between the two fences; Ethan sat on the other side. Carl, Gary, and the Triple E rider drove the cattle from the rear. After two groups of steers had been driven past there was a short break before the next group could start through.
"Been working for Cassidy very long Jason?"
"Not long, bout two months now," he answered. "Work up in Colorado until this spring."
"Why'd you leave? I hear its real pretty country up there," Dillon responded.
"Oh it's pretty enough but sometimes it really gets cold. Ifin you get one of those blizzard blowin out of the north, you begin to think about movin to Hell to get warm," Jason said laughing. "We'd still be there if Gary hadn't takin a fall and broke his leg."
"He seems to be alright now," Dillon said looking at Gary helping drive the cattle.
"Oh he can work stock just fine," he said pointing at Gary. "Look at him and your man catch and force those strays back in line."
Dillon laughed, "My man is actually my wife Elizabeth. She refused to be left in the kitchen with her mother."
"Well I'll be. She sure do ride like a man now don't she?" Jason had a smile of admiration on his face. "Anyway Gary can handle stock but the cold weather up there pains his leg somethin fierce. It'd drop down below freezing and he'd almost be a cripple. So we decided to move south to warmer weather."
He watched his brother for a minute and added, "Damn shame really. There's some good land for stock up around Colorado Springs. Lots of work for a good hand."
"Here comes another group, guess we better get back to counting," Dillon suggested.
It was midday before the count was finished. Jason and Dillon's tally agreed at 310 head, including calves and yearlings. Cassidy's men joined Dillon and the crew for lunch and then headed back to town.
"I'll give Mr. Cassidy the count as soon as we get back to town," Carl said as he mounted his horse. "He said he'd arrange for payment within the next couple of days."
After Cassidy's men left Eleanor said, "Guess we'd better start thinking about what we're going to do.
"Jason talked about the area south of Colorado Springs as being a good place to ranch," Dillon said. "He and his brother just come from there." Dillon paused and added, "Still, it's a long way to go on a couple of cowhand's word."
"Wouldn't be just on their word," Eleanor remarked. "My sister and her husband, Ted Clark, moved to Colorado City back in '58, when it was still a rough and tumble mining town." She chuckled, "Now she says it's all grown up. Some mining and railroad big wig named General Parker has made the town into a sort of fancy resort. He renamed it Colorado Springs."
"That's right, you've been writing to Aunt Tillie for a quite a while now," Elizabeth said. "I'd forgotten that she lived there." Turning to Dillon she added, "Uncle Ted and Aunt Tillie went there and opened a mining supply company when the Pike's Peak Gold Rush started."
Eleanor continued, "When the mines started to peter out in '71, Ted became a cattle buyer for a meat company back east; he'd certainly know about the ranching opportunities in the area. Tillie said in her last letter that a lot of families are moving into the area and she started teaching school. I should send her a telegram and ask Ted's opinion about ranching up there; maybe ask about me teaching too."
"Why not just write her Momma?"
"It'd take too long to get an answer; remember we've got to be out of here in two weeks or so," Eleanor replied. "What do you think Dillon?"
"Sounds like a fine idea to me." He looked thoughtful and continued, "But it's a long way to Colorado Springs; close to 800 miles. We need to talk about what we're taking with us when we leave; no matter where we decide to go."
The rest of the afternoon and most of the evening was spent discussing, debating, and arguing about what possessions and items should be taken with them and what should be sold or given away. Dillon pretty much sat back and listened, not saying anything. Finally Eleanor turned to him.
"You're very quiet Dillon. What do you think we should take?"
"Take what you feel you need to but I think we should limit our load to what we can carry in two wagons," he replied.
"Why just two wagons? We've got four drivers. Five counting Ethan; he can handle a team pretty well," Eleanor asked.
"I take it you've pretty well made up your mind that we're going to Colorado," Dillon said.
"Unless Tillie tells us different, I thought that would be a fine place to make a new start," Eleanor responded.
"Like I said before it's almost 800 miles to Colorado Springs, at least according to Jason and Gary. We'll be going thru mountain passes, some desert like areas, and all on average trails at best. It's gonna be hard on the animals and on the drivers," he said.
Dillon paused. "I don't think y'all have thought about getting to Colorado; just what we're gonna do when we get there." Eleanor and Elizabeth got a funny look on their faces; realizing that Dillon was right.
"No disrespect ladies but handling a team and wagon through that country is a lot more difficult than driving a wagon on the nice trails and roads we have around here."
Eleanor and Elizabeth both started to object but Dillon kept talking. "I know you both can drive but I don't think you can do for ten or twelve hours a day, every day, for 2 months. You two are going to have to spell each other during the day."
"TWO MONTHS," Elizabeth exclaimed. "It's going to take us two months to get there?"
Dillon almost laughed at his wife. "Maybe more. We can make the trip in two months if the wagons don't break down, if the weather doesn't work against us, and if can put in 15 miles a day. But if we're going to Colorado we should start soon."
At Eleanor's questioning look Dillon continued, "According to Jason the winter sets in about the middle of October. We want to be there and have some idea what we're going to do before that happens."
Looking at the ladies as they thought about what he'd said Dillon asked, "Are we sure we want to go to Colorado? You know we could look for a place around here or even head to California."
Eleanor looked thoughtful for a minute. "I think we'd better hear from Tillie before we make a final decision." Addressing Dillon she added, "But I think you're right about how many wagons we should take; no matter where we head to. Let's sleep on it tonight and go into town tomorrow to send Tillie a telegram."



In their bedroom that evening Elizabeth cuddled up to Dillon and asked, "Do you think we should go to Colorado? Or do you think we should head for California?"
Dillon put his arm around Elizabeth and pulled her closer. "I think we should do whatever you and Eleanor want to. As long as we're together it doesn't make much difference where."
"I feel the same way," Elizabeth said kissing him quickly. "But you're dodging the question husband. What's your opinion?"
"This is between you and me wife; I don't want to sway Eleanor's thinking. I think we should go to Colorado Springs. At least up there we know someone who can advise and help us."
Two weeks later they were loading the last of the possession into the wagons for their trek to Colorado Springs. Eleanor had sent a telegram to her sister on a Saturday and received an answer on Tuesday. Tillie replied that her husband Ted said that the area south of Colorado Springs was as good ranch land as he'd ever seen. Ted and Tillie told Eleanor that the whole family could stay with them until they found a place of their own.
"Maybe we could find a boarding house or something," Dillon said to Eleanor. "It might be a little tight with all of us staying with your sister."
Eleanor laughed, "When General Parker started cleaning up Colorado City, Ted and Tillie bought a bawdy house from the owner just before he was run out of town. They've got six or seven bedrooms on the second floor and another two on the ground floor."
Ethan asked, "What's a bawdy house Momma?"
"Never you mind young man," Eleanor said a little embarrassed. "You'll understand when you're older."
"Oh....." Ethan replied with a red face and a grin.
The Triple E had an auction the previous day and sold off most of the things they were leaving behind. They weren't taking much of the furniture with them. The exceptions were the huge dining room table, the bed that John had made for him and Eleanor, the roll top desk, and a rocking chair that Eleanor had used to nurse both Elizabeth and Ethan. Eleanor was also taking a few favorite skillets, Dutch ovens, and her china. The china had been a gift from John's mother.
As they started their trek Eleanor stood on the wagon seat and yelled, "Pike's Peak or Bust." It was the rallying cry of the miners headed for the gold fields.
Dillon was driving one wagon with Oso handling the other one. Ethan rode with Oso and would be taught how to drive a team so he could spell the big man. Eleanor and Elizabeth took turns working with Dillon to learn how to handle a team and wagon in the mountains. Their saddle horses were tied off to the wagons on long lead ropes.
"Man's yesterday may ne'er be like his morrow; Nought may endure but Mutability.'' Dillon quoted as they left the Triple E for the last time.
***************
Red turned at Josh's shout and looked behind him. Coming toward him at a loping run was the grizzly they'd been tracking. He sure moves fast for such a big animal, Red thought. He dropped to a knee to give Josh a better shot and brought his Henry rifle up. Before he could fire he heard the big Sharps open up.
Josh quickly reloaded while Red put four more shots into the grizzly. The big animal didn't slow until Josh hit him a second time with the Sharps. He slowed, stopped, and rose up on his hind legs in defiance. Red put three more rounds into the bear as it dropped down on all fours and continued toward him.
Red shook his head partially in admiration and said softly, "Damn, is this big son of a gun ever gonna stop?
To Be Continued
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A third shot from Josh's .50 caliber Sharps dropped the grizzly back to all fours; the big bear now critically wounded snarled at Red, roared once more and then slowly slumped to the ground.
"You all right Red?" Josh asked as he quickly came over to his friend.
"That bear skin would have made a nice rug in front of the fireplace," Red replied pointing at the dead grizzly with a grin. "Your Sharps put some mighty big holes in it so we can't likely use it for that."
Josh returned Red's grin. "Ifin I'd known you wanted a bear skin rug, I would have just let you wrestle him to death." Josh knew Red was okay because of his joking manner but Josh felt a little shaky. "It was a close thing partner," he remarked to Red.
Red walked to the dead bear, pacing off the distance. "About 30 foot more and I might have gotten that chance to wrestle the big fellar." He looked over at Josh and said, "Glad I didn't have to though; it might have messed up my new shirt."
Josh put his hand on Red's shoulder and said, "I'm glad you didn't have go hand to hand with him." Then he smiled and added, "Sarah would use my hide for a rug if I let anything happen to you." Both men laughed, they realized that the confrontation with the bear could have had a very different outcome.
They stretched the dead grizzly out and Red pointed to a barely healed wound on its front shoulder. "Looks like he got himself gored by a steer, don't it?"
"That's probably why he was huntin cattle," Josh said. "He was too slow to hunt like he used too. Cattle are big and slow and every time he killed one he remembered his injury and went a little crazy. Should we skin him and take the hide for that rug you mentioned?"
"I was just funnin with you. Don't really want a fir rug; especially one from somethin that tried to eat me," Red responded. "Besides I don't think our horses want to carry a bear skin. Look at them."
Itsa and Queenie were trained to ground tie but the growls and roars from the bear had made them very nervous. The horses were almost dancing; their training told them to stay put but their natural instinct told them to run.
Josh had to smile as he watched Itsa. The horse would take two or three steps away from the entrance to the box canyon and then he would take those same steps back to where Josh had left him. Queenie had her head stretched out trying to maintain the ground tie as she kept stepping away from the canyon.
"Itsa is about ready to run off," Josh said. He walked to his horse and stroked its neck and rubbed its forehead to calm the animal. "Take it easy big guy," he said. The horse began to settle down as Josh talked to and petted him.
"Queenie isn't in much better shape," Red replied. He too stroked and talk to his mare to calm her. "Let's ride over to the Maggie M and let them know we got the bear. Maybe Jerry will want the hide."
Jerry Barnes had been the third partner in the group when they'd left the Hobart wagon train for Colorado. His parent's had been killed during a raid on the wagons; he'd been 15 at the time. Josh and Red had sort of adopted the youngster. They admired and respected the way Jerry had stood up to very bad event.
At 15 Jerry had been about 5' 8 and stocky; not having reached his full growth yet. Now at 23 he was a man grown. He'd hit a growth spurt at 17 and was now 6 foot with big hands that could handle a weapon or a horse with ease. For a youngster from Illinois he had become a seasoned talented hand with stock.
Daniel and Maggie Maguire, the parents of Sarah and Danni, had fussed over Jerry a bit and reminded him of his parents. Their son Jacob was twelve; he and Jerry quickly became friends. Jerry worked and stayed at the Maggie M with the Maguires even after the three partners bought the Lazy L. He had grown from a fifteen year old orphan to a 23 year old partner of a fine ranch.
Jerry was the first to hear and then see Josh and Red as they rode in. He walked down to the corral to greet them. "Howdy, have any luck?"
"Yep we found the big guy over to that box canyon. I wanted to dance with him but Josh was in a hurry to get home so he shot him," Red replied with a grin.
"We left the body in that canyon. If you want the hide you're welcome to it Jerry," Josh said.
"By the way, Sarah's up to the house," Jerry informed them. "I expect you're gonna get an ear full about chasing after dangerous animals and such." Jerry gave his two partners a big grin. "I think you're in for it now, Red."
"Me and Jerry will take care of the horses Josh. You go on to the house, we'll be there shortly," Red suggested with a smile. "I'm not in a hurry for Sarah to light into me."
Five minutes later Sarah rushed off the porch and ran to him as Red got close to the ranch house. "Josh told us what happened," she said. "I don't know what I'd do without you," Sarah added as she hugged her husband.
"I'm fine Honey," Red replied hugging her back. "Josh just had to show off with that big rifle of his'n; I had everything under control."
Jerry rode up to the house on his big horse Charger leading a pack horse. "I'm gonna skin that bear before supper. The hide will make a nice rug for in front of the fireplace."
Red and Josh both laughed at Jerry's statement. The young man looked at them not understanding the joke. Josh, Red and Sarah decided to head back home to the Lazy L. Daniel and Maggie invited the three to stay for supper but they said they needed to get back.
"I left kids with Danni and she's probably cussing me about now," Sarah said. Looking at Josh she added, "Besides after today I think Josh is in a hurry to see Danni. Aren't you Josh?"
When they got back to the ranch they fed and watered the horses. Josh spent an extra few minutes with Itsa, feeding him an apple, brushing him, and telling him what a good job he had done. It had been the young horse's first real adventure and he had handled himself well.
Josh was greeted by Danni with a big hug and kiss. Later that evening after getting the children to bed, Josh told her about the run in with the bear. "I thought that big cuss was gonna eat Red up. I don't think I've ever been that scared."
Danni hugged Josh to her. "Don't you know nothing can happen to you two when you're together? You and Red watch out for each other more than a lot of brothers."
Josh looked at Danni and said, "I think we should take everyone on a picnic tomorrow and just spend some time with the ones we love."
In their bedroom Sarah looked at Red, "You were pretty quiet tonight at supper Honey. What happened out there?" Red started to joke about the bear hunt but Sarah stopped him. "No kidding around this time please."
Red looked at his wife for a few seconds put his arm around her and pulled her to him. Kissing her gently he said, "That bear was gonna make supper out of me until Josh stopped him." Red stared at the wall for a few seconds and continued, "I hit that animal with seven or eight shots from my Henry and never slowed him down. If Josh hadn't a been there with that big Sharps of his that bear would be digesting Red McCall about now."
Sarah hugged him back. "Josh and you together are a hard pair to beat. I'm glad I've got both of you in my life."
**********************************
Dillon was riding Buck and leading the way. He looked back over his shoulder at the two wagons following him. Good thing we bought those wagons, he thought. Don't think regular ranch wagons could have made this trip.
They had bought two Prairie Schooners for their journey to Colorado Springs. Each wagon was a smaller version of the big Conestoga wagons and could haul up to 1600 pounds if necessary and was big enough to sleep in if the weather turned bad. The big wagons were put together so well that the body was almost water tight; they could float them across deep water fords.
Dillon had insisted that they carry no more than 1200 pounds in each wagon. No need to put more stress on the wagons and the animals pulling them that they had too. They could pick up some supplies from little towns and settlements along the way.
Eleanor left most of the arrangements in Dillon's hands. She said he was the one with the most trail experience. He decided to use mules to pull the wagons, instead of oxen or horses. They bought eight big Missouri mules to make up two teams of four. They had two horses from the ranch tied off with a long lead rope to the back of one of the wagons; the animals were saddled and ready if needed.
Dillon explained that although oxen were stronger, they were a lot slower and each ox ate as much as two mules or horses. Mules were stronger than horses and could pull heavier loads for longer periods. On flat land they could use just two mules per wagon; giving the other animals a rest.
"Besides we can sell the mules when we get to Colorado Springs," Dillon said. "Freight companies or the mines in the area can always use mules. If we use oxen we'll end up with pets or a big cook out at the end of the trip. They're not much use on a ranch."
The small wagon train made its way east from Prescott Valley to the freighter trail than ran north and south from Phoenix to Flagstaff. This route added a few miles to the trip but the trail north had passes through the mountains. It also avoided having to climb the Mogollon Rim; a rocky escarpment which was 7,000 feet in places. The hardest part was the climb out of the Verde River valley. The trail was actually pretty good up the mountain but it was very steep and hard on the mules.
Once they climbed out of Verde Valley and up on the Rim, a good portion of the trail was across grass lands and they made good time. When the trail became more dangerous Dillon would take over from Eleanor and Elizabeth. But he let them drive as much as possible; he felt he was needed to scout ahead for the easiest routes, places to camp, and to keep an eye out for Indians.
Dillon and Oso hunted along the way to add to their food supply and Ethan became very good at setting snares for rabbits and grouse. When they stopped each night he would scout out the game trails and set his traps; he was usually successful. One advantage this trail offered was a plentiful water supply; they usually found water holes, springs, or creeks every day or so.
There was a period of three days they spent crossing a high desert with no water. That was when the four water barrels they carried on the wagons really made the difference. They rationed the water they used to make sure the mules and horses didn't suffer. If anything happened to their mules they would be in a dangerous situation.
At night Eleanor usually chose to sleep in their wagon. She said sleeping on the ground hurt her back. The real reason she stayed in the wagon was to give Elizabeth and Dillon some time by themselves. Weather permitting they would pull a feather bed under the wagon and sleep there.
They had just crossed into the Colorado Territory and were about half way to Colorado Springs. The wagons stopped for the night at a large spring fed creek. After supper Dillon decided he was going to take a bath; he was dusty, dirty, and needed a shave. He heated a little water on the fire, shaved, and headed for the creek to wash himself and his clothes.
He undressed and washed his clothes using a little lye soap. Dillon hung his pants, shirt, and socks on a limb and waded naked out into the stream. He was washing his hair when he heard someone sneaky around on the bank of the creek. Dunking his head to rinse the soap out of his hair and face he stood and faced the direction the noise had come from.
When he saw who was making the noise, he grinned and chuckled. It was his wife Elizabeth wading out to join him; she was dressed the same as he was. "Maybe the most private time we've had," she said returning his grin. "Want to wash my back?"
Dillon nodded and replied, "Maybe I should take a bath more often." It was better than two hours before they got back to camp.
At first light the wagons were on the trail again. "Things will get easier when we get to Trinidad," Dillon told them. There is a trail north to Pueblo and on to Colorado Springs that's used by the freight wagons."
The spent two days in Trinidad, resupplying and taking a short rest to get ready for the last 150 miles. They were all eating supper at a diner when the Sheriff walked over to their table.
"Howdy folks, I'm Sheriff Blevins," he said. "Thought I'd just say hello. Y'all just passing through or you gonna stay with us?"
Dillon stood, shook hands with the Sheriff, and introduced the rest of his companions. "No sir, we're on the way to Colorado Springs. Hope to set up a ranch and raise cattle." It's nice to hear a Texas drawl again, Dillon thought.
"Where y'all from?"
"We sold our ranch in Prescott Valley," Eleanor said. "That's our stake for the new place."
"Sorry to be askin all these questions, ma'am," Blevins said tipping his hat to Eleanor. "You folks take care; there's been some trouble with some road bandits on the other side of Pueblo. Keep on your toes and good luck to ya." He nodded and walked out of the diner.
Eight days later they pulled into Pueblo and got ready for the last part of their journey. Dillon suggested resting for one day because half of the remaining journey was through mountain passes. He wanted the mules to be rested and as fresh as possible.
"How much longer Dillon?" Eleanor asked; she and Elizabeth were getting a little tired of life on the trail.
"With any kind of luck we should be there in about 7 or 8 days," Dillon answered.
"I'll sure be glad to get there," Oso said. "My butt's developing calluses from sittin on this wagon seat."
The next morning they were on the trail again. We had our share of good luck so far, Dillon thought, as he rode point on the trail. Sure hope it keeps up for a while longer. It was the middle of their third day out of Pueblo when Dillon noticed a dust cloud coming up behind them. He turned Buck and rode back to the wagons.
As he got to Elizabeth in the first wagon he said, "Some thing's coming up behind us; not sure what just yet. Let Oso take the lead and you follow whatever he does."
"Think its trouble?'
"Don't know but I'm going to scout back down our trail a ways to find out what or who it is."
Dillon rode to the second wagon; turning to ride close so Oso could hear him. Pointing with his chin he said, "Some things causing a big dust trail behind us. I'm going to check it out. I want you to take the lead and if you hear my gunshot find a defensive position for the wagons and hunker down."
Oso nodded his understanding and kicked the mules up to catch and pass the first wagon. Dillon saw Ethan climb into the back of the wagon and look back down the trail; the boy was carrying a Henry rifle.
About an hour later, Oso saw a rock bluff and pulled the wagons up close to it. The bluff would protect their backs in case of an attack. We can wait here for Dillon until he returns, he thought. The mules can use the rest and if there's any trouble we'll be ready for it.
They'd just gotten the wagons pulled in when a gunshot rang out. Oso saw that there were now two dust clouds moving toward them; they were closing the distance much faster than before. It wasn't long before he could make out Dillon riding at a high gallop back toward them. He pulled Buck up as he rounded one of the wagons and jumped off.
"Ethan, take Buck; he's got a rock under his left front shoe. He pulled up lame those last twenty yards or so. See if you can get it out and then get back to the wagons," Dillon ordered. Oso and Elizabeth already had their Henry rifles in their hands.
"There's a group of about twelve riders coming fast. I think it's those bandits Blevins warned us about," Dillon told them. "Anyway they shot at me when I got close to them." Dillon retrieved a shotgun from one of the wagons and handed it to Eleanor. "We'll try and keep them at bay with our rifles Eleanor, but if any of them get close blow them to hell."
The twelve raiders rode at the wagons firing their guns. Dillon told the others to wait until he fired before they started shooting. "Idiots," he said. "You can't hit anything with a gun from horseback riding at a gallop."
At fifty yards, Dillon opened fire and the others quickly started shooting too. Two of the bandits were knocked out of their saddles before they could get turned around. They regrouped at a distance of about three hundred yards. Ethan rejoined the wagons.
"Buck's fine Dillon. I got the rock out but he'll have a sore hoof for a couple of days. I tied him off to a tree back there and gave him a little water."
Dillon nodded at the youngster and passed him a rifle. "Give us a hand here Ethan," he said. Seeing the disapproving look on Eleanor's face he added, "This is a harsh land sometimes Eleanor. He don't have time to be a boy right now."
"No quotes Dillon?" Oso asked. Dillon enjoyed poetry and usually had a quote ready for most times. Dillon smiled and shook his head.
Ethan smiled and made sure the rifle was loaded. "For that which we are about to receive, we thank thee, Lord," he said.
Dillon looked at him with a question. "Strange thing to say."
"It's the only quote I could think of," Ethan answered.
The bandits tried another assault on the wagons, again starting to shoot while riding hard. This time the volley from Dillon and the others downed three of the raiders. The remaining group turned and rode even harder away from the wagons; they'd lost five men. The horses of the dead men followed the retreating bandits.
Dillon watched them ride away and then turned back to his people. "Anyone hurt?" Everyone was uninjured. The only casualty of the attack was one of the water barrels; it had several bullet holes in it and was leaking. Oso and Ethan quickly used cooking pans and Dutch ovens to transfer the water to the other barrels.
"Reckon they thought the cost was too high," Oso said with a grim smile.
"Shouldn't we bury those men?" Eleanor asked as they drove away. "It's the Christian thing to do."
"Think they would have bothered with us if it'd turned in their favor?" Dillon's eyes were cold and hard. "Hell is empty and all the devils are here," he quoted. Dillon paused and added, "We sent a few devils back to hell today."
Oso had seen Dillon in his battle mode before but it never failed to amaze him that this big gentle man could turn into a cold and ferocious warrior when the need arose. "What about their horses? Should we round them up?" Oso asked.
"Most of them are just nags from what I saw," Dillon replied. "They'll follow the rest of the bandits and their horses. Let's collect any weapons and such from the bodies and get on our way. If any of the stuff is good we'll keep what we want and sell the rest."
Elizabeth, Eleanor, and Ethan came to join Oso and Dillon in examining the dead men. "This isn't a job for a lady. Why don't you two stay here? Oso and I can handle it?" Dillon suggested. "You too Ethan, stay with the wagons."
"But you said I didn't have time to be a boy," Ethan complained.
"That's right I did, but there's no reason for you to grow up all in one afternoon. As wild as this country can still be, I'm afraid you'll see your share of dead men as you get older." No need to rush it, Dillon thought. "Go help your mother and sister water the mules and get them ready to travel please."
Ethan was disappointed at being demoted back to a boy. "Yes sir," he replied.
They didn't find much of value on the men. Not very good bandits, Dillon thought. The weapons were mostly old and almost worn out, the clothing were close to rags, and the men had little money on them. Dillon left the gun making sure they couldn't be used by Indians or anyone else that might find them.



"Let's water the mules and get going," Dillon suggested. "I don't think they'll come back but I'd like to put some distance between us." He changed his saddle to another horse and led the wagons to the next camp sight
The weather had been extremely good during their journey; now it decided to pay them back. It started to rain and the wind picked up until the rain drops were coming at them from the side. Riding close to Elizabeth driving the wagon Dillon smiled and said, "Never saw sideways rain before. It puts a whole new meaning to being wet, don't it?"
Elizabeth laughed and replied, "This wagon cover doesn't help much when you're sitting out here on the seat. Oh well, we won't have to take a bath tonight anyway."
"That's too bad," Dillon said chuckling. "I was sort of looking forward to another bath."
Dillon had been impressed with Elizabeth and Eleanor on their trek. Neither of them used the excuse of being ladies to slack off from their share of the work. In fact several times Dillon had to order them to rest and take it easy. Hell of a woman that I picked, Dillon thought as he smiled at his wife. Or was she the one doing the picking.
The freighter trail was almost as good as a road and they made good time using it. But now with the heavy rain it turned into a mud bog. Three times they had to stop and take the mules from one wagon to help pull the other wagon out of a mud hole in the trail. Even Oso's great strength couldn't push the wagons free of the clinging mud. After freeing a wagon for the third time, Dillon called a halt.
"We're spending more time getting wagons out of the mud than we are traveling. We'll make camp and hold up for a day or two until the storm passes and the trail dries out some," he told his crew. "As close as we are I don't want anybody getting hurt or the mules injured just to save a couple of days."
The rain stopped that evening but they waited two days for the trail to dry out before they resumed their journey. The night before it had started raining, Eleanor looked at the clouds and decided to stow a lot of dried wood in the wagon. Because of her they didn't have a cold camp; they were able to stretch a canvas from one of the wagons to the other and have a dry place to cook and eat over a small fire.
Sitting under the canopy leaning back against his saddle, Dillon thought this isn't too bad; he gently stroked Elizabeth's hair as she leaned back against him. Got a warm dry place out of the weather, got my wife and family, and got a full belly; not bad at all. If nothing else the two days rest will give Buck a chance to heal up some.
Other than a few still wet and muddy spots on the trail they had no more adventures. It was just the normal ten and twelve hour days plodding along with the wagons. It took them six more days to reach Colorado Springs. They followed directions given to them at one of the general stores to Ted and Tillie Clark's. As they stopped the wagons in front of the house, Tillie came running out to greet them.
The trip from Prescott to Colorado Springs had taken them 71 days. Pretty good time, Dillon said to himself.
Tillie suggested that they pull the wagons out back of the house until they decided what they were going to do and put the mules in the corral out there. The three horses were put in the barn. Ted returned from his office about two hours after their arrival. He told them they were welcome to stay as long as they wanted. After supper sitting in one of the parlors of the old bordello, Ted asked what their plans were.
"Suppose we'll start looking for ranch land right away," Dillon answered.
"I hope it takes a while," Eleanor said. "If I never sit on a wagon seat again, it'll be too soon."
After spending two days seeing the town, they began to make some plans. "First thing I want to do is buy another horse," Dillon said. "Ole Buck is 15 and he's carried me a long way. I think it's time to give him a little rest. But I'll want something special; the horse will have a hard go to live up to Buck."
"The best horses in the area are bred and raised by a feller down near Fountain," Ted informed him. "Y'all passed through Fountain on your way here. It's a full day's ride round trip. Josh Kelly is his name."
"I remember Fountain," Elizabeth said. "It looked like a nice place."
"Kelly and his partner own the Chico Basin Cattle company about ten miles southeast of Fountain," Ted continued. Ted and Dillon got involved in talking about horses. "Kelly's got this one big red horse named Diablo that may be the best I've ever seen," Ted remarked.
"Think he'd sell this Diablo?"
"You'd probably have a better chance at buying his wife than getting that horse," Ted replied laughing. "Don't think he'd sell him but he's been breeding the big guy and you might get one of his sons. But be prepared to pay top price and then some. That's no ordinary horse."
"Guess I'll take a ride to Fountain tomorrow and look up Kelly," Dillon said. "Want to go with me Elizabeth?"
Nodding her head, Elizabeth replied, "Maybe we should stay overnight and get a feel for the town." Grinning at her husband she added in a low voice, "It'll be the first chance we had to be alone since our bath."
Dillon chuckled, "Sounds like a good idea to me."
***********************
Josh, Red and the whole clan came into Fountain. Danni and Sarah along with little Maggie were in the general mercantile getting supplies and shopping. Josh had business at the bank and Red decided to stay with the other three children. He wasn't fond of banking and the business side of the ranch.
Red had Josh's boy William and his two sons John and Daniel in the big wagon. He was telling them tall tales about the journey he and Josh had made from Santa Fe.
**************
Dillon and Elizabeth were inside the store browsing. Dillon walked over to the man behind the counter. "Howdy, I'm Dillon Gallagher. Wonder if you might help me?"
"I'm Steve Mitchell, I own the place. What can I do for you?"
"Looking for a Josh Kelly. Understand he's got the best horses in the area. I'd like to do some business with him. Can you give me directions to his spread?"
"I can do better than that," Mitchell replied. Pointing to Red in front of the store he said, "That's his partner Red McCall out front with the kids. Josh is probably in town too; that youngest boy is his son."
Dillon nodded his thanks and stepped outside; Elizabeth was busy looking at some ladies hats so he left her there. As he got closer, he heard Red talking to the three boys in the wagon.
"So there we were. Just me and Josh facing over a hundred Indians. William your daddy stood there with that coup stick, you know the one that's hanging over the fireplace at home, well anyway there he was holding the coup stick in one hand and his rifle in the other. I was right beside him with my own rifle." Red looked to make sure his audience was paying attention. All three of the boys were sitting on the edge of the seat with their mouths open.
"Those Indians took one look at Josh and me and whipped up their horses and rode away as fast as they could," Red finished.
"Really Uncle Red?" William asked.
"Oh Pa," John said. "Are you sure it was a hundred Indians?"
"Might have been more John; I didn't have time to count em." Daniel giggled at the face Red made at John.
"You must be the famous John McCall," Dillon said.
Red turned around to face Dillon, hooking his thumb on his gun belt. "My name is McCall but most folks call me Red. Who might you be Mister?" Red wasn't being unfriendly but he didn't know this man.
"That's right; your father said it was only your mother and Charley that called you John." He paused a little and said, "Names Dillon Gallagher."
Red smile at the mention of his family. "Pa wrote me about a man stopping by to see him. Said that he'd served with Charles and Sam. That was almost four years ago. That be you?"
Dillon nodded. "I didn't really ride with your brothers. Charley and I met and talked for a couple of hours before we charged the Union lines at First Manassas. He sure thought the world of you; talked about you most of the time. He was a good man, sorry he didn't make it."
Red hung his head for a moment remembering. "Yeah, Charley meant a lot to me too."
Dillon gave him some time and then said, "I'm looking for your partner. Need to talk to him about a horse or two. He around?"
"He's over to the bank but he'll be back here soon. Our wives are in the mercantile and then we're gonna have an early supper before we head back to the ranch. You're welcome to join us; if you can put up with these three rascals here."
"My wife is inside too. I'll go tell her we're having supper with y'all."
As Dillon entered the store, Elizabeth called him over. "Dillon this is Danni Kelly and her sister Sarah. Danni's husband is Josh Kelly, that man you came to see about horses. She's invited us to supper; you can talk to Josh then."
Dillon laughed. "Just met Red outside and he asked us to supper too. He belong to you Sarah?"
"Yes, he's mine. All though sometimes I don't care to claim him," she answered with a grin.
Later that afternoon the three families met at the diner. Josh joined them and was introduced to Dillon and Elizabeth. The stories of the three families were exchanged during supper. As they finished eating, Dillon told Josh why he wanted to meet him.
"I hear you've got the best horses around and I need a couple of good ones," Dillon said. You can never go wrong complimenting a man on his family or his horses, he thought. "Folks mentioned your horse Diablo. Any chance of seeing him?"
"Sure, c'mon down to the stable with me; he's down there. I need to saddle him and Danni's horse Sunny so we can start back to the ranch," Josh replied.
Red loaded Sarah, Danni, and all the children into the wagon and drove to the stables. Dillon, Elizabeth, and Josh followed them, talking as they walked. When they got to the stables Josh told Dillon to wait a minute and he and Danni went into the barn. A few minutes later, they came back with two horses.
Josh and Danni weren't actually leading the animals. They had the reins looped over their shoulders and the horses followed them like heel hounds. Stopping in front of Dillon, Josh fed a piece of apple he had brought from the diner to a big red stallion. As Dillon stepped closer to look at the horse, Josh rubbed the horse's nose and neck.
"Behave yourself Diablo, these are friends of mine." The big horse nodded his head up and down as if he understood Josh. "This is Diablo, Dillon. He and Sunny there are the breeders for some of my horses."
Josh grinned at Danni and said, "Sunny used to be my horse too but I loaned him to Danni several years ago and she won't give him back."
Danni laughed. "Sunny's got more sense than to go back to Josh. He's mine now, aren't you boy?" The buckskin pushed against Danni looking for his own apple.
Dillon walked around Diablo and then Sunny. He was a good judge of horses and knew that these two were some of the best. "Fine animals Josh. Big, strong, and from the look in their eyes pretty smart."
"You and Elizabeth come out to the ranch tomorrow for lunch and I'll show you some stock. Maybe we can find something you like," Josh suggested. "We've also got some horses sired by Red's horse, Jasper. Jerry our other partner has bred his Morgan to a couple of our quarter horses too."
Dillon asked, "How do we get to your place?"
"Take the south road out of town. Follow the main trail past a big rock bluff; you'll cross Black Squirrel Creek at the bottom of the rise. Take the trail that branches off to the left and it'll lead right to our place. It's about ten miles from town."
Dillon nodded, "Thank you, we'll see you around midday".
Red had gone into the stable and came back leading a tall fast looking black. "This is Jasper."
Elizabeth walked toward Red and Jasper but Red warned, "I wouldn't get too close. Jasper can be as mean as a snake sometimes." Red grinned and added, "I think he likes to show me he's the real boss of the outfit."
"Nonsense, he wouldn't hurt me, would you big boy?" Elizabeth got a piece of apple from Josh and fed it to Jasper as she stroked his head. "He's just a big baby that wants some attention."
Red chuckled as Jasper pushed his head against Elizabeth, wanting her to continue petting him. "Jasper don't normally take to strangers," Red remarked surprised at his horse.
"One more thing Dillon," Josh said. "There's talk about road agents causing a ruckus between here and Pueblo. We haven't had any trouble around here but keep alert on the ride out to the ranch."
Dillon nodded. "Yeah, we run into a little trouble with them on the trail north of Pueblo."
"What happened?" Danni asked.
He hesitated for a bit and with a steely look in his eyes said, "None of my family was hurt. Let's just say that there's not as many bandits as there were."
Red saw the look in Dillon's eyes and thought, this is a hard man when he has to be. He's seen the elephant.
The Kelly's and McCall's waved good bye to their new friends and started back to their ranch.
*******************
The four men were just below the crest of a hill watching the two families below them on the trail. A fifth man was back in the trees with the horses.
"There goes that damn Kelly and McCall," one of the men said. He was the leader of the band of men.
"Let's take em now," one of the others said.
"Naw, they're on the lookout now. See the rider, that's Kelly and he's got a rifle lying across the saddle. McCall's the one drivin the wagon and his rifle is right beside him. Even the two women have rifles at their feet. No, we'll wait until tomorrow and ride up to the ranch house pretending to be looking for work. Then we'll surprise them."
In a soft voice the man said to himself, "that's when I'll make the both of them pay."
********************
The next morning Dillon and Elizabeth rode toward the CBC. Stopping at the top of the rise by the rock bluff, they dismounted. Dillon remarked, "Pretty country; I could see us living out here."
Elizabeth nodded. "It is pretty and from the looks of it, it's good land for raising cattle and horses."
They gazed over the rolling hills separated by grassy meadows. In the distance they could see a small mountain range. Dillon pointed out the stands of oak and hickory and the cottonwoods lining the creek at the bottom of the rise. "Lots of good grazing and water with just enough trees to act as a wind break against a Blue Norther," Dillon said almost to himself.
He saw the question in Elizabeth's eyes. "Up here that's what they call a cold, hard wind blowing from the north; down in Texas we called them a Texas Norther. I've seen the temperature drop from 50 to below zero in an hour or two. Most of the time there's snow blowing in with it. A Norther is tough on stock as well as people.
"I've never seen one," Elizabeth said. "I mean we got cold wind and snow around Prescott but not like you're talking about."
"The hills, mountains, and big pine trees around Prescott acted as a natural wind break," Dillon replied. "We got some cold and snow but not blizzards. This far north that cold wind can be a problem I bet. Down in Texas sometimes after a Norther blew through, ranchers would find some of their cattle froze to death."
"I don't believe it," Elizabeth responded. "You're just making fun of me now."
"No, really. The cattle were out in the open without a wind break. They'd turn their backs to the storm and that cold wind and snow would just freeze them."
"Well if one of those Norther rolls through here, I'll just have to get up against you real close to keep warm," Elizabeth said stepping close to Dillon and hugging him.
"Sounds like a fine idea, Mrs. Gallagher." Dillon hugged her back and gave her a quick kiss. "We'd better get along or we'll miss lunch."
Elizabeth giggled and asked, "Would that be such a bad thing?"
Dillon laughed and mounted Buck. Elizabeth sighed a little and got back on her horse. After they crossed the creek they took the trail going east for the final leg to the ranch.
****************
Josh and Red were on their way down to the barn; they had laid out the work for the hands and sent them on their way earlier that morning. Now they were going to put the horses they had for sale in the corral. Red had explained the connection between Dillon and his brother to Josh and he wanted to offer the best they had when he got there.
Before they got half way to the corral, the five men that had watched them the previous day rode out from behind the barn. Josh and Red stopped as the men confronted them.
'Howdy boys," Josh said. "Something we can do for you?" Josh wasn't fooled he knew these men were looking for trouble. They weren't cowhands.
The man in the middle pushed his hat back off his almost bald head; the chin strap kept it from falling. "I've been waiting almost six years to get out of prison so I could meet up with you Kelly."
Hearing the threat in the man's voice, Red slowly slipped the safety strap off the hammer of his pistol. "Why's that Mister?" He asked.
"Been wantin to meet you too McCall. You two killed Jake Stillwell and I'm here to avenge him. My name's Curly Stillwell; Jake was my brother. And when I'm done with you, me and the boys will help ourselves to those pretty wives of yours and anything else we want."
"Looks like they named you right, what with all your hair and everything," Red replied with a cold hard smile.
You boys are in real trouble now, Josh thought. Red's got his dander up and there's no stopping him when he gets in this mood. "Your brother and three others tried to kill us, Stillwell. We were just defending ourselves," Josh explained. He was trying to talk some sense into the man; at the same time slipped the safety strap off his gun.
Josh wasn't afraid to defend himself but he didn't want to kill the men if he didn't have to. As far as Red was concerned the men were already dead; he could read it in Red's eyes. No one threatens his family, Josh said to himself.
"Stillwell when the shootin starts you'll be the first one I kill," Red told the man. It wasn't an idle boast; Red was one of the fastest men in the territory with a hand gun.
***************
Dillon and Elizabeth had cleared the last trees coming into the clearing in front of the ranch house and saw the five men facing Josh and Red. Neither group could see the new arrivals as they came in quietly from the side. Dillon in almost a whisper said "Elizabeth, stay here. I'm going to give our new friends a hand."
"But Dillon, I can........"
"No arguments girl. These aren't just some rustlers; they're hired guns. If you're with me I'll be more worried about you than taking care of them. Stay here," Dillon ordered again.
Elizabeth remembered her mother's advice that sometimes you just have to obey what your man says without argument. She nodded and dismounted, pulling her rifle from the saddle scabbard.
Dillon applied knee pressure and Buck walked toward the men. Buck had been trained for war and could move very quietly as need be. He had been about two hundred feet away but as Dillon got closer he could hear the men talking.
"You take the two on the right Josh; I'll handle Stillwell and the others," Red ordered.
"Leave a couple for me," Dillon said drawing his own pistol as he got into range.
To be continued...
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A slight noise interrupted the confrontation causing the five gunmen to turn toward the side. They saw a man with steely eyes staring back at them. Surprise showed on their faces; they hadn't heard Dillon ride up.
"You can have the one on your end Dillon," Red replied.
"Get off our land and keep moving," Josh ordered.
"Too late for that now," Red responded. "They'll just wait and bushwhack us along the trail or maybe here at the house where the kids could get caught in the crossfire. I say we take care of them right now."
"That's right Josh," Dillon agreed. "These skunks will keep coming at you until they get you and your family or until they're stopped. Now's as good a time as any to finish it."
Stillwell and the others realized they had no choice but to try and kill Josh, Red, and Dillon. The man closest to Dillon started to turn his horse with a pistol in his hand. Before he could get face to face with Dillon a rifle shot rang out and the man was knocked out of his saddle. Dillon turned his attention to the next man and shot him in the head. By this time the other three, including Stillwell, were all lying on the ground. Their horses bolted and were running away.
Red heard a horse coming fast and looked behind Dillon. Dillon turned and saw Elizabeth riding at a high gallop toward them; she had her rifle lying across the saddle in front of her. Red chuckled and Dillon smiled with pride.
"Fine shot Elizabeth made Dillon. She's about as feisty as Sarah," Red remarked with admiration.
"Sometimes she's got too much spunk," Dillon replied with a smile. As Elizabeth pulled her horse to a stop, he said, "Thought I told you to stay back there girl."
"But you didn't say I couldn't help out, so I made my shot from over yonder," Elizabeth said as she walked to Dillon and put her arms around his waist and her head on his chest.
He hugged her to him. "You did fine Honey."
Sarah and Danni came running out of the house, holding their own rifles. There was smoke flowing out of the barrels. "Are you okay?" Sarah asked as she came to Red and Danni went to Josh.
"We're fine," Red replied and Josh nodded. Red continued, pointing at Dillon and Elizabeth, "Looks like our guests just paid for their lunch."
Josh looked down at Danni and asked, "Where are the kids?"
"I told John to keep them in the house," Sarah answered. "He's got them playing hide n go seek."
"Let's drag the bodies behind the barn and wrap them in a ground cloth," Josh said. "We'll round up their horses and put them in the small corral. After lunch we'll ride to town and tell the Sheriff to come get the bodies and their horses." His face was red with anger as he added, "Don't want them buried on our land."
"Sorry Dillon, guess we'll have to put off the horse trading for another day," Red remarked.
"We can come back tomorrow or the next day," Dillon replied. "Your ladies don't seem too upset about the shooting." He nodded at Danni and Sarah with admiration.
"There's been a few other...err...incidents during the years," Red responded. "They're veteran soldiers by now. But it will take a little cuddling tonight to settle them down. He smiled and added, "Me too."
"Well if you've a mind to Dillon you can ride your pick of the horses and come with me into town to see the Sheriff. That'll give you a real feel for the animal," Josh suggested. "While we're gone I'll send a rider over to the Maggie M and have Jerry bring over the two horses he's willing to part with. They were both sired by his Morgan; either one would make a good horse for Elizabeth. You can spend the night here and go back in the morning, if you've a mind to."
"I reckon I could stand another afternoon in town," Red agreed.
Before Josh could say anything, Sarah spoke up. "You're not going off and leaving us here alone Red McCall. Either you or Josh are going to stay right here."
"Yes em," Red replied. Turning to Dillon he said grinning, "See told ya, she's feisty."
Josh and Dillon walked back to the corral and the horses he had available. "What kind of horse are you looking for Dillon? That animal of yours has the looks of a good one."
"Buck's one of the best horses I've ever owned. I've had him since '64 and rode him a lot of miles since then. But he's going on 15 and I'd like to give him some rest; wouldn't mind breeding him too. If we find a ranch I'll need more than one horse anyway."
"You talked about a ranch at the diner yesterday," Josh said. "Up around Colorado Springs you said. You know there's a good ranch for sale not far from here."
"Where's that?"
"Coming out here if you'd turn west at the big bluff it's about 3 miles; just this side of the mountains," Josh answered.
Dillon thought for a few seconds and replied, "Might be worth looking into. Don't know if Eleanor would want to live here though; she got an idea about teaching school. Why's it for sale?"
"Feller named Tom Anderson owns it. Says he's getting too old to ride the range anymore and wants to get out. His boy was killed on a cattle drive last year; there was a stampede and his horse went down right in front of the herd. Tom and his wife sorta lost heart after that; said they've had enough and are going out to California."
The two men came to the corral and climbed up to sit on the top rail. Diablo and two other horses came over to greet them. "They're looking for treats," Josh explained as he handed each of the horses a piece of apple. "Hello Diablo," he said as he scratched the horse's ears. That big grey is Balin; his name is Cheyenne for warrior. He's one of Diablo's sons out of Lady, that grey mare over there."
"I know that Diablo isn't for sale but what about that roan over there?" Dillon asked.
Josh smiled, "If I sold Itsa, Diablo would be real put out. So would Danni; she's dang near made a pet out of him. He's another one of Diablo's sons."
Dillon and Josh talked about the merits and breeding lines of a few horses. Danni had come to join them and after listening to them for a few minutes she went into the barn. She came out leading a buckskin filly.
"This is Sandy, she's yours if you want her," Danni said. "Sunny there is her sire and Red's quarter horse, Queenie, is her dame."
Josh was surprised; Sandy was sort of Danni's pet. "I thought you said you didn't want to sell Sandy."
"Men, you don't listen," Danni was grinning. "What I said was that I didn't want to sell her to just anybody. I wanted her to go to a good home. Sandy would be a fine horse for Elizabeth."
Danni turned to Dillon. "It's my way of saying thanks to you and Elizabeth for helping Josh and Red."
Dillon looked at Danni and with a small smile said, "Thank you. Elizabeth will be tickled pink. Back in Arizona she rode one of the stock horses. She's always wanted a horse of her own."
"It's settled then. Josh, you and Dillon work out the money details," Danni ordered. She went back to the house leading Sandy.
The men watched her walk away and Josh said, "She always full of surprises." He chuckled and added, "That's one of the reasons I love her."
Dillon nodded his understanding. Turning back to the corral he said, "Could I ride Balin into town?"
Josh nodded and they saddled Itsa and Balin. Diablo pushed against Itsa wanting to be saddled. Josh had to push him out of the way. "It's worse than having a bunch of kids," Josh remarked. "If I ride Diablo too much Itsa pouts and if I ride Itsa for more than a day Diablo gets surly. I should'a raised chickens instead."
Dillon had to laugh as they rode up to the house. As he said good bye to Elizabeth he told her, "I'm going to send a telegram to your mother and ask the family to join us in Fountain. Eleanor should look at some of these horses and there's a ranch available I think we should see too."
"Did you see my horse? Danni said she's a real good animal," Elizabeth said excitedly.
"She ain't yours yet. Josh and I have to agree on a price for her."
Josh winked at Elizabeth, indicating that the price on Sandy wasn't going to be a problem. "We'll be back by early evening," Josh said. "If we've got time we'll stop over to Anderson's place and let Dillon take a look. Don't worry if it's after dark before we get here."
They rode at several different gaits traveling into Fountain. Josh wanted Dillon to see how Balin handled himself. They started at a fast walk and after the horses warmed up they kicked them into a trot, a cantor, and then into a gallop for a short stretch. Josh could see by the look on Dillon's face that he was impressed with Balin.
When they rode into Fountain, Dillon went to the telegraph office. He sent a wire to Eleanor care of Ted. Dillon asked the clerk to make sure the message was delivered as soon as it got there. He hoped to get an answer before leaving to go back to the Josh's ranch that afternoon. Leaving the telegraph office they went to see Sheriff Kennedy.
"Howdy Josh," Kennedy said as Josh and Dillon entered the office. "Surprised to see you in town two days in a row."
"We've had a hell of a day out at the ranch. By the way, this is Dillon Gallagher. He and his family are thinking about moving here."
After greeting Dillon Kennedy asked, "So what happened out to your place?"
Josh started the story of Stillwell and his men's attack on him and Red. Dillon added things as Josh explained the gun fight. "We wrapped the bodies and put them behind our barn. Sheriff you'll need to come out and get them pretty quick."
Kennedy listened without asking questions; Dillon and Josh had given all the information he needed. "Guess that's the end of that family or at least this part of it. The father of the boys and the last brother were shot while trying to rob a bank over to Pueblo two years ago."
"Trash is trash," Dillon said coldly. "And good riddance to them."
The Sheriff nodded. "Well I guess I better get a wagon and head out to your place Josh. Are you boys going back right away?"
"I think we'll stay in town for a while," Josh said. "Dillon is waiting to hear from his family in Colorado Springs. Maybe we'll have a beer or two."
Standing at the bar in the saloon having a beer, Josh said, "If your family starts riding tomorrow morning they can be here by mid morning, well before lunch."
Dillon chuckled. "They'll probably come in a wagon. I don't think Oso will find a horse that he can ride at the livery."
"Doesn't he ride well?"
"That's not it. He......well he's just Oso. You'll understand when you met him," Dillon replied.
They waited for a couple of hours and made a stop at the telegraph before they headed back to the CBC. The clerk looked up as they came into the office. "I was just going to send my boy to find you. I've got an answer from your family Mr. Gallagher."
Dillon took the telegram, read it, and smiled. "They'll start this way tomorrow morning," he told Josh. "They should be here by late afternoon."
After Dillon received the answer to his telegram, he and Josh rode back toward the ranch. It was late afternoon when they got to the turn off for the Anderson place and they decided to pay a call. As they rode toward the ranch house, Josh pointed out some of the creeks and water holes. Dillon noticed a lot of good grass land and an abundance of trees.
They visited with Tom and Julie Anderson for about an hour and looked around the ranch. Dillon asked the price and was surprised that it was fairly reasonable. "I'd like to bring my family over to look at your place in the next day or two," Dillon said. "Would that be okay?"
"Hell yes boy. Be happy to have them," Anderson answered with a big grin.
Saying goodbye, Josh and Dillon rode back to the CBC. After riding for several minutes Josh talked about the Anderson place.
"Anderson's is only about 400 acres but its prime cattle country," Josh said.
"Little small for a cattle ranch if you want to run a bigger herd," Dillon responded.
Josh nodded and continued, "It is smaller than our place but you can homestead the land behind it and make it a lot larger."
"How's that? Homestead?"
"The Federal Government passed the Homestead Act in '62. It says that anyone at least 18 can file on 160 acres," Josh explained.
"That's all, just file a claim?"
"You have to file an application on the land you want, live on it for five years and make improvements. Then you can file for a deed of title. That means that between the four in your family you could claim another 640 acres," Josh told Dillon. "That'd give you over a thousand acres. That ought to be enough for a good size herd."
Dillon thought for a minute and asked, "If it's that easy why hasn't someone homestead the land before?"
Josh laughed. "Anderson's place runs right up to those mountains yonder. And the only pass that can be used to move cattle through the mountains opens on his land. The next closest pass is 20 miles or more away through real rough country. If anyone claimed the land on the other side of the mountains they'd be land locked unless they could work out a deal with Tom."
Now it was Dillon's turn to laugh. "If we bought out Anderson we could connect it to the land on the other side of the pass."
Josh continued, "To satisfy the improvement requirement, you'd have to build a small cabin on each of the homesteads."
"With all that timber on those mountains and along the creek we could easily build four log cabins," Dillon replied.
"Yep," Josh replied. "C'mon let's get home before supper's over." With that he spurred Itsa into a gallop. Dillon was right beside him on Balin. The two horses broke through the trees into the clear running neck and neck.
The men pulled the horses up by the corral. "I think it was too close to call a winner Dillon."
"No, I'm the winner," he replied. At Josh's funny look he said, "I won because I found a damn good horse. If you don't want my first born I think we can make a deal for Balin."
Kennedy, with his deputy Roy driving the wagon, came out from behind the barn. They had the grisly cargo in the bed of the wagon covered with a large canvas. Kennedy rode up to Josh. "Made use of the canvas you had covering them Josh. Hope you don't mind."
"We'd probably just burned it anyway Sheriff," Josh replied with a grim smile.
"Well, get a replacement at Mitchell's and tell him to bill the sheriff's office," he ordered.
"Stay for supper Sheriff," Josh offered. "That goes for you too Deputy."
"Thanks, but I reckon we ought to get back to town. Got a bit of a ride and I don't fancy being on the trail after dark. See you boys the next time you get to town. Come on Leroy let's get going." Tipping his hat Kennedy and the deputy left for Fountain.
Josh and Dillon washed their hands and faces at the pump on the back porch and entered the kitchen. Danni, Sarah, and Elizabeth were fixing supper and Red sat at the table offering suggestions on how to do it.
"Red if you don't hush up, I'll make you cook all the meals from now on," Sarah scolded.
The ladies didn't realize that Josh and Dillon had returned until they heard them laugh. Danni and Elizabeth came to welcome their men home.
"Well I found a horse Honey," Dillon said. "I'm going to buy Balin." At the look Elizabeth gave him he added, "And Sandy too of course."
"Time enough for horse trading after dinner. You men set the table while Danni and I get the wild bunch cleaned up," Sarah said pointing to the four children playing in front of the house.
Supper time in the Kelly/McCall household was something Dillon, or Elizabeth for that matter, had never experienced. The four children seemed determined to out talk each other and only quieted down when scolded by the parents; the quiet would last about five minutes and then they were off again. The adults were almost as bad but they made a point to pull Dillon and Elizabeth into their discussion.
After supper, sitting on the porch with coffee and a cigar Dillon watched the kids chase lightning bugs. For the first time in his life Dillon began to think about being a parent. He looked at Elizabeth setting with Danni and Sarah and he smiled. We've never talked about children, he thought to himself. Maybe it's about time.
Later Sarah carrying a lamp led Dillon and Elizabeth to the guest house that had been converted from one of the bunk houses. "This place will keep you from being overrun by that zoo up at the big house," she told them while lighting a coal oil lamp. And with a small laugh she added, "It'll give you some privacy too. Breakfast at six, if you care to join us."
Going to bed Dillon put his arm around Elizabeth and she put her head on his chest. Nows as good a time as any to talk about having children, Dillon thought. Before he could say anything Elizabeth spoke up.
"Dillon, have you ever thought about us having kids?" Elizabeth asked in a rush. Maybe I could've been a bit more tactful, she thought. When she heard Dillon laughing, she sat up to look at him.
"I was about to ask you the something Honey," he replied still chuckling. "We sort of got married in a fever and never talked about things much. What about you Honey, do you want to have kids?"
"I asked you first."
Reckon one of us has to say what they think first, Dillon thought. So here goes. "Watching Josh and Red and their families and the way you were with their kids got me to thinking that you and I should have a real family," Dillon answered.
"Guess great minds think alike. I was thinking the same thing," Elizabeth admitted with a grin. "When do you think we should start our family?"
"Right now is fine with me," he replied with his own grin. "Though we might want to find a place to live first."
Elizabeth laid down putting her head back on Dillon's shoulder. "Let's not wait too long. Okay?"
At breakfast during the normal circus of the kids and Red, Josh turned to Dillon. "I forgot to tell you. Jerry sent word yesterday that he'd bring his horses over here tomorrow or take them into town if you'd like. He was tied up doing a repair job on the dam and couldn't get away until then."
"Dam?"
"Yeah, several years back Red came up with the idea to build a dam and back Chico Creek up into a lake," Josh answered. "Gave us a good watering hole for the stock."
"And our farmer here dug some canals for irrigation and we grow a lot of feed for the cattle," Red added. "The feed sure comes in handy when we get a real cold spell or lots of snow."
"You're not going back to Fountain to meet your people until this afternoon, right?" At Dillon's nod Josh continued, "Let's take a ride over to the dam site and let Red show off a little. It'll be a good chance for you and Elizabeth to get know your new horses."
Danni joined the conversation saying, "Why don't we pack a picnic lunch and all go? We can take lunch to Jerry and his crew too."
Josh nodded and replied, "Good idea. I'll go hitch up the wagon so we can take the kids."
William, Josh's boy butted in and said, "I want to ride, don't want to sit in a wagon."
John and Daniel quickly joined in, "We want to ride too. We want to ride too."
"Okay, settle down," Red told them. Turning to Sarah he said, "We could ride double with them, it's an easy trail over to the dam and it's not very far." She nodded.
Josh, Red, and Dillon went down to saddle the horses while the ladies put together food for a picnic in three baskets. Dillon was surprised that Red saddled Jasper, his big black stallion. He'd heard the stories about how mean and contrary the horse could be. Dillon asked Red about it.



"Jasper's only acts up with me or with strangers," Red replied. "Watch when the boys come down here."
Red's boys, John and Daniel, came running down to the corral and right up to Jasper. The big horse lowered his head so the two boys could scratch his ears and feed him pieces of apple. "See he's like a big four legged teddy bear with the boys."
William had come to the corral with the other boys but went into the barn where his father was. He came out leading Diablo as Josh led Sunny and Sandy. Josh smiled at the boys and Jasper shaking his head. Diablo's the same way about William and Maggie, Josh thought.
Elizabeth saddled Sandy while Dillon saddled Buck. "Thought you'd ride Balin," Josh said.
"Riding him wouldn't be right. I don't own him yet," Dillon replied. Pointing to Sandy he added, "Don't have that choice with Sandy. Elizabeth wouldn't forgive me if we didn't buy Sandy."
Josh looked at Dillon for a few seconds. "You got a hundred dollars on you Dillon? Dillon was surprised at the question but nodded. Josh asked, "Give it to me will you?"
Dillon dug into his pocket and handed Josh five Double Eagle gold coins. "You just bought yourself two horses Mr. Gallagher," Josh told him.
Before Dillon could object that Balin and Sandy were worth more than that, Josh said, "It's our way, Danni's and mine, of saying thanks for your help. Besides, I know that both of them are going to someone that'll take good care of them."
Danni and Sarah joined the group at the corral. Danni had been holding Maggie's hand but when the youngster saw the horses she broke away. Maggie ran over to Sunny and hugged one of the buckskins front legs. Sunny reached down and nudged the girl with his nose as if to say hello.
Elizabeth laughed at the look on Dillon's face when he saw how Danni and Sarah were dressed. Both women were wearing men's pants. Danni notice his surprise and giggled.
"Going into town we usually wear riding skirts," she told him. When we go to church or if we have company, like last night, we'll wear dresses. But for working around the ranch we wear trousers. Sorry to shock you Dillon."
"In town or when we have company we like to look like females," Sarah added. "But working or riding the range we don't really care if we look like ladies."
Red grinned at his wife and said, "I think if you girls were wrapped in buffalo robes there'd still be no doubt that you're females. And pretty ones too."
"Oh Red," Sarah said as she walked over to him, hugged him and gave him a quick kiss. Turning back to Dillon and Elizabeth she said, "Just when I think there's no hope for him he says something nice."
"We want to ride, we want to ride," the four kids said.
Red mounted and pulled his two boys up on Jasper with him. He put John in front of him and Daniel behind him. Josh put William on Diablo and mounted behind him as Danni did the same with Maggie on Sunny. Sarah, Elizabeth, and Dillon each carried a basket of food for the picnic.
As they topped the crest of a hill Dillon and Elizabeth saw a rock dam running from one hill to another. Behind the wall was a large lake shimmering in the sunlight. Dillon estimated that the lake was at least a mile long and about three hundred feet across at its widest.
Red was smiling at Dillon's reaction to the lake and dam. "This high plateau is good grazing land but water is a little scarce if you wanted to run more than one or two hundred head of cattle up here. The cattle used to just about drink Chico Creek dry in the heat of the summer. So we came up with the idea of this dam."
"It wasn't we, it was Red that thought of this idea," Josh told Dillon interrupting his partner.
"I see a lot of leaks in the dam," Dillon said. "Is Jerry repairing those?"
"Nope, we don't care if the dam leaks," Red answered. "I think it was Josh that said we weren't trying to stop Chico Creek, we just want to borrow its flow for a while."
"Some of the rocks have settled since last year," Josh told Dillon. "Jerry and the men are just filling in some low spots with more rock."
Jerry had seen Red, Josh and the rest ride toward the lake. He also saw the baskets and knew they were going on a picnic. He motioned for his crew to stop work.
"This lake lets us run a lot more stock up on the plateau," Josh explained. "It also lets us irrigate that plain over there to grow silage, hay, and corn for winter feed; there's more than 50 acres we use for that. That extra feed sure cuts down on losing cattle in the dead of winter"
"But the best thing about the lake is it makes a great swimmin hole for the kids during the summer," Red added laughing. "Makes a pretty good fishin hole too." He let out a rebel yell and said, "C'mon kids let's get wet." Red, Josh, and Danni sent their horses at a run toward the lake.
Riding Jasper into the lake up to his belly, Red picked John up and threw him into the water followed quickly by Daniel. As Josh and Diablo got close to the lake, William squirmed down and ran into the water. Danni dismounted, helped Maggie down and waded into the lake with her.
Dillon and Elizabeth had followed the mad rush to the shore line. Elizabeth gasped in surprise when Red threw his sons into the lake. Sarah had followed at a more sedate pace and came up behind them. "Red and Josh had those kids swimming about the same time they learned to walk," she explained. "Never would have thought that a cowboy from the dry plains of Texas would know how to swim."
Red pulled off his boots and tossed them to dry land. He looped his gun belt around the saddle horn and stood up on his saddle. He gave another rebel yell and dove into the water beside his sons. Then the water fight started with the two boys ganging up on their father. Josh wasn't far behind and William jumped on his back trying to dunk him.
Dillon was laughing hard at the "boys" antics. Turning to Elizabeth he said, "See what we have to look forward too?"
Elizabeth looked at him with a gleam in her eye. She shucked her boots, ran to the lake, and dove in. She yelled back at Dillon, "C'mon in, you need a bath anyway."
Dillon dismounted, dropped Buck's reins, and dropped his gun belt. He took off his boots and with a rebel yell of his own ran into the water. He looked up and saw the horses standing at the edge of the lake looking at the crazy humans.
He stood and swept his long wet hair out of his eyes. Dillon noticed movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned and squinting into the sun saw about a dozen riders on the crest of the far hill. Being as natural as he could be, he walked out of the water toward his gun.
Dillon reached down, picked up his gun belt and buckled it to his waist. "Josh, Red, we've got company," he said pointing with his chin at the riders as he pulled his rifle from the saddle scabbard. Both men looked in the direction indicated and they began to slowly come out of the water; they brought the children with them.
"Danni, you and Sarah take the kids over behind that rock outcropping there," Josh ordered. "Take your rifles with you."
Red gathered the horses and walked them over to where the women and children hid behind the rock outcropping. "Hold on them tight," he told Sarah and Danni. "We might need them pretty quick." He had to smile at Elizabeth; she was kneeling behind a big rock dripping water but holding her rifle at the ready. Sarah's not the only one that's feisty, he thought.
Jerry and the two men working with him on the dam had mounted their horses to join the family playing in the lake. Josh gave a shrill whistle; it was a well used signal between them to form a defensive front. Jerry didn't even look back to see what the problem was; he yelled at his men and they spurred their horses into a gallop.
When they got to the family Josh nodded at the riders on the hill. Jerry quickly dismounted and positioned his men near the women. "Any idea who it is?" He asked Josh. Josh just shook his head.
The riders on the hill watched as the people by the lake reacted to their presence. The leader motioned to his companions and slowly rode down the hill. They stopped at the waterway below the dam and let their horses drink. One man came on alone.
Red had eyes like a hawk and quickly realized that the dozen or so riders were Indians. As the lone rider slowly got closer Red turned to Josh and said, "I don't believe it. That's your old friend Running Wolf."
The Indian had gotten close enough that Josh recognized him too. "Wait here," he said mounting Diablo.
"Josh, take your gun belt," Red suggested.
"If Running Wolf wanted to cause us trouble, we'd never seen him on the hill. This is a friendly visit," Josh replied. At least I hope so, he thought. He turned Diablo to ride out and meet the chief of Jicarilla Apache.
Josh rode to about twenty feet and stopped. Running Wolf nodded and dismounted; Josh dismounted too. The chief walked closer to Josh and place one hand on his shoulder; Josh copied the gesture. The Indian dropped his hand and said something in Apache and smiled.
"Young Kelly has grown into a man," Running Wolf said in English. Josh was surprised; the first time he'd met Running Wolf the Apache didn't speak English.
It had been over ten years earlier when Josh and Running Wolf met for the first time. The Apache had been slowed by a several days of heavy rain on their way to their summer camp. They'd used up a lot of their food supply and hadn't had any success at hunting.. Josh had persuaded the wagon master, Hobart, to give the Indian band some cattle to feed the women and children.
The next day in a ceremony showing his respect and admiration for the young man that had helped his band, Running Wolf adopted Josh and Diablo into the Jicarilla Apache tribe. He gave Josh an Apache name which translated into "Friend with big horse".
"I've learned your language," Running Wolf said smiling at Josh's surprise. As he talked he made sign language along with his words. "I see you still have the big horse."
Josh smiled and patted Diablo. "It has been a long time Running Wolf; it's good to see an old friend. But why is your band this far north?"
"The white eyes have broken another treaty and the young men are talking of war. There is a Lakota Sioux called Crazy Horse in your tongue that is saying he's had a vision of a white buffalo. He says it means that we will drive the white eyes away. I think he's been smoking too much of the sacred tobacco and drinking too much of the white man's firewater." Running Wolf snorted showing his displeasure of Crazy Horse.
As they were talking, Red had walked forward to join them. He stopped at Josh's side and said, "Thought you could use some help with the sign language."
Josh turned his head to hide his smile; Red was gonna be surprised.
Red made sign and said, "It's been a long time since we met Running Wolf. Do you remember me from the meeting at the wagon train?"
Running Wolf looked at Red for a few seconds and replied in English, "Yes I remember the color of your scalp."
Josh and Running Wolf laughed at the look on Red's face. "I'll be, you speak English," Red remarked.
The Apache nodded and said, "We are traveling to the north. There are fewer whites there and I want to be as far away from them as I can." Running Wolf stopped for a moment staring off into the distance. "Crazy Horse is wrong. We cannot defeat the white eyes; there are too many, they are like the leaves on the trees."
Josh didn't know what to say to his old friend. He thought for a few seconds. "How did you know I was here?"
"I heard stories of a tall dark haired man that carried a coup stick with many feathers," Running Wolf replied. "It was said he had a man with hair like the sun with him. Our trail led us passed your lodge so I thought I would see if that dark haired man was my brother."
Josh turned back toward the lake and motioned for Danni to join them. Pointing to the children he indicated that she should bring them too. She walked over leading William and Maggie.
"This is my wife Danni and our children William and Maggie," Josh told his friend. "Danni this is Running Wolf, chief of the Jicarilla Apache. He's the one that......."
"Gave you the coup stick, I figured," Danni interrupted. She made hand signs to Running Wolf as she spoke. "It is an honor to meet the chief of the Jicarilla and a pleasure to meet an old friend of my husbands."
Running Wolf smiled and nodded at Danni. "My brother has chosen well; you are a good partner for him. Turning to the children he added, "You've given him a fine son to carry on his name and a daughter as pretty as the first days of spring."
Little William was wide eyed with wonder. He had seen a few Indians in Fountain when they came into town for trade goods, but they were considered "tame" Indians. Many dressed just like the townspeople. This was a real live "wild" Indian. William knew it wasn't polite to stare but he couldn't help himself.
This man was an Apache chief. He wore buckskin leggings with a loin cloth and no shirt. His chest and arms had designs painted on them and his hair was long, with an eagle feather in it. William was fascinated with Running Wolf. When William noticed that the Indian was watching him, he blushed and hung his head.
Kneeling down Running Wolf faced William and said, "You are alert and watch the things new to you. It is a good thing." Drawing his knife he looked at Josh; Josh smiled and nodded at Running Wolf. Danni started to step forward but Josh put his arm around her and shook his head. She relaxed, leaning against her husband.
Running Wolf took Williams right hand and pricked his thumb; then he did the same to his own thumb. As blood seeped out of the small cuts he pressed their two thumbs together. He had done the same thing with Josh years ago.
"You are now blood brother to Running Wolf. You are part of the Jicarilla. I name you "Lichii Sitiliden", it means Red Coyote," he told William. He took the eagle feather from his hair and tied it in William's mop of reddish blond hair. Reaching into the pouch at his waist he handed the boy a carved wooden totem.
"When you get your first horse Red Coyote, weave this totem into its mane. The totem will protect your horse and you," Running Wolf instructed. Standing he walked to Josh and Danni. He handed another totem to Danni. "Tie this charm into your buckskin's mane. It too will protect you."
William still wide eyed ran to his father, showing him the eagle feather and the totem. "Pa, I'm an Apache now, just like you." Josh nodded and let William show him his new treasurers. "When can I have my own horse Pa?"
Red looked behind Running Wolf and asked, "Where are your people?"
"They are camped beyond that hill."
Danni hesitated and then said, "That area has little water. Move your camp here to the lake; you won't have to have a dry camp."
"There may be soldiers following us soon. I do not want you to put you in danger," the chief said.
"I don't rightly care about a bunch of Yankee soldiers," Red said with a little anger in his voice. "This is our land and we'll help who we want."
Josh patted Red on the shoulder and smiled. "Take it easy Red. They're not even here yet and you're ready to fight the war all over again."
Red calmed down a little but added, "Never liked them Yankees trying to tell folks how to live and what to do back then and I don't care for it now either."
"You are our guest Running Wolf," Danni said. "But more importantly you are blood brother to my husband and my son; that makes you family. And I won't be told how to treat a guest in our home."
Running Wolf was impressed with Danni. Turning to Josh he said, "I was right, you have chosen a good woman to help you as you go through life."
Dillon had relaxed when Josh motioned Danni to join him. He wouldn't put his wife and kids in danger, he thought. Dillon walked over and joined Elizabeth and Sarah. Jerry and the two hands walked over to the rock outcropping.
"You must be Mr. Gallagher," Jerry said. "I'm Jerry Barnes. Got a couple of horses for you to look at when you've a mind to."
"Please to meet you Jerry. Call me Dillon and this is my wife Elizabeth."
"When would you like to see them Dillon?"
"We have to go back to Fountain this afternoon to meet the rest of the family. Maybe we could come back the day after tomorrow," Dillon answered.
"I'll bring the horse over to the ranch tomorrow and leave them for a few days. That way you won't have to rush out here to see them," Jerry suggested.
Josh rode with Running Wolf to lead his people to the new camp site at the lake; the band consisted of about 35 men, women, and children. The rest of the picnic crowd headed back to the ranch house; Jerry and his workers returned to the dam. Dillon and Elizabeth changed into dry clothes and began their return trip to Fountain to meet Eleanor and the family. They promised to return with the whole family in two days.
"We got horses to look at," Dillon said. "And I want a closer look at the Anderson place."
Dillon and Elizabeth returned to Fountain, arriving just past midday. They arranged for rooms at the boarding house and then went to the livery to wait for the family; they had agreed to meet there. Shortly after 2 PM Eleanor, Ethan and Oso arrived in a buckboard. I was right about Oso not finding a horse, Dillon thought.
"I'm glad to see you," Eleanor greeted Dillon and Elizabeth with a hug and a kiss. "But was it necessary to come all this way to get a couple of horses?"
"Yes em it is if you want to get the best," Dillon replied. "Besides I may have found us a ranch. I want to show it to you tomorrow or the next day and see what you think."
Dillon explained Josh's idea about homesteading the land adjoining the ranch. "We'd end up with about a thousand acres for just the cost of Anderson's 400."
"So you think we ought to buy this place?"
"Not necessarily but I think we ought to look at it. I was only there for an hour or so but from what I saw it could be a good place to live," Dillon answered.
Eleanor saw the eagerness on Dillon's face and said, "Well I guess we better take a look at this place."
Later, after supper, Dillon and Oso were sitting on the front porch of the boarding house with a cigar and coffee. "Guess I was right about y'all coming in a wagon. Couldn't you find horses?"
Oso chuckled. "We could have gotten horses for Eleanor and Ethan but they didn't have anything that could carry all this," he said pointing to his body. Oso was 6' 6 and weighed in at close to 300 pounds.
"Why didn't you bring your horse from the Triple E with us?"
"I should have but he was gettin on in years. Cassidy's range boss, House, said he would take care of the animal for me. If I'd knowed how hard it was to replace him, I would've brought him."
Dillon smiled at the big man. "Don't worry Oso, we'll find something for you to ride. Even if we have to capture and train a buffalo."
"Elizabeth said you two had a little excitement the other day. Something about a gun fight," Oso said.
"Women never can keep quiet about things, can they?" Dillon asked with a small grin. "I didn't want to say anything to worry or alarm Eleanor."
Dillon told Oso about the run in with Stillwell and his men. "If nothing else we got rid of some varmints. It got me a good deal on a couple of fine horses too," Dillon finished the story.
"It's that damn Winterborn legend all over again," Oso replied with his own grim smile.
********************
The next morning well before first light, Josh rode to Running Wolf's camp. They were going elk hunting; the camp needed fresh meat. The tribe had been traveling light and fast trying to stay ahead of any soldiers following them.
Leading two pack horses they rode to the spot Josh had picked out. "We will try for two elk," Running Wolf told Josh. "One will feed the families now and we'll smoke and dry the other one for the trip north."



They left the horses in a ravine and quietly walked to a spot near a game trail. Just after sun up, Josh nudged Running Wolf and pointed out the small herd of elk that was grazing in a clearing on the far side of the trail. Running Wolf pointed to two of the young bulls on the edge of the herd.
Josh nodded and brought his rifle to his shoulder. As the two bulls stepped completely into the clearing, both men fired. One of the young bull elk stood still for a second, took one step, and collapsed to the ground. The other one dropped immediately. The rest of the herd ran into the aspens and disappeared from sight; Josh could hear them crashing through the brush and trees as they ran.
They got their horses and quickly crossed the game trail to the dead elk. They tied ropes to the rear legs of the elk and using the horses drug them to the tree line. Throwing the ropes over a couple of sturdy tree limbs the horses pulled the animals up off the ground. Running Wolf slit the throats so the animals could bleed. It was still very cool in this high meadow but the elk needed to be field dressed before the heat of their bodies could spoil the meat.
Running Wolf knelt by one of the elk. He dipped his fingers into the blood draining from the elk and made a mark on his forehead. Speaking to the elk he said, "Thank you brother for your gift of life. Know that your gift will not be wasted. Speak well of us to Wakan Tanka, the Great "Spirit."
Turning, he raised his arms toward the rising sun. "Wakan Tanka, accept our brother's spirits and let them graze on sweet clover until we join them."
Josh watched the little ceremony, bowed his head, and said softly, "Amen."
They quickly field dressed the elk; saving the hearts, livers, and kidneys. Josh cut some long straight poles and some smaller branches from some Aspens. He used the poles and branches to make a travois for each of the pack horses so they could take the elk back to Running Wolf's camp.
Running Wolf used some more branches to hold the belly cavities open so the elk would cool more quickly as well as hold the heart, liver and kidneys of each animal. They lowered the animals onto the travois, tied them down, and began the trip back to camp. As they got closer to the camp, Josh saw Red, Sarah, and Danni dismounting in front of Running Wolf's lodge. They had Red's and Josh's boys with them and were leading two pack horses.
Danni and Sarah, with Red's help, were talking by sign language to some of the Indian woman while the boys were trying to talk and play with the Indian children. Red had been busy after Josh left for the hunt that morning. He put together some supplies that he thought the Indian band could use. The men of the tribe stood back watching as Red unloaded the pack animals. They knew that Red and the others were friends of Running Wolf's but it still seemed strange to have "white eyes" in their camp.
Red was the first to notice Josh and Running Wolf returning to the camp. As he turned to watch them ride in the braves saw them also. The men quickly ran out to greet their chief; they were excited to see the two elk. The animals were unloaded and hung by their rear legs for butchering. They used the lodge poles that had made the travois to form a stand to get the elk up off the ground. With so many hands to help, the elk were quickly skinned and butchered.
The Indians began cooking one of the elk and a slow burning fire was started to smoke the other one. Some of the women began to cut the elk into strips for smoking while others used green branches from the nearby trees to build a smoke rack.
Red called William over to him and handed him something wrapped in a piece of buckskin. They waited for Running Wolf to dismount and then walked over to him. They greeted the Apache in sign and Red pushed William forward and whispered, "Just like I told you."
William held the package in front of him. The boy in a solemn voice said, "My Pa and Uncle Red told me that you're supposed to exchange gifts after becoming blood brothers." Running Wolf knelt down to the boy's level. "You gave me that wolf totem and the eagle feather; this is my gift to you." Looking at Red he added, "My blood brother." He handed Running Wolf the buckskin wrapped package and with barely controlled anticipation said, "Open it."
Running Wolf smiled at the boy and opened the buckskin wrapping. Inside was a leather sheath holding a Bowie knife. The Apache was surprised and touched by the gift.
"It's a Bowie knife just like my Pa's," William said. "See it's got a leather sheath and on the front here is a honing stone to sharpen it and the handle is elk horn." The boy excitedly continued to explain the features of the knife. "Do you like it Running Wolf?"
Running Wolf pulled his knife and sheath from his waist and replaced it with William's gift. He put his hand on the boy's shoulder. "It is a fine gift from my young blood brother. I will carry it with me until the end of my days. Thank you, Red Coyote."
William was about to bust with pride and ran to his father. He grabbed Josh around his leg. "See Pa, just like Uncle Red told me."
Josh picked his son up and hugged him. "You did just fine son. I'm proud of you."
Running Wolf talked to one of his men for a minute and walked over to Josh. "Lone Eagle has been on our back trail. He says that soldiers are following us; they are about two days behind us but moving slowly. I think it best that we leave early tomorrow my friend."
"You can stay on our land as long as you want," Josh replied.
"Damn right you can," Red remarked.
Shaking his head, Running Wolf said, "It would only delay things. We will move into the high country. They will not be able to follow us there."
Josh shook hands with Running Wolf and said, "We will put the Jicarilla totem sign on our lodge. You are welcome to rest on our land anytime you travel through. We will see that your people are fed and sheltered."
Running Wolf nodded. "Thank you my brother. May Wakan Tanka watch over you." He turned and joined his people.
The next morning at daybreak Josh walked out onto the porch of the ranch house. Sticking in the ground at the base of the steps was a coup stick. The stick was dyed red and had a coyote totem tied to it. Josh smiled; it was a parting gift for William.
Josh looked toward the lake and the Indian camp. He said softly, "Vaya con Dios my friends. I hope you find a safe place for your people."
*********************
Dillon and his family spent one day looking around Fountain and talking to some of the residents. They learned a lot about the area from Sheriff Kennedy and Steve Mitchell the owner of the mercantile. They talked to the territorial land agent about homesteading. It was pretty much what Josh had said, although there was a filing fee that would have to be paid for each quarter section; they were told it was $1.25 an acre.
The following morning after an early breakfast they hitched up the wagon, saddled Buck and Sandy and started for the CBC. As they topped the rise at the rock bluff, Dillon called a halt. He motioned out over the valley in front of them.
"Good land for horses and cattle, Eleanor." She nodded in agreement. "The Anderson's place is off to the west here, about 3 miles down that trail," Dillon said pointing. "We're going to the CBC; it's about five miles east of here."
"Elizabeth told me about you two getting involved in a gun fight there," Eleanor said. "I would have thought you'd had enough of that back in Prescott," she added with a smile. "Just who are these people? This Kelly and McCall."
Dillon looked at Eleanor for a few seconds. "Josh Kelly is the best horse trainer and breeder in the territory, according to a lot of folks. Look at Elizabeth's new horse, Sandy. That's as fine an animal as I've ever seen. And I met and rode with Red McCall's brother at First Manassas."
He stopped for a minute, again looking out over the valley. "Josh and Red invited us out to their place for lunch and to look at some horses. When we got there five men had the drop on them." Dillon looked Eleanor in the eye and continued, "I couldn't just sit there and let those men kill Josh and Red. I just don't have it in me."
"I know that Dillon," Eleanor replied. "It's part of what makes you a special type of man."
Elizabeth spoke up to ease the tension, "I was there too and I helped."
Dillon chuckled. "You surely did Honey." He told Eleanor about Elizabeth's shot taking down the man that had turned to shoot Dillon. "Anyway, it's over and done. Now we need to get some good horses and find a place to live."
The group continued on to the CBC. As they stopped the wagon in front of the ranch house, a parade of people came out to greet them. Josh, Danni, and their brood were the first to greet them. Right behind the Kelly's were Red, Sarah, and their boys. Eleanor, Oso, and Ethan hung back until the rowdy welcome for Dillon and Elizabeth died down.
Dillon helped Eleanor climb down from the wagon and Ethan jumped over the side; Oso remained seated. Dillon introduced Eleanor and Ethan to the Kelly's and the McCall's. Handshakes between the men and hugs between the women were exchanged; although Dillon was hugged by Danni and Sarah.
Turning back to the wagon Dillon said, "And this is Oso; my other brother in law."
Red tipped his hat to Eleanor and shook hands with Ethan. As he turned toward the wagon he said, "Climb down friend and join the party." He completed his turn and got his first good look at Oso. Red's eyes opened wide and his jaw almost dropped.
He shook himself, smiled, and said, "Sarah, we may have to put another side of beef on to cook. I don't think one is gonna be enough for our friend here."
Oso climbed down and Red quickly walked over to him. Sticking out his hand he said, "Just fooling with you Oso. Welcome to our home."
As everyone was saying hello to Oso, Jerry Barnes rode up to the ranch house leading a horse. He dismounted at the corral, dropping the reins of his horse and looping the lead rope of the other one over a corral post. Joining the people in front of the house he was introduced to the new comers. Like Red, Jerry was impressed with Oso's size.
"I didn't think you were coming by Jerry," Josh said. Pointing to the extra horse he asked "Is that another horse you have for sale?"
Jerry looked around and saw Ethan playing with a couple of dogs. Quietly so that only Josh and Dillon could hear him he said, "I brought over those two from my Morgan the other day and then got to thinkin. That was before I knew Danni sold her Sandy to Elizabeth. Dillon and I talked a little at the lake and he talked about needing a horse for Mrs. Edwards. He also mentioned his young brother in law. I thought Rosie there might be a good horse for Ethan, so I brought her over."
Leaning closer to Dillon, Jerry continued, "Rosie is a mare, six years old and well trained. She's as gentle as can be."
Dillon smiled and thanked Jerry. "Ethan's sprouted like a weed this last year and now he's almost as good on a horse as me or Elizabeth," he told Jerry. "Rosie may be a better mount for Eleanor. Let's go down to the corral and take a look."
As they got close to the corral, Rosie nickered. Eleanor walked over to her and looked her over. She stepped close to the horse's head and stroked Rosie's forehead. "Could I ride her?" She asked Jerry.
Jerry went into the barn, brought out riding tack, and saddled Rosie. "She's real gentle ma'am," Jerry said.
Eleanor climbed into the saddle and rode Rosie around the house place for a few minutes. She smiled at Dillon and put Rosie into a trot, taking the trail back toward Fountain.
Dillon smiled at Jerry and said, "You may have just lost a horse my friend. Ethan, come here please."
Ethan joined Dillon at the corral. Dillon pointed to the two Morgan's that Jerry had brought over. "Which of those is the better horse?"
The fourteen year old covered his surprise that Dillon would ask his opinion about the horses. He grabbed a coiled rope from a fence post and stepped between the rails into the corral. Dillon had been spending a lot of time with Ethan; taking the boy under his wing to teach him some of the things he would need to know. Ethan roped one of the horses and tied the colt to the training post in the center of the corral. He spoke softly to the animal as he looked him over, running his hands down the horse's legs and across its chest.
"Good horse," he said as he released the animal. He roped the other Morgan and also tied her off to the post. He examined the filly a little more closely than the other one. Ethan released the horse and walked back to the corral fence, coiling the rope.
"What do you think Ethan?" Jerry asked before Dillon could.
"Well, Mr. Barnes, I'd have to ride em but they both look to be fine animals. The colt has a deeper chest and longer legs. The filly has a lot of muscle in her shoulder's; means she'll be quick on her feet," Ethan replied. He paused for a few seconds and added, "I don't think you could go wrong with either one. The colt will be a little stronger over a long ride but the filly will be better workin close in with cattle."
Ethan stopped; he seemed to be embarrassed. Turning to Dillon he asked, "Is that about right Dillon?"
Dillon smiled and replied, "I think you got it right son." Turning to Jerry he said, "Let's see if we do a little horse trading. I guess we've already bought Rosie; I wouldn't want to be the one to try and take that horse away from Eleanor."
Jerry saddled the filly and handed the reins to Ethan. "Take her for a ride while Dillon and I talk business."
"See if you can track down your mother," Dillon suggested. "I'd like to get over to the Anderson spread before lunch."
Ethan quickly jumped into the saddle and took off at a fast trot; following the same trail that Eleanor had taken Rosie. "Be right back," he called over his shoulder.
"We may not see him or Eleanor before supper," Dillon said smiling at Ethan's back. Turning to Jerry he said "I'd like to buy the two Morgan's and Rosie. How much are you asking?"
Jerry looked at Dillon for a few seconds. "You know my connection with Josh and Red, don't you?" At Dillon's nod he continued. "They took me in and made me a full partner when we left the wagon train ten years ago." Those two are the only family I got." He stopped to get control of himself and his emotions. Jerry wiped a hand across his eyes. "Damn, I'm worse than an old woman," he muttered.
Dillon turned away a little to give Jerry a little time. When he turned back Jerry was smiling at him. "My point is that I'm beholdin to you and Elizabeth for helping them out." Looking Dillon in the eye he said, "I think a hundred dollars for the three horses is fair. We got a deal?"
"If I can add my friendship to sweeten the pot, I think we can do business," Dillon replied with a smile shaking Jerry's hand. He knew that the horses were worth much more. Dillon also knew that Jerry was saying thank you with more than just words; he accepted the offer. "What are the colt and filly's names?"
"I've just been callin em boy and girl. Figured whoever bought them would want to name them," Jerry answered.
Eleanor and Ethan rode back to the corral. "Dillon I'd like to buy Rosie and the filly that Ethan's riding," she told her son in law. She was a little surprised that Dillon and Jerry started laughing.
"Yes em, it's already done. We bought the colt too," Dillon informed her pointing to the horse in the corral. "Now all we have to do is find a horse or two for Oso; or maybe an elephant."
Red laughed with the rest of them and said, "I hear tell Sanders over to the S Bar S has a couple of good sizes animals. We could take a ride over and see what he's got."
Dillon replied, "I'd really like to take a look at the Anderson spread first. That okay with you Oso?"
"I've been riding in that dang wagon this long; I guess a while longer won't make any difference," the big man answered.
"Well, I've seen Anderson's so I don't need to see it again," Red chuckled. Why don't Oso and I go see Sanders while y'all go to parley with Tom?"
"I sorta thought Oso should have a look at what could be our new home," Dillon responded.
"Amigo, it doesn't matter where we are; just as long as we're together. You and the Senora find us a place to live. I'll go find a horse maybe," Oso replied.
Ethan had been listening and said, "Ma, can I go with Oso and Red?"
"You better ask Mr. McCall if he minds you tagging along," Eleanor replied.
"He'll be fine Mrs. Edwards," Red told her. "Besides he needs to learn about the country round here if y'all gonna stay."
"Ethan," Dillon called the boy to him. "While you were gallivanting all over the country side with your Ma, we bought those three horses." The boy looked at him with a hopeful gleam in his eye. Dillon just stared at the youngster for almost a full minute. He broke into a smile and told Ethan, "You'd better think of a name for that filly; she belongs to you now."
"Yes sir. I'll take good care of her," Ethan responded with enthusiasm. "I hoped you'd buy her and I've already got a name for her." He paused for a few seconds, smiled at Dillon and said, "I'm gonna call her Shelley."
As Dillon raised his eyebrows in a question Ethan added, "You know after that poet you're always quotin."
Dillon was a special man in many ways, but one was his love for poetry and literature. He sometimes quoted from the works of Shelley and Lord Byron, his two favorite poets. It amused his family that this one time Calvary officer, one time Deputy Marshal, and cowhand would quote passages from the poets. Ethan had taken to studying poetry too.
"I suppose you want to call the colt Lord Byron," Dillon said with a big grin.
"Yes sir, I thought we might."
"You've been paying attention haven't you?" Dillon asked. "Okay, Shelley and Lord Byron it is."
Dillon handed Oso several gold coins to pay for any horses he might find. Oso climbed back onto the wagon and with Red on one side and Ethan on the other they started their trip to the S Bar S. They'd been traveling for about twenty minutes with Red talking about the land, the water, and grazing in the area.
They stopped to rest the wagon team and Red looked at Oso for a bit. The big man noticed him staring and said, "I was adopted."
"Huh?" Red replied.
Oso chuckled. "I don't look like anyone else in the family. Everyone wonders the same thing when the Senora introduces me as her son. Senor Edwards found me when I was ten, burying my parents after an Apache raid. He took me home with him; that was better than twenty five years ago."
"Actually I was wondering how big a horse you're gonna need," Red answered.
Both Ethan and Oso laughed at Red's statement and they continued toward the S Bar S. As they rode up to the ranch house, Bill Sanders the owner of the S Bar S came out on the porch to greet them.
"Howdy Red. Get down and sit a spell," Sanders offered.
"How do Bill," Red replied as he got down. "Like you to meet some friends of mine. The youngster is Ethan Edwards; the one in the wagon is Oso."
"Any friends of Red are friends of mine; step down boys and get comfortable." Oso and Ethan climbed down and stepped onto the porch with Red. Sanders shook hands with Oso and Ethan. Red explained about Dillon and the Edwards family including Dillon's help with Stillwell and his friends. Turning back toward the house the men saw Nancy Larson, Sanders sister, come out to join them carrying a tray with a coffee pot, cups, and some cookies.
"Hello Red," Mrs. Larson said. "Thought you might like some of my cookies. You never seem to get enough of them."
"No ma'am, can't say as I do. Those are the best cookies in four counties," Red replied stuffing a cookie into his mouth. He spoke around a mouthful of cookie, "Better try some of these boys, before I eat them all."



"Don't talk with your mouthful Red," Nancy told him. Turning to Oso and Ethan she offered them the plate of cookies. "How's Sarah and the boys Red? And Josh and his family?"
Red swallowed, took a sip of coffee and said, "Everyone's just fine Mrs. Larson. Josh took Dillon and his family over to look at the Anderson spread." He smiled as he grabbed another cookie. "We might just have some new neighbors if they can get together with Tom and Julie on a price."
Bill Sanders said, "It'd be nice to see that place be a working ranch again. I know Tom's heart hasn't been in it since his boy was killed."
"Guess you'll be headed back to Fountain in a couple of months when school starts, Mrs. Larson." Red explained to Oso and Ethan that Nancy Larson had taken over the teaching job when Sarah and he got married.
"Not really looking forward to another year of it," Nancy replied. "It's been eight years now and I told them last year to find another teacher but they haven't had any luck. I agreed to teach one last year; but this is the last one. I want to travel a little and spend some time out here on the ranch too."
"My Ma was a teacher," Ethan said. "She says she wants to be one again; she don't much care for ranchin."
"What brings you boys to my place?" Sanders asked. "I'm glad to see you Red but I know you didn't ride all the way over here just to get some of Nancy's cookies."
"Don't be too sure about that Bill. They'd be worth the ride all by themselves." Red chuckled in response. "Came to see you about those two big horses you got that's eating you out of house and home. Need a couple of mounts for my little friend here," he said nodding toward Oso.
"Let's head down to the lower corral; I keep those two there."
On the way to the corral Sanders explained that his sister had adopted a draft horse from the freight company. The animal was going to be put down because of its age. Somehow the big horse had got into the paddock where the mares in season were kept.
"These two here are the result," Sanders said pointing to the horses in the corral.
One of the horses was a bay in color and the other was buckskin. Even though they had different dames the two colts were similar in size. They didn't look heavy and massive like their sire but both were very large animals. The bay was seventeen hands at the shoulder and the buckskin was about a tad shorter. Their legs were long and very muscular.
As the men walked up to the corral both horses came over to greet them. "They're nothing but a couple of pets now; everybody feeds and spoils them," Sanders said with a small grin. "I'd be happy to make you a good deal on them Oso."
Oso went into the corral and looked over the horses, running his hands over their chest and legs. "Fine animals Mr. Sanders. They're strong and spirited. Why would you want to get rid of them?"
"They're good animals but a mite too slow of foot to make good cow ponies," Sanders answered.
Red stood back as Oso and Sanders began horse trading. Ethan watched as the two men went back and forth until a deal was made. Sanders threw in a saddle and tack. Oso paid him, tied the horses off to the rear of the wagon and they started back to Red's ranch.
*****************
Josh and Dillon rode in the lead toward Anderson's ranch with Elizabeth and Eleanor following. They rode through white oak and pines trees; the streams they crossed were lined with cottonwoods. "Lots of good timber here and up on those mountains," Josh said. "Be easy to cut enough for those cabins you'll need on the homesteads."
Dillon nodded. "There's plenty to help enlarge the ranch house too."
As they came into the clearing in front of the ranch house, Tom and Julie Anderson came out to greet them. "Thought you might be back young feller," Tom said. "Y'all get down and stretch a bit."
Dillon introduced Elizabeth and Eleanor to the Andersons. "Thought we might take a look around, if it's alright with you Mr. Anderson."
"Tom's good enough Dillon. I'll saddle up and ride with you and point out the property lines and such."
Eleanor and Elizabeth stayed at the ranch house with Mrs. Anderson. "The men know more about ranching and ranch land than I do," Eleanor said. "I'd rather talk to you Julie about your day to day life out here."
Dillon, Josh, and Tom Anderson rode along the borders of the ranch. Tom pointed out the survey markers on each corner of his land. When they got to the cut or pass through the mountains, the three rode up to the crest and looked down into the next valley.
"There's just over 300 acres in the original parcel and we homestead that quarter section in '63," Anderson said pointing to the land leading up to the pass. "Own right up to the crest of this cut here. It's the only way through these mountain for better than 20 miles in any direction."
Dillon glanced at Josh, now understanding his idea of homesteading on the far side of the mountains west of the spread. He motioned to the other two and rode down into the far valley for a closer look. They rode around the land for about an hour taking note of the grassy plains, timber and stream before they headed back over the pass.
"I think your idea's a good one Josh," Dillon said. "We could homestead a full section over there; that'd give us better than a thousand acres, just like you said."
Turning to Anderson he asked, "Why didn't you claim the land in that next valley Tom?"
"Too much work for me," he replied with a smile. "I worked for 20 years for the railroad back in Pennsylvania and retired. My Julie was very frugal, hell she was tighter with a dollar than anyone I even met. She saved most of my wages and added hers to the stake. So we lived pretty good all these years without havin to work our tails off."
Anderson stopped for a minute, hanging his head. "We'd just started to think about turning the place into a real cattle ranch to leave our son when he was killed on that damn cattle drive. After that we didn't much care to stay here." He lifted his head and smiled. "Gonna go to California and live by the ocean."
The men returned to the ranch house and dismounted. Elizabeth and Eleanor came out to meet Dillon and Josh. They stepped off the porch and joined Dillon as he walked around the clearing. He told the ladies about the ranch and the plans to expand it. Elizabeth and Eleanor could tell by the excitement in his voice and the gleam in his eyes that he wanted to buy the Anderson spread.
"It's not that far into town," Eleanor offered. "We could get our shopping done and back home in one day easy."
"What do you think Elizabeth?" Dillon asked his wife.
Smiling Elizabeth replied, "I told you before, whither thou goest, I will go; whither thou lodgest, I will lodge." Then she giggled. "I think it would be a fine place to live, Honey."
Dillon chuckled and said, "Now you're going make quotes at me too? Guess I started something didn't I?" He paused and asked, "Well ladies should we make Mr. Anderson an offer on the ranch or should we keep looking?"
First Eleanor nodded and then Elizabeth did also. "Remember what you told young Cassidy, Dillon," Eleanor said. At his puzzled look she continued, "You told him not to try and horse trade with me; just give me his best offer. I think the same thing applies here. Ask Mr. Anderson what he wants and if it's reasonable give it to him."
Dillon agreed with her and the three of them walked back to the house. Stepping onto the porch Dillon said, "What do you want for the place Tom?"
"Well I reckon we could let it go for three thousand dollars," he answered. "I'm not trying to get rich here but I think the place is worth that much; maybe more. But we'd don't want to sit around waitin on a buyer with deep pockets. We'd like to head for California before the winter sets in."
Dillon thought for a minute. "I'd like to talk it over with my partners here," he said pointing to Elizabeth and Eleanor with a grin. "We'll discuss it tonight and get back to you in the morning. Is that agreeable?"
"That'll be fine Dillon. See you tomorrow morning; come early for breakfast if you've a mind too."
Josh, Dillon and the ladies mounted and rode back to Josh's place. When they got back to the ranch, Danni and Sarah insisted that they stay the night. After supper Josh, Dillon, and Eleanor sat on the front porch talking about the Anderson ranch. Oso joined them, listening to the description of the land. Ethan stayed inside playing big brother to the children and keeping them out from under foot as the women cleaned up after supper.
"Three thousand might sound a bit steep Dillon," Josh said. "There's a lot of open prairie around here; just there for the takin. Problem is that most of it is almost high chaparral." Noticing Eleanor's puzzled looked he added, "It's almost desert; there's not much water. Hard place to raise cattle or horses."
Dillon nodded; he'd seen plenty of high chaparral in Texas and in his travels to Arizona. Josh continued, "I think Tom's place is worth the askin price; what with the good water and timber on the property. If you look at homesteading like we talked about you'd be getting over a thousand acres for that price. Course you have to add the filing fees for the homestead but it's still a lot of good land at a good price."
Red came out to join them. "Sarah just plumb run me out of the kitchen. Said I was just getting in the way."
"How about you Red? What do you think?" Josh asked his partner.
Red paused before he answered. "If we were lookin to add to the CBC, I'd buy the place myself. The place can be made into a fine ranch Dillon. Course you might want to dicker with that old horse thief Tom a bit."
Elizabeth, Danni, and Sarah joined the group on the porch; each of them standing next to their own husband. Dillon hugged Elizabeth, nodded at Eleanor and said, "Let's get up early and join the Andersons for breakfast; I think we've got some business to discuss with them."
To be continued
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We've done a lot of work in under a year, Dillon thought looking back at the new ranch house as he walked around the clearing with his morning coffee. Especially since we got started so late in the year after buying the place.
It had been late September by the time they'd bought out the Andersons. After getting their wagons and possessions from Colorado Springs, Dillon sold the mules to the freight company in Fountain. One of the Prairie Schooners was sold to a family headed to California and they kept the other one for a heavy haul wagon for the ranch.
About three weeks after they took over the ranch, Red and Josh came over to help lay out the boundaries and foundations for the new house, barn and corrals. Sarah, Danni and the children were talking and giving advice to Elizabeth about what to expect that winter.
Oso was looking over the trees nearby to see which ones they could use for the buildings; he had Ethan with him. They came back to the house place at a high lope. "Lots of riders comin," Oso said. "Looks like horse soldiers."
"Sheriff Kennedy is with them," Ethan added.
A cavalry troop of twenty men, led by a young Lieutenant and a grizzled older Sergeant rode over to where Dillon and his friends were working. The Sheriff rode beside the young commander. Josh and Red heard Dillon mutter to himself, "Damn blue bellies," as he stood to face the soldiers.
"Dillon, this is Lieutenant Smalley," Kennedy said. "He and his men are tracking Running Wolf. Lieutenant this is Dillon Gallagher, the owner of this ranch."
"And who are these two?" Smalley asked with an officious tone.
Josh saw Red bristle at the young man's tone. "I'd be Red McCall and this is Josh Kelley, if it's any concern of yours," Red answered.
Ignoring Red, Smalley looked at Josh. "You're the one that's friendly with that savage, Running Wolf.
"Yes Lieutenant, I consider Running Wolf a friend," Josh replied. "Why do you ask?"
"My men and I are charged with bringing that renegade and his people to the reservation. It's your duty to help us accomplish that. You will guide us through the north country to where the Indian is hiding," Smalley ordered.
The Sergeant said in a low voice, "Easy Lieutenant. You can catch more flies using honey than using vinegar."
"Quiet Sergeant, I'm in command here." Turning back to Josh he continued, "Get your horse and supplies; we'll leave as soon as you're ready."
Josh waited for a few seconds before he answered. Got to watch myself, he thought. I don't want to get Red and Dillon any more worked up than they already are. He didn't like Smalley's manner either.
"I'm not going with you Smalley."
"Sheriff Kennedy tells me you didn't serve your country during the War Between the States; he warned me that you don't care for the U. S. Army very much. Are you a coward sir? Is that why you won't guide us to Running Wolf?"
First Red and then Dillon tensed and Red took a step toward the cavalry man. Josh put his arm out and stopped him. He turned back to the Lieutenant.
"It's none of your concern as to why I didn't fight in that idiotic war," Josh said, his voice tight with anger. "But I will give you my reasons for why I won't do what you want Smalley."
Red was trying to walk around Josh to get at the Lieutenant. "Take it easy Red," Josh said putting his hand on his friends shoulder.
Dillon stepped forward to Josh's side. "Both McCall and I served in the war Lieutenant." Smalley looked Dillon's way. "McCall served with the 29th. Texas Cavalry at First Manassas in '61 and I served with First Virginia Cavalry. Care to make something of that Blue Belly?"
Josh put his hand on Dillon's arm and pulled him back. Dillon resisted for a few seconds and then stepped back; still glaring at Smalley.
"As I said, Running Wolf is my friend; what's more he's my blood brother," Josh replied as he tried to calm Dillon. "I won't help you track him down like an animal." Josh stopped and looked hard at the young Lieutenant. "Unless you're very careful, you'll get yourself and your men killed. Of course Running Wolf may just lead you around until winter sets in and then leave you out there to die. If you do corner him and force him to fight, he will kill you."
Josh paused for a bit and said, "Let him be Smalley. He hasn't raided any white men or their ranches. All he wants is to be left alone."
"I'll remember this incident sir," Smalley said. We'll see about your cowardly refusal to help when I return."
Josh couldn't stop Red this time. "If you care to step down we can see about that coward stuff right now, Sonny," Red challenged. "I really wish you would because you may not come back and I'll miss my chance at teachin you some manners. Running Wolf will leave you to rot in the snow."
Kennedy guided his horse in between Smalley and Red. "Lieutenant, I think you'd better leave while you still can," he suggested.
The young Lieutenant hesitated and then asked, "Are you coming Sheriff?"
"Nope, don't reckon I will. I agreed to introduce you to Kelly and now I'm done with ya."
Smalley looked at Josh, Red, and Dillon with a scornful look before leading his troop away. The Sergeant was the last to leave as he stayed behind to make sure the troopers followed orders. He turned to Josh and shrugged his shoulders. "Sorry gents," he said.
"You're gonna die out there Sergeant," Josh warned him.
"Maybe so Mr. Kelly, but I'm a soldier and I have my orders." The Sergeant turned and followed the troop north.
Red looked at Kennedy after the cavalry had gone. "Why are they makin such a fuss over Running Wolf? He's never made any raids around here."
"Colorado is gonna become a state in the next two years or so," Kennedy replied. "The Territorial Governor wants to be the first Governor of the new state. So he's using the Indians to gain support from the voters." Kennedy paused as said, "All he's gonna do is get some soldier boys killed. Oh well, not my concern. See y'all; I'm headed back to town."
It was about two months later that Dillon heard Lieutenant Smalley and his men returned to Fountain and then on to Denver. Smalley lost a couple of toes and a finger to frost bite and six of his men died in the high country. Word was that the troopers never actually saw Running Wolf. They just followed his trail around the mountains until winter set in and trapped them.
Meanwhile Dillon, Elizabeth, Eleanor, and Oso had each filed a homestead application for land on the far side of the mountain pass. Dillon was thankful for the bequeathal from his family which made this expense possible.
They laid out the corner markers on four sections of land and filed their homestead claims. Four small cabins were quickly built to meet the law's provision for improvement on the land. Ethan would also file an application when he turned 18.
The new house faced south and nestled at the base of two mountains that formed a sort of elbow. They acted as a natural wind break to protect the house from the cold north winds. The house was built using logs and timber from the ranch. They had cut down some oak trees, took them to the saw mill in Fountain, and had them cut into planks for flooring and shingles.
Josh and Red had offered to help with the building. Dillon thanked them but told them they had a full time job taking care of their own ranch. "Besides, I think you've got your hands full with that new baby boy at your place Josh. I think Danni needs your help more than we do."
Red laughed. "Danni says he's more hindrance than help. Says he's useless while Clint is this young."
"Not my fault that I never got the hang of puttin on diapers," Josh protested with a laugh.
However, Dillon used Josh and Red's knowledge and experience in the area to hire two handy men to help with building the house, the new barn, and the two corrals. It was an added expense but they had the house under roof before the first snow fall. The winter weather didn't affect the work on the interior of the house.
They covered the window openings with canvas or oil paper until the windows and doors they ordered from Colorado Springs arrived. Dillon hired a wood carver from Colorado Springs to hand carve a set of double doors for the main entrance to the house. Everyone, including the hired hands, lived in the Anderson's old ranch house until the work on the house was done; it was a little crowded for six weeks or so.
The new house was two stories with four large bedrooms on the top floor. The main floor just had two rooms. The kitchen was large and open to the eating area; the other room was L shape and ran the length across the front of the house. The leg of the L was used as an office and for storage.
Eleanor was the one that settled the debate about a name for the ranch. Someone suggested "Twin Peaks" because of the two mountains just north of the house site. Another suggestion was "South Fork" because the south fork of Black Squirrel Creek flowed through the property. And one last proposal was "G & E" for Gallagher and Edwards.
"What do you think we should name the ranch Momma?" Elizabeth asked Eleanor.
She hesitated for a few seconds and softly quoted:
"And in the fury of this darkest hour
I will be your light
You've asked me for my sacrifice
And I am Winterborn
Within this moment now
I am for you, though better men have failed
I will give my life for love
For I am Winterborn."
"I think we should call the place Winterborn," Eleanor replied. Turning toward Dillon with a warm smile she continued, "You were willing to sacrifice your life for your family. First you faced that hired killer Wilson, you were wounded but still you went on and faced Cassidy and his men." She smiled and touched Dillon's arm. "Without you we wouldn't have this wonderful new home. We should call the ranch Winterborn."
Dillon smiled and had to gather himself before he said anything. "I think it's a fine name, Eleanor."
Elizabeth, Ethan, and Oso agreed and the ranch became Winterborn. Elizabeth sketched a brand for their cattle. It was a large capital W and a small open triangle on each side to depict the two mountains that guard the house.
**********************
Elizabeth walked across the clearing and joined her husband; she was bundled up against the morning chill. She was wearing pants and carried a coffee pot. It was late April and spring was on the way but the mornings were still cold until the sun got higher in the sky.
"Nice pants," Dillon teased her.
Elizabeth had started to follow the example set by Sarah and Danni and wore men's pants when she was working around the ranch. In the evening she would change into a dress or a split riding skirt. She said she didn't want Dillon to forget that he was married to a woman and not a ranch hand.
"Thought you might like a refill but if you're going to be mean to me I might not give you any," she replied with a smile. Turning back to look at the house she said, "We did a good job. It's a fine house."
Dillon took a sip of the fresh coffee and nodded. "Never seen one I'd rather live in." He grinned and added, "Okay, no more teasing."
Elizabeth smiled and gave Dillon a side long glance. "It a good place to start a family, don't you think?"
Returning her smile Dillon said, "Now that's a fine idea Mrs. Gallagher." He grabbed her in a bear hug; she laughed and put an arm around his neck. They stood holding on to each other for a minute.
"Y'all save that for later," Oso laughed yelling at them from the porch. "We got work to do. That new corral won't build itself."
Dillon and Elizabeth walked back to the house. "The corral will have to wait until tomorrow Oso. We're going into town to see Eleanor and pick up some supplies," Dillon said.
"Tell the Senora that I miss her and will see her next week," Oso replied. "I'm gonna stay and work on a couple of things while you take it easy."
"You sure amigo? We'll probably have supper with Eleanor and spend the night." Dillon looked at his friend and added, "You don't have to do all the work. Take a day off and come with us."
"Next week I'll make the supply run and spend some time with the Senora," Oso replied.
Dillon nodded and called for Ethan. The youngster came from the barn riding his horse, Shelley. He was leading a pack horse; he was ready to go see his mother. Ethan split his time between the ranch and with his mother in Fountain. He was going on fifteen and was considered a young man but he still wanted to spend time with his mother. He had already saddled Balin and Sandy for Dillon and Elizabeth and hitched them to a corral post.
"Been waitin on y'all most of the morning," Ethan said with a grin.
The three waved good bye to Oso and started their ride to Fountain. They arrived in town in time to meet Eleanor for lunch. "I have to get back to the school in 30 minutes," she told them. "If I give my students too much time for lunch, I'll have to retrain them," she added with a smile.
******************
On their first supply run back in September after taking over the ranch, Eleanor mentioned to Steve Mitchell, the owner of the general store, that she had been a school teacher and hoped to go back to teaching one day.
"You should talk to Nancy Larson, Mrs. Edwards," Mitchell told her. "She's our school teacher but she wants to retire; the only reason she's still teaching is that the town hasn't been able to replace her yet."
Eleanor, with Elizabeth tagging along, had gone to the school house to talk to Mrs. Larson; the two women had talked for over an hour. Nancy asked a several questions about Eleanor's qualifications and experience. She sent the children home early and went with Eleanor to talk to the Mayor. Before the afternoon was over, Eleanor was the new school teacher and secured a room in a very nice local boarding house.
Every weekend, weather permitting, Eleanor would come out to the ranch to help and to spend some time with her family. Ethan sometimes spent the week in town with his mother when the weather was bad. Once for a period of almost three weeks the snow and the cold winds kept Eleanor and Ethan in town.
*******************
Dillon, Elizabeth and Ethan met Eleanor in the hotel dining room for supper. As they were having supper, Sheriff Kennedy came over to their table. "Mrs. Edwards, I just got a telegram from the town Marshal in Colorado Springs. I got some bad news for you."
"What is it Sheriff?" Eleanor asked, alarmed by the Sheriff's tone and the look on his face.
"There was an attempted bank robbery and two people were shot and killed. One of them was your brother in law Ted Clark." Kennedy hesitated and added, "Sorry ma'am."
Eleanor was shocked at the news. Dillon took her hand and Ethan got up and stood behind his mother with his hands on her shoulders.
"What happened Sheriff? You said it was an attempted robbery," Dillon requested more information.
"Well, Bill Simpson and his gang tried to rob the First Colorado Bank on the south side of town. One of the gang, James Butler, had a wanted poster out on him and he was recognized as he rode into town. When the gang rode up to the bank they were greeted by the Marshall, his two deputies and about a half dozen town folk. The gang wouldn't surrender and a gun fight broke out." Sheriff Kennedy stopped for a few seconds; he dreaded telling Eleanor what happened next.
Dillon saw his hesitation, patted Eleanor's hand and said, "Go on Sheriff. How did Ted get shot?"
"I guess Mr. Clark heard the gun fire and came out of the bank to see what was going on. The gang must have thought he was another lawman and shot him down; one of the town's people was killed too. The Marshall and a posse followed the gang but lost them south of town." Sheriff Kennedy tipped his hat and said, "Real sorry about your loss Mrs. Edwards. If there's anything I can do for you, please let me know."
Eleanor stood quickly and said, "I have to go to Tillie. She must feel so alone right now." She started to leave but Dillon stopped her.
"You can't ride at night. We'll leave at first light and can be there before midmorning," Dillon suggested. "Elizabeth and I will ride with you; Ethan can head on back to the ranch."
"I'll go with Momma," Elizabeth said. "You and Ethan go back to the ranch."
Over hearing their discussion, Kennedy said, "I suggest you ladies take the stage. It'll get you there almost as fast as you riding and you won't be alone on the trail. Simpson and his boys are still out there somewheres. Stage leaves at 7 tomorrow morning; that's just after first light."
"Thanks Sheriff, that's a good idea," Dillon replied. "Elizabeth why don't you spend the night with Eleanor; Ethan and I will bed down here at the hotel and come get you in the morning." Elizabeth nodded, kissed Dillon, hugged Ethan and walked Eleanor back to her boarding house.
At 6 the next morning as Dillon and Ethan left the hotel to go to the boarding house. Eleanor and Elizabeth were already at the front door of the hotel. They didn't even have time to greet each other when the stage pulled up in front of the hotel; it almost an hour early.
The driver tipped his hat to Eleanor and said, "Reckon we can get an early start if you're ready ma'am. The Sheriff told me what happened. Climb aboard and I'll get you to Colorado Springs pretty damn quick."
Eleanor nodded her thanks, hugged Ethan and Dillon and he helped her into the stage. "If she wants to, Tillie is welcome to come stay with us. The house is plenty big enough and she might want to be with family," Dillon suggested. Eleanor smiled her thanks. Elizabeth kissed Dillon, ruffled Ethan's hair, and joined her mother.
"I'll send Tillie a telegram as soon as the agent opens and let her know you're on your way," Dillon told them. We'll get Josh and Red to keep an eye on our place and join you by the end of the week."
The stage driver whipped up the horses and started toward Colorado Springs. Dillon and Ethan watched until the stage was out of sight. "C'mon, we'll get some breakfast, send the telegram, and buy the supplies before we head back," Dillon told the youngster. "Might as well make the trip worthwhile."
They were waiting at the door when Mitchell opened his store; Dillon explained the reason for the early visit. He and Ethan with Mitchell's help quickly gathered and loaded the supplies they needed. They stopped at the telegraph office and then headed back to the ranch.
Dillon kept the horses at an easy cantor for close to thirty minutes and then slowed to a walk for ten minutes to give the horses a breather. Balin wasn't happy with the slow pace; he nodded his head up and down and shook it from side to side to show his disapproval. Ethan's horse Shelley wasn't happy either; you could see that she wanted to run by the way she pranced as she walked.
Ethan laughed at his horse. "Shelley don't understand why we're going so slow," he said to Dillon.
"Balin wants to run too. Maybe we'll let them run a little after we get back and rid of the pack animals," Dillon suggested.
"What will Aunt Tillie do, now that Uncle Ted is gone?" Ethan asked; he liked his Aunt and was worried about her.
"I don't know," Dillon replied. "She's welcome to move down here with us if she likes." He paused for a bit and said, "Let's get a move on. The sooner we get back to Winterborn, the sooner we can head up to Colorado Springs."
**********************



The seven men, all that remained of the Simpson gang, were riding hard and their horses were tiring quickly. They'd been riding cross country all morning trying to put some distance between them and the posse that had followed them yesterday from Colorado Springs. If we don't find some fresh horses soon we'll be walkin, Bill Simpson thought. How the hell did that Marshall know we were gonna rob the bank? Hell, we might have talked our way out of it if Butler hadn't started shootin.
Our plan sure didn't go the way we thought, Simpson said to himself. We started with eleven men and we're down to seven and one of them is wounded; don't know if he can keep up. Might have to take his horse and leave him behind.
Simpson and his men pulled up at a small creek to give the horses a short rest. They hadn't been the best mounts to begin with and they were about done in. The only reason they'd lasted this long was the fact that they got a chance to rest last night. The gang had lost the posse last evening in the arroyos and washes south of Colorado Springs.
"We need to change horses," Charley Birch said. "These won't last the day."
"I know that Charley," Simpson replied with sarcasm. "We'll head for a ranch I know of, about three miles from here. Owned by an old man named Anderson; I worked for him a spell a couple of years ago. It's just him and his wife so we'll get horses from them and then head southwest toward Arizona."
"What if they won't sell us any horses?" Charley asked.
Simpson "I don't plan on buying. We'll take what we need. Let's get going. Don't want that posse pickin up our trail."
**********************
Oso heard riders coming fast and stepped out onto the porch with his big mug of morning coffee. Visitors weren't common, especially this early in the morning. Seven men pulled up in front of the ranch house; they rode in close to the front porch. One of them is hurt, Oso thought as he saw a man slumped over in the saddle.
"Morning," Oso said. "Something I can do for you? You got a man hurt there?"
All the men looked at the one in the middle; it was obvious that he was the leader. The man asked, "Where's Tom Anderson?"
"He and his missus moved to California about seven months ago. This is our place now. Can I help you gents?"
"We need some fresh horses," the man answered.
"Sorry, can't help ya. Don't have any animals for sale," Oso replied. "I can let you have some feed and water for your horses though."
Simpson rode his horse closer to the porch and Oso; he stopped at a little over ten feet away. "You don't understand," he said. "Wasn't talkin about buying, we're takin what we need." Simpson's hand went to the pistol at his hip.
Before he could get the gun clear, Oso threw his cup at the man and moved back toward the doorway. The cup was the one that Eleanor had used to feed Oso hot chocolate the first night that John Edwards had brought him home. It was a very heavy clay cup and it hit Simpson on the head spraying hot coffee all over him. Charley Birch had drawn his gun at the same time and fired at Oso, knocking the big man through the door back into the house.
"Charley make sure he's done for," Simpson ordered. "We'll check the corral and barn for horses." Simpson and the rest of the men turned toward the corral.
As they turned Birch said, "Okay Simpson. I'll see if there's money or anything we can use too."
Birch dismounted and with his pistol drawn slowly stepped onto the porch heading for the house. A shotgun blast rang out and Birch was hit in the chest, knocking him off the porch. He was dead before he hit the ground. The second shot from the scatter gun knocked another man off his horse; then a rifle shot finished him off.
Simpson and his men had gathered up the three stock horses in the corral but turned back toward the house and began firing at the doorway and the windows. The wounded man was knocked out of the saddle as rifle shots came quick and fast at the gang, kicking up dirt all around them. "Let's get the hell out of here," Simpson yelled. He and his three remaining men drove the stolen horses away. Several rifle shots followed them.
*******************
Dillon and Ethan had just come into the big clearing in front of the ranch house at midday. They were just inside the trees about three hundred yards away from the house. Dillon pulled up and motioned for Ethan to stop.
"Something's not right here," Dillon said almost to himself. He sensed that something wasn't the way it should be. "Ethan hang back here with the pack horses while I check this out," Dillon ordered. "If you hear shooting leave the pack animals and ride fast to Red and Josh for help."
"But Dillon I can......."
"No time to argue son. Please do as you're told." He looked with sympathy at the youngster. "I know you want to grow up but your Momma would have my hide if something happened to you."
"Yes sir," Ethan replied. He tied the pack horses to a nearby tree and waited. Dillon pulled his pistol and rode slowly toward the corral.
As Dillon got closer he saw two men on the ground near the corral. He stopped, dismounted, and checked the men; both were dead. Dillon walked slowly toward the house. He saw another dead man lying on the ground just off the porch. The man was sprawled on his back with blood covering his chest. Looks like a scattergun did that, Dillon thought.
"Oso," Dillon called. He stepped onto the porch and approached the door from the side. "Oso, amigo, it's Dillon.
He heard a moan and went into the house. Lying on the floor about ten feet inside the doorway was Oso. Dillon knelt at his friend's side. He saw blood on Oso's shoulder and on his right leg, just below the knee. Dillon grabbed a cushion off the sofa and put it under Oso's head. The big man opened his eyes and smiled.
"I didn't duck fast enough amigo," Oso said with a weak smile. "Can I have some water?"
"I'll get you some," Dillon replied. As he stood he went to the door and yelled, "Ethan come up." He went to the pump in the kitchen and got a cup of water for Oso. Dillon helped Oso to drink the water and then cut his shirt away and examined the wound. Looks like the bullet's still in there, he thought. He slit Oso's pant leg and saw another wound; this one looked like the bullet had just grazed the leg.
Ethan came into the house and saw Oso on the floor. His face went pale but he quickly came to his adopted brother's side. Oso smiled up at him and Ethan smiled back.
"Get some hot water off the stove and bring one of my extra shirts please." As Ethan stood to get the items Dillon added, "And bring the coal oil too." Then to Oso he said, "Don't worry amigo, we'll take care of you."
Oso smiled. "I broke the cup the Senora gave me. Hated to lose that cup."
"Who did this, what did they want?"
"They said they were gonna take our horses. I couldn't let them do that," Oso replied. "But they made off with three of the stock animals before I could run them off. I heard the one I knocked off the porch call the leader Simpson."
Dillon froze for a few seconds hearing that name. So they got away from the posse, he said to himself. They'll wish they'd let the posse catch them, he promised. Ethan returned with a wash pan of warm water, one of Dillon's shirts, and a small coal oil can. Dillon cut a piece from the shirt and washed the two wounds with warm water and then with coal oil.
"The coal oil will help fight infection until we can get him to a doctor," Dillon explained to Ethan as he tore strips from the shirt to make bandages. "Change your saddle to Byron and ride to Red's. Tell them what happened. Tell Red and Josh I need their help and ask Danni or Sarah to come tend to Oso."
"Yes sir."
"After you get done at Red's ride hard to town and get the doctor to come out here." Ethan nodded and stood to leave. "Ethan, rest Byron before you start back from town. No need to kill a good horse."
"Yes sir." Ethan hesitated and asked, "Will Oso be okay?"
"I think so. We've got the bleeding stopped but that bullet in his shoulder has to come out. That's why we need the doctor."
Ethan quickly changed his saddle to Byron and rode toward the Lazy L. He came up to the ranch house at a high gallop and jumped off his horse. Danni had heard him ride up and came out to see who was riding so hard.
"Ethan, what's wrong?"
"Oso's been shot. Dillon wants Josh and Red to help him go after the men that did it," Ethan explained. "He also wants you or Mrs. McCall to come and tend to Oso while I ride to get the doctor."
Maggie, Danni and Sarah's mother, was visiting her grandchildren; she lived on the other part of the ranch at the Maggie M. She and Sarah came out onto the porch in time to hear Ethan's story.
"Momma will you watch the children please?" Sarah asked. Maggie nodded and Sarah continued, "Josh is over to the S Bar S training some of Mr. Sander's horses; Red went with him. We'll send a hand to fetch them but we'll head over to your place now."
"Thank you Mrs. McCall," Ethan said as he mounted his horse. "I'm going to town to fetch the doctor. Hurry please, Oso's hurt bad." He turned Byron and put him at a high gallop headed for Fountain.
It took Danni and Sarah less than an hour to get to Winterborn. They called out and when Dillon answered they stepped into the house. Dillon had Oso covered with a quilt with his head propped up. He smiled grimly at the ladies. "I got most of the bleeding stopped and I've cleaned the wounds with soapy water and coal oil."
"Ethan said Oso has a bullet in his shoulder," Sarah said. "Let me have a look at it. If it's not too deep maybe we can get it out."
Dillon nodded and said to Oso, "You lucky cuss, you've got two pretty nurses here to look after you." Turning back to Sarah he asked, "Where's Josh and Red?"
Sarah explained where the men were and that she'd sent a rider to get them. Dillon nodded and stood up. He left the room and returned in a few minutes carrying a 12 gauge, double barrel, coach gun. Dillon went into the kitchen, filled two canteens from the hand pump, and started out the door. Danni and Sarah were tending to Oso and didn't notice him leave the house.
Shortly Dillon returned leading Buck. The scattergun was in a scabbard on one side of his saddle and his Winchester was on the other side. He also had a second pistol stuck in his belt. He stepped back into the house.
"Sarah, Danni, I'm going after Simpson and his gang. Take care of Oso for me please."
"Wait for Josh and Red to get here," Sarah suggested. "According to what Oso said, there's still four of them." She saw that Dillon's eyes had turned cold and wild looking; she'd seen that same look in Red's eyes when he faced trouble.
He shook his head no. "If I wait the trail will get cold and we could lose it. They're headed southwest, tell Josh and Red. I'll be following them." He turned and went out the door and mounted Buck. "C'mon Buck, we've got another battle to fight."
Dillon had decided to ride Buck for several reasons. Balin was younger and faster but Dillon didn't think this was going to be a race, more like a slow long track. Buck was battle trained; he would stand still while guns were being fired around him. He could step very quietly when need be and could sneak up on the enemy. But mostly Dillon had confidence that Buck could get the job done. They had a lot of experiences together.
He picked up Simpson's trail on as it crossed the south fork of Black Squirrel Creek. They're headed southwest to Arizona, he thought. Need to catch them before they hit that high chaparral; they can see for miles once they get to that. It'll be hard to sneak up on them. Dillon put Buck into a lope and followed the trail.
*******************
Damn, another plan gone to hell, Simpson said to himself. Who would have thought that one man could stop us cold? Now we're down to four men but we only got three fresh horses. Looks like someone's gonna get left behind. Once out of range of Oso and his rifle, they'd stopped and changed their saddles to the new horses. One man was left to ride one of the tired horses and he wasn't happy about it. They led two of the original horses with them, hoping that the animals could recover somewhat by not carrying the weight of a rider.
They rode until just before dusk and stopped, making a cold camp next to a small spring. Simpson told his men not to light a fire just in case someone was following them. The next morning they started southwest again. They stopped at midday to rest the horses and to eat.
For the next three days they followed the same routine. Ride hard during the day, make a cold camp at night, and stop to eat and rest the horses at midday. The evening of the third day, they made camp in a clearing among some scrub oaks. There was a full moon that evening. After resting for a couple of hours, Simpson told his men to saddle up. "This Comanche Moon gives enough light to see the trail, so we'll keep riding. We can be up on the mesa and into the high chaparral by tomorrow morning. We can see for a long way up there and see if anyone is following us."
"You'll never make the chaparral," a voice said out of the darkness.
"Who's that?" Simpson said with a little fear in his voice. All four men stood and stared into the darkness. Before they could reach for their guns, Dillon stepped into sight.
Buck had crept close to the camp without being heard. Dillon had dismounted leaving him ground tied and quietly made his way closer to the men. He stepped out from behind a stand of scrub oak and faced the four outlaws. Dillon held his scattergun in his right hand with his finger on the triggers and the butt braced against his hip. His left hand was on the handle of the pistol stuck into his belt.
For three days Dillon had trailed the men with murder in his heart. There was no compassion in him, no thought but to get revenge on those that had shot Oso and killed Ted Clark. As he started his quiet stalk of the men in camp he thought of Elizabeth; she had come into his life and caused him to look at things a little differently. Because of her, he wasn't the same totally cold hard man he'd been before. I'll give them a chance to surrender, he thought.
"Who are you?" Simpson questioned.
"Name's Gallagher and that was my ranch you raided."
"Well hell Mister. I'll pay you for the horses," Simpson said as he reached into his coat.
"Keep your hands where I can see them," Dillon ordered. "You raid my home, steal my horses, and shoot my brother and offer me money? Do you really think you can buy me off? Dillon stopped, trying to push down the rage he felt. "I've come for my horses and to take you back to the law."
"There's four of us Gallagher, you're outnumbered." Simpson pointed out. "I don't think we'll let you have those horses or take us back either. I don't hanker to do jail time in the territorial prison."
"I was hoping you'd say that," Dillon said. In spite of his years fighting in the War Between the States, he'd only felt the urge to kill someone once before. When he faced Wilson, Cassidy's hired gun and then went after Cassidy was the first time. This was the second.
"Either drop your gun belts or fill your hands you sons a bitches," Dillon ordered.
Simpson and his men hesitated for a few seconds and then went for their guns. Dillon watched in an almost detached manner as the men made their move. He was in the battle mode he'd learned during the war and things seemed to slow down. Leveling the shotgun, he fired both barrels and two of the men went down. Dillon dropped the scattergun drawing the pistol in his belt and the weapon in his holster. He moved to his left as he fired both weapons.
Dillon heard bullets hitting around him and felt something slam into his leg. He continued to trade gun fire with the two remaining men and suddenly there was silence in the clearing. Simpson and his three men were on the ground. Dillon started toward the men and felt a sharp burning pain in his leg. He saw blood seeping through his pants leg and realized he'd been hit. Dillon put both pistols away and tied his bandana tightly over the wound. Then he went to examine the men.
Two of the men had been killed by the shotgun blast; they were pretty well torn up. The third man had taken a bullet in his chest; he was dead too. Simpson was lying on his back with a wound in his belly. He stared up at Dillon and said with a frightened voice, "Help me."
Dillon tossed Simpson's gun away from him and squatted down. "You're gut shot Simpson. Nothing I can do for you." Before he could say anymore, Simpson shuddered and died. "It's better than you deserved," Dillon said.
Guess I better tend to my leg, Dillon said to himself as it began to throb with pain. He limped to Buck and led him into the clearing. Unpacking his saddle bags, Dillon gathered some wood and started a fire. He heated some water using a small coffee pot from his saddle bag. As the water heated, Dillon pulled the bodies to one side of the clearing.
He turned to Buck and said, "No need to have to stare at that scum while we're camped.
Dillon looked around and found an aloe plant in the clearing. When the water was hot he dropped his pants and examined his wound, I was lucky he thought. The bullet had hit him in the outside of his thigh and passed completely through his leg. First Dillon cleaned the wound with the hot water, pouring it over the holes in his leg.
"Damn that hurts," he groaned. He squeezed the spines of the aloe plant and used the thick molasses like sap as a salve and put it into both sides of the wound. He wrapped a spare bandana around the wound and pulled up his pants.
"Not much more I can do right now," he said to Buck. Dillon unsaddled Buck and finished making camp. He soon had coffee made and ate some beef jerky. He'd just poured a second cup of coffee when Buck raised his head and nickered at the darkness.
Dillon had settled back against his saddle and begun to calm down after the gun fight but was instantly alert again and pulled the pistol from his holster while struggling to his feet. He heard, "Hello the camp."
"C'mon in Red," he replied as he put his weapon away. "Been wondering when you'd get here."
Red and Josh walked into the circle of light thrown out by the fire leading Jasper and Diablo. They saw the four dead men at one side of the clearing and Dillon standing mostly on one leg.
"You hit bad?" Josh asked concerned for his friend.
"Bullet went through the leg. It'll be alright in a few days," Dillon replied.
Red grinned and asked, "Can you spare a cup of coffee?"
Dillon chuckled and pointed to the pot sitting on a rock close to the fire. "Help yourself Red. You'll excuse me if I don't get up to serve you."
Josh spoke in a more serious voice, "You want me to take a look at your leg?"
"Not much more can be done until I get home. I cleaned it out, stopped the bleeding, and put some aloe on it. It should be okay until I can get back to the ranch."
Red and Josh unsaddled their horses, joined Dillon at the fire, and got some coffee. Then Red pointed at the bodies. "What happened Dillon?"
Dillon explained how he trailed the men and came into their camp. "Told them I was going to take them back to the law; they decided they weren't going back and pulled down on me." He pointed at the bodies and added, "They made a fatal mistake."
Josh looked at his friend and didn't see any signs of remorse or sadness. Dillon had a job to do, he thought. That's all there was to it. "If you're up to it, we'll start back in the morning. Should be able to make it back late the second day," Josh said.
As they bedded down for the night, Red knelt down by Dillon and said, "You should have waited and let us share in the fun." He patted Dillon's shoulder and added, "But I'm glad you weren't killed my friend."



At first light the next morning Josh and Red wrapped the bodies, using the men's slickers and saddle blankets and buried them in a shallow grave at the edge of the clearing. They took the saddles and bridles off the three worn out horses and let them go. Dillon's horses were unsaddled and he made rope hackamores to lead them back to Winterborn. Then they broke camp and headed home.
By the end of the first day, after ten hours on the trail, Dillon was running a fever and looked a little grey. Josh asked if he wanted to rest a day but Dillon said no. "I want to get back to the ranch; I can rest when I get there."
Red looked at Dillon's wound and cleaned it again. He put some more of the aloe salve on it and wrapped it with a fresh bandage made from his bandana.
They crossed Black Squirrel Creek late in the afternoon of their second day. Dillon was almost reeling in the saddle but refused to stop and rest. They had made better time on the return trip because they didn't have to follow the trail of the outlaws.
Ethan was the first to see them. He'd taken to riding around the ranch house with a rifle across the saddle in front of him. "They're back," he yelled at the house and spurred Shelley out to meet them. When he got close he saw that Dillon was injured. He quickly took the lead ropes of the three stock horses and turned them into the corral.
Dillon dismounted and almost fell but Red caught him and helped him into the house. "I'll take care of the horses," Ethan offered.
Red smiled at the youngster, "Don't you want to hear what happened?"
"Yeah, but the horses need tending to first," Ethan answered. "I'll hear about it later." He led Buck, Diablo, and Jasper over to the corral. He loosened their saddle cinches on Diablo and Jasper and fed and watered them. Ethan unsaddled Buck, brushed him down, and led him into his stall; making sure that he had fresh water and feed.
Dillon sat on a chair in the big kitchen and Sarah tended to him. She embarrassed Dillon by making him drop his pants so she could get at the wound. Dillon's leg was a little swollen and the area around the hole was red and angry looking. "Might have some infection in it," Sarah said. "Good thing you used aloe or it'd be a lot worse."
Danni made a poultice using wet tea leaves and dried mustard seed. As she put it on the wound she said, "This will draw the poison out. We'll leave it on overnight and clean the wound with coal oil tomorrow morning."
Looking up at Dillon she said, "Now tell us what happened. It's obvious you caught up with them and got your horses back."
"First, how's Oso?" Dillon asked.
Sarah handed Dillon a small glass of whiskey. "Drink this," she ordered with a grin. "It can't hurt and might even help some. Oso's just fine. The Doc was able to get the bullet out of his shoulder. He said that you're quick treatment of the wound kept it from becoming infected. Oso's sleeping on the sofa in the office right now. He'll be up and around a little later."
"Here, have some of this soup," Danni said. "And then we going to give you a bath and put you to bed. You smell like horses and sweat."
Josh chuckled and Red laughed out loud. "It's hard to take a bath when you're trailing outlaws," Red offered.
"You two don't smell any better," Sarah told them. "Red, soon as you get home you take a bath. You hear me?"
"I know; me too," Josh said to Danni before she could say anything.
An hour later Dillon had eaten and taken a bath; he'd refused to let Sarah or Danni help him. But he was careful not to get his injured leg wet. Dressed in clean clothes, he sat in his big chair in the living room with his leg propped on a foot stool. Oso was healing but was still weak; he sat on the sofa across from Dillon.
"So, tell me what happened out there," Oso requested. Everyone gathered in the room to hear Dillon's story.
Dillon explained in detail about tracking Simpson and bracing them at their camp. "I tried to bring them back but they decided to make a fight of it." Dillon paused for a few seconds. "Red, Josh, and I buried them in that clearing." Looking at his friends he asked, "What happened back here after I left?"
No one spoke for a few seconds and then Danni said, "Ethan?"
The youngster cleared his throat. "I did like you told me Dillon. Told Miss Sarah and Miss Danni to come help Oso and rode as fast as I could into Fountain for the doctor. I told Sheriff Kennedy about the raid and he came out with the doctor."
Ethan stopped for a minute. "While I was in town, I sent a telegram to Ma and Elizabeth and let them know we wouldn't be comin to Colorado Springs and why. I didn't want them worrying when we didn't show up. Then I rested Byron for an hour before I came back to the ranch."
"You did a good job Ethan. I'm proud of you," Dillon told the boy. "I hope you didn't hurt Byron, running him that hard."
Ethan smiled. "No sir, he's fine. He was kinda mad when he saw the doctor and the Sheriff ride out; he wanted to go too. I don't think he liked me makin him rest."
The boy cocked his head and started toward the front door. "Riders comin," he said as he picked up a shotgun propped against the door frame and stepped outside. He came back inside, "It's Sheriff Kennedy and Doc Riley."
Ethan motioned the two men into the house. "Dillon's back," he said to the Sheriff. "He's been shot Doc."
Doctor Riley was a whip cord thin man with a fringe of grey hair around his bald head. He was jovial and outgoing but brooked no nonsense from his patients. They would do exactly what he ordered or he'd know the reason why. Not many dared to cross him.
Nodding at the others in the room, Doc Riley quickly went to Dillon. Riley ordered him to drop his pants. Dillon asked Sarah and Danni to leave the room. They laughed and refused to go and Dillon got embarrassed all over again. Riley pulled off the bandage and the poultice and examined the wound. Dillon squirmed and grunted as the doctor pushed and prodded around the holes in his leg. Riley dampened the poultice with a little water and put it back on.
"You ladies did fine. No need for me to do anything more," he said. "Leave the poultice on overnight and then clean the wound with coal oil tomorrow morning." He washed his hands and said to Dillon, "I suggest you stay off that leg for four or five days. Give it a chance to heal up some. After that you can walk around a bit, but no riding for at least two weeks. If it gets real red and sore send for me."
Dillon frowned. "I'll rest tomorrow and maybe the next day Doc but I've got a ranch to run. Can't afford to let things go; especially with Oso down for awhile."
The doctor stared at Dillon with disapproval on his face. "Mr. Gallagher, you served in the Calvary with the rank of Captain didn't you? Dillon was surprised at the question but nodded. "Sheriff Kennedy told me as much. As I understand things, Captains were required to follow orders. Is that right?"
"But Doc, I need to......."
"Is that right Captain Gallagher?" The doctor asked again, interrupting his patient.
Dillon sighed and answered, "Yes sir, it is."
"Then consider my suggestion an order," Doc Riley said in a tone that left no room for argument.
The doctor and Dillon stared at each other in sort of a battle of wills. This is a hard man when need be, Doc Riley thought. He smiled to himself, I bet he didn't take well to orders he didn't agree with back then either. Dillon started to speak; he was going to tell the doctor what he thought about his orders. Another voice spoke up before Dillon could say anything.
"I'll see that he follows your orders Doctor," Elizabeth said as she and Eleanor strode into the room. There had been so much going on that no one heard them ride up.
Elizabeth walked over to Dillon and knelt by his side. "You'll do that for me, won't you Honey?"
Dillon looked at his wife as she wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. He was a hard man and had done a lot of hard things but making Elizabeth unhappy wasn't one of them. Dillon smiled, reached out and touched her cheek. He nodded and she put her arms around him. For a couple of minutes there was no one else in the room for them.
Doctor Riley nodded seeing that Dillon would listen to his wife. Don't make any difference whose orders he follows, Riley thought. Just as long as he takes it easy on the leg for a while. The doctor crossed to the sofa to examine his other patient.
"Your shoulder's healing well considering it's only been a few days," Riley told the big man. "I'll give you the same orders I gave Dillon. Take it easy and don't overuse your shoulder for at least two weeks. Then you can start getting your strength back in it. But don't overdo it. You leg's healing too, so just take it easy."
"I'll see that he follows orders Doctor," Eleanor said. Turning to Oso she added, "You're not too big to turn over my knee if you don't behave young man."
"Si Senora. I will do as you say," Oso replied with a smile.
Elizabeth stood and went to Ethan. She and Eleanor both hugged him. "Thanks for sending the telegram little brother," Elizabeth said.
Sheriff Kennedy had smiled and taken his hat off to greet her when Eleanor entered the room. He put his hat back on and walked over to Dillon. "Care to tell me about Simpson and his gang?" He asked with a grim look on his face.
Elizabeth and Eleanor drifted over to listen as Dillon retold the story to the sheriff. "I tried to bring them back. They didn't want to come and made a fight of it." Dillon paused and added, "I'll draw you a map to where we buried em."
Sheriff Kennedy waited for a bit after Dillon finished. "I'm glad you weren't hurt anymore than you were Dillon," he said. "You were lucky. I'll telegraph Marshall Baker in Colorado Springs and tell him about Simpson and his men. If he wants the bodies he can come and get them. Far as I'm concerned, let em rot in the ground. I'll head back to town with Doc."
"How's that new boy doing, Danni?" Doc Riley asked as he packed up his bag. "He get over that croup?"
"He's fine Doc. Come out for supper sometime and see for yourself."
Later that evening Dillon asked Elizabeth how Tillie was doing. "Is she going to stay in Colorado Springs? You know she's welcome to come live with us."
"That one of the reasons I love you; you're always concerned with family," Elizabeth replied and kissed him. "She said she going to stay put; all her friends are there ."
*****************
Dillon and Oso took it easy for the two weeks that Doc Riley requested. Mostly it was because Elizabeth rode herd on them. Every time one of them tried to do too much, she would get a look on her face that made them slow down again. Eleanor had returned to town as soon as was sure that her two "boys" were going to be okay.
It was close to six weeks before Dillon could ride for more than an hour without his leg throbbing. It took about as long for Oso's shoulder to gain back its strength. Slowly and with a lot of scolding from Elizabeth to take it easy, both men regained full use of their limbs. Josh and Red had sent a couple of their hands over to help with the ranch work while they were recuperating.
Red was at Winterborn helping with the spring calf season. It's a start and we'll add more cattle as we go along, Dillon said to himself. Red and Dillon were resting their horses, watching as Ethan chased down a couple of strays.
"You're good friends Red," Dillon said. "Not many would help someone as much as you and Josh have."
"Mostly it's payback. I seem to remember a man and his wife stepping in to help us. Besides, we Irish have to stick together, don't you know." Red spoke in a put on Irish brogue. "The Irish clans control most of Chico Basin; it's almost like County Cork back in the old country."
"What do you know about the old country? I thought you were from Texas," Dillon said.
"My great grandfather came over from Ireland back in 1810 and settled around Amarillo," Red replied. "I spent a lot of time with the old man when I was a boy. He told me stories about Ireland and his life there." Red paused for a bit remembering happy times and then with a smile added, "The old man spoke with an Irish brogue so thick I could hardly understand him."
Dillon smiled at Red's story. "Sure and I think we'd better get back to work," he said in a brogue of his own.
After lunch Red asked Dillon if Josh had talked to him about a trip to Cripple Creek to round up wild cattle. "It's the quickest way to build up your herd."
"He mentioned it. Said it was rough country and a tough, dangerous job. I think we'll just buy cattle when the ranchers cull their herds and see what can be done that way," Dillon replied. "What with the profit from selling the Triple E and some other money, we can take our time and build slowly."
"Glad to hear that. I didn't look forward to combing that maze of arroyos and scrub brush again. Too damn much work for Mrs. McCall's little boy. I'm a gentleman rancher now."
"Well we wouldn't want you to work too hard now," Dillon said laughing.
Once Dillon and Oso had completely recovered they started visiting the ranches in the area around Fountain and even Colorado Springs. Good grazing land was at a premium around Fountain and the Chico Basin. Ranchers would sometimes cull their herds to decrease the number of cattle and avoid over grazing the land. Several ranchers had stock for sale, mostly due to a better calving season than expected. Winterborn was able to increase the size of their herd, taking advantage of the bargain prices.
Dillon had an idea about breeding cattle and discussed it with Josh and Red. He wanted to buy two or three pedigreed Hereford bulls. Most of the cattle being raised in the west were off shoot breeds from the Texas Longhorns and wild cattle. These animals were hardy and could stand up to the winters in Colorado and the trail drives to the railheads.
"We've got a railhead close by at Colorado Springs," Dillon explained. "So there's no need for long trail drives which burns weight off the cattle. By breeding the white face bulls to our range cattle we can get heavier animals and with the short distance to the railhead they wouldn't lose much weight. These heavier cattle would bring better prices."
"It's worth a try," Red agreed. "We might not get more than one season out of the bulls though. I don't think they can live through one of our winters. From what I hear, they're not as tough as our range cattle."
Josh thought for a moment and said, "Won't make a difference, we'll let em breed during the spring and summer. When the weather gets bad we'll round the bulls up and drive them down to the ranch and put em into a sheltered corral. We can hand feed them until spring and send em out again. The calves will get some toughness from their mamas and will handle the weather just fine."
They contacted a cattle buyer in Denver who directed them to a breeder of prize winning Hereford's in Nebraska. It was decided that Red and Charley White would make the trip east. Charley was the ranch boss at the Lazy L part of the Chico Basin Cattle Company and knew more about cattle than anyone in the county. Both the herd from Winterborn and the CBC's herd would benefit from the improved breeding so they decided the two ranches would be partners in any bulls they purchased.
They would take a train from Colorado Springs to Cheyenne. That spur line joined up with the Transcontinental Railroad and they would travel east to Ogallala to meet the breeder.
"Why travel by train?" Oso asked just before they left.
Red smiled and replied, "Using the train we can get there, buy the bulls, and be back before we could even get to Ogallala on horses. "It'd be a hard ride on us too," Red added. "I've never been one to put in more work than necessary. Don't see the sense in it."
Josh chuckled at Red's statement; Dillon laughed too. "You're one of the hardest working men I've even seen Red," Dillon said. "I don't think you're happy unless you're putting your hand to something."
"Don't you believe it Dillon," Red replied. "If I had my way I'd just watch everyone else work. I'd sit on the porch with a cup of coffee and my feet propped up." Red grinned. "But Sarah won't have it. That woman keeps me jumping all day long."
Oso, Dillon, and Josh laughed at Red's complaining. They all knew that Red was the first to pitch in with the work and the last to quit.
"We'll drive the bulls slow from Colorado Springs back here to Chico Basin," Charley added. "After a couple of day's rest we'll turn em out and let them do what bulls do best."
"I figure we'll have about two or three months for them to breed before we bring em back to the corrals," Josh said. "We should start seeing the calves next spring but it'll be a couple of years before we can ship any of them."
Red and Charley were met by the breeder when they arrived in Ogallala. He drove them out to his ranch in his wagon and showed them the six animals that were available. They picked a five year old named Lucifer and three year old called Monty. "We can use a bull at each place for a season and switch them around," Charley said. "We'll stay away from interbreeding that way."
An agreement was reached for the two bulls after about 30 minutes of negotiating. Red always thought he was a pretty good hand at dickering, but he had to admit that Charley was a master at the art. The breeder had one of his hands take Red and Charley back to town and they arranged for transportation of the bulls. Lucifer and Monty would begin the train trip to their new home and new duties the next day.
*********************
It was late September and Dillon and Elizabeth were hosting a party to celebrate the finish of this year's cattle drive. Winterborn hadn't made a drive this year; Dillon wanted to build the herd for another season. The Chico Basin Cattle Company had another very profitable drive. Dillon and Oso had helped with the drive to the railhead in Colorado Springs. Now it was time to relax and enjoy themselves.
"It's nice to celebrate after a good season," Dillon told Elizabeth. He laughed and said, "I just hope we don't run out of food for all these people."
"I think that whole steer cooked on the spit will take care of them," Elizabeth replied.
Everybody that we know is here, Dillon thought. Must be near 30 people. Charley White and the four hands from the CBC are here. Bill Sanders and his sister Nancy Larson from the S Bar S came by. Jerry brought his young lady friend and her mother; they lived in Fountain. Eleanor invited her gentlemen friend; Sheriff James Kennedy. Elizabeth told Dillon that her mother and Kennedy became friendly and were spending time together in town.
Then we have the Irish, Dillon continuing his thought. There's Daniel and Maggie Maguire, Danni and Sarah's parents. Their son Jacob made a surprise visit; he'd been in Denver going to school. Dillon smiled, and of course there's the Kelly's and the McCall's and the Gallagher's.
"The Irish really do control Chico Basin," Dillon told Elizabeth. He was sitting on the top step of the porch and she was leaning back against him. They were watching Josh and Red's children playing in the yard.
"We'll be adding another Irishman to the group in a couple of months," Elizabeth said proudly. She looked over her shoulder at Dillon and he bent down, patted her growing stomach, and kissed her.
"And that's just a start," he replied smiling at Elizabeth. They looked at each other for a few seconds and turned back to watch their guests.
"Red was right," Dillon said softly. "It is a gathering.
The Gathering of the Clans."
The End
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********************

James Ambrose Randal was thoughtful as he followed the Indian called Spirit Healer; Jim couldn't pronounce his Indian name. Spirit Healer was the shaman or medicine man of the Lakota Sioux. The medicine man had told him that they were going to a sacred cavern for a ceremony that would adopt Jim into the Lakota tribe. Spirit Healer had explained that the ceremony was requested by Tatanka Maza, or Iron Buffalo, the chief of the Lakota Sioux; Iron Buffalo was also Jim's father in law.
He'd never felt comfortable around his father in law. The older man didn't like the fact that his daughter chose to marry and have children with a white man. But it's more than that, Jim thought. The fact that my ranch used to be Lakota land probably has something to do with the barely concealed dislike, maybe even hatred, which Iron Buffalo has for me.
It was 1890 and the ranch had been in Jim's family for better than 60 years. Jim had inherited the ranch, named Eagle's Nest, from his father, who had inherited from his father, who had inherited it from his father. Jim's great grandfather, Ambrose Randal, had settled the land and fought off the Lakota, Cheyenne dog solders, rustlers, and Mother Nature to keep it.
Lately Jim and Iron Buffalo had become closer, almost friends. Although a bit surprised at the invitation from his father in law, Jim agreed to accompany the shaman to the secret cavern. The cave was in the rock buttes that rose from the valley floor behind Jim's ranch house.

********************

Jim had met Chante, his wife and Iron Buffalo's daughter, just over a year earlier. He had stopped at a small trading post to pick up a few supplies on the way back to his ranch. As he came out of the post he saw three men attacking two Indians, trying to steal their furs. Two of the men were fighting with the brave, who looked to be about 16, and the other one was trying to control a young woman. She appeared to be a couple of years older. The men were dirty and greasy looking, apparently down on their luck trappers.
We've still got enough Indian trouble around here without these three making it worse, Jim thought. Just then the man scuffling with the girl backhanded her, knocking her to the ground, and started kicking her. Why'd you have to go and do that Jim asked silently?
Jim quickly closed with the three ruffians. Before he could get there the young brave moaned and slumped to the ground. "That's about enough," Jim ordered as he leveled his Winchester at them.
The men stopped and turned toward Jim. One of them held a bloody knife and he asked, "You an Indian lover boy?" The trapper standing behind the other two moved his hand down to the pistol stuck in his belt.
"If you pull that hog leg, I'll kill you Mister," Jim said in a threatening voice. "It don't make a difference what I am because you boys are leaving. Get on your horses and ride."
The trappers stood for a few seconds and then moved toward their horses. Jim watched them until they rode out of sight on the far side of the clearing. Turning, Jim saw the girl kneeling by the young man. There was blood on the boy's shirt and he was unconscious. Hurrying to the youngster Jim pulled up the boy's shirt; there was a stab wound with a long gash just under the ribs.
Guess the knife slid before it went in, Jim thought. He stood, ran to his horse, and grabbed his saddle bags. When he got back to the injured boy, he quickly worked to stop the bleeding. Jim bandaged the wound, stood, and turned to the girl. She had a large bruise on the side of her face where the trapper had hit her. He began using sign language trying to find out where their camp was.
"I speak your language," the young woman said. "Our camp is beyond Red Mountain. Help me get him on his horse.
"Red Mountain is a full day's hard ride," Jim replied. "If he has to travel that far he'll bleed to death." Jim hesitated for a minute. "My place is about an hour away; let's take him there. I can tend to him better at my house and then I can go fetch your people.
"I will go for my father."
"You need to stay with, what's his name anyway?"
"He is my brother Chayton," the girl replied. "I am Chante."
"I'm Jim Randal."
For the first time, Chante looked closely at the man that had helped them. She saw a dark haired, wide shouldered, young man with a streak of white hair over his right ear; very strange she thought. He has kind eyes but there was death in them when he faced our attackers. I think this man can be trusted, Chante said to herself.
"We will go with you Jim Randal."
Jim cut some lodge pole pines and made a travois to carry Chayton. "This will be a lot easier on the boy," he explained to Chante.
It was a little over an hour and a half when Jim stopped the horses in front of his ranch house. They got Chayton into the house and laid him on the big kitchen table. Jim had the girl put the horses in the corral; he would take care of them later.
Jim cleaned the wound again and applied some coal oil to it. He got a needle and some silk thread from a sewing kit and began to sew the wound closed.
Chante watched for a minute and asked, "What are you doing? And what is that you're putting on him?"
Jim explained that the coal oil would keep the cut from getting infected. He told her the wound will heal much faster with the stitching and probably not give Chayton any trouble once it did heal. Chayton winced each time the needle was pushed through his skin but he made no noise. When he finished the stitching, Jim again used coal oil to wash the area. He tore up a sheet and put a fresh bandage on the wound.
Chante had watched Jim as he worked on her brother and then helped him get Chayton into a bedroom; Chayton passed out again as soon as he was in bed. Jim motioned for Chante to follow him and returned to the kitchen.
"Now, let's have a look at your face," he said. Jim went out back of the house and used the hand pump to fill a wash basin with water. The water was from an underground spring and was very cold. He wet a small towel and put the cool cloth on her face.
"I'll head for your camp in the morning," Jim told Chante. I'll leave at sunup and hopefully be back before sundown. You can stay with Chayton and change his bandages if need be." Jim paused for a few seconds and added, "I just hope Iron Buffalo and his braves don't kill me when I ride into the camp," Jim told her.
Chante held up her hand saying, "Wait."
She walked down to the corral and got a blanket that was tied to the rear of her saddle. Coming back into the house she handed it to Jim. "Ride with this blanket spread over the saddle in front of you or around your shoulders when you ride into the camp. It will tell my people that you are protected by me. But keep your hands away from your weapons."
"How will this blanket keep your father and his men from attacking me?" Jim asked, not understanding why the Indians would recognize it.
"My father is Tatanka Maza, Iron Buffalo, in your language. He is chief of the Lakota Sioux. The blanket was a gift from him, to protect me. It will do the same for you and give you a chance to talk to him."
He wasn't really sure about the blanket protecting him but felt he had to take the chance. If Chayton died because a white trapper stabbed him, Iron Buffalo could go on the warpath. If that happened he would raid every white ranch and settlement in the area for revenge.
At first light Jim mounted his big black stallion Sampson and rode toward the Indian camp. He pushed the horse hard. Jim wanted to get to the Indian camp well before dark while they could see Chante's blanket. He rode for about 30 minutes at a ground eating cantor and slowed Sampson to a trot to let him rest some.
Looking to his left he saw two riders on a small hill flanking him. Turning his head he saw two more on his right. The riders closed to within a fifty yards but then maintained that distance. Jim could see that they were Indians: Lakota Sioux. And they've got me boxed in, Jim thought as he saw four riders move in behind him. He pulled his rifle and braced it on his hip as two more appeared over a rise about 50 feet in front of him. It's all well and good for Chante to say keep my hands away from my guns, but I think I'll be prepared just the same.
Jim stopped Sampson and waited to see what the Lakota braves would do. The two in the front rode closer stopping about 20 feet away. As the other riders started to close in, Jim held up Chante's blanket on his extended left arm. The older of the two facing him gave an order and the Indians stopped.
The Indian was wearing an eagle feather headdress, called a war bonnet, and his face was painted. He had two red strips on each side of his face running from his ears across and down to the corner of his mouth. Jim knew that the headdress and death mask was only worn when a battle or a major raid was planned. This has to be Iron Buffalo, Jim said to himself.
"Where did you get the blanket, white man? Did you steal it?"
Jim was surprised that the Chief spoke English. "Your daughter gave it to me Tatanka Maza," he replied.
Iron Buffalo was impressed that this man knew who he was. "Why would Chante give a treasured possession to an enemy? Where is she?" Iron Buffalo was angry. He hated white men and only the presence of the blanket and tradition kept him from killing this one.
"Chante is at my lodge," Jim answered. He saw Iron Buffalo tense and saw his face turning red. "Chayton and Chante were injured," he quickly said. "I tended to Chayton and took him to my place. He would have never made the ride back to your camp."
Iron Buffalo looked closely at the young man in front of him. "How badly were my children hurt and how were they hurt?"
Jim knew that Chayton and Chante would tell their father what happened. He was worried about Iron Buffalo's actions when he learned his children had been attacked by three white trappers.
"Chayton was stabbed and Chante was hit in the face, but I think they'll be okay." Jim paused. Then he added, "Three trappers tried to steal their pelts at the trading post. I stopped them and they have been punished." Jim lied hoping that Iron Buffalo wouldn't decide to take revenge on any of the white settlers in the area.
Iron Buffalo called out an order to his men and four of them rode off at a high gallop toward the trading post. I sure hope those boys moved on, Jim thought. They're scum but I'd hate to see them scalped or tied spread eagle on an ant hill.
"Take me to Chayton," Iron Buffalo ordered.
Jim nodded and turned Sampson back toward his ranch. The Indians that had been behind him moved aside leaving a lane for him to ride through. I've got five Lakota braves and an angry war chief following me home, Jim thought. Not really the way I wanted to spend my day. He kicked Sampson into a cantor. If they want to follow me they can follow at my pace.
Chante came out of the house when she heard the horses. She stepped down from the raised front porch and greeted her father in their language.
Iron Buffalo looked upset and asked a couple of questions. She answered him and then pointed to her side indicating where Chayton had been stabbed. Then she pointed at Jim and spoke for a long time. Iron Buffalo looked at Jim and motioned Chante toward the house. She led him into the building and to the bedroom to see Chayton. The other man that had been riding with Iron Buffalo joined them.
Jim waited on the porch; the braves dismounted and stood by their horses. Shortly Iron Buffalo stepped outside with Chante and the other brave following him. The Chief was talking to his daughter. Jim didn't understand Lakota but he knew that Iron Buffalo was very angry. He motioned for two of his braves to enter the house.
Suddenly Jim realized that they were going to get Chayton. He stepped in front of the braves and turned to Iron Buffalo. "If you move him now, he'll bleed to death. Let him stay here. I'll take care of him and you can come get him in six or seven days." Jim was almost pleading with him.
Iron Buffalo stared at Jim for almost a minute. He turned to the man that went to see Chayton with him. "What do you think, Spirit Healer?"
Chante softly whispered to Jim, "Spirit Healer is the Lakota shaman."
Spirit Healer was no fool. If they took Chayton with them and he died, Spirit Healer would be blamed. His magic would have been too weak to save the boy. But if we let the boy stay here I can blame the white man if he dies, he thought. Later, even if Chayton dies on the way to our camp, I can say this white man put a curse on him.
"I have blessed your son and now he should recover from his wound. Let him stay until he is strong enough to return to our camp," Spirit Healer replied.
Iron Buffalo hesitated. Turning to Jim he said, "Take care of my son, I will return in six days." Turning to the girl he said, "Come Chante."
"I will stay with Chayton," she replied. Her father stared at her, surprised that she would disobey him.
"Randal doesn't speak Lakota," she said pointing to Jim. "And Chayton doesn't speak his language. It would be better if I stayed and nursed Chayton."
Iron Buffalo stared at his daughter for a bit and then barked orders at his men. To Jim he said, "When I return it would be a good thing if my son is well; it would be a bad thing, for you, if he is not."
The Indians mounted their horses and rode away. Jim watched them ride away. He turned to Chante, "I thought your father was going to have a fit."
"Have a fit?"
"I thought he was going to yell and force you to go with him," Jim explained.
"It is the first time I have ever disobeyed him," she replied. It was obvious that the confrontation with her father bothered her.
Jim hesitated for a few seconds and changed the subject. "Well...that buckskin dress you're wearing has a lot of blood on it. C'mon I'll get you some of my clothes to wear and we can wash it out."
Jim had to laugh when he saw Chante in his clothes. She was wearing a pair of Jim's pants, cinched at the waist with a piece of rope. She also wore one of his shirts buttoned all the way to her throat. Jim was 6 feet 2 and broad in the shoulders and Chante was about 5 feet 6; the shirt hung on her almost like a dress.
For the next five days, Jim and Chante took care of Chayton. Jim cooked their meals on his wood stove and Chante quickly learned to cook on it. She was fascinated by the water pump behind the house. Jim watched her pump water then she would bend over and look up the spout of the pump.
"It is much easier than carrying water from the stream," she said with a smile.
Jim was fascinated too; he was fascinated by Chante. The girl wasn't educated but she was intelligent, a quick learner, and fun to have around. He realized he enjoyed talking to her and spending time with her when they weren't tending Chayton.
The boy was healing and soon joined them sitting on the front porch of the ranch house in the evenings. The three of them would talk until Chayton tired. Chayton began to understand and speak English a little and Jim picked up some of the Lakota language. After the youngster went to bed, Jim and Chante would talk late into the night.
The evening of the fifth day, Jim was quiet. He knew that tomorrow Iron Buffalo would come for Chayton; he would also come for Chante. Jim was going to miss the young woman; he had become very fond of her. Fond of her hell, he thought. I'm falling in love with her.
It was just after midday when Iron Buffalo, Faith Healer, and four braves rode up to the ranch house. They must have traveled hard since before daybreak to have gotten here this early, Jim thought. Iron Buffalo rode close to the porch where Jim, Chante, and Chayton stood.
Iron Buffalo looked at his son; Jim could see the relief in the Chief's face. He spoke to Chayton in Lakota and the boy answered. Jim had learned enough of the language to know Iron Buffalo was asking if the boy was alright. Looking at Chante, he said nothing about the pants and shirt she wore.
The braves that had ridden in with Iron Buffalo returned from the corral with the two Indian ponies. Jim stepped off the porch. "If Chayton rides back to your camp now, his wound could open and start bleeding again. I have the poles that we used to make a travois to get him here. You can use them to make another travois for him so he doesn't have to ride."
"Please Father, let's use the travois," Chante said. "It will be better for Chayton." Iron Buffalo thought for a few seconds and nodded his head.
"It's a long way to your camp and your horses are tired," Jim said. "You're welcome to camp down by the spring or bed down in my barn for the night. You can start back to your camp in the morning."
Iron Buffalo nodded and gave his men orders. The Indians, including Chante and Chayton, made camp at the spring. The next morning just after daybreak, Jim heard horses come up to the house. He had been awake for an hour or so and went out onto the porch.
The Indians led by Iron Buffalo and Chante were waiting for him. Jim was glad to see that Chayton was on a travois. Iron Buffalo rode closer. "I owe you my son's life Jim Randal. Not many white men would have cared enough to help a Sioux boy."
"He was a boy that needed help," Jim replied. "Didn't much matter if he was an Indian or white."
Iron Buffalo tossed a carved piece of wood to Jim. "This is the totem of my lodge. It will protect you from all Sioux. While I am Chief of the Lakota you and all in your lodge will be safe from attack by all Sioux." He nodded to Jim, turned his horse, and led his band back toward their camp.
Chante waited for a moment, smiled, and said, "My thanks for my brother's life, Jim Randal." She rode to join her father.
I guess that's the end of that, Jim thought. As he stepped back inside he said out loud, "Well, I got my house
back." Jim paused and then continued, "Yep, got my house back and I'm all alone again. All damned alone."

********************

Two months later, as Jim rode up to the trading post he thought of the last time he'd been there. That was when I met Chante he remembered. He had thought of the young Indian girl frequently since she had left. Jim couldn't seem to shake her from his thoughts.
He noticed six Indian ponies tied to the hitching rail in front of the post. Jim dismounted and just as he got to the door it opened. Chayton and five other braves came through the door. The young Indian recognized Jim and smiled.
"Jim Randal, my friend. It is good to see you," Chayton said.
"Hello Chayton. You look good," Jim replied. "Guess that knife wound healed up just fine."
Chayton nodded and they talked as friends for a few minutes. Finally Jim couldn't help himself and asked, "How is Chante?"
The smile quickly fell from Chayton's face and his bright eyes seemed to dim. "It does not go well for Chante," he answered. At Jim's questioning look he added. "It is time for her to marry but none of the young braves will speak for her."
"I can't believe that none of the young bucks want to marry her. She's a wonderful girl," Jim responded. "Why don't they want her for a wife?"
Chayton hesitated. He looked at Jim's eyes and could see the concern in them. "They say she has been dishonored because she spent several nights in your lodge." He held up his hand to stop Jim's protest. "I know that you and she did nothing wrong. My father has told the young men the same thing but they don't believe him. So none of them have offered a bride price."



"What's a bride price?"
"When a brave wishes to marry a woman, he offers her father something of value. Usually a horse or a weapon," Chayton explained. His face showed his anger. "The only offer my father or Chante received was to be a.........."
Jim didn't know the words that Chayton said. "What is that?"
He thought for a little and answered, "It means bed warmer. She would have all the duties of a wife but would not be married."
Jim felt an anger that he'd never had before. It's a damn shame that a fine young woman like Chante is being treated like that, he thought. He stood for a minute thinking about what Chayton had told him and decided to do something.
"Are y'all still camped on the other side of Red Mountain?" Chayton nodded. Jim talked for a few more minutes and said goodbye. He mounted Sampson and returned to his ranch without going into the trading post.
It was two days later around noon when Jim rode into Iron Buffalo's camp. He had the totem that he'd been given by the Chief on a rawhide thong around his neck and he wore Chante's blanket over his shoulder. He was also leading two horses; a big strong buckskin and an Appaloosa. Across the buckskin's back, threaded together on a long rope, were over 30 cured pelts and furs. There was quite an up roar as he rode up to Iron Buffalo's teepee.
Chante and her father come out of the lodge to see what was causing all the noise. If Iron Buffalo was surprised to see Jim, he hid it well. But Chante's surprise showed on her face. Jim nodded and smiled at Chante. She looked tired and sad but returned his smile. He returned his attention to her father.
Jim took a deep breath before speaking. This could go bad real quick, he thought. "Iron Buffalo I have come to ask for Chante as my wife. These two horses are offered as the bride price."
Even Iron Buffalo couldn't hide his surprise this time. Chante's eyes got big and Jim could see her face get red. Out of the corner of his eye, Jim saw Chayton standing beside the teepee with a big smile on his face. The Chief nodded and replied, "Come, we will talk of this."
Jim dismounted and followed Iron Buffalo, Chante, and Chayton into the teepee. Inside Iron Buffalo motioned for Jim to sit on one side of the fire pit; he and his children sat on the other side. "How did you learn of our custom?"
"A squirrel in the forest told me. It also told me that Chante was sad and unhappy," Jim answered. "I believe that I can take away her sadness and make her happy."
Iron Buffalo looked hard at the smiling Chayton. "That squirrel sometimes talks too much." Chayton nodded but didn't lose the smile. Turning to Chante he asked, "Is this what you wish daughter?"
Chante had her head down looking at the ground. When her father spoke to her she raised her head and looked into Jim's eyes. "Yes father, it would be a good thing," she replied.
Iron Buffalo sat looking at his daughter and the white man that had spoken for her. "Let us look at the horses you are offering," he said as he stood and left the teepee. He walked around the horses, running his hands over their legs and chest. "Fine horses," he said. He inspected the furs and asked, "Are these also part of the bride price?"
"No sir, those are the furs that Chante and Chayton had with them the day we meet at the trading post. In the uproar what with Chayton getting cut up, we took them with us to my lodge. We were all so happy that he survived and when you took him back to your camp they got left at my place. Just thought I'd return them."
Iron Buffalo took his daughter's hand and placed it in Jim's. "I accept the bride price. You will join me in the sweat lodge tonight and be married tomorrow. Then you can take your bride to your lodge."
That evening in the sweat lodge it was explained that the ritual would get rid of any bad spirits in Jim's body. The next morning, Spirit Healer performed the marriage ceremony. Jim wasn't paying that much attention to anyone other than Chante but he got a feeling that the medicine man wasn't very happy.
Jim and Chante left after the ceremony to return to the ranch.

********************

It's been a good year Jim thought as he rode back to his ranch house from one of the high meadows where he had cattle grazing. I've got a beautiful wife and now a son to begin our family. Chante had given birth to a fine healthy boy just two weeks previously. She usually made these scouting trips with him but had stayed at home with the baby this time. It was a lot easier when it was just her and I, Jim thought. He smiled when he thought of the reason she had stayed at the house.
Iron Buffalo had visited the ranch about a month after their marriage. I guess he wanted to make sure his daughter was okay, Jim said to himself. At that first visit Iron Buffalo had seen the joy in Chante's eyes and her happiness every time she looked at her new husband. He made several more visits during the year. It did him good to see his daughter so happy after she had been so sad.
On each of the visits the Chief had Spirit Healer with him. Jim had become if not friends at least friendlier with Iron Buffalo. He wasn't having the same luck with the shaman. That man just don't like me, Jim thought. It's his loss, not mine.
One of the reasons Jim and Iron Buffalo were on much friendlier terms was that Jim thought it was important that young John learn and take part in his Lakota heritage. Jim asked his father in law if he would help teach John about the Lakota; their ways, traditions, and history. For the first time he saw Iron Buffalo's self control waiver; the Chief had tears in his eyes as he nodded to Jim.
Jim rode up to the ranch house and Chante came out to greet him carrying their son. His heart filled with love looking at his family. Damn good start, he thought. He dismounted, hugged Chante, and made the noises that all parents do to his son, John Maza; they'd named the boy after Jim's and Chante's fathers. The boy would have to go through the ritual of becoming a man to earn a true Lakota name.
A week later Jim was on another scouting trip, checking on the condition of the grazing in the valley. It would soon be time to move the cattle down from the meadows in the high country. He rode out of a grove of cottonwoods lining one of the many creeks on his property and saw Spirit Healer. The medicine man was sitting on a horse apparently waiting for Jim.
Spirit Healer disliked Jim Randal for several reasons; First, because he was a white man and a sworn enemy. But the main reason was that Iron Buffalo had become less warlike since his daughter had married Jim. The Chief still disliked, even hated, most whites but Spirit Healer knew that Iron Buffalo's relationship with Jim had caused him to be more tolerant. This cannot continue, Spirit Healer said to himself. This white man must be dealt with.
Jim nodded at Spirit Healer and rode to meet him. It was unusual for the shaman to visit without Iron Buffalo. "Hello, Spirit Healer. Where's Iron Buffalo?"
"He asked me to come lead you in a great ceremony," the shaman replied. At Jim's questioning look he added, "Iron Buffalo wants to adopt you as a Lakota."
Nodding his head, Jim smiled. "That's a nice thing for him to do. How do we do it? You mentioned a ceremony?"
"Yes. I will take you to a sacred cavern in the mountains. It is there that you will take part in the adoption ceremony. Do you agree?" Jim nodded again and Spirit Healer continued, "Meet me at the trail at the foot of the mountain at the rear of your lodge tomorrow morning at sunrise."
"Okay, I mean, yes Spirit Healer. I will meet you there," Jim agreed.
"Do not tell anyone, even Chante, of this ceremony. It should be kept to yourself until you complete the adoption," Spirit Healer ordered.
Jim nodded again and turned Sampson back toward the ranch house. Not real comfortable keepin Chante out of this, he thought. But I guess it's for a good reason, at least this one time.
The next morning Jim told Chante he was headed back to another part of the high country and he should be back by sundown. He kissed her and John goodbye and rode to meet Spirit Healer. Meeting at the foot of the rock butte Jim and the medicine man rode up the trail until they had to dismount and continue on foot.
After about a half hour's climb they came around the base of a tall rock wall and Jim saw the entrance to the cave. He followed Spirit Healer; they went several hundred feet into the cavern finally stopping at a small side room off the main pathway.
"This is where we will hold the ceremony," Spirit Healer said. "You must take off your boots so you can feel the earth become one with the spirit of the Lakota."
Jim took off his boots and waited as the shaman prepared for the ceremony. I feel silly standin here in my bare feet, Jim thought. But if this is what it takes to get closer to Chante's father then that's what I'll do.
Spirit Healer started a small fire and took a long stemmed pipe out of the buckskin bag he'd brought with him. He packed the bowl with tobacco from a small pouch and said, "You must smoke the Spirit pipe. Face the four winds and take a puff each time. As you do that I will put special herbs on the fire to help you join with the spirits of the Lakota."
Jim lit the pipe and took a draw. Wow, that's some kind of tobacco, he thought. Spirit Healer turned him in one direction and motioned for him to puff on the pipe. Jim puffed once and blew out the smoke. He repeated the action three more times, each time turning in a different direction.
As he followed Spirit Healer's directions, Jim became light headed. There's more than just tobacco in that pipe, he thought. Jim staggered around for a few seconds and fell to his knees. Dimly he saw Spirit Healer smiling as he added more herbs to the fire.
As he fell to his side the last thing Jim remembered was thinking, Damn it's getting cold in here.
To Be Continued...
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I'm glad my traveling days are over at least for a while, Lewis Randal said to himself. It was 2007 and he was finally home; well as close to a home as he'd had the last three years. It had been a long, hard, and sometimes painful journey. His return home started in Iraq; his National Guard Unit had been activated and sent to "The Sandbox".
He'd been living in St. Louis, not doing much with his life. Lewis had a good job in the financial and procurement department of a large manufacturing company; a very pretty though spoiled fiancée, and a full social calendar. But he was dissatisfied with his life. Lewis wanted to do something that mattered; he wanted to make a difference. So he joined the National Guard.
His unit was basically a transportation company. Lewis thought that if they activated it would be to provide transportation for tornado or flood victims or to help in other natural disasters. It wasn't the smartest thing he'd ever done. Three months after joining up, the unit was called up and deployed to Iraq. On his way out of the country, he shook his head at his faulty logic. Who needs transport more than soldiers and their supplies in a battle zone?
Lewis had been in Iraq for one year and could see the end of his deployment on the horizon. On a morning patrol the Humvee he and his squad were riding in was struck by an RPG. The explosion threw him and one other guardsman out of the back of the vehicle; none of the others made it.
His buddy was wounded and Lewis put field dressings on his injuries. Bullets began to hit the ground around them so Lewis grabbed his friend and dragged him behind a rock wall. He tried to carry the man but found that his left leg wasn't working too well. He returned fire and held off the attackers; killing at least three of them in the first rush.
Lewis noticed during a lull in the fighting that most of his left little finger was gone; he also had shrapnel in his left leg. That's why it doesn't work, he thought; because of the adrenalin rush the pain hadn't started yet. Lewis bandaged his wounds and continued firing. Another patrol arrived in about ten minutes and the two survivors were taken back to base. That's when the pain kicked in. Both Lewis and his buddy were stabilized and sent to the Landstuhl Medical Center in Germany.
He was in Germany for better than two months. They operated on his leg and his finger and he had physical therapy after he healed a bit. While he was in therapy he received a Purple Heart, a Bronze star and a letter from Julie, his fiancée.
She said she was sorry but she had met someone else while he was gone and was ending their engagement; she did return the ring he'd given to her. Julie also said she would always think of him fondly and hoped that they could be friends.
Lewis took the letter and the ring and threw them into the hospital incinerator. He was angry; not so much because she'd broken up with him but because she did it while he was in the hospital. Typical he thought, it was all about her and she couldn't be bothered to do the right thing.
******************
Months later as he topped a tall hill, Lewis stopped his Harley and gazed down into the peaceful valley spread out below him. It ran northeast away from his position toward the mountains that formed a boundary and closed off one end of the valley. The morning sun was shining and made everything look bright and new. There's the ranch house, he thought. Just like I remembered it.
There were times I thought I might never see Eagle's Nest again. The ranch had been named for the eagles that lived and nested in the tall rock buttes rising from the valley floor at the rear of the ranch house. Aside from the fact that I'd be dead, he said to himself with a chuckle, it'd be a shame if the ranch went to some damn developer after Grandpa passes on. Damn, it's good to be back.
Even though Eagle's Nest wasn't a working cattle ranch anymore for the Randal's, it was still home to Lewis. Two of the adjoining ranches leased grazing rights from the family. The money from the leases covered taxes and some of the expenses of the ranch. William paid the rest out of his pension. Now Lewis could help using his medical disability payments.
Lewis put the Harley in gear and rode down the hill toward the ranch house. The original part of the building was built in the late 1880s, using three foot diameter logs that had been taken from the forest on the ranch. A large extension using smaller logs had been added on the rear sometime around 1955.
As he pulled up to the porch that wrapped around three sides of the house, Lewis' Grandfather stepped out to meet him. William Chayton Randal was visually striking and almost as tall as his grandson at 6 feet 1. Even at the age of 62 he stood tall with a slender work hardened build. He had dark hair with a streak of white over his right ear. His dark eyes and high cheek bones told of his Native American heritage. Lewis absent mindedly ran his hand over his own streak of white hair as he took off his helmet.
William was part Lakota Sioux from both of his grandparents. His grandmother was Chante, a full blood Lakota Sioux maiden. William's mother had been also been a full blood Lakota; his father was half Lakota. William always said he was more Lakota than white. His complexion was tanned and weatherworn; a combination of his genes and the years spent working outdoors.
He crossed to the top step and looked down at Lewis. "Wondered when you'd come home. It's good to see you boy."
"Hi Grandpa," Lewis replied. "If you can put up with me, I'd like to stay and heal up for a while."
William's face showed his concern as he stepped down closer to Lewis. "Your leg still bothering you?"
"Naw, it's pretty good. I got about 90 percent mobility; could have been a lot worse. Those doctors in Germany are really good. I sorta miss my little finger though," he said showing his Grandpa the stump. Lewis paused and added, "I think it's my mind and spirit that needs healing more than anything."
The older man looked at his grandson for a few seconds and put his hand on the boy's shoulder. "Stay as long as you need to son. Stay here from now on if you want." William took a second to wipe the moisture from the corner of his eyes. "I could use the company," he said smiling. "C'mon let's get your duffle to your room."
He grabbed Lewis's duffel from the back of the bike and walked into the house. Lewis looked around again, smiled, and followed his Grandpa. Some of the happiest times of his life at been spent at the ranch; he hoped he could regain those feelings again.
That evening after supper sitting on the porch, Lewis told his Grandpa about his life in St. Louis, the reason he enlisted in the Guard, and his experiences in Iraq. He also told him about the 'Dear John' letter from his fiancée.
"Actually I think she did me a big favor by breaking up with me," Lewis said with a small sad smile. "I don't think we really loved each other. I think we were in intense like and lust but I don't think it was love."
"Really?" William responded.
"We worked for the same company, had the same friends, and had a good time partying together." Lewis paused for a minute. "You know when I was in Iraq I really didn't think that much about her; I just thought about getting back to Eagle's Nest."
"You may be right boy," William replied. "It don't sound much like love to me."
Lewis sat quietly for a few minutes staring across the valley as the sun set. "I'd like to stay a couple of months, maybe more, and figure out what to do with myself now. My old job doesn't hold a lot of interest for me."
"Well if you decide to leave, you'll have to decide what to do with the ranch," William told him.
"What do I have to do with it? The ranch is yours Grandpa."
William smiled and chuckled. "Ain't so boy. I gave the ranch to your Dad and Mom as a wedding present; all 1000 acres. I kept forty acres over by Indian Springs for myself. I'd planned to enlarge the line shack there into a cabin but your Mom talked me into staying here at the ranch house.
He stopped for a short time. "The day you graduated from college, your Dad had a new deed drawn up with you as the sole owner of Eagle's Nest. John didn't want to influence your decision about what to do with your life so he never told you. He was disappointed that you went to St. Louis instead of coming home. He and Ellie were killed in that auto accident right after you took that job."
William laughed at the shock on Lewis' face. "Center Corp development made an offer on the place three months ago. Somewhere around three million as I recall. I told him I didn't own the place and to stick his offer. Three million is a lot of money; I can understand if you want to sell the place."
He saw the concern on the boys face and added, "Don't worry about me. If you sell out it will make my land over by the spring worth a lot more. I'll sell out too and move to San Antonio. Always did like it there."
Lewis sat for a few minutes. Damn, three million dollars, he thought. I could go anywhere and do anything with that kind of money. I'd split it with Grandpa but I'd still have 'go to hell' type money. Then he smiled at William.
"Grandpa, all I could think about in Iraq was getting home and seeing Eagle's Nest; especially after I was wounded. I don't think Dad, or you, or Great Grandpa John or Great Great Grandpa Jim would want the place to go to a developer. No sir, I think we'd better just keep it in the Randal family."
William nodded and smiled. "Hopin you'd see it that way boy."
The next morning Lewis saddled a horse and rode out. He went all the way to the lower end of the valley into the foothills of the mountains. As he rode, he remembered his childhood on the ranch. It's almost like the rest of the world doesn't exist, he thought. I couldn't stand to see all this with houses or a golf course built on it.
"The eagles still nest up on the rim?" Lewis asked that evening. William nodded and Lewis said, "I think I'll ride up and see if I can spot a few early tomorrow morning."
"You can't ride a horse up there you know."
"I know Grandpa," Lewis replied. "But I saw a game trail on one of my rides that I can follow on foot and get higher up on the rim. Maybe I can get close enough to get some good pictures." After a few seconds Lewis said, "I might stay until dusk to catch their afternoon hunting. I'll take a radio and call you if I'm going to be late."
"You be careful in those mountains," William warned. "There was an earthquake around San Diego a couple of weeks ago and we felt the ground shaking all the way over here. There might be a lot of loose rock up there."
"Yes sir," Lewis replied with a smile. No matter how old I get I'll still be his grandson, he thought.
At first light Lewis was riding toward the rock buttes. He dismounted at the game trail and let the reins hang down. The horse was trained to ground tie and would stay put. Lewis got his backpack from behind his saddle and geared up for his climb. It was late September and sometimes winter set in early so he wore a backpack with a sort of survival kit. He had a poncho, a fire starting kit, first aid supplies, and one of the so called space blankets made of Mylar. In addition the pack carried a good supply of trail mix and beef jerky.
Lewis also had a small digital camera in the pack. He started his hike just as the sun came up over the mountain lighting his way up the trail. About thirty minutes into his climb Lewis came to a tall rock wall. He stopped to rest for a minute thinking, my leg's holding up fine.
Lewis found a small fire ring at the base of the wall with what looked like petroglyphs carved into the rock. This was an important place at one time, he thought. Looking up he saw two or three eagles soaring overhead but they quickly went past the top of the rock wall so he couldn't get a good view or take a picture. Maybe if I get to the other side of the wall I can find a way up that will get me closer to their nest, he told himself. He followed the game trail around the wall and stopped. Across a narrow shallow canyon there was what looked like another rock wall that had fallen and revealed the entrance to a cave.
I've been up here several times when I was growing up and I've never seen that cave before, Lewis thought. The cave was too great a temptation to pass up so he made his way across the small canyon to get to the opening. The opening was about ten feet across and the roof of the cave had a crack that allowed the sun to light up the first 30 feet of the cavern. Lewis quickly crossed that 30 feet and peered further into the cave. Might run a long way back into the mountain, he thought. I need a light.
Then he remembered his key ring. The ring only had two things on it; the key to his Harley and a small flashlight. The light was one of those that you could use to light up a key slot; it had been given to him by a girl he dated. He had kept the light and got rid of the girl sometime ago. He pulled the ring out of his pocket and as small as it was, the flashlight seemed very bright in the total darkness of the cave.
I'll just go another hundred feet or so, Lewis told himself. I can come back with a better light and explore if the cave goes on. He stepped farther into the cavern, following the path as it curved and opened into a large room. Lewis noticed that the cave was dry. It's not a living cave at least not this part he thought. If it was the walls and floor would be damp or even wet.
Off to one side of the big room he saw a small speck of light. What the hell? Lewis asked himself. There shouldn't be any light in here unless there's another opening to the top of the mountain. He played his light over the floor and stepped closer. There was a wall from floor to ceiling with a small opening near the top. That wall's man made Lewis thought. You can see that someone used mud as a mortar to hold the flat stones.
As Lewis stepped closer he saw a sort of thin smoke seeping out of the hole. He got close to the opening, peered in, and started coughing when he breathed in some of the smoke. Lewis stepped back and coughed to clear his lungs and catch his breath.
Holding his breath he looked through the opening again, leaning one hand against the wall. Lewis almost fell as part of the wall collapsed. A cloud of the smoke flowed out and then seemed to clear up a little. The opening was now almost man sized and Lewis was able to see behind the stacked stones.
The wall had closed off a small room to the side of the bigger room. Lewis saw a very small, very bright and intense flame burning in a small cavity cut into the back wall of the room. The smoke wasn't as thick and he could now breathe without a problem so he stepped through the opening in the wall and moved closer to the flame. There was an oily substance at the bottom of the circular niche. The walls surrounding the niche were wet, sort of like they're sweating, Lewis thought. I wonder if that's what fuels the flame?
He turned to look around the room and got a major shock. Lying against the rear wall of the room was a man's body lying on a bed of dried and crumpling pine boughs. Lewis stepped closer to the body to examine it. If I didn't know better I'd think he was sleeping, Lewis said to himself. He doesn't look he's been dead too long.
Lewis squatted down and took a closer look at the body. The man had long dark hair, a long beard and he really did look like he was sleeping. Lewis started to look for some identification in the pocket of the man's twill work pants but the pants almost fell apart as he touched them. He thought he felt a movement and shuddered; I hope I don't get into a bunch of bugs or maggots. Something made him look at the man's face. The man's eyes were open and he slowly turned his head toward Lewis.
Lewis jumped back and fell on his rear. This guy is alive. The man was trying to say something but all Lewis heard was a rasping croak. He took his canteen a put a few drops of water on the man's lips and into his mouth. The voice was still a rasping whisper but Lewis heard a questioning, "Spirit Healer?"
He gave the man a little more water. "No, my name is Lewis Randal, Mister," he replied. "You just take it easy, don't try to move. I'm going to call for help; I'll be right back."
The man closed his eyes and Lewis rushed out of the cave. He knew that the tall rock wall might interfere with the radio signal so he quickly crossed the canyon and walked around the tall butte.
"Lewis calling base...Lewis calling base. Are you there Grandpa?" There was no answer. He called again. "Grandpa, this is Lewis. Come in please."
"Hey Lewis. What's the matter? You get lonely and want someone to hold your hand."
"No sir. I found a man; he's almost dead. I need some help up here."
"Slow down son. What do you mean you found a man?"
Lewis quickly explained about the cave and how he found the man. "I thought he was dead but then he opened his eyes. I gave him a little water and came out to call you. We need a medic and someone to help get him back down the trail."
"I'll call Doc Samuels, he lives about five miles away," William said. "Either way I'll come up and meet you. What can I bring with me?"
"Bring some blankets; this guy's clothes are falling off him. And maybe more water or Gatorade or something. That's about all I can think of," Lewis replied. "Oh yeah, bring some kind of lanterns or flashlights," he quickly added.
"I'll be there within a couple of hours. Leave a marker to show the way to the cave. Base clear."
Before going back, Lewis left several piles of rock as markers to lead the way to the cave. He found some dry wood and took it with him. As he was building a fire the men opened his eyes again and tried to speak. Lewis went to him and gave him a little water. "Take it easy, help is on the way. We'll get you down the mountain and to a doctor."
It was almost two hours later when Lewis heard someone calling his name. "I'll be right back Mister," he told the man. He left the cave and saw his Grandpa, another man, and a woman making their way across the small canyon toward the cave. That must be the doctor, he thought. But who is the woman.
Lewis waved at the trio and waited for them to join him at the cave entrance. William handed Lewis a large flashlight and he carried an electric lantern. Lewis motioned for the others to follow him and led them to the side room. On the way William introduced him to Doc Samuels and his wife, Dotty.
Charley Samuels was about the same age as Lewis' grandfather; but where William was tall and trim Charley was short at 5 feet 7 and stocky. As they came to the top of the trail, Charley took off his hat and wiped his balding head. The only hair he had was a salt and pepper colored fringe around the sides of his head. He was a jovial type and it was easy to like him.
Dotty Samuels was almost the exact opposite of her husband. She was at least ten years younger than Charley and stood 5 feet 10 or so. Dotty was lean and shapely with her long dark hair worn in a pony tail down her back. Charley looked every day of his 63 years but Dotty could have passed for 40; maybe younger if she was all dressed up. They made an unlikely looking couple.
Arriving at the room Doc Samuels and his wife took the lantern, crossed to the mystery man, and began to examine him. Samuels took off the large backpack he was wearing and started taking medical supplies out of it. He made a quick exam and said something to Dotty. She grabbed a plastic bag and started an IV in the man's left arm.



Dotty motioned William over to her. "Hold this bag about waist high while I help Charley," she ordered and went back to assisting the doctor. Doc Samuels handed her another bag and she piggy backed another IV line into the first one. She handed William the second bag to hold too.
Lewis took the big flashlight and arranged it so it added light for the doctor. He built the fire a little higher and then sat and waited. It was out of his hands now. He watched the group in the corner and heard the man mutter a name. Lewis didn't hear what he said but he saw his Grandpa stiffen and stare hard at the semi conscious man.
A few minutes later William called over to Lewis. "We need to make a stretcher to get him down the hill. See if you can find some poles; there's some rope in my backpack."
Lewis hiked back down the hill several hundred feet to a grove of lodge pole pines. He cut and trimmed two sturdy poles about eight feet long. He also cut and trimmed two that were about thirty inches long. Back in the cave he wove the rope back and forth between the longer poles making a bed. Then he fastened the two shorter poles on each end between the longer ones. The rope would support the man and the short poles would keep the stretcher from collapsing toward each other. It took him about twenty minutes to form the stretcher.
Doc Samuels walked over to Lewis and looked at his work. "Almost as good as a gurney in the ER," he said with a smile. He offered his hand to Lewis and they shook.
"How long you been doctoring around here?" Lewis asked.
"I'm sorta retired now," he answered. "Worked in California for several years and we decided to retire here a little over two years ago. Dotty was my nurse and when I got ready to leave she said she was coming with me. We got married in Las Vegas on our way here. Best move I ever made," he added with a big grin.
"Retiring or getting married?" Lewis asked returning the grin.
"Either one or both, I guess."
Lewis turned back toward the unknown man and asked, "How's he doing?"
"Actually, he's not in too bad of shape. His vital signs are pretty good. He's come to a couple of times but every time he does his blood pressure shoots up. So I gave him a mild sedative to make him sleep. It will make it easier to get him down the mountain too. He is seriously dehydrated and malnourished though. Those two IVs should stabilize him and then we can move him." Doc Samuels paused. "Might be morning before we can carry him out."
"Just as well," Lewis replied. It's gonna get dark soon and I sure don't want to try the trail in the dark, especially carrying a man on a stretcher."
The next morning Doc Samuels examined his patient and said he was stable enough to travel. They managed to get the man into a sleeping bag and Lewis helped the doctor get him onto the stretcher. Then they began the long hike back down the mountain. Lewis handled one end of the stretcher with William and Doc Samuels taking turns on the other end.
When they came to a rough or dangerous part of the trail, each of them including Dotty would take an end of a pole until they passed the rough spots. It had taken Lewis about forty minutes to get to the cave; burdened by their passenger it took almost two hours to get to the trail head. They did rest for a few minutes by the stand of pine while Lewis cut two more poles; these were about twelve feet long. Dotty carried the poles most of the way down.
William watched as Lewis cut the lodge poles. "What are those for?"
"You'll see," Lewis answered with a grin.
Thought so, Lewis said to himself and they came to the end of the trail. His horse was still tied where he had left him and there were two ATVs parked close by.
Lewis turned to William. "I figured you couldn't get your truck up here, so we'll make a travois to get our man back to the ranch. That's what the poles are for."
Samuels was puzzled. "What's a tra... whatever you called it?"
"It's like a horse drawn stretcher," Lewis replied. "I'll tie one end of the poles to each of my stirrups and run a support line over the horse's back across the front of my saddle. We'll use the rope to make a bed just like we did with the stretcher and put our friend here on it. Cover him with the sleeping bags and I'll drag him back to the house."
William chuckled. "Should've thought of that myself," he said. "I'm the one that's mostly Lakota."
Lewis quickly had the travois finished and rigged to the horse. As they loaded the man onto the travois William said, "I'll take one of the ATVs and go get the pickup. I'll meet you out on the flat and we'll put him in the bed of the truck. It'll be faster and probably easier on this poor guy."
Both Lewis and Samuel nodded and William roared off like he was in a race. Doc and his wife rode beside Lewis as he and his horse started down into the flat land of the valley. They made a couple of stops so Doc Samuels could check on his patient. It was close to an hour before they saw William driving his truck toward them.
"How will we get him into the bed of the truck?" Samuels asked. "He's still weak and I don't want to move him around too much."
"I'll cut the ropes holding the travois to the horse. The four of us will each take the end of a pole and we'll just lift him and the travois into the truck," Lewis explained. "It'll be a lot easier than it was carrying him down the mountain."
Slowly William drove the truck back to the ranch house. Doc Samuels and Dotty rode in the bed of the pickup with the sleeping man. Lewis tied his horse to the rear bumper on a long lead and he rode the other ATV back. It took better than an hour to arrive in front of the house. They carried the travois into one of the first floor bedrooms. William and Lewis held the travois even with the bed and then the Samuels slid the man, sleeping bag and all, onto the bed.
Dotty and Samuels cut the man's clothing off. The jeans, Lindsay Woolsey shirt, the red long johns, and boots were rotting and threadbare. Dotty had Lewis bring a wash basin and a bucket of warm water and washed the man's face, hands, and feet. When she was finished bathing him, she combed his hair and beard into something less tangled and snarled.
"When he's a little stronger I'll give him a sponge bath and cut his hair," Dotty explained. Looking at Charley she added, "He sure is thin. Don't look like he's had a decent meal in awhile."
Samuels checked the man's vitals again. "We'll leave the IVs running tonight; he'll be pretty well hydrated by morning. We'll try to get some broth down him, if he can take that we'll take out the IVs. Then we'll see if our mystery man regains consciousness."
"Y'all can have that next bedroom if you've a mind to spend the night," William offered. "Lewis and I can bunk upstairs."
The next morning before first light, Lewis was up and moving around. He put on a jacket and took a cup of coffee out onto the porch. As the sun started to rise William came out and joined him.
"Couldn't sleep?" William asked.
Lewis smiled at his grandfather. "Most nights are okay but once in a while I have a bad one. Like last night."
"Thinking about your tour in Iraq?"
"Yeah, I guess," Lewis replied. "But mostly I wonder why Jason and I got out of the Humvee and 5 others didn't make it. I mean why me?"
William was quiet for a minute or two. Turning to his grandson he asked, "Are you feeling guilty that you made it and they didn't? Maybe you need to talk to a doctor or therapist. You might be suffering from Post Traumatic Stress."
Lewis looked at William. He was surprised that his Grandpa knew the term and what it meant. "I'm thankful that I made it; I don't feel guilty. I just wish my squad had made it too." Pointing to the valley and mountains he said, "What I need is some time out here." He paused and added, "I'll be good to go in a few days. Don't worry Grandpa."
They sat quietly for several minutes and William went inside, returning with the coffee pot and refilled each of their cups. Setting the pot on a table William said, "I know why you joined the Guard and it was just bad luck that your unit got activated. Do you think we should be over there? The U.S. I mean."
Lewis hesitated and then replied, "Don't know Grandpa. That's above my pay grade. I do know we're doing some good things for the civilians. My unit helped get a power plant up and running. We provide some electric pumps to get water from a couple of wells. I saw a medical crew set up a hospital and treat women and children that needed help in spite of being shot at on a daily basis. Should we be there? I don't know but I'm proud of the job I did while I was there."
He stopped talking and again looked at the mountains in the distance. "Now I want to be proud of doing a good job here at Eagle's Nest." Turning to look at William he said, "I'm not going back to St. Louis, I'm home for good Grandpa."
Before William could respond, Charley Samuels joined them. "There's the coffee pot," he said. "Be right back." He returned with a cup and poured himself some coffee.
"How's your patient this morning?" William asked.
"Doing better. His blood pressure had stabilized," Samuels replied. "We'll try to get some clear broth down him so we can remove the IVs." Then we'll just have to wait and see."
Lewis asked, "He tell you who he is or how he got into that cave?"
"Not yet. He's having trouble talking but I think that'll pass once he starts getting fluids orally. At least I think so."
Lewis went inside to make another pot of coffee. Dotty was in the kitchen heating some chicken noodle soup in a pan. When it was warm she strained the noodles out, leaving just the broth. "Not exactly the breakfast of champions," she said to Lewis smiling. "But it's about all our patient can handle right now."
As he finished putting the coffee on Dotty asked, "Are you squeamish Lewis?" He shook his head no. "Will you help me this morning? We need to give him a haircut, a shave, and a bath. Not sure how he'll react if he comes too while I'm doing all that. But a person always feels better when they're clean; not to mention the health issues."
"He doesn't look strong enough to swat a fly," Lewis replied.
"Looks can be deceiving. I've seen meth heads that looked like a skeleton fight off two or three big orderlies." She smiled at Lewis and continued, "I don't think that's what we've got here but it won't hurt to have some help if he goes nuts on us."
Lewis nodded and followed her into the bedroom. Dotty's actions left no doubt that she was a head nurse. She quickly and efficiently gave the man a bath. Dotty turned to Lewis who standing beside the bed watching her. "Boxers or briefs?"
"Huh?" Lewis questioned.
"Do you wear boxers or briefs?
Lewis answered with a red face, "Boxers."
"You're about the same size," she said pointing to the unconscious man. "Get one of your T shirts and some boxers to put on him."
Lewis left and quickly returned with the clothes. "Waking up in a strange place with people around that you don't know will be bad enough for him. Waking up naked would be even worse," Dotty explained. Lewis helped her give the man a bath and then helped dress him. As Lewis helped Dotty dress the man he noticed a scar on the front and back of his left shoulder. Looks like something went all the way through here, he thought.
As they laid the man back onto the pillows he opened his eyes. The man jumped a little, tried to sit up and when he couldn't he looked wildly around the room. His eyes finally settled on Lewis and he seemed to relax.
"Welcome back," Dotty said gently. "Take it easy, we won't hurt you."
The man stared at her for a few seconds and tried to speak. The sound was guttural and rasping and didn't make any sense. He put his hand up to his throat; looking at Dotty and then Lewis he nodded.
"It's okay, you'll get your voice back," Dolly reassured him. "I'm Dotty Samuels and this is Lewis Randal. I'm a nurse and I'll take care of you. Lewis is the one that found you in the cave. Do you remember that?"
The man turned his head toward Lewis and nodded. "You sure look a lot better than when I found you," Lewis said with a smile. He stepped closer to the bed and picked up the man's right hand. "Don't know your name yet but it's good to meet you," he said as he gently shook the man's hand.
He smiled at Lewis and nodded. Charley and William swept into the bedroom after hearing Dotty and Lewis talking. "Oh I see our patient is awake," Charley said with approval.
The man on the bed tried to sit up again as his eyes regained the wild look from before. Dotty noticed his concern and turned to Charley and William.
"Why don't you two wait outside for a bit? Let him get used to the situation a little before we run too many people at him."
Turning back to her patient Dotty saw him make motions as if drinking. "You want some water?" He nodded and she helped him sit up a little holding a glass to his lips. "Just a little now, don't want you bringing it back up." He took a few small sips from the glass and laid back.
"Okay, what I'd like to do is give you a haircut," Dotty told the man. "Lewis will hold you up so I can get to the back. Will that be alright?"
The man nodded and slowly rubbed a hand over his beard. "You want a shave too, is that it?" He nodded and Dotty replied, "I guess we can do that, but if you get tired let me know and we'll finish later."
The man smiled and pulled at the beard. Dotty returned the smile. "After we get you cleaned up we'll get you something to eat and then you can rest."
Lewis and Dotty discussed the best way to put the man in a sitting position for the haircut. Lewis finally crawled behind the man and supported him so he was sitting up. The man's hair was very long with a white streak over one ear that stood out against the his dark, almost black, hair. Dotty made quick work of the haircut. "Not real stylish but at least it'll keep it out of your eyes," she said as she finished.
She trimmed the beard as close as possible with the scissors and then shaved him. Lewis gave her some aftershave when she finished. The man smiled when he smelled and felt the cooling liquid.
Dotty had Lewis bring the warm broth to her and spoon fed the man. Tasting the first spoonful, his eyes lit up and he nodded. "Like that do you?" Dotty said with a smile. She fed him about a dozen more spoonfuls and set the bowl on the nightstand. "We'll give you more later, after we see if your stomach can handle it"
Lewis looked closely at the man. Now that he's cleaned up and I can see his face, I think I know him or I've seen him before, Lewis thought. The man's eyes drooped and he went back to sleep.
Dotty and Lewis went out onto the porch and reported the progress of their patient to Charley and William. Charley went in to check the man's vital signs again. After Charley returned, William went to the kitchen to get the coffee pot. On the way past the bedroom he looked in on the man. Stepping closer to the bed, William had the same thought as Lewis. I know this guy from somewhere.
Just after midday the man woke again. Dotty went into the bedroom to check on him and to feed him some more broth. He seemed to be looking for someone as he stared at the door. "You looking for Lewis?" Dotty asked. He nodded and Dotty said, "Just a second." She left and shortly returned with Lewis following her. Lewis smiled at him and the man nodded back at Lewis. He seemed more comfortable with Lewis in the room.
As she finished feeding him, Dotty said, "I can't keep calling you patient or that guy so I'm going to give you a name; at least until you can tell us who you are." She smiled and looked at him for a few seconds. "I think I'll call you Rip, you know after Rip Van Winkle."
"Rip" coughed and cleared his throat. "Names Jim Randal," he said in a rasping whisper. "I need to use the outhouse."
Dotty chuckled, "Well it's nice to meet you Jim. You're in no shape to get up but we'll see what we can do."
Lewis was a little shocked hearing the name Jim Randal. To cover his surprise he said, "Grandpa still has the bedpan he had to use when he broke his leg last year. I'll get it"
He returned to the bedroom and handed Dotty the bedpan and a roll of toilet paper. Jim looked puzzled and confused so Dotty explained how to use the pan. "We'll leave you alone for a while and come back," she said. She and Lewis went into the kitchen.
"Well we know his name now," Dotty told Charley and William. "He says he's Jim Randal. Ain't that something, he's got the same last name as you two," she said looking at William and Lewis.
Lewis saw William's face turn a little pale. "You okay Grandpa?" He asked.
William nodded and stepped through the kitchen door onto the deck at the rear of the house. Lewis followed him. William leaned against the porch rail and looked up at the mountains. He seemed lost in thought. Lewis leaned back against the rail facing William.
"Something bothering you Grandpa?"
Smiling William replied, "Got an idea but it's crazy. Don't want to say anything about it just yet. Okay?"
Lewis returned the smile and nodded. "Can I ask a question though?" William nodded and Lewis asked, "What did that guy, I mean Jim, say to you back in the cave? He said something and you looked like you were going to jump out of your skin."
William frowned and then smiled again. "Let me get my head around this idea before I answer that."
Dotty took Charley and introduced him to Jim; explaining that he was a doctor. She came onto the back deck and said, "Jim managed to dribble a little on his shirt. You got another one he can wear Lewis?"
Lewis nodded and got another shirt for her. Dotty motioned both William and Lewis and they followed her into the bedroom. She introduced William to Jim and Lewis helped Dotty change his T shirt. When William saw the scar on Jim's shoulder his face turned pale again but he didn't say anything.
That afternoon Charley and William made the drive to the Samuel's place. They took care of the few animals that the Samuel's owned, got some more medical supplies, and returned to Eagle's Nest. Charley and Dotty had decided to stay over with the Randals until 'Jim' recovered a bit more. Then they'd take him to the hospital in Prescott about a hundred miles away.
Dotty fed Jim broth every two hours or so and he would go to sleep after eating. After feeding him around supper time she said, "That's all for today. You get some rest Jim. Tomorrow we'll see if we can feed you something a little more substantial. We're gonna turn in but if you need us ring this bell," she said, handed him a cow bell and laughed. "We could hear that all the way down into town."
That night after Charley and Dotty turned in, William stood in the doorway to Jim's room. He walked closer to the bed and stared at the man in bed. It can't be, William thought. But he knew he was right. Lewis came in and joined his Grandfather beside the bed.
"Okay, you gonna tell me what's got you spooked?" Lewis asked in a whisper.
"You feel like you know him?" William asked pointing to Jim. Lewis nodded and William said, "So do I. You know that word he said to me in the cave?
"Yeah, I heard him say something and then you got all spooky," Lewis answered.
"It wasn't just a word, it was a name," William said. "The name was Chante."
"That was great great grandmother's name," Lewis responded with surprise. How'd he know that?"
"Now you'll really think I'm crazy. I think that's Chante's husband, your great great Grandfather Jim," William replied.
William understood the shocked look on Lewis' face. "I wasn't sure until I saw that scar on his shoulder. It was caused by an arrow. Pa told me the story of how Jim got that scar when I was a boy; my grandmother Chante, had told him when he was young. And then there's that streak of white hair; quite a few of the men in our family have the same streak."



He motioned for Lewis to stay there and he went to the mantel over the fireplace and picked up a framed picture. William returned to the bedroom and handed Lewis the picture. "You know this picture?"
Lewis looked at the picture for probably the two hundredth time and nodded. "That's Great, Great, Grandpa Jim, his wife Chante, and their boy John," Lewis answered.
"Look at the man in the picture real close and then look at this man on the bed," William ordered.
Lewis turned on a small lamp on the night stand and studied the picture. Then he studied the man on the bed. He looked back and forth between the picture and the man. Finally he shook his head and puzzled, looked at William.
He took a deep breath and said, "I don't know how but I think you're right. That's my great, great, Grandpa Jim."
To Be Continued...
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********************
"You think he's who?" Charley Samuels asked. He'd heard what William had told him but he couldn't believe it. It was early morning and William had just told him what he thought about the man sleeping inside.
"I know it sounds crazy, like some kind of science fiction story, but Lewis and I believe that Jim is my grandfather and Lewis' great, great, grandfather," William repeated.
Charley looked from William to Lewis and back again. They can't be serious, he thought. They're playing a joke on me.
"It isn't a joke Doc," Lewis said guessing what Charley was thinking. "C'mon lets go down to the barn. No need to let Jim hear about this; not just yet anyway."
William made a detour to the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of Jack Daniels and three coffee cups. When the three men got to the barn they found seats on some barrels and an old recliner. William poured each one of them about half a cup of whiskey.
"Don't normally drink during the week or this early in the day, but this is a special occasion," William said to Lewis and Charley. Raising his cup he said, "Salud." He took a huge drink and looked at the other two men.
"Reckon you're right Grandpa. If it isn't I don't think we'll ever find a better one." Lewis knocked back about half of his drink. Charley finished his drink, took the bottle from William and poured himself another.
"What makes you think Jim Randal is your Jim Randal?" Charley asked.
First William and then Lewis told him their reasoning. They told Charley about the whispered 'Chante' in the cave, the scar on Jim's shoulder, the white streak in his hair, and the picture.
"What we're trying to say is that somehow, someway, that's our Jim Randal in the house," William finished.
"We'll know better once he's strong enough to really talk to us," Lewis added. "He'll tell us about himself and we can ask him some questions." He paused looking, at the ground. "But I'll bet this ranch that he's just who we think he is"
"But how.....?" Charley began.
"You're the scientist Charley," William said. "Not us. I don't know how, but I'm sure that the Jim Randal we found in that cave is my grandfather."
"Now that you said something, I do notice a strong family resemblance," Charley offered. "Hell Lewis, you and Jim could almost be twins. You've both got the same coloring, build, and facial features. And he's got the same white streak in his hair that you do."
The man who called himself Jim Randal had been with them for three days now. He seemed to be recovering from his ordeal. Jim would soon be strong enough to start paying attention to his surroundings and start to ask questions.
Charley was lost in thought for a few minutes and Lewis and William let him alone. Finally he looked at the Randals. "We'd better wait a day or two before we say anything to him. He's getting stronger but something like this could cause a heart attack in a healthy man."
The three men talked and debated about what could have caused a man to go into "suspended animation for a hundred and seventeen years", that's the term Charley used. Then come out the other side looking like he was 25 or so. They decided they didn't have enough information to even make a guess as to how that happened.
Lewis thought back to when and where he found Jim and remembered the smoke. "Doc, when I first looked into that room there was a kind of smoke coming out of the opening; I got a whiff and almost passed out. After I broke down more of the wall, the smoke seemed to disappear. Could that smoke have had something to do with it?"
Charley shrugged his shoulders. "Makes as much sense as anything else right now."
"That flame was another thing," Lewis added. "I've never seen a flame burning on rock without any kind of fuel source." After a few seconds he said, "I think I'll hike back up there tomorrow and look things over."
"Good idea, I'll go with you," Charley replied. "But we'll take the ATVs instead of horses won't we?"
Lewis had to smile. "Don't you like horses Charley?"
"I like em just fine; it's them that don't like me"
The next morning after a quick breakfast Charley and Lewis, mounted on the ATVs, rode toward the trail that led up to the cave. Lewis and Charley both had backpacks; Lewis's was a survival kit, Charles had some test equipment and a camera. They climbed up the steep trail for forty minutes and finally crossed the small canyon in front of the cave. This time Lewis had brought big flashlights so they could see their way.
Lewis led the way into the cave and to the room where he'd found Jim. The man made wall that had concealed the small room was totally collapsed, but the flame was still burning with a bright intensity. They stepped closer to the flame and looked at the rock that formed the niche. The rock still seemed wet and an oily liquid seeped toward the flame. Lewis noticed a spider web of small cracks running around the sides of the niche. He hadn't seen them the first time in the cave.
"I don't know what this is," Charley said. "It seems that the flame sort of melts this rock and the fluid feeds the flame." He rubbed some of the oil between his fingers, shaking his head. "It's like an eternal flame; as long as there is rock to melt the flame will continue burning. And there's the smoke you told me about," he said pointing to the wisps of vapor rising from the flame.
"That's about what I figured the first time I saw it," Lewis replied.
"Let's get a sample of the rock and the fluid," Charley suggested. "I have a friend in the chemistry department at the college in Prescott. He can analyze them for us"
Charley dropped his backpack and started to dig into it. Lewis suddenly put his hand on Charley's shoulder. "You feel that?" He asked.
Lewis thought he'd felt a tremor run through the floor of the cave. Looking at the niche where the flame was he saw pieces of rock breaking off and falling to the floor. He saw a small crack appear at the base of the wall and expand toward the ceiling of the cave.
He grabbed Charley. "Let's get out of here. That wall is shifting and falling apart."
Charley could feel the shuddering of the rock in the floor now. He nodded and struggled to put his backpack on.
"Leave it, we need to go now," Lewis ordered as he pulled Charley toward the entrance to the cave.
Pieces of rock were falling from the roof as they ran to get out. They cleared the entrance and Charley stopped to look back into the cave. Lewis grabbed him and pulled him across the canyon to the tall rock butte. Just as they got to the rock wall the cave collapsed in on itself.
Charley stood staring at the collapsing mountain; Lewis pulled him behind the rock butte just as a cloud of smoke, dust, and small rocks rolled past them. After the cloud had cleared both men stepped out and stared across the canyon. All that was left of the entrance to the cave was a pile of crumbled rocks.
Over head the eagles took flight, soaring around and shrilly calling to each other complaining about the cave in.
"So much for using science to investigate that rock," Charley said. Turning to Lewis he said, "Thanks for pulling me out of there."
Lewis nodded and replied, "Dotty would have been really upset with me if I had left you. I don't want to face her when she's mad."
Charley chuckled. "I know exactly what you mean. C'mon let's head back before the rest of the mountain falls down around us."
Ninety minutes later they pulled the ATVs into the barn and headed up to the house. "Find anything?" William asked as he greeted them.
Lewis explained about the cave in. "There's about a hundred tons of rock collapsed into that room. Reckon we'll never know what that rock was and how or if it kept Jim alive all those years."
"Yeah, and if Lewis hadn't pulled me out when the roof of the cave started coming down I'd be spending the next hundred years in there myself," Charley told William. Smiling at Lewis he added, "The boy is quite forceful when need be."
********************
It was 4 A.M. when William heard Lewis stomping around out on the front porch. Boy's having another bad night I guess. I'll go down and sit with him for a bit. He quickly slipped on some clothes and went downstairs to join Lewis.
"Have another bad night son?" William asked as he came out onto the porch. His concern for his grandson showed on his face and in the tone of his voice.
"Oh, hi Grandpa. No, not really. In fact just the opposite," Lewis responded with a grin.
"How's that?"
"Well, I got to thinking about it," Lewis replied. "If our guest in there really is our kin, just think how exciting it is. I know you remember hearing about him from your mom and dad but he was gone long before I was born. And now I get to meet and talk with him. Jim knows things about our family's history from personal experience, not from a genealogy chart."
William sat for a minute thinking about his memories of "Grandpa Jim". He smiled and said, "From the stories I heard growing up, he surely did lead an exciting life. It'll be good to hear them from someone that was there."
They went to the kitchen and William started the coffee. Lewis and William talked for over an hour. Charley and then Dotty joined them.
William looked at Charley, pointed at Dotty and asked, "Have you told her yet?"
With an embarrassed smile on his face Charley replied, "Yeah, told her last night just after we went to bed." He shrugged his shoulders and added, "Never could keep anything from her. Dotty can always tell if I've got something on my mind."
"Charley said you think Jim is your relation and why you think so," Dotty said. "He also said you were going to ask him some questions to prove it. Is that right?"
"We can find out pretty quick if he's who think he is," William replied.
"Well Charley and I agree that you ought to take it easy. Let him get back some strength before he hit him with this...this....well miracle I guess."
The four of them discussed the situation for another two hours before Dotty left to check on Jim. He was just waking up as she walked into his room.
"Good morning Jim. How are you feeling today?"
"Morning Dotty. I feel some better. My head's been a little fuzzy but seems better now," Jim answered. It's like a fog or mist has been lifted from my mind, he thought. My eyes have been blurry but now they seem okay.
"Well let's see how you're doing," Dotty said as she began her normal morning exam. She reached over and turned on the light setting on the night stand.
Jim jumped a little when the light came on. He stared at the lamp and then looked around the room. Dotty saw his little twitch and the wildness that came back into his eyes.
"What's wrong Jim?"
Jim took a deep breath and made himself settle down; Dotty was taking care of him and he considered her a friend. She wouldn't let or cause anything bad to happen to him.
"How'd you do that?" Jim asked.
"How'd I do what?"
"How did you get a light in here just by touching that thing next to the bed? I don't see a coal oil lamp."
All at once Dotty realized that if Jim was who Lewis thought he was that he wouldn't know anything about electric lights. I don't want to stress him out too much here, Dotty told herself.
She smiled at Jim. "Open your mouth so I can look at your throat," Dotty ordered quickly. She ignored his question and went on with the exam. "Oatmeal for breakfast?" She asked as she left the room.
Entering the kitchen Dotty went to her husband. Charley was standing with Lewis and William. "He's starting to ask questions." She told them about Jim's reaction to her turning on the light. "I don't think we're going to be able to keep as much from him as we wanted to"
"He's getting back to normal and he's starting to notice the things around him," Charley replied. Turning to William he said, "The stronger he gets the more he's going to want to know what happened. I don't think we can keep him in the dark much longer; just go easy when you talk to him."
"Let Lewis talk to him," Dotty suggested. "Jim seems to trust him. Remember how he looked for you the first few times he woke up? Maybe it's because you were the first one he saw when he regained consciousness in the cave. Anyway let Lewis answer his questions."
Lewis nodded and looked thoughtful. "I'll do what I can but I'm not real good at leading people on"
"Don't lead him on," Charley offered. "Tell him what he wants to know; but if he becomes agitated call us."
"I'm going to give him breakfast now," Dotty said. "Why don't you come with me?"
Lewis nodded again and picked up his bowl of oatmeal before he followed Dotty into Jim's room. Her look at him was a question. "If we're having breakfast together it will seem less like an inquisition; both ways," he told Dotty.
"Mornin Jim," Lewis greeted him. "Don't you look all bright eyed and bushy tailed."
"Yeah, I'm feeling better. I'm still a little weak but I'm getting stronger every day."
Dotty left them alone and they finished breakfast without talking. Charley came in and took Jim's blood pressure, check his heart sounds, and tested his reflexes. As he finished his exam Jim asked, "Can I use the privy. I feel like a baby using that pan thing. Beside I'd like to get out of bed for awhile."
Charley nodded. "I understand but you're still weak." He thought for a second or two and continued, "I've got a wheelchair over at my place that we can use to get you out of bed for a bit. Use the bedpan this morning and we'll get you up this afternoon." Jim nodded and Charley and Lewis left the room.
"I'll come back in ten minutes or so," Lewis told him. Jim would want some privacy. When Lewis came back the questions started.
Jim looked at Lewis and asked, "What happened? I mean how did I get here?"
"How much do you remember Jim?"
"It's sort of fuzzy but I seem to remember a cave or something. I remember looking up and seeing you and then I was in this room."
"That's right, I found you unconscious. We got you down the mountain and here to the house," Lewis told Jim.
Jim was quiet for a minute. Then the questions that Lewis had been dreading started. "Where am I Lewis? What's going on? Where's my wife and son? What....."
Lewis interrupted him. "Take it easy Jim," he said holding up his hand. "Do you trust me?" Jim looked at Lewis and slowly nodded. "I'll answer all your questions but would you tell me how you got in that cave first."
Jim took a deep breath. "I was tricked by a Lakota medicine man called Spirit Healer. He told me that Iron Buffalo, he's the chief of the Lakota, wanted to adopt me into the tribe. Spirit Healer took me to the cave for the ceremony."
"That was quite an honor, to be adopted as a Lakota," Lewis said. "Why did this Iron Buffalo offer to adopt you?" He knew who Iron Buffalo was and his relationship to Jim. Lewis wanted to keep Jim talking, hoping to ease what was coming.
"Yeah, it is. Iron Buffalo is my wife's father. At first he didn't like me much, but we sorta grew on each other."
"So Spirit Healer tricked you?" How?"
"I had to smoke a sacred pipe as part of the ceremony. I'm guessin he put something in the tobacco because after a few puffs on that pipe I started gettin dizzy." Jim stopped and stared at the wall. "Next thing I know I woke up and saw you."
"When did this happen? I mean what year?" Lewis knew the answer; he'd heard and read the story in the family history. Lewis could see that Jim was upset and waited for him to calm down a little. If talking about how he got into that cave bothers him wait until he hears the rest of it, Lewis thought.
"It was the spring of '90."
"That was 1890, right?"
"Of course 1890," Jim replied with impatience. "Okay, that's how I got in that cave. Now answer my questions Lewis." His voice was stronger and demanding.
"Okay I'll answer them but let me get something from the living room," Lewis said. At Jim's nod Lewis left the bedroom. He picked up a hand mirror, the family picture from the mantel, and rejoined Jim. By now Jim was sitting up on the side of the bed.
He looked up and smiled at Lewis. "First time I've been off my back since I got here."
"Here," Lewis said handing Jim the picture as he sat down. "You recognize these people?"
Jim had tears in his eyes as he looked at the picture. "That's me, my wife Chante, and our son John. It was taken about six months after John was born." He stopped and smiled. "There was a man at the trading post that had one of those...err...camera I think he called it. He said he was taking pictures of the country out west for a newspaper back east. I talked him into waiting while I went home and brought Chante and John back to the post so he could take that picture."
He stopped as he stared at the picture of his family. "Where's Chante and my son?"
"Bear with me a minute and I'll explain everything to you soon," Lewis replied. "Trust me Jim."
Jim nodded and Lewis handed him the hand mirror. "I know this sounds funny but I want you to look at yourself in that mirror. Most people really don't know how they look."
He took the mirror and studied his image. "I look real thin don't I?" Need a shave too."
"Now look at my face," Lewis requested.
Jim looked at Lewis and then back at his image in the mirror. He looked back and forth between the mirror and Lewis' face for over two minutes. "We could be brothers," Jim admitted.
"Yes we could. Let me tell you about finding you," Lewis suggested.
"Alright, but when you finish I want some answers," Jim agreed.
Lewis told Jim the story of finding him in the cave behind the wall. He explained about the flame and the smoke in the room. After several minutes Lewis came to the end of the story.
"Now for the part that you're not going to believe, Jim." Lewis hesitated. "William and I think you are related to us."
"Related? How?"
"We think that you're William's grandfather and my great, great, grandfather." Jim's face showed his shock and surprise at Lewis' statement. Before he could speak Lewis continued.
"In the cave you woke up a second time and asked William about Chante. You've told me she is your wife but she is my great, great, grandmother. How would you know her name if you aren't our Jim Randal? You have a scar on your left shoulder that William was told about when he was a kid. His mom told him it was from an arrow."
Jim's eyes were opened wide and he was breathing as if he'd run a foot race.
"And finally, there's that picture. You know about it, you even told me when and how it was taken." Lewis hesitated again. "That picture has been setting on the mantel for over a hundred years."
Charley came into the room pushing a wheelchair. He saw the tension between the two men and stopped. Jim took a deep breath and looked at Lewis with sad eyes.
"If what you say is true, then Chante is dead," Jim said. It was almost a question.
"For a long time now," Lewis replied.
Jim sighed and tears fell down his face. "My son John?"
"He's gone too, but they both lived long and useful lives." Lewis watched Jim for a bit. "Let's take a break for a few minutes."
"You wanted to get out of bed and now we can get you up," Charley said. "Let's get you into this chair and take you out to get some fresh air." He was trying to relieve the tension that hung in the room like a cloud.
Lewis and Charley helped Jim get into the wheelchair. Charley pushed the chair, following Lewis out onto the front porch. Jim seemed to sit taller as he saw the valley stretching away to the mountains. William and Dotty joined them, looking to see how Jim was doing.
Charley pushed Jim to the edge of the porch and stepped back. Jim looked at the scenery for several minutes. Lewis leaned on the rail close to him.
He looked up at Lewis and said, "Looks a lot like my ranch, Eagle's Nest."



Everyone froze for a few seconds. William came over and set on the step at Jim's feet. "This is Eagle's Nest Jim, or maybe I should call you Granddad."
Jim smiled a little at the granddad. "Those twin buttes in the mountains sure look the same." He looked back down the valley and at the mountains for several minutes. The people watched him but kept quiet, letting him get a feel for the place and his situation.
"I think that's about enough for your first time up," Charley said. "Let's get you back to bed."
Lewis took the handles of the wheelchair and turned Jim back toward the house. Jim looked over the doorway. "Wait," he said. "That's my totem," he said pointing above the door.
"According to the story, Iron Buffalo gave you that totem to protect your 'lodge'," William said. It's said you put it over the doorway to honor the Lakota chief."
"Until this minute, I didn't know what to think about all this," Jim said. "I thought y'all might be loco." He smiled and added, "But now I believe it's so." Pointing to the totem he continued, "Y'all could have made up a lot of stuff but that totem is real. I guess I've come home again after all these years."
The scope of who he was and what had happened to him almost over whelmed Jim. He motioned for Lewis to turn him back toward the valley. Jim sat lost in thought and none of the others intruded. He took Lewis's hand, as if to steady himself, and continued to stare at the landscape for a few more minutes. Finally he shook himself, let go of Lewis' hand, and sighed.
"Guess I'm ready to go in now," Jim said. He almost smiled and added, "Don't do much good to think on something that I can't do anything about. Just have to accept it"
They helped Jim back into bed and Charley checked his blood pressure. Nodding at the results, he left the room. As Jim got settled, William stepped close. "Get some rest. After supper we can talk some more, if you like." Jim settled back on the bed and was asleep before William left the room.
In the kitchen the four people talked about the day's events. "His blood pressure is up a little but not dangerously so," Charley said. "I don't see a reason to stop talking to him."
William nodded. "I'll tell him about the family history after supper. Lewis you come with me."
Everyone gathered in Jim's room after supper. Charley suggested that he get into the wheelchair for a little more time out of bed. "The more you can sit up or move around, the sooner you'll get your strength back."
"So what happened after I disappeared?" Jim asked looking William.
"What I'm gonna tell you are the stories I heard growing up and what I remember from when I was a kid," William said. "Chante was almost frantic. Iron Buffalo and most of his braves came to look for you. No one could find any sign of you or where you'd gone."
William took a drink of his coffee. "Your brother, William, came back from California or wherever he'd been about two weeks after you disappeared. For the next thirty years or so he helped Chante run the ranch and protected it from land grabbers. Chante lived to be almost seventy; William passed away a few years before her. Your son John, who was my father, had been in charge of Eagle's Nest for several years. I was born here on the ranch."
"So my brother finally came home, did he? My father left the ranch to me and William but he didn't want to be a maid to a bunch of cows, as he called it," Jim explained. "He took off for points farther west and we only heard from him a few times after he left. The last letter I got was from California." Jim sat for a few minutes after William stopped talking. "I think I'd like to go back to bed," he said.
Lewis helped him back to bed and everyone left the room. It was over an hour before Jim went to sleep. Around midnight Lewis slipped back into Jim's room and curled up on the small sofa. I don't want him waking up all alone, Lewis thought.
It was after daylight when Lewis woke up. He sat up stiff and sore from sleeping on the small sofa.
"I thought you were gonna sleep all day," Jim teased.
Lewis smiled, "If I'd known you were waiting on me I'd got up sooner." He walked over and turned the lamp on.
"You never did tell me how you do that," Jim said.
How do you explain over a hundred years of technological advancement in a few words, Lewis asked himself? Lewis took a deep breath and began Jim's education. He thought for a few minutes before he answered.
"There's been a lot of things invented and found since you were put in that cave. I'll try to tell you how that lamp works, but you're gonna have to accept some things on faith. Okay?" Jim nodded and Lewis started his education.
He explained about energy, using a coal oil lamp as an example. "The lamp works on another type of energy called electricity. This energy runs through wires or cables and brings power for lights and a lot of other things to us.
"Where's this electricity come from?" Jim asked. "We get a flame from a coal oil lamp because we light it with a match."
"I can't explain all that goes on but we have machines that change other types of energy into electricity. These machines burn coal or oil and some other things to make electricity. The electricity is used to give us power for a lot of things." Lewis stopped and looked at Jim. "You understand any of this?"
"Some, but it seems like magic," Jim replied. Is there anything else that's come along before I...err....woke up?"
Lewis had to chuckle. "There's a whole world out there that will be new to you. Just take things easy and we'll try to explain things to you. Anything else you want to know right now?"
Jim smiled. "I'd still like to use the privy. Will you show me where it is?"
Now it was Lewis' turn to smile. "We use what's called a bathroom. Let's get you into the wheelchair and I'll explain how it works."
He rolled Jim down the hall into the downstairs bathroom and told him how things worked. Lewis showed him how to flush the toilet and wash his hands then left closing the door. A few minutes later he returned and pushed Jim back to the bedroom.
"Can you imagine that?" Jim asked. "No more stomping out to the privy in the cold and snow." Lewis had to smile at Jim's enthusiasm about the indoor plumbing.
"Think I could eat breakfast with the rest of y'all this morning?"
"Let me check with Charley," Lewis replied. He left and quickly returned. "Charley says it'll be good for you to move around. C'mon, let's get you some clothes and go eat; breakfast's on the table."
Lewis brought Jim some of his clothes to wear. They were about the same size although Jim still didn't weigh enough to fill them out. The shirt hung on Jim and the jeans wouldn't stay up without a belt to cinch them tight. Lewis had worried about boots and decided to bring Jim a pair of sneakers. It wouldn't make much difference if the clothes and shoes were too big; Jim wasn't going to be walking much anyway.
After dressing Jim, Lewis pushed the wheelchair into the kitchen and up to the table. After greeting everyone, Jim looked around the room. He saw a box attached to the ceiling that gave off a strong light. Jim sat open mouthed as he saw eggs and bacon cooked on a big flat topped box. Dotty opened another box that was taller and took an orange colored liquid and milk out of it. He was also surprised that they were both were cold.
He watched as the others drank the orange liquid and tentatively took a small sip. "What is this stuff?" Jim asked, pleasantly surprised at the flavor.
"That's orange juice," William answered. "It comes from a fruit that's grown in a warmer part of the country."
Watching Jim closely, Lewis said, "Eat Grandfather, just eat. We'll explain all this after breakfast."
Dotty chuckled and grinned at Lewis. "It's so funny you calling Jim Grandfather," she said. "I mean you two look about the same age. I know, I know," she continued when Lewis started to speak. "Jim is really your relation but it's still strange."
After breakfast everyone, except Jim, pitched in and cleaned up. Jim was amazed at seeing water run when Dotty turned a handle. A box that you cook on, another one that keeps things cold, and water right in the house, Jim thought. Guess there's gonna be a lot of new things that I don't understand. They finished cleaning up and sat back at the table.
William poured Jim another cup of coffee. He'd been watching him all through breakfast and could see the surprise, wonder, and confusion on his face.
"Jim, Granddad, don't let all this bother you too much. I know it's all new and strange but all this is just things that make our lives easier."
"Maybe the best way to deal with it is to accept it," Lewis suggested. "Not so much how as what."
"I don't understand Lewis."
"Well when you seen something new, ask what we use it for; not how it works or where it came from."
Jim thought for a few seconds smiled and said, "You mean 'eat Grandfather, just eat'."
Lewis laughed then returned Jim's smile and nodded. Before Lewis could say anything, the telephone rang. Jim jumped at the sudden noise and looked to see where it was coming from. William hurried to pick up the phone.
"It's one of those 'eat just eat' things Grandfather," Lewis said as he put his hand on Jim's shoulder to calm him.
The phone call was for Charley. Another neighbor had cut his leg pretty bad and needed the doctor's help. "Well, it's about time we got home anyway," Charley said. "We can't stay with you two, I mean three, forever." He looked at Dotty and added, "We'll pack up and go tend to Ralph's leg and then go back home."
"You run along Honey," Dotty replied. "I'm going to stay with the Randals for another day or two. That's if they'll have me," she said turning to William and Lewis.
"Stay as long as you want or as long as Charley will let you," William responded. "You two are always welcome here."
Charley nodded and left to pack his things; Dotty went with him. William walked out onto the front porch with Lewis pushing Jim behind him. Charley and Dotty came out and he kissed her goodbye.
"I'll see you at home in a couple of days my girl," he said to his wife. She smiled and patted his shoulder.
"Don't be throwing a big party because I'm not home now," Dotty teased.
William joined Charley on the walk to the garage behind the house. "Charley, I'm askin you to keep quiet about Jim, at least for the time being. The last thing we need is a bunch of university types out here bothering him."
"He's in my care and is protected by patient confidentiality," Charley replied. "Besides I agree, the last thing he needs is a bunch of scientists pokin and proddin at him. Don't worry William."
William returned to the porch and saw that Jim had moved to one of the rocking chairs on the porch. Jim smiled at him and said, "That thing makes me feel like I'm sick or something.
Charley pulled around the side of the house in his truck and honked as he drove away. Jim jumped again, sat up straighter in his chair and stared as the vehicle move into the valley. He turned toward Lewis and saw him nod. "Eat, just eat?"
Lewis smiled at Jim and said, "I'll explain later Grandfather."
Jim sat for a moment. "We're gonna have to do something about this Grandfather thing."
"What do you mean?" Lewis asked.
"Well, William calls me Granddad once in a while, you call me Grandfather, and then you call William Grandpa. It's gettin confusing."
Lewis chuckled. "I can see where it might be."
"I have a suggestion," Jim offered. When the two looked at him he said, "Why do you both just call me Jim?"
Looking at each other William and Lewis nodded. "Works for us," Lewis agreed.
"Now what was that thing Charley was in?" Jim shook his head remembering the noise and speed of whatever it was.
William started to explain and stopped. They'd hit that same wall again; how do you tell someone about a hundred years of technological advances. He looked at Lewis and sort of shook his head.
"That's called a truck," Lewis told Jim. "It's one of the things we use for transportation."
Jim listened and looked at Lewis; expecting more. Lewis looked back and had an idea.
"There's been a whole world of advancement since you went into that cave Jim. If we try to tell you about all of it we wouldn't have time for anything else. You'd spend all your time trying to understand and learn about all of it" Lewis paused looking to see how Jim was reacting.
"Maybe the best thing to do is just tell you what and how we use all this stuff that's new to you," Lewis continued. "After a bit you'll pick things up...and you won't be so confused. What do you think?"
As Lewis was talking, William had stepped back into the house. Now he came back onto the porch. "This is one thing you won't need us to explain to you," he said. He handed a rifle to Jim. "I guess you know what that is?"
He handled the rifle with a skill that had been honed over years of daily use. "It's a Winchester Model 73, .44-.40, with an adjustable Creedmoor sight," he replied with a big grin.
"Look it over carefully. Does it look familiar?"
Jim looked closer at the rifle. On the stock there was a gouge in the wood. He ran his hand over the scar and then looked at the butt plate. On the metal plate the initials J. R. stood out.
"Is this my rifle?" Jim asked with emotion.
"Yep, it sure is," William replied. "You left it at the house when you rode off that day. It's been passed down in the Randal family from father to son. Maybe Lewis and I should give it back to the man that started that tradition."
Jim used the back of one hand to wipe a few tears away. "I fell when I was turkey huntin and put that gouge on the stock. I cussed myself as a fool for two or three days afterward," he said laughing.
"It still shoots as good as when you bought it," William said handing Jim a couple of shells. "Take a couple of shots at that white oak on the far side of the clearing, if you've a mind to. Try for that knot about half way up the trunk."
Jim quickly loaded the rifle. He pulled it his shoulder, took aim, and fired. He worked the lever action and fired a second time. Both shots hit dead center of the knot.
"Guess sleepin all those years didn't hurt my shootin none," Jim said with a smile.
Lewis returned his smile. "We promised Charley not to tire you out too much. Reckon you've had enough excitement this morning. Let's get you back to bed for a rest."
"Yeah, I'm a little tired. Help me back into the contraption will ya?"
This time William pushed the wheelchair to the bedroom and helped Jim get settled. "If you feel up to it, we'll take a little ride around the ranch this afternoon."
"I'd like that but I don't think I'm up to riding a horse just yet," Jim said.
William chuckled, "Won't have to, we'll take my truck; like the one Charley was in. All you have to do is sit there and enjoy the ride."
That afternoon with William driving, Jim on the passenger side and with Dotty sitting between them they took a short ride around the house and out into the valley for a mile or two. Lewis rode in the bed of the truck and talked to Jim through the sliding rear window.
"Sure beats bustin your rear on some ornery bronc," Jim said when they returned to the house.
Charley stopped by the next morning to see his patient. William said that he really wanted to see Dotty. Doc wasn't used to sleeping without her. He talked quietly to Dotty for a couple of minutes and turned to the three Randals.
"I have to go to a conference at the Medical Center in Prescott tomorrow; be there for two or three days. I'd like to draw some blood from you Jim and have some tests run," Charley said. Seeing the confusion on Jim's face he explained. "Now days doctors can use a little of your blood to see if everything is alright with you on the inside." Turning to William and Lewis he added, "We can do a DNA test at the same time.
"My blood?" Jim asked. "How big a cut you gonna make to get it"
Charley smiled, "I'll use what's called a syringe; no need to make a cut at all. It'll feel like you stuck yourself with a thorn; not really painful just a little uncomfortable"
"Our minds are pretty well made up about Jim," William said. "But I guess it wouldn't hurt to make sure."
Charley reached into his ever present doctor's bag, pulling out a syringe and a small glass vial. "Roll up your sleeve Jim," he ordered as he stepped closer. Before he could get to Jim, Dotty took the syringe and vial away from him.
"You always were heavy handed drawing blood," she said with a grin. "I'll do it; Jim won't have a sore arm then.
Dotty swabbed Jim's arm with a little alcohol and wiped it off with a piece of gauze. She explained to Jim what she was doing as she went along. Dotty deftly slip the needle into his arm and filled the vial. She put a small piece of gauze over the hole and taped it down.
"Is that it?" Jim asked. "I didn't hardly feel a thing."
"With all that hair on your arm, it'll hurt more when you take that tape off," Dotty told him with a smile.
"I think you're going to be okay Jim. Don't try to get better too fast; don't push yourself," Dotty said as she packed to leave with Charley. "If I have to come back because you over worked yourself, I'll tan your hide Mister." She hugged Jim and kissed his cheek, said goodbye to Lewis and William, and left with her husband.
"I'll get back to you with the results in a few days," Charley said as he walked to his truck.
"We're not as pretty as Dotty but I think we can take care of you now," William said.
For the next few mornings Jim started walking around the house with a walking stick to gain back his strength; William or Lewis was always by his side. He even walked out into the clearing in front of the house. Every afternoon they took a ride in the truck. Jim enjoyed seeing and sometime marveling at changes to "his" ranch that had taken place while he slept for a hundred years.
One morning Lewis took Jim for a ride using one of the ATVs that had a second seat. They rode toward the upper end of the valley and the mountains. Jim started looking around and asked Lewis to slow down.
"This is the way I came that morning to meet Spirit Healer," Jim said. "The trail up the mountain should be just over that rise yonder."
Lewis nodded and slowly drove to the trail head. He stopped and pointed up the trail. "The cave is just beyond the tall rock butt up there," he said to Jim.
"I remember," Jim replied. "I followed that damn medicine man all the way up the trail to the cave." He continued to look up the trail as if trying to actually see the cave entrance. "You say the cave collapsed in on itself?"
"Yeah, the cave in almost caught Charley and me."
"I'd like to go back to the house now, if it's okay with you," Jim told Lewis.
"Sure, we can go back. Are you okay?"
"Don't know," Jim replied. "I got a chill running down my back. Like someone just walked across my grave."
To Be Continued...
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"The old trading post sure has changed since the last time I saw it," Jim said.
"Cole's Corner is more like a general store now," Lewis replied with a smile. "It doesn't do trading like it did back in your day. Cole does sell some Indian jewelry, weavings, and art work but now he pays the craftsmen for their work instead of trading goods like the old days."
Jim had spent the last two weeks regaining his strength. The wheelchair wasn't needed anymore; he could now walk around the ranch for up to an hour before tiring out. Jim was slowly putting on the weight he'd lost while unconscious in the cave. He'd gained almost 20 pounds since his awakening. However, this was his first trip off the ranch.
Doc Charley Samuels had returned from Prescott with the results of the blood test and the DNA test about ten days previously. The DNA proved something that William and Lewis already knew; Jim was their direct ancestor.
"The blood work up turned up fairly normal," Charley told Jim, William, and Lewis. It showed that Jim's a little anemic but a good diet will take care of that." He paused for a few seconds. "The only thing that might be of concern is Jim's blood doesn't have some of the antibodies that a modern man's does. But as long as Jim isn't exposed to today's germs like the flu and a handful of others it shouldn't cause a problem."
Charley suggested that Jim get out of the house and get more exercise so Lewis had brought him to Cole's to get Jim some clothes. A man ought to have his own things to wear, Lewis thought. Jim needs his own shoes or boots among other things. Those sneakers I gave him are way too big and he has to shuffle as he walks. It is sorta funny watching him though, Lewis said to himself.
Jim smiled when he saw the denim pants. These were something he was familiar with; he'd worn them when he worked the ranch in his day. Lewis laid out several pairs of denim pants, shirts, socks, and all the other things a man needed. He offered to get Jim one of the new razors but he said he'd continue to use a straight razor. William had a straight razor passed down from his father and let Jim use that once he was strong enough to do his own shaving.
"I better call Grandpa, and see if there's anything we need at the house. It would be really dumb to have to come right back," Lewis said taking out his cell phone. As he was talking to William he saw Jim staring at him in surprise. "Here Jim, want to say hello to your grandson?"
Jim gingerly took the cell and held it up to his ear. "Hello, William?" He said in a very loud voice. Jim talked to William for about two minutes and handed the phone back to Lewis.
"You remember the telephone in the kitchen? Well this is the same thing but we can carry it around with us." Lewis chuckled and added, "You don't have to shout when you talk on it; people can hear you just like you were standing next to them."
Jim shook his head and smiled, "I don't think I'm ever gonna learn about all these new fangled contraptions."
"Don't worry about it Jim," Lewis consoled. "I was born while all this was going on and I haven't learned all of it yet."
As they left Cole's, Jim walked across the parking area. Looking back at the trading post and around at the mountains, he stopped. He had a smile on his face but Lewis could see that his eyes were tearing up.
"It was right here," Jim said softly. At Lewis' questioning look he continued, "It was right here, near as I can figure, that I met Chante." He paused and took a deep breath.
"Tell me about it Grandfather," Lewis requested. "Don't believe I've ever heard the story of how you met."
Jim smiled at the use of Grandfather. He stared off into the distance for a few seconds and began his story. "I'd come by the trading post on my way home to get some salt and sugar. Three down on their luck trappers were trying to steal some furs from Chante and her brother Chayton." He laughed out loud.
"My god she was a hellion; fighting with one of the trappers tooth and nail. The other two was attacking Chayton. Before I could make up my mind on whether to help or not, the man fighting with Chante drew back his fist and hit her." Jim laughed again. "That sure made up my mind for me and I waded into the fight.
I chased those trappers off with my Winchester. Chayton had been cut bad and I talked Chante into taking him to Eagle's Nest." Turning to look at Lewis he said, "Chayton would have bled to death before Chante got him back to their camp. After we got him to the ranch, I tended to him and stopped the bleeding.
The next morning I went to find Iron Buffalo but he found me first. I brought him back to the ranch to see Chayton and then talked him into letting the boy stay with me for a bit until he could heal up; Chante stayed with him. She said it was because he didn't speak English, but I think it was so she could be close to me." Jim laughed and slapped his knee.
"At least that's what I always claimed. Anyway I met Chayton right here at the post about two months later. I asked about Chante. He told me she was of marrying age but none of the young bucks wanted to pay the bride price to marry her. He said they thought she'd been dishonored by staying at a white man's lodge while Chayton healed.
I couldn't get her out of my mind and decided this was a way to get close to her. I took two of my best horses and went to Iron Buffalo's camp. He'd given me that totem that's nailed over the ranch house door to protect me; so I strung it around my neck and rode into his camp like I owned the place."
Jim chuckled as he remembered that day. "I offered the two horses as a bride price for Chante. Iron Buffalo asked her if she wanted to marry me; I can still remember what she said." Jim paused and wiped his hand across his eyes. "She said, 'Yes father it would be a good thing'. We had the marriage ceremony the next day and I brought her home. A month later the circuit preacher married us the white man's way."
Lewis felt tears in his own eyes and he watched and listened to Jim tell his story. Lewis commented, "From what I've heard in the family stories she was a great lady."
Jim nodded, unable to speak. Finally clearing his throat he said, "Reckon we should get back to the ranch." The trip back was mostly silent. Each man was lost in thought, but thinking about the same thing; Chante.
After supper the three Randal men were sitting on the front porch. It was late October and winter had all but set in. "Won't be long before we can't sit out here at night," William said. "It'll start to get too cold to be out here for more than a few minutes."
"I remember," Jim replied.
"I keep forgettin this is your home."
"Jim told me the story of how he and Chante met when we were at Cole's today," Lewis explained to William.
"I bet he told you that she stayed with Chayton because she wanted to be near him too," William said laughing.
"Well it were the truth," Jim responded with a big grin. After a bit Jim asked, "Would you tell me more about Chante and my boy and what happened after I...err...left?"
William nodded. "I told you that your brother came home and decided to stay on and help run Eagle's Nest. Iron Buffalo and your brother looked for you for six months before winter set in and stopped them."
"Tell him about Iron Buffalo and Spirit Healer," Lewis suggested.
"That's right, I forgot to tell you that part," William said to Jim. "Seems about two years after you disappeared, Spirit Healer was bragging to some of the young bucks about how he got revenge on the white man that had stolen Chante. Course no one wanted to remember how the tribe had treated her."
William chuckled. "Anyway Spirit Healer was running his mouth and Iron Buffalo heard him. The Chief confronted Spirit Healer and asked what had happened to you. The medicine man told him that you were dead and buried in a sacred place. Iron Buffalo banished the shaman from the tribe. Spirit Healer didn't want to go but he was told to leave or die; he left that afternoon."
After taking a drink of coffee William continued. "Spirit Healer was never heard from again. But a little over a year later, two Lakota braves were following a deer trail down by the river and saw a small depression high up on the bank.
When they looked in the cave they found the remains of a man dressed in buckskins. Lying next to him was the medicine bag that Spirit Healer always carried. The braves returned to camp and told Iron Buffalo what they'd found. Iron Buffalo nodded and with a grim smile on his face returned to his lodge."
"Serves the bastard right," Jim said in a soft voice. After a moment he asked, "What happened to Iron Buffalo?"
"It was about five years later that he came by the ranch and said goodbye. Said he'd had enough of the white man telling him where he could live. Said he was going north where they couldn't find him; he and his band moved to Canada. Up around Moose Jaw."
"Sounds like something the old bull would do," Jim replied, smiling.
The next morning was cold with a light rain falling. Jim and Lewis walked down to the barn to check on the horses. William had installed a propane heater in the barn. He said he didn't ride much anymore but wanted his "friends" to be comfortable during the cold weather.
"You hurt your leg Lewis? Jim asked. "Noticed you been limping some this morning. You were limping last night too."
"My leg doesn't like the cold weather but it really doesn't like it cold and wet too," Lewis replied.
"You're a mite young to have rheumatism."
"It's not rheumatism Jim. I was wounded when I was in the Army. My leg got hit and I lost most of my little finger," Lewis told him as he held up the stump to show him. Jim stared at him for a minute, surprised to hear about the boy's military experience.
"I noticed the finger but didn't think it was any of my business how you lost it," Jim revealed.
Lewis smiled and told him the whole story starting with his discontent with his life and joining the National Guard. He had to take a few minutes explaining what the National Guard was as Jim didn't understand the term.
"Sorta like a state militia," Jim said after hearing Lewis' explanation.
Lewis nodded and continued, "I guess I didn't think it through before I joined the Guard," Lewis admitted with a sheepish grin. "Anyway I made it back in one piece; well almost." In a more serious voice he added, "A lot of men didn't make it back."
They returned to the house and the rest of the day was spent doing a few repairs. William and Jim worked on a saddle and Lewis watched and learned. The saddle would be Jim's if he decided to start riding horses again.
"Got a few more questions, if you boys don't mind," Jim said. William and Lewis both nodded for him to go ahead.
"You said my boy took over running the ranch when he was about seventeen," Jim recalled. Again, both men nodded. "I know he got married or had a woman cause, you're here William." He smiled at William and continued, "Who'd he latch onto? Who was your mother William?"
William continued the story. "John was about eight when Iron Buffalo left, but every spring he and Chante would go stay with his grandfather for four or five weeks. Chante told him he needed to learn about his heritage and what it meant to be a Lakota. His Uncle William and Chante made sure he learned to read, write, and do arithmetic the rest of the year. John lived with the Lakota every summer until he turned seventeen. That's when he decided to take over running the ranch. His uncle stayed on and helped but John was the ramrod of the outfit."
"Sounds like my boy grew up in a hurry," Jim said
"He certainly did," William replied chuckling. "That last summer with Iron Buffalo, John earned his Lakota name. I can remember my father and Iron Buffalo telling me the story of how he earned his name."
After ten seconds or so Jim requested, "Tell me the story please; Grandson."
William smiled at the term grandson. 'This ranch was already called Eagle's Nest so my father decided that for his manhood trial he would gather enough eagle feathers to make a war bonnet for Iron Buffalo. He made his way high up into those mountains near where we found you. John spent three days and nights up on that mountain, sneaking into the eagle's nest when they were gone hunting." William stopped for a bit, smiling at the memory.
"Well don't leave me sittin here with my mouth opened," Jim complained. "Tell me what happened."
"Like I said he'd sneak into the nests; he'd take some of the feathers shed by the eagles. But he needed six or so tail feathers to complete the war bonnet. One morning, just at first light, he jumped into one of the nests and grabbed eight tail feathers from the two birds in the nest."
"The eagles just let him pluck them like chickens?"
"Not exactly. The male attacked him and cut Dad's face with his talons. He had a cut across his forehead and on his right cheek. Dad carried the scars for the rest of his life; he was damn lucky he didn't lose an eye." Shaking his head in admiration William said, "Dad made the war bonnet and when he presented it to Iron Buffalo he was given his Lakota name. It was Ska Anunkasan."
"Know what it means?" Jim asked.
"Hahn." William replied in Lakota and then translated for Lewis. "Yes, in English it is White Eagle."
"You speak Lakota then?" Jim asked.
"Hahn. My mother and father made sure I was taught Lakota ways; Chante helped too. And I spent several summers with Iron Buffalo and his band when I was a boy, just like my father. Iron Buffalo died when I was fifteen." William stopped for a bit and then continued his story.
"Anyway, when John turned eighteen he rode north leading two horses. He was gone for a month and when he came back he brought a Lakota wife with him." William chuckled again. "Her name was Morning Star and she was as pretty as her name, even if she was my mother."
"Well, I'll be damn," Jim said and laughed. "I guess he followed in his father's footsteps."
"My father and Morning Star used to play together when he'd go visit Iron Buffalo every spring. That's how they met and as they got older they decided they wanted to marry. He did follow after you; he took those two horses as the bride price," William explained, mostly for Lewis' benefit.
"My father was a half blood Lakota and my mother was a full blood Lakota. Guess that makes me about three quarters," William said with a big grin. "I always say I'm more Lakota than white."
William got a sad little smile on his face. "The ranchers around here built a one room school house over at Cole's Corner and hired Susan as the teacher. About a month later I was at the trading post one afternoon and met the new teacher. Susan was 18 and the prettiest thing I'd ever seen. I saw her several times over the next two or three months. I guess it was like you and Chante; I couldn't get her off my mind. About six months after we met, I asked her to marry me, I'd just turned 22."
He chuckled and continued, "The ranchers weren't real happy with me stealing their teacher. They had to find another one and convince her to come out here." William stared at the wall for several seconds.
"Susan and I had a great life here at Eagle's Nest. We had a son and named him John Chayton, using my father's first name and my middle name. I lost her to cancer a little over four years ago. Our son and his wife Ellie brought us Lewis here, but they passed away in an accident several years ago." William paused, putting his hand on Lewis' shoulder. He sighed and added, "That's the family from you and Chante down to Lewis here."
"And how about you Lewis, you got a gal? Are you gonna carry on the Randal name?" Jim asked with a big grin. Seeing the look that passed over Lewis' he regretted his questions.
Lewis took a deep breath and then chuckled. "Well I thought I was but I guess she didn't see it that way."
"I'm sorry; I shouldn't have asked. Weren't none of my business," Jim said apologizing.
"No, it's okay. I was engaged but Julie, my fiancée, sent me a letter when I was in the hospital recovering from my wounds. She told me she'd met and fell in love with another guy while I was gone," William explained. "She never did understand why I joined the National Guard."
Lewis was lost in thought for a moment looking down at the floor. "I guess I can understand her confusion. We both had really good jobs, making really good money. Why couldn't I be satisfied with our life she asked me when I joined the Guard?"
He looked up and continued, "I wanted to do something that had meaning, I wanted to do something more than just make and spend money. Maybe I wanted to help people. Whatever the reason, I felt like I needed to make a change"...... "Julie never understood that."
Lewis sighed, "So, yes I want to have a family and I want to raise them here at Eagle's Nest." He laughed, "All I have to do is find a woman that wants to live on a ranch."
The three men were quiet for a few minutes; Jim thinking of Chante, his son John, and how he'd become a man at an early age, William thinking of father, his wonderful childhood, his beloved Susan, and Lewis thinking of his parents and how glad he was to be home and with his family.
After several minutes William shook himself. "C'mon Jim, it's time to show you another one of those new fangled contraptions. The TV," he told Lewis.
They went into the living room and William turned on the television. "Jim this is a television, sometimes called a TV. John, my son not my father, used to call it a damn stupid babble box. He didn't care for it much. But it sometimes has some good entertainment on it and it's a good way to find out what's going on in the world and locally."
The TV came on and Jim almost jumped out of his chair. The sound and pictures coming out a big square thing hanging on the wall really surprised him. William and then Lewis explained how they used the television and what it could do for them. Neither man tried to explain the technology behind it.
For the rest of the winter their days consisted of a few chores, some small repairs, talking, and sometimes watching television. One evening there was a show on The History Channel that depicted a group of modern day people recreating the travels of a wagon train. Jim watched for about thirty minutes and started laughing.
"If people had done what that group did, they'd never have made it," Jim said. "They'd have all died on the trail or turned back." He went on to explain in detail what the creators of the show had wrong. William and Lewis were fascinated. Here was living history telling them how things had really been over a hundred years in the past.
After the first of the year, Jim started riding horses again. It took him that long to get back to his full strength. His weight was now a lean 170 pounds. Lewis taught Jim the fundamentals of driving their pick up but what he really liked were the ATVs. His first love was horses but he had a lot of fun on the ATVs.
Lewis, William, and Jim had just come back from a ride inspecting fences and were putting the horses away. Jim asked, "William do you know what happened to my horse, Sampson?"
"Your brother rode him for six years or so and turned him over to John when he was ten," William replied. "John rode that horse until he had to put him out to pasture. I think Sampson lived to be about 30."
"He was a damn good horse," Jim said softly.
"Sampson was the one that let Chante know something had happened to you," William added. "He came back to the ranch the day after you disappeared. Chante came out of the house and he was standing at the corral gate wanting back into his stall. That's when she started looking for you."



"Like I said, he was a damn good horse," Jim repeated. "You know when I went to claim Chante, Iron Buffalo tried to get me to give him Sampson instead of those other two horses. He was a good judge of horse flesh and knew what a fine animal Sampson was."
Jim laughed. "I guess I would have given him up to get Chante but it would have been a real tough decision."
Two weeks later they were watching TV and saw a show about a dude ranch in Colorado. It was a working cattle ranch but people paid to come and work like 'real' cowboys. The owner said they still raised and sold cattle but the income from the 'dudes' was substantial.
The next night as the three sat in front of the fire place, Jim was a little quiet. Staring into the fire Jim asked, "William why isn't the Eagle's Nest a cattle ranch anymore?"
"Well...After John and Ellie were killed in that car crash, I just didn't have the heart to keep it going. Lewis had his own life in St. Louis and I didn't want to bring a bunch of strangers in to work the place." William looked at Jim for a short moment and said, "Sometimes I wish I'd kept on raising cattle."
"Why don't we start it up again?" Jim asked, looking at William and Lewis. "I mean there's three of us now and even if we hired some help, it'd still be our place."
Lewis smiled; he had been wondering about making Eagle's Nest a real ranch again. "I'm willing if Grandpa, I mean William, is. But maybe not in the same way you're thinking."
"What are you talking about?" William asked.
"That show last night about the dude ranch in Colorado gave me the idea. We could do the same thing here at Eagle's Nest. Our weather is better than in the high country of Colorado so we could have a longer season and run more 'dudes' through the place."
"How do you figure?" William asked. Jim was interested too.
"We could split the herd and move half of them up into the high pasture in the spring," Lewis replied. Both men nodded and he continued, "At midsummer we could drive the other half of to the high country, so that's two trail drives. Then in the fall we could drive the whole herd back down to the valley."
William and Jim nodded their understanding. "That fall drive would be a big drive and we could have more of the 'cowboy wannabes' on that one," Lewis smiled, proud of his idea. "We could have three sets of wanna be cowboys during our season instead of just one like that place in Colorado."
"You've been thinkin about this some," Jim said. Turning to William he said, "Sounds like a good idea to me."
"That part of the herd that spends the whole summer up in the north pastures will be fatter than the others. Those are the cattle we ship to market," Lewis suggested. Laughing he added, "We'll use the cattle to make money two ways."
"It's gonna take some money to get up and running," William said. "First we have to get cattle." He thought for a minute. "The ranchers around here usually cull their herds to keep from overgrazing the land. They normally do it in the spring so they don't have to feed the animals all summer. We can buy those culls at a reasonable price."
Jim had been listening as William and Lewis discussed the way to start their business. "Y'all are forgetting something," he told them. Both men turned toward Jim with a questioning look.
"Unless you plan to bed down the 'dudes' in the house here, you're gonna need someplace for them to sleep." Jim could see by the look on their faces that they hadn't thought of what to do with the people once they got there. "And if you don't want them sitting around the table in our kitchen and them being underfoot, you're gonna need someplace and some way to feed them."
"I don't think we can afford the expense of building a hotel for them," William said. Lewis nodded his head in agreement.
"You youngsters are thinkin about it all wrong. Those people want to play at being cowboys so let em sleep and eat like cowboys," Jim explained. "We'll build a bunk house that'll sleep about twenty or so in bunk beds; we can even put in one of those new fangled bathrooms. At one end of the bunkhouse we can attach a covered Ramada for cooking and eating. It won't have walls but the roof will protect the dudes from the rain."
"That'd be a cheaper way to go," William agreed. "But something like that would still be costly."
"Not if we did a lot of the rough work ourselves," Lewis suggested. "There's that big stand of Ponderosa Pine over near the creek. We could cut the trees to build a log cabin type bunkhouse and reduce our expenses."
"Have you ever built a log cabin?" Jim asked, not sure the boy knew how much work was involved.
"No I haven't, but you have Great, Great Grandfather," Lewis teased. "I heard the story of how you build the original part of this house and pretty much by yourself too."
Jim laughed. "Well, we could cut enough trees over the winter and start building in the spring. That is if the weather doesn't get too bad. We can work in a little snow and cold but rain would stop us from hauling the logs out. It shouldn't take more than 50 trees or so and with all three of us cuttin and felling trees we should be done in 10 to 12 days."
William grinned. "Shouldn't take us more than two or three days; depending on how far we have to go for the right size trees."
Jim looked at the aggravating grin on William's face. "How do you plan are doin the cuttin that fast? You gonna bring in a crew? I thought the idea was to cut back on spending money we don't have."
"I'll show you in the morning," William replied. "And no, I don't plan on bringing in anyone to help. He grinned again at Jim. "We got a good start on a plan tonight. Let's call it a night and start fresh tomorrow."
During breakfast the next morning, Jim tried two or three times to get William to explain his statement the previous night.
"I'd still like to know how you plan to do all that cuttin in just a couple of days."
"I'll show you after breakfast Jim." The three finished breakfast and cleaned up the kitchen. "Grab a coat and follow me down to the barn," William suggest to Jim. Lewis tagged along with them but he already knew what William was going to show Jim.
They entered the barn and William led them over to a storage room under the loft. "Remember us telling you that a lot of things had been invented and made while you were sleeping?" William asked and when Jim nodded he continued. "Well this is one of those things."
He opened the door, went inside the store room, and returned carrying two 30 inch chainsaws. "These are called chainsaws Jim. With these we can cut a two or three foot diameter tree down in about 5 to 10 minutes."
Jim hefted one of the saws as William handed it to him. He fingered the cutting edges on the chain and moved it back and forth looking puzzled. "Don't see how these little sharp edges can cut better and faster than an axe or a buck saw."
William picked up the other saw. "This is going to be loud, you might want to put your hands over your ears," he explained. He pulled the cord and started the saw with a loud roar from the two stroke engine. Walking over to a stack of firewood he quickly cut through one of the bigger pieces. Then William shut the saw off.
Turning back to Jim he said, "See what I mean? This works pretty much like the truck and the ATVs; just on a smaller scale."
"We've got a small one that can be used to trim the branches off the downed trees," Lewis added. "Two of us can cut while the other one trims. Then we can hook up the truck to the logs and pull them over to the building site."
"That's almost unbelievable," Jim said. "It took me a full day to cut and trim two trees when I built this house."
"Got another surprise for you when we get the trees cut," William told him. "We'll rent a big saw and square up the logs. It won't leave cracks when we build the walls and we won't have to stuff them with mud and grass like you had to do."
"And just anybody can get these....chainsaws," Jim said.
"Anybody that can afford to buy em. I bought these when we added the kitchen, the den, and the back bedroom onto the rear of the house."
"Well I'll be damned," Jim remarked.
Lewis motioned to Jim and led him to a grove of trees near the barn. He gave Jim a quick but thorough lesson using the chainsaw; stressing the safe use of it.
That evening the three resumed their discussion on setting up a sort of dude ranch. The major problems were still the cost. Finally Lewis stepped in.
"We could get a loan using Eagle's Nest as collateral," he suggested. "Problem is it's going to take a couple of years before we're going to see any money coming back to us. William's pension and my disability check can cover us for a while but if we run into a rough patch the ranch could be at risk." He looked at William and Jim adding, "Maybe we ought to draw in our horns and start out slower."
William looked thoughtful for a minute. "Before we go off halved cocked, we should go to the bank in Prescott and see what the loan officer has to say. Maybe we won't have to risk the ranch or can set something up with a balloon payment in five years or so. We need more information before we make any decisions."
He turned to Jim, "It'll take us about two hours to get to Prescott. Then we'll have another hour or so with the banker and two hours back. Think you're strong enough to spend all day out gallivanting around?"
"I reckon so. Don't know anything about bankers so I can look around town or wait in the truck."
"Maybe so, but you've got good common sense and might think of something we miss. No, I'd rather all three of us meet with the loan officer. Besides, this place is as much yours as ours; maybe more," William replied. "But it might be a good idea not to mention your recent...err...nap Jim. "Tomorrow suit you both?"
It was just after 10 AM when William pulled his truck into a parking place on Whiskey Row in Prescott. Jim had been bug eyed from the minute they'd came to the outskirts of the city. Lewis chuckled to himself; Jim's head had been moving back and forth looking at modern day Prescott. His neck is gonna be sore tomorrow.
William was driving his personal truck, a Ford 3/4 ton crew cab, as opposed to the ranch work truck that Jim had ridden in before. He and Jim rode in the front with Lewis in the rear seat. This allowed Jim plenty of room to look around as they made their way into Prescott.
"This is Prescott?" Jim asked. "It was a nice size town in my day but this is the biggest place I've ever seen."
The Randals walked around for about an hour visiting the shops lining Court House Plaza. Jim spent time reading a few of the historical plaques the city had erected.
"They changed the courthouse," Jim said in surprise. "It was just built in '87. Why would they.....Oh, that was over a hundred years ago. I keep forgettin."
As the three men walked around Court House square Jim saw Whiskey Row for the first time. "At least there's something I remember. They still call it Whiskey Row?"
William smiled. "Yep, it's still Whiskey Row. But it's not like it was back in your day. People drive in from far away just to say they had a drink or walked down Whiskey Row."
"In my day if a man went to Whiskey Row he was looking for a drink or a woman. Sometimes both," Jim said grinning. I think they...." Jim stopped talking and stared at the two young ladies walking down the sidewalk toward him. Then he looked around at some of the other women in the area.
Lewis looked at him with concern. "What's wrong Jim? Are you alright? Jim....Jim?"
He finally answered Lewis. "Yeah, I'm fine. I've never seen women dressed like that." Jim turned back to watch the girls walk away. The two young ladies were wearing skirts that were just above their knees and short sleeve blouses.
"Sorta takes all the magic and mystery away when everything is right there in the open," Jim said shaking his head. "I don't know that I'd count that as an advance from my day."
William chuckled. "I understand Jim. The women in my day would have never shown their knees and their blouses were buttoned up to the neck. Now they'd be considered old fashioned."
"I'm surprised you haven't seen the way women dress on TV," Lewis said.
"The only things I've seen on the damn stupid babble box are what you call the History Channel and that Discovery thing. I never watch those news programs because I don't understand half of what they talk about."
At noon they had lunch at The Palace Saloon. It was one of the historical buildings on Whiskey Row. After lunch before going to the bank they stopped and bought Jim a Stetson; he'd been wearing one of Lewis's ball caps. As they walked to the bank they passed a ladies clothing store. In the window was a mannequin showing the latest in bikini styles. Jim stopped and stared again. He turned to William and then Lewis and then back to the store window.
"What the blazes is that?" He questioned. "I never saw anything like that even in my bedroom."
"That's what a lot of women wear swimming now days," William answered. "In fact that one has more cloth in it than some. Surely doesn't leave a lot to the imagination."
Jim shook his head and looked at William and Lewis with a small mischievous grin. "If Chante had worn something like that, we'd never got out of the house. Lot of work would have been put off." William and Lewis laughed loud enough for people to turn and look at them.
"Guess it's time to get down to business," William said when he stopped laughing. "Our appointment with the bank's loan officer is a 1."
Arriving at the bank they were escorted into the office of Simon Rutledge. There was a name plate on the desk that gave his name and title. The title was "Vice President, Loan Department". Lewis smiled to himself. The man looks like a banker, he thought.
Rutledge was about 45, short and rotund. He wore glasses and a three piece suit. William thought his smile of greeting was less than sincere. He didn't trust him. Jim just grinned.
"How may I help you Mr. Randal?" Rutledge asked still smiling. William turned to Lewis and motioned for him to talk for the Randals.
"Mr. Rutledge we'd like to explore the possibility of obtaining a loan. We need to know the terms such as interest rates and repayment schedules."
"You have collateral?" Rutledge asked. Lewis nodded and the banker asked, "How much do you want to borrow and what will the money be used for?"
William and Lewis had discussed the amount they would need to get the dude ranch up and running. "I don't believe why we want the money is relevant Mr. Rutledge, considering our collateral. The amount is one hundred thousand."
Rutledge was a little put out with Lewis's admonishment concerning the end use of the money. "And what is this collateral?" He asked.
"We'd take a mortgage on our ranch; Eagle's Nest."
Looking at William Rutledge asked, "And you are the owner this ranch? There are no liens on the property?"
William pointed to Lewis. "The boy is the owner of record and there isn't anything owed on the place."
The banker nodded and typed commands into a computer on his desk. "Let's see, your ranch is just over 1000 acres. I believe we could loan you that amount using the ranch as collateral."
"I'm sorry Mr. Rutledge; I didn't make my meaning clear," Lewis said. "We don't expect to take a mortgage on the entire ranch. I thought maybe a hundred acres or so would be sufficient."
Rutledge shook his head. "I don't believe a hundred acres would be acceptable to our board."
"Sir, Center Corp has made a standing offer of 3 million dollars for Eagle's Nest. I realize that the property probably isn't worth that much, at least from a bank's point of view. I also realize that Center Corp offered such a large amount trying to money whip us into selling. But I do think Eagle's Nest could be valued as high as 2.5 million."
"Well.....Possibly," Rutledge admitted. "But I don't think....."
Lewis interrupted the banker. "You can't expect us to put up a property worth that amount for a hundred thousand dollars. Based on the value suggested, one hundred acres is worth two hundred thousand. Twice the amount of the loan should be enough collateral."
Rutledge hemmed and hawed for a moment. Finally he said he would check with his board and give them a call. The three Randals left the bank less than optimistic. Walking back to the truck, Jim turned his head to look at several more women and the way they were dressed. Each time he'd smile and shake his head.
As they drove out of Prescott, Jim turned to look at Lewis in the back seat. "What did you think of that Rutledge fella?"
Lewis hesitated, smiled, and replied, "I think Mr. Rutledge was more interested in showing us country bumpkins how important he is than in helping us do business with the bank. The man didn't impress me too much."
Jim chuckled. "That's what I thought too," Jim confessed. "He was all puffed up with hisself until you put him in his place Lewis."
"You surely did put him in his place son," William added.
"You sounded like some highfalutin big shot," Jim said impressed with Lewis. "Never heard you talk like that."
"No need to with normal folk. It's just that with a pompous ass like Rutledge you have to cut em off at the knees." Lewis laughed. "It was fun to see his face fall when I told him we wouldn't be using the whole ranch for collateral."
The men laughed and talked about the things Jim had seen on his first trip to a big town. As they pulled off the main highway onto the secondary road that led to Eagle's Nest, Jim got serious.
"We may be goin about this dude and cattle ranch thing all wrong boys," he told them.
"What do you mean?" William asked.
"Well instead of doin all of our plans at once, maybe we should just start with a cattle ranch," Jim replied. "When we start makin a little money with the cattle, we can look at startin the dude part. That way we don't risk Eagle's Nest if we have a bad season."
William stopped the truck, turned in the seat to look at Jim. Glancing over his shoulder at Lewis he said, "Like I said, common sense. I said you'd see something we missed, now didn't I?"
"I just thought maybe we ought to tighten up that noose we're throwing out there," Jim replied smiling at William's compliment.
"Let's get home and get supper," William suggested. "We can talk about revising our plan this evening."
********************
The seasons were changing and spring was coming on. The nights were still a bit nippy but not the deep bone chilling cold of winter. The three Randals were now able to take their coffee out onto the porch and talk.
"I was figuring about 50 thousand for building expenses and another 50 thousand for cattle," William said. "We'll have to come up with money for horses if and when we start having paying guests. The dudes will need horses to play cowboy. Besides ATVs and trucks are fine but sometimes there's no better way to work cattle than using horses."
"Yeah, I'd like to see you try to rope a calf ridin one of the ATVs," Jim said laughing. "A calf would probably laugh hisself sick watchin you."
After the men stopped laughing, Lewis said, "I heard some men at Cole's Corner talking last week. They said a fella named Benson was wanting to get out of the cattle business. Said he wants to raise quarter horses."
Lewis looked at William and Jim. "I think we ought to go have a talk with this Benson. We just might get a herd and be able to ship some of them this fall."
"That'd be Josh Benson. He and his family moved in about three years ago" William told Lewis. "But what we use for a grubstake? I've only got about a thousand cash."
"I can add another two thousand," Lewis replied. "We may have to start out small and build the herd."



"Let's go see Josh tomorrow, his place is just the other end of the valley," William said. "Maybe we can work a deal with him."
They were getting ready to go to Josh Benson's ranch the next morning. As they stepped out onto the porch, a car, trailing a cloud of dust pulled up and stopped. The dust caught up with the car as it stopped and for a few seconds the Randals couldn't see the driver. As the dust cleared, a young woman stepped out of the car and walked toward them.
Looking up at the men on the porch she said, "Hello Lewis."
William and Jim were puzzled. Who was this woman? They looked at Lewis waiting for an introduction or an explanation.
Lewis took a deep breath and frowned. "Grandpa, Jim this is Julie Adams. My ex fiancée."
To Be Continued
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"Your ex fiancée?" William asked. He didn't need an answer; he'd heard Lewis the first time. But he did need a few seconds to adjust to the woman that had dumped his grandson being on the ranch. Remembering his manners he said, "Hello Miss Adams."
Jim looked back and forth between Lewis and the girl. He realized that this was the woman that Lewis had briefly mentioned. Looking closer at the woman he decided he didn't like her looks. She looks flighty and like she'd need a lot of taking care of, he thought.
Julie waited for Lewis to say something. Finally she said with a smile, "Well say something Lewis."
"Hello Julie," he responded. "What the hell are you doing here?"
"Lewis," she scolded. "That's not very nice. Aren't you glad to see me?"
"Not really. How did you find me? And I repeat, what are you doing here?"
"I saw an article in the financial section of the paper that said that a Lewis Randal, owner of the Eagle's Nest ranch had turned down an offer from Center Corp to buy his place. I did some checking with a friend that works for the VA and found that this is where they mailed your checks. So I came to find you. Can we talk in private Lewis?"
"We don't have anything to talk about Julie. You made that clear in your letter when you returned my ring."
"Please Lewis, I made a mistake."
"What happened to the guy you fell in love with?"
"When you came home and then left right away, I realized that it is you that I love. Carl and I broke up because of the feelings I still have for you. I want for us to go back to the way it was; I want us to be together. Please forgive me."
Lewis looked at the woman he'd planned to marry and realized that he felt nothing for her. No love, no regret, no depression or anger at being dumped. He chuckled to himself and thought the only thing I feel is relief.
"Okay, I forgive you Julie." Julie smiled and stepped toward Lewis. He held up his hand to stop her. "I forgive you and actually I'm grateful to you. If you hadn't broken up with me, we would have made a terrible mistake."
"Mistake?"
"Yeah, we would have gotten married. That would have been a bad mistake because we don't love each other; not really."
"But Lewis... Julie began.
Lewis continued, "People in love would have written more than once a month while I was in Iraq. People in love would have made use of the email accounts available to us. I would have called at least a couple of times when I could have." He paused for a moment. "I missed my life while I was over there. You were a part of that life but thinking back on it, just a small part."
Julie was crying now, knowing that she and Lewis would never get back together.
"Do you know when I realized that I didn't love you the way I should have?" Julie didn't answer and Lewis continued. "It was when we were caught in the fire fight. I wasn't thinking of not seeing you again; I was thinking that I wouldn't see this place, Eagles Nest again. If you weren't first in my heart, how could I be in love with you? And if you loved me you wouldn't have run around with Carl and fallen for him. Don't you see, neither of us really loves the other?"
William and Jim had gone to the far end of the porch, leaned against the rail, and watched the meeting between Julie and Lewis. Now Lewis gave them a small smile.
"Julie, I think you should go home and find someone that wants the same things you do. I don't anymore; I'm going to make my life here. Go home Julie."
She nodded and Lewis stepped to her giving her a hug. He walked her to her car and opened the door for her. "Have a good life Julie," Lewis said, turned his back, and went into the house. He didn't watch Julie drive away.
William and Jim waited a few minutes and then went to find Lewis. He was sitting at the kitchen table drinking a glass of orange juice.
"You all right son?" William asked.
Lewis smiled and nodded. "Did you notice that she didn't start looking for me until she saw the story about me owning the ranch and Center Corp's offer? I bet the amount of the offer was in that story too. Julie likes me well enough and she thought she'd like to be the wife of a millionaire."
Jim nodded. "I didn't know about that offer but that's the way I read her too. Use to have a horse like that. That animal wouldn't eat hay; she had to have oats and corn. She didn't like to be ridden much and when you did ride her, she expected you to brush and curry her or she wouldn't let you saddle her the next time."
"How'd you cure her of those bad habits?" Lewis asked. William was interested too.
"I shot her," Jim replied with a straight face. Then he laughed out loud at the look on their faces.
"C'mon, let's go talk to Benson about some cattle," William suggested after he quit laughing.
They arrived at Josh Benson's ranch just before 11 AM. As they drove up to the front of the ranch house, a tall slender man came out to meet them.
Josh Benson was about William's age and was even taller than Lewis. If he hadn't have been so tall you would call him stocky. Benson had broad shoulders and large work worn hands. His salt and pepper hair was worn in a long pony tail, hanging down between his shoulders.
William and Benson greeted each other and as they talked Lewis and Jim inspected him. Jim nudged Lewis and whispered, "The man's no fool. We'll work for everything we get from him."
Benson invited them into the house. Inside William made the introductions. "Josh, this is my grandson Lewis and our cousin Jim Randal." They'd decided to introduce Jim as a cousin; it seemed easier than trying to explain any other kinship. "Boys, this is Josh Benson."
"Howdy boys, grab a seat. I'll have my granddaughter bring us some coffee." He led them into what looked like his office. Benson went to the door and hollered back into the house. "Alyssa, bring some coffee to my office please." He sat down behind his desk.
"Alyssa is my son's girl. My boy, Edward and his wife Sally, doesn't like ranch life; he lives in Los Angeles. Said this place was uncivilized. Alyssa didn't agree with them and when she turned 18 she moved in with me. That was 4 years ago and I don't think you could run her off with a bullwhip. I lost my wife, Patty, a few years back and Alyssa sure has warmed the place up some."
A young lady came into the room carrying four coffee mugs by their handles and a coffee pot, putting them on a table. When Lewis saw her he stood up. She's about the prettiest thing I've ever seen he thought.
"Boys, this is my granddaughter Alyssa. Alyssa these men are our neighbors, the Randals." Benson pointed to each man as he said their names. "This is Jim, William, and his grandson Lewis."
Alyssa was tall at 5 feet 9, with a slender but sturdy build. Her long auburn hair was in a pony tail and hung down her back almost to her waist. She had a pixie like face with a few freckles across her nose and startling green eyes.
Jim and William smiled and nodded at the girl. As Lewis stepped toward her to shake hands, he tripped and fell into her. He caught her in his arms before she went down and his face turned red with embarrassment.
As Lewis sat Alyssa back on her feet, he apologized again and again.
She smiled and said, "Shaking hands won't be much fun after that." Alyssa tried to ease his embarrassment. "Let's try this again," she said extending her hand still smiling. "Hi, I'm Alyssa Benson and you must be Lewis Randal. Pleased to meet you."
The other three men in the room laughed and Lewis had to join in. He shook her hand and replied, "Thank you Miss Benson, it's nice to bump into you."
Alyssa's smile got bigger and then she laughed. "Good come back Lewis, and it's Alyssa. Well I'll leave you men to your business."
She turned to leave but William said, "Why don't you stay if it's alright with your grandfather? I need Lewis to pay attention to our talk; not wondering where you are or when he'll get to see you again." William, Jim, and Benson laughed again. Now it was Alyssa's face that turned red. She nodded and sat down next to her grandfather.
Josh stopped laughing and asked, "What can I do for you William?
William, assisted by Lewis and Jim, told Josh their plans for turning Eagle's Nest into a working cattle ranch. "Heard you wanted out of the cattle business and we thought we might be of help to each other. If the price is right, we'd like to buy your herd."
"You heard right. I, we," Josh said nodding toward Alyssa, "want to raise quarter horses; nothing big mind you. We figure to carry about 50 head at the most."
Josh's herd consisted of 215 head of cattle and he wanted to sell them as a bunch. There were 114 cows, 46 calves under a year old, and 55 steers. "There are 32 steers and 80 cows that can be ready for market this fall. The spring price for cattle is about $650 a head and it's usually a bit higher in the fall. Even at the spring price, that's close to 80 thousand dollars for the lot," Benson said with a calculating look.
William nodded but it was Jim that replied, "That's if you graze them all summer and if nothing happens to the market between now and then."
Lewis hid his smile and thought to himself, Jim may be operating on skills learned over a hundred years ago but wheeling and dealing was always the same. For the next hour the two sides went back and forth negotiating a price for Josh's cattle. Lewis mostly listened and learned while Alyssa took notes.
Finally a compromise was found and a deal was made. Josh would take 85 thousand for the herd. The Randals would give him 55 thousand now and the balance when the cattle went to market in the fall. If the market fell below the spring price of $650 a head, the Randals would get another year to pay the balance.
"I'll just type up my notes," Alyssa said. "Then we can take the contract over to Cole's and have it notarized."
Josh gave a little laugh and William smiled. Lewis, William, and Jim shook hands with Josh who said, "This is all the notarizing needed Alyssa. We've given our word and that's good enough." He looked at her, a little sadly, and added, "You lived in L.A. too long honey."
He reached down into the bottom drawer of his desk and took out a bottle. "Know it's a mite early but we should drink to our deal," Josh said. "Good bourbon goes down easy no matter what the time of day."
On the way back to Eagle's Nest Lewis said, "Guess we better go back and see Rutledge tomorrow or the next day and arrange for the loan. We sure don't have 55 thousand lying around."
William nodded in agreement but Jim was quiet and thoughtful. As they stepped out of the truck and started into the house, Jim stopped them on the porch.
"I'd like to help, if you'll let me," he said. "Feel like I'm free loading around here."
Lewis and William looked surprised. "Grandfather, you're the reason this ranch is still here. Eagle's Nest belongs to you," Lewis said solemnly.
Jim smiled, "No, it's been passed down through the family and rightfully belongs to you." He waved away their arguments and laughed. "If this crazy thing hadn't happened, I'd be nothing but a memory; an important one but still just a memory."
His next question really surprised Lewis and William. "Is that the barn that I built?" He asked pointing to the building.
"Yeah," William answered not sure of why Jim was asking. "There's been a few new roofs put on and the plank siding has been replaced with newer type of siding but it's still the same basic barn that you built back in 1885."
"Been anything done with the insides?"
"No, some of the stalls have been replaced but nothing major's been done inside."
"I'd hoped you'd say that. C'mon boys, I've got a surprise for you," Jim said motioning for them to follow him to the barn.
He led them to a little space behind the last stall and the wall. "A lot of people wondered why I put this flagstone down as a floor; most barns had pounded dirt or even wood floors."
"Yeah, people have asked me about that floor," William said.
"I never took to the idea of wading through mud in my barn and a wood floor would rot out over time, so I used flagstone. Me and Chante spent most of one summer hauling the stone from over by the Bradshaw Mountains."
Jim picked up a pry bar and knelt down in the small space. He stuck the flat end of the pry bar at the edge of one of the stones and lifted it up. William and Lewis grabbed the stone and lifted it out of the way. Under the stone in a cavity was a metal strongbox.
"Got this box from a friend of mine that worked for the Wells Fargo Stage Line," Jim said. He lifted the box out and handed it to William. "Set the box on the work bench please and let's put this stone back. Might want to use this hidey hole again sometimes."
William hefted the box as he put it down on the bench. Whatever's in it has some weight, he thought. Jim and Lewis joined him in front of the strongbox.
"This is my share boys," Jim said with a smile. There was a rawhide drawstring bag with a silver concho on its side lying in the box. When he tried to lift it out, the bag crumbled and fell apart.
"Guess it didn't hold up any better than my clothes," Jim observed. "It's what's inside it that matters though." He stepped aside so William and Lewis could see the contents of the strongbox. As they looked Jim said," I've got just over 85 ounces of gold in this box."
Lewis and William were more than surprised, they were stunned. "Where did you get this?" William asked.
"Every spring for about three years I would take a week or two and prospect in the Bradshaw's or around Lynx Creek and Groom Creek. The last year Chante went with me. Those creeks still around?" Lewis nodded. Jim continued his story. "I'd wait until just after the spring thaw and go prospecting for gold that the water had washed down." Pointing to the gold in the strong box he said, "That's what I found."
Jim ran his fingers through the gold nuggets and placer gold flakes in the box, remember the times he and Chante had spent together. "Never really had a chance to use any of it. Spirit Healer saw to that with his little ceremony up in the cave."
He sighed and took a deep breath. "The assay office in Prescott told me it was worth about $1600. I'd like for you two to use it to help get Eagle's Nest going again."
Lewis shook his head in disbelief. "Jim, gold prices have changed since your day", William said. "We're going to the bank tomorrow to see about that loan; we'll take the gold and stop by the assay office while we're in Prescott. If that's okay with you Jim?"
"Told ya, it belongs to the ranch now," he replied. "See y'all in the morning; it's been a long day for me."
William explained the schedule on the way into town. "The assay office opens at 9 and the bank at 10. Thought we could get some breakfast, go to the assay office, and then to the bank," William suggested. He looked at Jim and added, "After we get done at the bank we'll come back to the assayer and see how much your gold is worth."
Jim looked over his shoulder at Lewis and then turned and looked at William. "Am I gonna have to take a switch to you boys to make you understand?" He asked, only half kidding. "That gold belongs to all of us and to Eagle's Nest."
"Yes sir," both said together.
It was just after 9:00 when the Randals arrived in Prescott. They went to a little café for a late breakfast; well late for them. They'd finished breakfast by 9:30 and headed to the assay office. As they entered the office, William whispered, "We're in luck. Tom Casey's working this morning."
"Howdy Tom," William said as the man behind the counter looked up.
"Well how do William; haven't seen you for quite a spell. Been keeping out on the ranch have you?
"Yeah, I have to stay out there to keep the women off me. When they catch me in town I have a devil of a time gettin away from them," William replied with a grin.
"Sounds like what comes out of the south end of a north bound bull to me," Tom kidded back. Both men laughed and shook hands.
William turned to Lewis and Jim. "Tom was the range boss on Eagle's Nest for years, until I shut it down. After I quit ranchin he decided to stop actually workin for a living and became a government assayer."
"I know this rascal," Tom said to William pointing to Lewis. "That's your grandson, all grown up."
"Yes sir. I remember you Mr. Casey; you taught me how to hogtie a calf. Still got a scar on my shin from calves kicking me that day." Lewis smiled and shook hands with Casey.
"You're the spittin image of your Pa," Tom told him. "I would've sworn that was him walking in here today."
"This is our cousin Jim Randal," William told Casey. "He's been away for a while." Jim and Casey nodded at each other.
"You're running with a rough crowd in these two," Casey teased. Turning back to William he said, "I know y'all didn't come all the way into Prescott just to talk over old times. What can the U.S. Assay Office do for you?"
William put the strong box on the counter and opened it. "Jim here has been doing a little prospecting out west and we'd like to know how much this gold is worth."
Tom Casey looked into the box and saw several zip lock bags. William, Lewis, and Jim had put all the nuggets into the baggies and the placer gold and gold dust in others. Tom's eyes opened wide and he looked up at William.
"Ain't seen that much in one place in a long time," he said. "Found it out west you say?" He asked Jim.
"Thought we might leave it with you while we do some business at the bank," William told Tom. "A couple of hours give you enough time to do an assay?"
"Well...I'm not overwhelmed with work right now, so give me about 15 minutes and I can give you an answer."
William nodded and Tom got to work. As he worked, he and William talked and gossiped about the town and some of the people in it. About twenty minutes later Tom finished.
Tom looked down at his calculator and said, "Jim, you got 85.5 troy ounces here; at today's price that's $71,285.63. That about what you figured?"
Jim's eyes got big and he sputtered for a second or two. William quickly spoke up. "Yeah, that's about what we figured."
"Well your wrong," Tom said laughing at his joke. "Pure placer gold and gold nuggets will bring a higher price because there's no smelting or separation costs with pure gold. Then the placer nuggets have gemstone value. I think you can expect more than the $71,000."
William paused for a few seconds and asked, "How would Jim go about selling the gold?"
"Well since you're family Jim, I can handle that for you, if you like. I'll call a buyer and have him come to the office. Probably have a cashier's check for you in a week or so. That work for you?"
Jim found his voice. "That'd be a big help Mr. Casey, thank you."
Tom smiled. "Ain't no Mr. Casey here, I'm Tom."
"Give me a call out to the ranch when the check is ready," William said. "We'll come back to town to get it and buy you a steak dinner."
"I'll do it," Tom promised. "Never turn down a free meal, I always say.
Tom gave them a receipt for the gold and the Randals left the office. They went back to the truck and stood around for a minute. William was the first to break the silence.
"Can you imagine that? More then $71,000." He turned to Jim. "Guess you had more for a buy in than you thought."
Jim was still in shock and Lewis wasn't far behind him. Finally Lewis asked, "Is there any need to go to the bank now? We've got money for the cattle and we can use the first year's profit to build the bunkhouse for guests."



"Don't see the need," William replied. "I feel like celebrating. What'da you say boys?"
"You want to get a drink at 10:30 in the morning?" Lewis said looking at his watch.
"I was thinkin more like the ice cream parlor," William replied. Bit early for bourbon, don't you think? He turned to Jim. "C'mon 'cousin', we'll show you another technical advancement."
Before they could leave, a man in a large black SUV parked behind them. He got out of the vehicle and walked over to the Randals.
"Hello Mr. Randal," he said to William. "I don't know if you remember me; I'm Sid Collier representing Center Corp. I'd like to talk to you again about buying your ranch."
"I remember," William said in an unfriendly voice. "Told you before, that even if I wanted to sell I couldn't. Eagle's Nest doesn't belong to me."
"We...err...I thought you would contact the owner and let him know about our offer."
"Nope, didn't see any need to talk to him about it. He feels the same way I do," William responded.
"Research shows that a Lewis Randal, your grandson, actually owns the ranch. We've tried to contact him but we can't seem to find him. Would you be so kind as to tell us where we can reach him?"
William's face started to get red with anger. Before he could blow up at Collier, Lewis stepped in.
"I'm Lewis Randal, Collier. What do you want?"
"You are a hard man to find Mr. Randal. We've been trying to find you for several months."
"Didn't know I had to check in with Center Corp. I'm askin again, what do you want?"
"I'm authorized to offer you 3.5 million dollars for your ranch." Collier looked expectantly at Lewis. He took some folder papers out of his inside suit pocket and started to step closer to Lewis.
"No need to get closer Mr. Collier," Lewis said with a grim smile. Collier didn't know it but it was the same look Lewis had when he was fighting off his attackers in Iraq.
William looked at his grandson's face and thought, you better back off Collier. I've seen that same look from his father and you won't like what comes afterward.
Collier saw the anger in Lewis' face and stopped. "But Mr. Randal, Lewis I just wanted to...."
"I know what you want and I'll repeat what my grandfather said, Eagle's Nest is not for sale," Lewis interrupted Collier. "What did my Grandpa tell you when you made your first offer?"
Collier paled and stuttered for a few seconds. "He told me or rather Center Corp to stick the offer where the.... Well, he was very adamant with his refusal."
"I guess that about sums up our answer. One last time this ranch is not for sale; not for three million or ten million or thirty million. We don't need your money." Lewis paused as he stared Collier. "Now if you'll excuse us, we have an appointment at the ice cream parlor."
The three Randal men left Collier sputtering and walked a block to get some ice cream. Jim laughed at the way Lewis had handled Collier.
Walking back to the truck, Jim was licking as fast as he could at his three scoop ice cream cone. He stopped for a few seconds and said, "Now this is one improvement that I really like."
********************
It was ten days before Tom Casey called and Jim answered the phone. "This is Eagle's Nest, Jim Randal speaking. Who's this?" He spoke in a loud, almost shouting, voice. Jim had never got use to the idea that people could hear him just fine. "Hold on Tom, I'll get William," he yelled.
William picked up the phone and Tom told him the check would be ready that day. "I had it made out to Lewis, just like you asked."
Lewis had suggested that the check be made out to him, as the owner of Eagle's Nest. "We can do things with the ranch as a business and get a break on the taxes." After a few seconds he added, "No need to get Jim noticed on the grid."
"Grid?" Jim asked.
Lewis nodded and took several minutes to explain the term. "I don't think you want a bunch of people out here poking at you and asking a lot of questions."
"No, I surely don't. Might make me run back to that cave," he said with a small grin.
William told Tom they'd come to town late the next afternoon and for him to decide where he wanted to eat. The office closes at 5 PM; at 4:50 the Randals walked in. "Decide where you want to eat Tom?"
"Thought we might go to the Dry Gulch Steak House," he answered as he handed them a check for $103,082 . "They got the best steaks and BBQ in town. I figure the size of that check should get me a real fine meal and maybe a drink or two. Y'all go on outside and I'll finish lockin up."
The Randals stepped outside shocked at the amount of the check. Jim was the most affected; he kept looking at the check and shaking his head and looking back at the check. As they walked toward their truck they noticed a big black SUV parked next to them. "I think Center Corp is back," Lewis said.
A large man stepped out of the passenger side of the SUV. Lewis studied him as the stranger walked closer to the Randals. He has to be 6 feet 4 at least, Lewis thought. The man was dressed very nicely and he was smiling as he approached. The smile didn't reach his eyes.
"Mr. Randal, I'm Jake Sanders," he said to Lewis. He didn't offer to shake hands. "I work for Center Corp. Can we talk for a minute?"
"We've got nothing to talk about Mr. Sanders."
"Then listen while I talk Randal." All pretense of being friendly gone from his voice. "I suggest you take our last offer and save yourself a lot of trouble. We know you're going to apply for a loan from the bank to buy a herd of cattle from Josh Benson. We will see that the application is not approved."
Sanders stopped to see the reaction to his statement. Not seeing what he wanted he continued. "The only outside income you have is from leasing grazing rights. Benson won't need them when he raises horses. There goes half your income. We'll persuade Sims, that he doesn't need to graze on your land either. There goes the other half of your income."
Again Sanders didn't get the reaction he expected. "That means your only income will be from your pension," he said pointing to William, "and your disability checks. He pointed to Lewis. "As I said, I suggest you take the offer."
William had to grab Jim as he stepped toward Sanders. Lewis had a small grin on his face. Jim's from another time, Lewis thought. In his time if someone threatened or attacked you, steps were taken to protect yourself. Lewis stepped between Jim and Sanders.
"Mr. Sanders, I have a suggestion for you. Like my Grandfather said to the other flunky; take your offer and shove it. Eagle's Nest is not for sale." Lewis paused and seemed to gather himself. "I also suggest you move out of our way.....or I'll move you." Lewis locked eyes with Sanders for several seconds. Sanders returned Lewis' stare for a moment and went back to his SUV.
Jim laughed as the big man moved away. Turning to Lewis he said, "Damn boy, I thought you were gonna bust him one."
Lewis smiled at Jim. "Just between you and me, I was gonna bust him."
Tom Casey came out of his office and locked the door. When he turned around he saw the tension in his three friends. "What did I miss?"
The Randals laughed. "Nothing Tom, let's go grab a steak," William replied.
When the four men got to the Dry Gulch they had a drink at the bar. They had another when they were seated at their table. After the waitress took their order, William looked at Tom for several seconds.
"Tom, have you ever thought of goin back to herding cattle?"
"Well...I've thought about it but there aren't that many ranches around here anymore and those that are still working ranches don't need a 52 year old range boss," Tom answered wistfully. He looked down at his drink and sighed. Raising his head he grinned and added, "I don't think I could be just a cowhand again."
William smiled to himself. He hadn't talked to Lewis or Jim about what he wanted to do but he was sure they'd agree with him. "Tom, the boys and I are gonna turn Eagle's Nest back into a working cattle ranch. We'd like you to be our range boss."
Tom looked at William and then Lewis and Jim with a gleam in his eye. "Think I'd be interested in joining you."
"You better hear the rest before you say yes," William suggested. He went on to explain the idea of a dude ranch. "Part of your job would be to ride herd on the guests as well as the cattle. It'll be a week or so before we can get started, so talk to your wife and get back to us."
"You know I was gettin real tired of that damn office," Tom said with a big grin. "No need to talk to Helen, I'll take the job. Have to give two week's notice but then I'm yours."
It was later after spending the better part of the evening eating, drinking, and celebrating with Tom Casey. Lewis had a couple of beers during the evening but mostly drank iced tea while watching two old friends and one new one, have a rip roaring good time. The group got a motel room close to the restaurant and slept until almost noon the next day. Tom had called his wife during the evening so she wouldn't worry about him.
The next morning, not so bright and early, the Randals took Tom back to his truck. He waved as he drove home to tell his Helen about the new job. The other three got into their own truck and drove away.
Lewis noticed that William was headed toward the bank. "Where we going?"
"Thought we'd close our account at Prescott National and start a new account at the Wells Fargo bank," William answered. "If Center Corp can influence actions at Prescott National, I don't think we want to do business with a bank that Center Corp controls. Suit you two?"
Lewis nodded in agreement and Jim said, "Good, I didn't cotton to that Rutledge fella anyway."
William closed his personal account and the ranch's account too. The Randals drove to Wells Fargo Bank and opened a new business account using the check from the gold as the initial deposit. All three of them were listed as signees on the new account.
"We need to see Josh tomorrow morning and get this show on the road," William said.
Early the next morning, William, Lewis, and Jim decided to ride horses to see Benson. As they saddled up, William said, "I think we should start this adventure on horseback."
Jim smiled as he saddled a horse. "Suits me just fine."
They rode to the Benson ranch house and Josh came out to greet them. Smiling at the Randals he called back into the house, "Alyssa bring some coffee. We've got visitors."
They all sat on the porch and after coffee was poured, Jim was the first to speak up. It surprised William and Lewis.
"Josh our deal is to pay you in two payments," Jim began. "We've managed to put the money together to make just one payment. I think we should get a better price since you won't have to wait five months or so for the money." Lewis and William had a hard time keeping smiles off their faces.
Josh laughed; he wasn't surprised that Jim was still trying to deal. He'd seen that Jim was a hard case the last time they'd talked business. "What did you have in mind?"
Lewis had been staring at Alyssa from the moment she came outside. He wasn't interested in anything else right now. Jim noticed where Lewis' attention was; so did Josh.
"Alyssa why don't you take Lewis out to the south pasture and show him some of the cattle?" Josh suggested. "This discussion may get colorful before we're done."
Lewis smiled and went with Alyssa to help saddle her horse. As they rode away from the house Josh said, "She needs to spend some time with someone her own age. Won't hurt that it's a real man and not one of those jerks from L. A. He watched the two ride out for a few more seconds and turned back to Jim. "Now what's this about you wantin me to give up money?"
For the next hour William, Jim, and Josh wrangled back and forth on a reduction in the price for the cattle. They finally agreed that the price would be dropped 4 thousand dollars for a onetime payment. As they shook hands on the new deal, Alyssa and Lewis returned.
They were riding closer than when they left. Lewis said something to Alyssa as she dismounted. She laughed and punched him on the arm. They took Alyssa's horse to the corral, unsaddled him, and turned him into the corral. Josh smiled to himself at the two youngsters. Alyssa needs someone, he thought.
"I hired Tom Casey back as our range boss; he'll be here in about two weeks," William said. "As soon as he shows up, we'll round up the herd and head them toward Eagle's Nest."
"No need to wait William," Josh said. "Alyssa and I can help with the round up and with the trail drive to your place. By the time Tom joins up you'll be ready to go"
"Thanks Josh. When can we start the round up?"
"Well...I don't think we can start until after lunch," he replied with a grin. "That suit y'all?"
William laughed and nodded, "Sounds good to me."
After lunch Alyssa and Josh saddled their horses, joined the Randals, and the round up began. They went to the south pasture and combed the area for cattle. The animals they found were put into a holding pen where they were counted and left overnight. The 'cowboys' would come back the next morning and drive them to the Benson's pasture that is closest to Eagle's Nest.
As they came back to the house Josh invited them to stay for supper. "I just thought of something else," he said. "Why not stable your horses here until the round up is finished? Alyssa can drive y'all back to your place after we eat; you can use your truck to come and go. You'll spend less time traveling and it'd be a mite easier on your horses."
Alyssa got their Ford crew cab truck from the garage and with Lewis in the front with her drove the Randals home. When they got to the ranch house, William and Jim said good night and went inside. Lewis leaned on the driver's door and talked to Alyssa for about 30 minutes before she left for home.
For the next week, including the weekend, the round up continued. Every morning before daylight William, Lewis, and Jim got up. They'd eat a quick breakfast and head for Josh Benson's place. Alyssa had taken to fixing a picnic type lunch for the wranglers so they didn't have to stop for long.
Lewis had never minded getting up early but he'd gotten out of the habit since coming back to Eagle's Nest. The first morning it was a little tough to get up and go to work; after that first day he looked forward to getting up. Lewis was honest with himself; it wasn't being up to see the beauty of the sunrise that motivated him. It was because he got to spend time with Alyssa. She was working her way into his heart without even trying.
One morning Alyssa wasn't there; Josh said she'd run into Prescott on business. William had to smile at Lewis when he heard she'd probably be gone all day; he seemed to deflate. For the rest of the day, every time a truck would pass on the nearby road Lewis would stop and listen to see if the truck pulled off the main road toward Josh's house. Just as they finished for the day and were taking care of their horses, Alyssa drove into the yard.
Lewis was beside the truck before she could come to a stop. He opened her door and as she got out she smiled at him. "I missed you today Ally," Lewis told her.
Alyssa could see the feelings in his eyes. She put her hand on the side of his face and gave him a sweet smile. Lewis completely forgot where he was and who else might be around. He took Alyssa's hand and pulled her to him. He looked into her eyes for a few seconds and kissed her. Alyssa pulled her hand out of his and put both arms around his neck, kissing him back.
William, Jim, and Josh watched the two young people. Josh and Jim smiled and chuckled. William turned to the others and said, "That boy's roped and hog tied and don't even know it yet."
As Lewis broke the kiss, he realized that they had an audience. His face got red when he saw the three men on the porch watching. Alyssa laughed and put her arm around his waist, pulling him toward the house. The men were grinning at the couple as they stepped onto the porch. Lewis faced Josh, waiting for him to say something and when he didn't Lewis spoke up.
"Mr. Benson, Josh, I'd like your permission to call on Alyssa sir."
Josh looked at him for several seconds, it seemed like forever to Lewis, and finally said, "Sort of an old fashion thing to do."
"Maybe it is. But from what I've heard it was good enough for my Grandpa there," he pointed to William. "And it was good enough for my father too. Reckon its good enough for me."
"What do you say Alyssa?" Josh asked. "Should I let this young fella come calling on you?"
"Grandpa, you're horrible. Quit teasing Lewis. You know as well as I do that you've been pushing us together for the last few days." Alyssa looked up at Lewis and said, "You're welcome anytime." The two looked at each other for a bit without talking.
"I hate to break this romantic moment up but we need to get home and get some rest," William said. "We still got cattle to round up." Turning to Lewis he added, "She'll still be here tomorrow boy."
Lewis blushed again, hugged Alyssa, and head for their truck. On the way home Lewis was quiet. "Are you sure about this Lewis?" William asked.
"Yes sir, I am," Lewis answered. He hesitated and then continued, "I almost got killed over there. It sure did change my prospective on things. I've grown up some since I got back to the ranch; I know what I want now."
Jim looked into the rear seat at Lewis. "Alyssa seems like a fine young woman, but maybe you're taking things a mite fast here Lewis. You haven't known her very long."
"How long did you know Chante?" Lewis asked, teasing Jim.
"Reckon you're right," Jim admitted with a grin. Then in a more serious voice he said, "You know your own heart boy, best follow it"
Lewis didn't really get much sleep that night, and he was waiting in the kitchen for William and Jim early the next morning. "I thought you two were going to sleep all day," he said. "C'mon, we're burning daylight."
"Slow down boy," William said and laughed. "It's still dark outside."
Two days later the round up was completed. The Randals had 223 head to drive home; eight of the cows had dropped calves. The trail drive to Eagle's Nest took a little over a half a day. Lewis and Alyssa rode drag pushing the herd along. They could be closer together back there.
They left the cattle in the large pasture closest to the ranch house. Jim suggested they let the cattle settle down for a few days, brand them and then make a drive to the high pastures on the north end of Eagle's Nest. The brand was basically the same one Jim had used only now it was put on an ear tag instead of being burned into the hide. It was a triangle representing the mountains where the eagles lived but William had added the silhouette of an eagle at rest between the legs of the triangle.
"We should drive half the herd to the high country," Lewis told Jim and William. "The other half can join them in a couple of months. It'll give a chance to see if our plan for the dudes will work."
"Maybe we should only push 50 or so cattle up to the north pasture," William suggested. "It's been a long time since I herded cattle and Lewis you've never been on a drive." He smiled and pointed to Jim, "That's the only real cowhand of the bunch."
After the tagging, they started the drive following William's suggestion. They drove 55 head up the trail to the north pasture. Tom would join up with them before it was time to drive the rest of the herd north. It was about 20 miles to the high pastures and Jim said it would take them about a day and a half to make the drive north.
"We'll drive em a little faster goin to the grass but take it slower comin back with them," Jim told them.
"Why's that?" Lewis asked.
"If we drive too hard, the cattle lose weight and won't bring as much at market," Jim explained. Goin it don't make much difference. But once they get fattened up we don't want to burn the weight off them coming back.



Jim smiled remembering cattle drives from over a hundred years ago. "Coming back, we'll stop at midday and let em graze and rest for a couple of hours. I figure it'll take the better part of 2, 2 and a half days to get em back down the mountain."
William and Lewis nodded their understanding. "It's a good thing we've got a real cowhand with us," William said.
The herd had been on the move for just over two hours when Jim stood in his stirrups looking back down the trail. "Rider comin," he yelled a warning to the others as he pulled his Winchester from the saddle scabbard. William and Lewis were riding swing on either side of the small herd, keeping them headed in the right direction. Jim rode drag and pushed the cattle along.
"Ain't any rustlers any more Jim," William said smiling. "I think you can put your rifle away."
Jim smiled sheepishly. "Old habits are hard to break sometimes."
"Besides that's Alyssa coming. Don't think Lewis would appreciate you shootin his girl." William gave a shrill whistle and got Lewis' attention. He waved for the boy to join him.
Lewis rode closer and William pointed back down the trail at the rider. "If I don't miss my guess, you've got company coming Lewis."
He looked behind the herd and spotted the rider. "That's Alyssa", Lewis said. His voice showed how happy he was to see her. Lewis put the spurs to his horse and went to meet her.
"What are you doing here?" Lewis asked Alyssa.
"There are only three of you and I thought you could use some help with the drive," she replied smiling. "Of course I thought you'd be driving more cattle than this." Lewis and Alyssa joined William and Jim. She explained that she was there to help.
Jim smiled at her. "I'm glad you're here young lady."
Alyssa nodded and returned his smile. "Thank you."
"You two can ride drag together and I can get out of the dust. Have a good time," he added as he rode to the swing position at one side of the cattle and William rode to the other.
Alyssa looked at Lewis and they both started laughing. "I guess we've got our orders," Lewis said still chuckling. They moved into position at the rear of the herd.
The herd made better time than expected so Jim, who was acting as ramrod, decided that they'd push on to the valley where they would leave the cattle. As they entered the lower end of the valley, he and William kept the herd moving. He sent Lewis and Alyssa on ahead to make camp. It would be almost full dark by the time they finished the drive.
They didn't bother rigging the tarp they'd brought to sleep under. It was a clear night without a cloud in the sky so everyone decided to sleep under the stars. William and Jim spread their bedrolls on one side of the small campfire; Lewis and Alyssa were on the other side.
They ate and as they were bedding down William said, "No need for a night guard. The cattle are tired and will probably stay right where they are." Jim nodded his agreement and William added, "We'll start back at first light in the morning."
The ride back to the ranch was much quicker since they weren't driving cattle; they got back about noon. Alyssa stayed for lunch and after eating helped with the clean up. Jim nodded in approval when she started washing the dishes. She's not above doing her share of the work, he thought.
Alyssa grabbed her coat and hat for the ride back home. She walked over to William, kissed him on the cheek, and did the same thing to Jim. "Thanks for letting me tag along, I learned a lot," she said.
Jim's smile spread across his whole face. "You're welcome anytime Miss Alyssa."
The three Randals went outside and mounted their horses. They rode a circuit around the cattle in the pasture close to the house. Returning to the corral, they took care of the horses and walked together back to the house.
Jim stopped on the porch and look back up the valley toward the far mountains. William and Lewis stopped at the door waiting for him. Jim nodded his head and turned toward them.
"By God boys, we've got ourselves a cattle ranch."
Tiredly he silently added...At least for as long as I'm here.
To Be Continued
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Yeah, we've got a cattle ranch, Lewis said to himself two weeks later. I'd forgotten how much work it was going to be. When I was a kid I thought you just put the herd to out to graze, set back and waited for them to fatten up. Now I'm a nursemaid for a bunch of cattle. Then he laughed at himself; I'm as bad as the dudes we plan on having here.
"What are you thinkin about boy?" William asked as he joined Lewis on the porch. "You look like you're a hundred miles away."
Lewis grinned and replied, "Just thinking how much I didn't remember about ranching." He paused to think about where he'd been a year ago and in a more serious voice added, "But I'm glad to be here doing the work."
William knew Lewis was thinking about Iraq and his friends that hadn't made it back. "I'm glad you're here too, son."
Shaking himself Lewis asked, "What's on the schedule for today?"
"Well...We got all the cattle tagged, we've dipped them for ticks, and spread them out over the valley grazing lands, so not much to do today. Jim said he was gonna climb the trail up to the cave. Tom and I are going into Prescott to see about winter feed. Unless you want to climb a mountain or ride to Prescott I guess you can take a day off."
Lewis nodded and smiled. He stepped back into the house, got his coat, and headed to the barn. In a few minutes William heard the roar of a Harley motorcycle and Lewis rode out of the barn and up to the porch.
"Going over to see Alyssa," he said with a smile and a wave.
William nodded and watched him ride toward Josh Benson's ranch. Like that was a big surprise, he thought with a grin. Like I said, that boy is roped and hogtied.

********************
Jim stepped off his horse and dropped the reins to the ground. The horse was trained to ground tie and would move no more than a few feet from that spot. William's got well trained horses, he thought. Good animals that do their job very well. He started to pull his Winchester 73 out of the saddle scabbard but put it back. If I remember the trail right, it gets pretty steep, Jim said aloud. Better just depend on the .45.
The Colt .45 Peacemaker was the same pistol he'd carried before his long sleep in the cave. He and William had been talking about Jim's desire to see the cave that he'd spent so many years in sleeping. Jim mentioned that it would hard climbing the trail carrying the Winchester.
William said, "Damn, I must be gettin old. I forgot I've got something that belongs to you. Just a minute, I'll be right back."
He left the room and shortly returned carrying something wrapped in several layers of material. William set the bundle on the coffee table and began to unwrap it. The first layer was a heavy material that Jim didn't recognize. The second layer was a piece of buckskin and the third layer was a soft cloth material.
When the last layer was unwrapped, Jim smiled and felt his eyes tear up. There was his Colt from all those years ago. He picked it up, checked to see if it was loaded, and looked up at William.
"I remembered the Winchester because it was hanging over the fireplace in my bedroom and I saw it every day," William explained. "I didn't think about your Colt until you mentioned how steep that trail is"
Jim handled the pistol with an ease that told of years of use. The Colt, just like the Winchester, was a bridge back to a life and time he could never return to. Somehow the weapons and the totem over the ranch house door kept him from feeling totally lost. He nodded his thanks to William and put the pistol in the hostler that William handed to him.
Now at the trail head, Jim pulled the Colt and made sure for the tenth time that it was loaded and ready to be used. Looking up the trail, he took a deep breath and started his climb.
Maybe I should have worn those "sneakers" that Lewis gave me instead of my boots, he thought as he slipped and slid on the trail. It took him almost an hour to reach the tall rock butte that Lewis had told him about. Jim stepped around the edge of the wall and across a small canyon he could see where the cave had been. The mountain had fallen in on itself just like Lewis told him. But he'd wanted to see it for himself.
Jim had never been afraid in his life. He'd been wary, concerned, and downright mad in his life; but never afraid. He was afraid now. The hair on the back of his neck stood up and his breathing increased. He felt a chill down his back and he felt like running away.
He took a deep breath to calm himself and faced the rock filled entrance to the cave. Jim stared at what had been his prison for over a hundred years. After several minutes he shouted at the cave entrance, "I escaped your trap Spirit Healer, you son of a bitch. I'm still here and you're just dust."
Jim turned and headed back down the trail to his family and his new home.

********************
Lewis had more than one reason to ride to Josh Benson's ranch. The main reason was Alyssa. He hadn't seen her for three days and that was too long in his mind. I'd like to see and be with her every day. Lewis also wanted to talk to Josh about an idea he had. If anyone in the area could help him it would be Josh Benson.
The balanced roar of the Harley's pipes as he pulled up in front of the house announced his arrival. Alyssa came bouncing out of the front door to meet him. Laughing she ran out and hugged him. I think she's glad to see me too, Lewis thought.
Right behind Alyssa was her grandfather Josh Benson. Standing on the porch he waited until Lewis shut down the Harley and said, "Come on inside Lewis and tell me why you're here." As if I don't know, Josh thought to himself with a smile.
"Gramps, stop teasing Lewis," Alyssa said. "You know very well he came to see me."
"Actually I did want to talk to Josh about something," Lewis admitted.
"C'mon into the office then," Josh offered.
Once seated in a big overstuffed chair with Alyssa sitting on the arm next to him, Lewis looked at Josh. "Mr. Benson, I mean Josh," he said seeing the look on Josh's face. "I want to buy some horses and I thought you might be able to help me."
"I'd be glad to help if I can Lewis."
"Well, I want to buy two maybe three horses. I want to get a couple of real good animals for Grandpa and me. But I want one more and it has to be special. It's for Jim. I don't have any idea of where to look or how much money I'll need. That's why I came to you."
"Good animals aren't that easy to find unless you know where to look," Josh agreed. "What kind of horse do you want for Jim?"
"I'd like a horse that's quick and fast enough to work cattle close in, sort of like a quarter horse. But I want an animal that's got more long distance bottom to him. Maybe a quarter horse cross breed or something," Lewis explained.
Josh nodded. "I understand what you want, but now the big question. How much do you want to spend?"
"I've managed to save about 6 thousand dollars. Will that be enough?"
"You're willing to spend all your savings?" Lewis nodded and Josh continued," Well that might be enough if we look in the right place."
He thought for several seconds and said, "I haven't any stock for my ranch yet but I know a fella that's got horses that will fit the bill. Bill Jackson's got good stock and they're usually well trained as working animals. He's got a buckskin stallion and a sorrel filly that would be good choices for you and William. I was talkin to him over to Cole's just last week."
Alyssa was playing with Lewis's hair and Josh looked to see if Lewis was paying attention. "Bill usually gets top dollar for his horses but he owes me a favor or two and we might get a break on the price. If you're interested I'll set it up for us to go look at them."
Lewis nodded and asked, "What about a horse for Jim?"
"Bill's got another animal he was telling me about a couple of weeks ago. From what you say, it sounds like the horse for Jim," Josh told him. "I won't tell you anything about the animal and let you make up your own mind when you see him."
"When could you go see these horses Josh?"
"Any day this week," he answered. "Bill's place is just this side of Kingman. If you're not too busy we could go tomorrow," Josh told him. "We could be there and back by late afternoon."
"I'll check with Grandpa and Jim and see what they've got me doing tomorrow," Lewis said with a grin. "Call you tonight if they can spare me."
"We can take my truck," Josh said. "I'd rather drive it than sit on the back of that motorcycle."
His business done with Josh, Lewis and Alyssa spent the rest of the day together. She bundled up a little and climbed on the bike behind Lewis. It was early summer but the wind could still be sharp, especially on a motorcycle. They went to Prescott and Lewis withdrew all of his savings; $6200. He left a hundred dollars in the account to keep it opened.
Lewis followed Alyssa as she browsed through some of the shops around the courthouse square. After eating lunch at the Pioneer Saloon, Lewis headed the bike for the Lynx Creek area. He wanted to see the place that Jim had found some of the gold over a hundred years ago.
They sat in an opening on the creek bank and let the sun warm them. Alyssa turned to him, putting her arms around his neck and kissed him; he kissed her back. After several minutes they pulled away breathing hard and aroused. Lewis held off, not because he didn't want her, but because she was special to him. She deserves more than a romp in the woods, he thought.
Lewis smiled, kissed her on the nose, and said, "I guess we better head back or we may be here all night."
"Yeah, it'd get cold tonight," Alyssa replied returning his smile. She held onto Lewis tighter on the way home.
It was early evening when Lewis got back to Eagle's Nest. William, Jim, and Tom were already there; they'd waited supper for him.
"Y'all didn't have to wait on me, but thank you," Lewis said.
"Figured you'd need a lot of food to replenish your strength," William said with a big grin. At the look on Lewis's face he added, "Just teasin you son."
He returned William's grin and sat down at the table. As he filled his plate with food, he thought of how different his relationship with Alyssa was.
"It's sort of funny Grandpa, Alyssa and me, I mean. I think if we do get together it'll be after we're sure of how we feel about each other," Lewis said. "It's easier to wait when you've got something worth waiting for."
William stared at Lewis for a bit. "I think you're right son; you have grown some since you came back to the ranch."
Lewis nodded and said almost to himself, "It's different with Ally than it was with Julie."
Tom was lost. He hadn't met her but he knew about Alyssa. He had to ask, "Who the hell is Julie?"
"She's my ex fiancée," Lewis replied laughing at the look on Tom's face. "Part of my past."
"Speaking of loved ones, what's your wife think about you being gone so much Tom?" William asked.
"Helen says she glad to get rid of me for a while," Tom replied laughing. "Said it's like taking a vacation every week." He continued in a more serious voice. "No, she's fine with it. Helen knows I'd rather be doing this than working in that office. And getting to go home at least three days a week helps too."
"How long can you keep that up though?" Lewis asked.
"Well...I'll tell ya. I'll stay until after we get the cattle to market this fall," Tom said. "If y'all decided to keep ranchin I'd like to stay on." William and Jim nodded. "Okay then, Helen and I will sell our place back in Prescott and find somewhere to live closer to the ranch." Tom smiled and added, "Helen's been wanting to quit her job anyway."
Lewis changed the subject by asking, "Can you get by without me tomorrow? I got some errands I'd like to run."
"You had today off," William replied trying to be stern. He couldn't do it and laughed. "Sure Lewis, you go get done what you need to do."
Lewis stood and said, "I need to make a phone call, be right back."
"Tell Alyssa I said hello," William responded and Jim laughed.
Lewis made his call and the next morning, just after first light, he rode his Harley to Josh Benson's place. In spite of the early hour, Alyssa came out to meet him.
"I'm going with you today if you don't mind me tagging along," she said as she put her arms around Lewis's neck.
"I was hoping you'd go, but didn't want to ask you to take the long ride," Lewis replied.
Josh joined them carrying a thermos of coffee. "Let's get going before you two decide to ride off on that motorcycle again," he said.
They jumped in the truck and headed to Bill Jackson's place. When they got there, Lewis and Josh examined the two stock horses Jackson had for sale; the buckskin stallion and the sorrel filly. As they looked at the horses, Jackson kept up a running monologue on the virtues of the two animals.
"Bill you make em sound like they're related to Pegasus," Josh said laughing. "You've known me too long to try and fool me, my friend. Where's this wild horse you told me about?"
"He's in his stall, c'mon this way," Bill said as he led them into the barn. When they entered the barn a black horse stuck his head out of his stall and watched the humans approach. He didn't act concerned or afraid, just curious. Jackson attached a lead to his halter and led the animal out of the stall. The horse tossed his head several times and then settled and stood still.
"He is a big horse isn't he?" Lewis said.
"Yes he is. He stands just over 16 hands. Crossbreed of quarter horse and Andalusian and is just over 4 years old. He'll fill out some and get stronger as he gets older. He'll carry you all day at a lope but is still quick enough to cut cattle. He's got more bottom than a quarter horse and is almost as fast off the mark. Damn fine animal." Bill finished his description of the horse.
Josh slowly and carefully ran his hands over the horse's legs, chest and rump. Turning back to Lewis he nodded. Unless the horse had been unsound Lewis had already decided that this was the animal for Jim. Fits the description Jim gave us of Sampson pretty close, Lewis thought.
"How much for this black and the other two we looked at?" Lewis asked. It was time to get down to horse trading. Lewis was no stranger negotiating deals. That was part of his job back in St. Louis; usually he worked with amounts in excess of 100 thousand dollars.
"Well...since you're a friend of Josh's and since you brought this pretty young lady to see me, I'll give them to you at the bargain price of eleven thousand dollars," Jackson replied.
Lewis didn't hesitate and said, "Thanks for your time Mr. Jackson. I guess I'll just have to keep looking. C'mon folks, we need to get home." Lewis, Josh, and Alyssa started back toward their truck.
"Now wait a minute boy. Like I said, Josh is a friend. Maybe I could do a little better," Jackson told him. "How about ten thousand for all three? And I'll deliver them to you."
"Sorry to waste your time Mr. Jackson," Lewis replied and kept walking toward the truck. "That's more than I can afford."
Josh stopped walking, turned to Jackson and said, "Bill you said yourself that your regular customers don't want a spirited horse like that black. What are you gonna do, keep him around as a pet?"
Jackson nodded and thought for a few seconds. "Bottom line Lewis, how much can you spend?"
Now it was Lewis's turn to think. Looking at Jackson he decided to be honest. "I got $6200 Mr. Jackson; that's the whole bankroll."
Shaking his head, Jackson replied, "I'd like to help you Lewis but I can't let em go for that. I've got close to that tied up in them."
"What's your bottom dollar Bill?" Josh asked breaking into the discussion.
"I have to get $8000 to make a little profit Josh."
"Take the deal Lewis," Josh ordered. Lewis started to object and Josh repeated, "Take the deal. I'll cover the shortage."
Lewis and Jackson shook hands. "I'll have cash money for you when you deliver them, Mr. Jackson."
Jackson nodded and smiled. "I'll bring em over tomorrow Lewis. Now get out of here before you end up owning my ranch for another $100."
Back in the truck, Lewis asked," Why'd you get involved Josh? I won't be able to pay you back until after we market our cattle."
"I figure you're good for it Lewis."
Alyssa grabbed Lewis's arm and said, "If Gramps hadn't of stepped in I was going to." Before Lewis could say anything she added, "You're not a chauvinist are you Lewis?"
He looked at Alyssa for a few seconds, smiled and replied, "Not me."
Josh changed the subject. "I didn't know you knew about horse trading, Lewis."
"It's not any different than trying to get a better price from your suppliers. It's what I used to do," he replied.
"Then why did you let Jim do the dickerin for the cattle?"
Lewis chuckled and said, "You two seemed to be having such a good time, I didn't have the heart to step in. Besides we both got a fair deal; don't matter much who did the dealing."
They stopped for lunch at a roadside café. Alyssa and Lewis talked excitedly about the new horses and Josh sat back and enjoyed the young people. I wish I still had all that energy, he thought.
"You must think a lot of your Jim," Josh said. "You bought a couple of good horses for yourself and William, but that black is somethin special."
"Yes sir, I do. Jim's something special too."
After saying goodbye to Josh and Alyssa, he spent a bit more time saying goodbye to Alyssa, Lewis rode his Harley back to Eagle's Nest. My biggest problem now is keeping my mouth shut about the surprise for Grandpa and Jim, he thought.
As he walked into the kitchen William asked, "Get all your errands ran?" Lewis nodded. "Gonna need you here for the next couple of days, if you've got nothing planned. Jim, Tom, and I are going into Prescott to talk to a couple of cattle buyers. Let them know we'll be shipping cattle this fall. We're gonna arrange for the trucks to haul them to market too. We might decide to spend the night; just depends on how late it gets to be."
Lewis nodded again, thinking this will work out perfect. Mr. Jackson will deliver the horses tomorrow to the Benson's and I can bring them over here and surprise Grandpa and Jim. "That's fine, I'll be here," he replied.
The three men left early the next morning and they hadn't been gone more than ten minutes before Lewis called Bill Jackson and asked to have the horses delivered to Eagle's Nest. Then he called Josh and told him about the change in plans. Josh said he and Alyssa would be right over; he wanted to be there when Jackson delivered the horses. Lewis and Alyssa got to spend almost two hours together before Bill Jackson showed up.
He backed the horse trailer up to the corral and dropped the tailgate. The first horse off was the buckskin. He looked around as he was led into the corral and as soon as the lead was taken off his halter he trotted to the feed trough on the far side of the corral. Next the sorrel filly was led out of the trailer and she immediately joined the buckskin.
The big black came out of the trailer prancing. His ears were up and perked forward and his head was turning from side to side inspecting the area. When he was released into the corral he trotted around and around looking over the top rail. The other two were a little skittish about their new surroundings. The black was interested but not cowered or afraid.



He and Jim will be a good match, Lewis said to himself. Neither one of them has a timid bone in their body. Jackson accepted payment for the horses, wished him luck, and headed back to his ranch. Lewis got an apple, cut it into pieces, and sat on the top rail of the corral and watched the horses for a few minutes. The black stopped his circling and stood about ten feet away, studying the human.
Lewis talked softly to the horse and after a couple of minutes the big horse stepped closer and stretched his neck out toward Lewis's outstretched hand. The horse snorted and gently took the offered piece of apple. As he moved away, Lewis got down into the corral and slowly moved toward the other two horses talking softly. He was able to feed them their share of apple and run his hands over their necks and ears.
Josh watched Lewis with the horses for a few minutes and walked over to the corral. That boy knows more about horses than he lets on, Josh thought.
Alyssa led the filly; Josh led the buckskin, leaving Lewis to lead the black into the barn and into their stalls. Two of the horses went to the feed boxes in the back of their stalls; the black stuck his head back over the door and looked around with his ears perked up.
Josh and Alyssa stayed around for about an hour after the horses were delivered. Now all Lewis could do was wait for William and Jim to get home. I hope they don't stay overnight, Lewis thought. I can hardly wait to surprise them.
At dusk Lewis had given up on William and Jim getting home that evening. Headlights shining on the front of the house proved him wrong. Lewis quit pacing and sat down in a big easy chair. William, Jim, and Tom came into the house and greeted Lewis. He listened as they told him about meetings with two cattle buyers.
Lewis caught Tom's eye and motioned for Tom to follow him outside. He explained about the horses and the surprise he had planned. Tom hustled down to the barn while Lewis went to get William and Jim. At his request they followed Lewis to the barn.
"If we're going to be cowboys Grandpa we need good horses," Lewis said. Tom led the buckskin and the sorrel out to the men and went back into the barn. "I bought these for us. You get your pick and I'll take the other one."
William was speechless and touched. He looked at Lewis for a few seconds and walked over to look at the horses. He took a deep breath and cleared his throat. "Think I'd like the sorrel. Thank you Lewis."
Jim watched William and smiled. Nice thing for the boy to do, he thought.
"I didn't forget about you either Gran...Jim," Lewis continued. Tom returned, leading the big black. Lewis saw Jim's eye open wide and said, "This one's for you. Man of your experience should have his own horse."
Jim looked at the black and got tears in his eyes. The horse looked very much like his beloved Sampson. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and walked over to the horse. The black was prancing and tossing his head. Talking softly to the animal Jim reached out and stroked his forehead and scratched his ears. The black settled down and closed his eyes in contentment at the attention; all signs of wildness gone. The Randals spent several minutes looking at the new horses and then put them back in their stalls.
Back at the house in the kitchen William was the first to speak up. "Thank you Lewis that was a fine thing to do."
Jim cleared his throat. "Thank you. That horse makes me feel at home. Thank you son."
Lewis was almost bursting with pride that he'd done something for the two men who meant so much to him.
Late that night, actually the early morning, Lewis came out of his bedroom going to the kitchen for a drink of water. As he passed, He noticed that Jim wasn't in his room. Lewis went out to the porch thinking Jim was out there; he wasn't on the porch. Looking around Lewis saw a light on in the barn. Who can that be?
Lewis walked down to the barn and peeked around the open door. He smiled when he saw who had the light on. Jim was sitting on a couple of hay bales in front of the black's stall and talking to the horse. The animal had his head hanging over the stall door and seemed to be listening to every word Jim said. Lewis stayed outside not wanting to interrupt Jim as he bonded with his horse.
"You and I are gonna get it done boy. We'll show em what a cowboy with a good horse can do, won't we?" Jim grinned at the horse and gave him a piece of apple. "Gotta have a name for you I can't keep calling you boy now can I? Let's see." Jim thought for a short period and said, "I've got it. I'll call you Joshua."
He stood and walked over to "Joshua". Rubbing the horse's nose he added, "Your spirit horse I called Sampson, a hero from the Bible. Joshua was another hero so I'll call you that." Jim continued to talk to "Joshua"; Lewis went back to the house.
For the next two weeks it was fun for Lewis to watch Jim train Joshua. As he watched Jim and Joshua working together one morning he said to himself for the fiftieth time, I done good. Jim had always had a layer of sadness but since Joshua came into his life he'd changed. He didn't spend as much time staring off into the distance and he seemed happier.
Lewis was pleased with his buckskin too. He named the horse, Casey, after the Guardsman that he'd pulled out of the destroyed Hummer. Casey was like a big dog, so anxious to please that it was almost comical. The horse was trained to neck rein and ground tie. The slightest touch of rein on his neck and Casey turned quickly. He was a bit big for cutting but he could run all day and still have something left at the end of the day. All and all, Lewis was very happy with Casey.
William felt the same about his sorrel filly; he called her Susie, after his wife. Tom said she was one of the best cutting horses he'd ever seen.

********************
It was coming up on midsummer and Jim suggested they go to the high country pastures to see if there was enough grazing to move the rest of the herd. Lewis offered to make the trip and invited Alyssa to go with him. They reached the north pastures and found there was more than enough grass to move the rest of the herd up the mountain. On the way back, they stopped by a small creek for a lunch break.
One of the things they talked about was the three horses that Lewis had bought. Lewis bragged a little on Susie and Casey. "But the prize was Joshua," Lewis admitted. "He and Jim together are about the best pair of cowhands I've ever seen. Tom thinks so too."
"I wanted to ask you about Joshua," Alyssa said. "You must think a lot of Jim to buy that horse." Lewis nodded and she continued, "You treat him with a lot of respect, love too I think. He must be special to you."
"Jim is special, to me and to William," Lewis replied. Lewis turned quiet and Alyssa asked him if something was bothering him. He smiled and took a deep breath.
"I've got something to tell you, actually a couple of things. But I need you to listen to me without interrupting before I finish. Okay?"
Alyssa smiled and nodded her agreement.
So Lewis told Alyssa the story of finding Jim in the cave, nursing him back to health and finding out who he is. He explained about the family resemblance, that Jim knew things about the family that only he would know, and the picture of Jim and Chante. When he finished he said, "I know it sounds crazy but I swear it's the truth."
Alyssa looked at the creek for a couple of minutes; Lewis waited for her reaction. Finally Alyssa looked directly at Lewis. "You're right; it sounds crazy. How could this happen?"
He shrugged. "Doc Samuels and me think that smoke coming off the flame had something to do with it. But there was the cave in before we could get samples."
"You're not crazy or a fool," Alyssa said. "And neither is your grandfather; if you say it's true I believe you."
Lewis smiled and said, "Now I can tell you the other thing I wanted to talk to you about. Taking another deep breath he said, "Ally I love you. I think I have since that first day in your grandfather's office." She smiled at him and he was encouraged. "Ally will you marry me?"
Alyssa waited all of three seconds and replied, "I always wanted to marry a cowboy."
"Is that a yes?"
"Yes that's a yes silly," she said leaning in to kiss him.
They were a couple of hours late getting back to the ranch house. Jim was standing on the porch when they rode in. Alyssa greeted him but didn't dismount; she was headed on home.
Jim took one look at the pair, smiled and said, "It's about time. You two have been mooning around here for the last three or four months."
Both Lewis and Alyssa blushed. He leaned over and gave her a quick kiss goodbye. "Talk to you tomorrow. If this old work horse here will let me go, I'll be over to see you." Alyssa waved at Jim and rode home.
Lewis walked Casey down to the barn with Jim following him. Jim watched as Lewis took care of his horse. When he finished Jim put his hand on Lewis's shoulder.
"She's a fine young woman Lewis," Jim said. "You could do a lot worse."
Lewis nodded his thanks and then smiled. "Hell, I have done a lot worse and not too long ago either."
"Y'all planning on gettin hitched?"
"Yes sir. We thought just after round up and we got the cattle to market would be a good time."
"Well...we better get back up to the house and let William know we got a new boss movin in soon," Jim said with a laugh. "I don't think he's gonna mind too much. He thinks the world of that girl."
William's only comment when he was told about the upcoming wedding was, "I wondered how long it would take for you to come to your senses. Anyone could see that Alyssa is crazy about you. Congratulations Lewis." He walked over and hugged Lewis, embarrassing both of them.
"We'd better break this up and start planning to drive the rest of the herd up to the high country," Jim said.
Five days later, just after sunup, the drive started. The Randals had 168 head to push up to the northern pastures but they had lots of help. Tom was going of course, he was the range boss. Alyssa was there, as if she would be anywhere else. Josh surprised them by offering to come along.
"I haven't been on a real cattle drive since I was a youngster," Josh explained. "Thought I'd see if it is as miserable as I remember."
Even Tom's wife, Helen, decided she'd give them a hand. "Got tired of waitin for Tom to come home so I thought I'd make sure he wasn't up to any mischief," she said.
Tom rode point, leading the herd in the right direction. He'd worked at Eagle's Nest for years and knew the best trails to take; Helen rode with him. Alyssa was in the swing position on one side of the herd with William and Josh on the other. Jim and Lewis rode drag, pushing the cattle along.
"How's Casey doing?" Jim asked.
This was the first time that Lewis and his horse had actually worked the cattle. Driving a herd was very different than just riding around checking up on them.
Lewis nodded. "This was what he was born to do. Look at him, his ears are perked up and he's almost prancing."
Casey stretched his neck forward and nipped at the rump of a steer that wasn't moving fast enough to his way of thinking.
"See," Lewis continued. "I don't even need to be here. Casey can handle it without any guidance from me."
Jim laughed and nodded. "William's Susie is doing good too. She runs around pushin cattle back into the herd when walkin would do but she's young, she'll learn."
"Why are you back in riding drag?" Lewis asked. "You're the ramrod; I thought you'd be out front."
"Tom knows the way as good as me," Jim replied. "Joshua needs some training on ridin slow and doin the job. He wants to run and rush around everywhere he goes." Jim reached down and patted Joshua on the neck. "He'll learn too. But that don't mean he likes it"
They rode without talking for several minutes. Lewis looked around, feeling grateful that he'd made it back to Eagle's Nest. Looking Alyssa's way he thought, this is where I was meant to be.
"I told Alyssa about you," Lewis said to Jim. "Thought it might come out later and I didn't want any secrets between us."
Jim stared at Lewis, thinking about what he said. "How'd she take it?"
Lewis smiled and replied, "She just said that now she had a great, great, grandfather too. Then she laughed and said you were just one more Randal for her to care about."
After a minute or two of silence, Jim said, "Reckon I'll go trade places with Alyssa." He turned Joshua and rode over to Alyssa.
The crew pushed the cattle hard and made the pastures just about dusk. They camped overnight and the next day they divided the herd among the three meadows where they would graze until fall. Helen, Alyssa, and Jim of all people, fixed a big supper when they got back to the ranch house late that afternoon.
Now there was nothing left to do but let the cattle fatten up on the lush grass. About every third day someone would ride up to the high country and check on the cattle. It was mostly to make sure that the pastures weren't getting over grazed and that the herd was eating well. Most of the time it was Lewis and Alyssa that made the ride.

********************
Time for round up and shipping Lewis thought as he saddled Casey. It was the last week in August and they were going to bring the herd down from the high country. Besides the Randals and Tom, they had a few additions to the group. William looked at his "crew" and smiled. Alyssa was there of course; these days it seemed like if Lewis was around so was Alyssa. Josh had joined up for one more cattle drive to relive old times.
Tom's wife Helen had decided to move out to the ranch; she moved into Tom's room in the house. Helen said since Tom was going to stay on it was silly for him to drive back and forth to Prescott. She immediately took over the cooking and housekeeping chores. Helen was also going on the drive as the camp cook.
One more addition to the crew was a young couple that Helen knew, the Campbell's. They'd just moved to Prescott from some big city back east and were fascinated with the west and cowboys. Knowing the plans for Eagle's Nest, Helen arranged for the Campbell's to be the first "dudes" at the ranch.
"It'll give you an idea if you want to do this on a bigger scale," Helen told William when she informed him that he would have guests.
Roy and Shirley Campbell arrived about two the afternoon prior to the trail drive. It was obvious from the way they were dressed that they knew very little about working on a ranch. Roy was taller than Lewis's 6' 2 and built like a string bean; Shirley was much shorter at 5' 6 and almost voluptuous. Their clothing was new and more appropriate to an Urban Cowboy setting than to a working ranch. The shirts had sequined designs on the front, the hats were oversized, and the boots were dressy and made to show off.
Shirley wore a split riding skirt, also with sequins on the front while Roy wore whipcord western dress slacks. Jim almost hurt himself trying not to laugh when he was introduced to the new comers. He quickly turned and walked toward the barn. Damn, that boy's belt buckle is as big as a pie plate, he said to himself.
It was left to Helen to suggest more appropriate and useful clothing to the Campbell's. She tried to tactfully tell them that although they looked very nice their clothing wouldn't really work on a cattle drive. The Campbell's and Helen were discussing what they needed when her husband walked up.
"Y'all look like dudes going to a gall darned rodeo," Tom said laughing. "Best get your working duds on before we start the drive."
Lewis and Alyssa took the Campbell's to Cole's Corner so they could get working clothes. When Tom saw them the next morning he nodded his head in approval. "Now you look like cowhands instead of drug store cowboys."
The drive was scheduled for three days. They rode up to the northern pastures on the first day. Helen, Lewis, and Alyssa set up camp while Tom, the Randals and their guests, the Campbell's, handled the round up. They worked all day gathering the cattle into one meadow. The next morning they started the herd back to the valley.
The next day was more of the same. Head the cattle back onto the trail, stop at midday for lunch and let the cattle rest and graze for a couple of hours, and back on the trail until late afternoon. They made camp and started all over again the next morning. They pushed the herd back into the home valley late on the third day.
As they were leaving, the Campbell's told William that this was the best vacation they'd ever had and they wanted to come back next year. They handed him a check made out to the Eagle's Nest for $1500.
William walked into the house as Tom was talking to the transport company. "The trucks will be here day after tomorrow," Tom said to William.
He nodded, paused, and held up the check. "I guess we got a dude ranch too," William said with a smile.

********************
Eagle's Nest had a good year. In September they shipped 112 head to the stockyards in Phoenix and cleared just over 85 thousand dollars. Lewis used part of his share to pay Josh back for his help buying the three horses. It was enough to encourage William, Jim, and Lewis to stay with cattle ranching. The Dude Program looked financially promising too. The next order of business was Lewis and Alyssa's wedding.
The wedding was scheduled for the first weekend after shipping the cattle. Josh rented the dance hall at Cole's Corner for the wedding and reception. William was touched when Lewis asked him to be his best man. Alyssa and Helen did most of the planning for the wedding; the only input Lewis had was that he refused to wear a tux.
Josh and Alyssa called her parents to invite them to her wedding, but they said they would be on a cruise that week and couldn't make it. Her father suggested she move the date; Josh suggested that he and his wife go to hell.
There was one other bump in the road for the ceremony. Alyssa asked Josh to give her away but three weeks before the actual day, Josh had an accident. He took a fall off one of the young horses he was working with and broke his leg. Josh was okay but with his leg in a cast he wouldn't be able to escort his granddaughter down the aisle.
Alyssa got her grandfather home from the hospital and made him comfortable. The next day telling Josh she'd be back in a couple of hours, she saddled her horse and rode to Eagle's Nest. Lewis was surprised to see her as they'd planned to get together that evening for supper.
"Where's Jim?" She asked after hugging and kissing Lewis. He pointed down to the barn and then followed her.
Jim was brushing Joshua and talking to the big horse. He saw Alyssa and stepped out of the stall to greet her. "Hi little girl," he said with a big grin. He loved to tease her.
"I need a favor Jim and you're the first one I thought of," Alyssa told him.
"Sure Honey, anything you need."
"Granddad was supposed to give me away but he broke his leg. Do you think you could stand in for him and walk me down the aisle?"
Jim looked at her for several seconds, swallowed the lump in his throat and replied, "I'd be proud to little girl."
Alyssa smiled, hugged Jim for about ten seconds and kissed his cheek. "Thank you grandfather." She wiped a tear away and said, "Got to get back home. See you later Lewis."
Turning to Lewis, Jim rubbed his hand over his eyes and said, "Now ain't that somethin?"
The wedding was a great success and the reception was just as good. Several people said they'd never had such a good time at a reception. Lewis and Alyssa slipped away around midnight. No one, including William and Jim, knew where they were headed. They were back three days later with smiles on their faces.



Things settled down after the uproar of the roundup and the wedding. One evening after supper, Helen and Tom were discussing where to look for a home in the area so they could be close to Eagle's Nest. Helen said she would take a couple of days next week and begin their search. She also said she would look for a part time job.
William, Lewis, and Jim had already talked about Tom and Helen's living arrangements among themselves. Lewis acted as spokesman and explained their idea to Tom and Helen. The Randals offered Helen the job as their housekeeper and cook; she'd been doing it anyway ever since she joined Tom at the ranch. Lewis also said they would renovate the bunkhouse and Tom and Helen could live there rent free.
Helen and Tom looked at each other and Tom said, "Sounds good to us."
William took over and suggested that when they got the dude ranch up and running, Helen could be the housekeeper and cook for that part of the operation too. She could travel with the herd on the drives in a chuck wagon and be the camp cook. Helen would be paid an extra salary when there were guests at the ranch. She could hire someone to help if needed but she'd be the ramrod.
"Why don't you two talk it over tonight and let us know what you think in the morning?" Lewis suggested.
Helen glanced at Tom and smiled. "No need, I'll take the job."
It took Tom, Helen, and William two weeks to fix up the bunkhouse; Jim and Lewis took care of the normal chores around the ranch. Alyssa split her time between helping both groups. When the renovation was finished, Tom and Helen held a house warming party for the family.
It was at this party that Alyssa told them about an idea she'd been kicking around since the round up. "You had your first paying guests during round up. I think you should start doing some advertising about your dude ranch."
"There's just one problem with what you said," William interrupted. "It's our dude ranch. You're part of the family Alyssa. So are Tom and Helen."
Alyssa walked over, hugged William, and said, "Thank you."
As she returned to her chair, Jim spoke up. "What about me? I think you're part of the family too."
Alyssa grinned and hugged Jim. She sat down, Jim smiled and teased, "Mores' the pity for you little girl."
She turned to Lewis and asked, "I guess you want a hug too?"
Lewis smiled, looked her in the eye and replied, "Later darlin."
Alyssa blushed but she returned his smile. "Anyway," she continued. "I have an idea. You, I mean we, need to put ads in vacation magazines and other publications. But the best thing we can do is set up a website."
"How will we monitor the site?" Lewis asked. "The only access we have to the internet is dial up service and it's so slow I don't know if it will help."
"We could get satellite internet service; something like HughesNet or Wild Blue. That would give us the access we need," Alyssa explained.
"A website?" Jim asked not understanding.
"I'll explain later if we get it and after it's all set up," Lewis told him.
William listened to Alyssa and Lewis's ideas and understood that if the dude ranch was to prosper, they'd have to get the information out to the public. They couldn't depend on just word of mouth like the first couple that Helen had brought them. After a brief discussion concerning costs they decided to go ahead with Alyssa's plan.
Lewis knew something about computers, as did Alyssa so they went to Prescott and bought a powerhouse of a computer. Before she and Lewis even got the computer set up, Alyssa contacted HughesNet and within two weeks had the system up and running. They developed a website showing pictures of Eagle's Nest, the adventures the guest could have, pictures of the owner family and the "wranglers". They listed the dates and details of the three cattle drives available and contact information for the ranch.
Lewis suggested that they change the date of the next fall round up to Labor Day weekend. "A lot more people can take vacations over Labor day than they can in the middle of October. And sometimes the weather gets nasty at the end of September."
"What will we do with the cattle until it's time to ship them?" Alyssa asked Lewis.
He smiled, remembering that her granddad's ranch didn't have mountain pastures so they didn't move a herd back and forth. "Won't make a lot of difference Honey. We'll just let em graze in the valley. The grass is better down here that time of the year anyway."
William agreed. "We'll just ship two or three weeks later and still get the guests to come visit."
"Now all we have to do is sit back and wait for the onslaught of customers," Alyssa said. She added, "At least I hope so."
Lewis talked to Jim one evening after the web site was built. "C'mon Jim, I'll explain the computer and the internet to you."
For the next three hours Lewis showed Jim what a computer could do, where the internet could take you, and how you could keep in touch with people by email. Lewis showed and explained how the accounting software and Excel spreadsheets took the place of the handwritten records that Jim used to keep. He started to explain the technology behind the system but Jim's eyes sort of glazed over so Lewis went back to the what and not the how. The thing that impressed him the most was the Eagle's Nest web site.
"That's our place," Jim said pointing to the monitor. "And that's me," he added when Lewis clicked on the pictures of the wranglers. "And you say people all over the country can see this?"
"All over the world Jim, all over the world," Lewis replied. "Anyone, any place that can get to a computer can look at our ranch, and at you." Jim just shook his head in wonderment.
The group at breakfast had grown. In addition to Jim, William, and Lewis there was Alyssa, Tom, and Helen. Alyssa and Helen, with Lewis's help, cleaned the kitchen. As they were getting ready for the day's work, Jim spoke up.
"Reckon we ought to talk about building someplace for the dudes to sleep....and eat for that matter. Need to decide where we're gonna put it, how big, and if we can do all the work."
William smiled, grandfather may be from a different time but he knows how to get things going, he thought. "Jim's right, this is a good time to make plans and get started cutting trees."
For the next two hours they discussed, debated, and planned the bunkhouse. William and Tom had both worked in the construction business in the past and Jim had built the ranch house and barn. It was mid October and the weather would soon be getting colder. They hoped to have the building under roof before the rain, snow, and sub twenty degree temperatures hit them.
Tom began work on the foundation while William, Lewis, and Jim cut the necessary trees. At the big grove of Ponderosa pine, they marked the trees to be cut. Jim watched and learned as Lewis cut the first tree. He explained to Jim that the technique was the same that Jim had used when he built the house and barn.
"You still cut a notch and then cut in from the other side just like you did with an axe and buck saw," Lewis told him. "We just do it faster and safer using a chainsaw."
Lewis watched as Jim cut his first tree with the "new fangled contraption" as Jim called it. He had to smile at Jim; every time Jim cut a tree and watched it fall he got a big grin on his face. Jim was having a ball.
By the fourth day they trees were cut, trimmed, and at the building site ready to use. Working seven to eight hours a day including the weekends, using the ATVs and a block and tackle they were able to get the walls up in less than a week. Another three days and the roof was completed. The day after the last cedar shake shingle was nailed on, the first winter storm rolled through the valley. They were able to continue work on the interior of the new bunkhouse.
They were sitting at the kitchen table with a last cup of coffee after supper one evening when Tom brought up another problem.
"What are we gonna do about horses for the dudes? We've got enough for about four guests."
"I was thinkin the same thing," Jim added. "We're gonna need more horses if we fill up that bunk house."
"There's your three mounts," Tom continued pointing to William, Jim, and Lewis. "Don't think y'all wanna let some know nothing dude ride them. Alyssa's got her own cow pony and I brought two with me when I started work. Don't mind letting a dude ride Jenny; she's as gentle as a heel hound. That gives us four horses for guests, counting the three y'all had before."
"I'd hate to buy and take care of a bunch of horses with just the possibility of needing them," Lewis said. He looked at William and Jim. They looked as unsure as he felt.
"For smart people, you're not too swift sometime," Alyssa said chuckling. "Why don't you talk to Granddad about leasing horses on an as needed basis? He's got a string of work and stock animals that he'd probably let you have." Then added with a big grin she added, "If the price was right that is."
"I've got one thing too," Helen said joining in the discussion. "How many guests do we need to cover the cost of having them? And what's the largest group we want to handle?"
Lewis gave a quick snort of a laugh. "I've got a MBA, I should have thought about that," he said to Helen with a smile. "It's a good thing we've got you and Tom to keep our heads on straight."
He thought for a minute and continued. "There's no minimum number of guests we need to cover costs. We can make money with just one guest."
Helen gave him a puzzled look but William nodded his head. Now that he thought about it he knew what Lewis meant.
"We're already paying Tom and herding guests isn't much different than herding cattle; it's part of his job." Tom nodded in agreement.
"Don't make no never mind to me," Tom replied. "Cattle or dudes, I'll prod em where they need to be."
William and Jim smiled at the old range boss. Lewis went on by saying, "We'll pay you extra Helen when we have guests; they add to your duties and you should be compensated for the extra work. But our rates take your additional wages into consideration Helen, so our only expense will be food, horses plus some saddles and bridles and bits. It'll depend on the deal with Josh to see if we need to raise our prices to cover the cost of his horses and equipment."
Lewis stopped and looked at the group to make sure they understood his reasoning. "I'm inclined to think that about ten guests on a drive are as many as we can handle. That'll give each one of us two dudes to keep an eye on."
"I don't think we should raise our rates because we use Josh's horses," Lewis added. "If we absorb that expense we can keep our prices below most of the other guest ranches. We'll make up on volume what little extra expense we have."
Alyssa smiled in pride at her husband. Once Lewis gets his teeth set on a problem, he worries at it until it's solved, she thought. She could see that the others at the table agreed with Lewis's ideas.
The next morning Lewis rode his Harley to see Josh. It was a little cold but Lewis hadn't ridden the bike much of late and just plain wanted to. Josh came out onto his porch to greet him.
"That's a strange looking horse," he said with a grin. "Damn noisy one too."
Lewis returned the grin. "It works better on roads than a horse and can go farther quicker." He got off the bike and joined Josh on the porch.
Josh led him into the house and to the kitchen. Poured Lewis a cup of coffee after his cold ride and asked, "Not that I'm not glad to see you but what brings you to see a poor old man?"
"How are you doing with the horse ranch? I took your best hand," Lewis said.
"I'm doing fine. I'll hire a couple of college kids for the summer and I got two of my retired friends camping out with me and helping the rest of the time," Josh explained. "Horses don't require as much tendin as cattle anyway."
"That's good. Wouldn't want you to work yourself too hard," Lewis teased. He hesitated and said, "Like to talk to you about leasing some stock horses when we have guests at Eagle's Nest."
Josh nodded and answered, "Reckon we can work something out. I've got about a dozen that I'd consider leasing to you. They're all good workin cattle and are real gentle. They won't go buckin off your dudes. How much are you willing to pay for my superior horses?"
Lewis laughed and the negotiations started. They both knew they'd come to an agreement but they enjoyed the 'horse trading'. An arrangement was made and they shook hands on the deal. Eagle's Nest would pay a daily fee for the use of the horses. The Randals would feed, water, and take care of the animals while they had them.
The only small bump in the road was the two days that Jim couldn't work. They had finished the walls but Jim wasn't up to helping with the roof. He said he didn't have much strength.
Looking around William quietly suggested, "Take a day off and rest." Then with a smile he added, "You're not a youngster any more Jim; you're over a hundred now."
While he rested he drew some sketches of the lodge pole beds he planned to build for the bunkhouse to save money. Jim took off for one day but was able to go back to work and help with the shingling. Alyssa and Helen took over the routine day to day chores of the ranch while the building was going on. Alyssa using the computer found good deals on bedding, linens, as well as kitchen equipment.
The bunkhouse was completed just before Christmas. The Randals and Tom and Helen made a final inspection to make sure everything was done. As they started back to the house, a truck pulled into the yard. Charley and Dotty Samuels got out. It was the first time that the Samuels had been back to Eagle's Nest since their visit to tend to Jim.
"Hello Doc," William greeted them. "Hi Dotty."
The Samuels greeted everyone and were introduced to Tom and Helen. "Understand we missed a wedding," Dotty said looking at Alyssa and Lewis. She hugged them both and said, "Congratulations."
Charley shook Lewis's hand and asked, "Am I too late to kiss the bride?" Alyssa laughed and kissed him on the cheek.
"Haven't seen you for a while," William said. "Where you been keeping yourselves?"
"Dotty was teaching a class in urgent care nursing out in California," Charley replied. "She couldn't stand to be away from me for the six months so I went with her."
"More like he wouldn't know what to do with himself without me to keep him on the straight and narrow," Dotty said with a big grin.
Charley laughed along with everyone. Glancing at Tom, Helen, and Alyssa, he looked directly at Jim, turned and asked, "How've you been, William? You look tired, you been doing okay?"
William realized that the question was really for and about Jim. "Been doing pretty good for my age," he replied. "Had to take it easy for a day or two. Guess I'm not as young as I used to be."
Dotty heard the exchange and saw the concerned look on her husband's face. "William why don't you give us a tour of the new bunkhouse?"
William nodded, "Sure be happy too." Turning to the rest of the group he said, "Helen could you set two more places for lunch please? I'll show off our work and we'll be right there."
He led Charley and Dotty back to the bunkhouse, telling them about how it was built. Inside he explained their plans for sleeping and eating arrangements.
"Good plan, nice place," Dotty said. "Now, what's wrong with Jim?"
Before William could answer Charley said, "He's aged some since we saw him. A few more lines on his face and a little gray starting to show in his hair." William shook his head and Charley continued, "You see him every day so you probably didn't notice the change."
"Of course that could be because of working outside," Dotty added. "But I don't think so. Something's going on with Jim."
William told them that Jim took several days off because he felt tired but other than that he seemed fine.
"Well, if he has another episode like that call me," Charley directed. "I'll come over and check him over. Now let's go get some lunch."

********************
William and Lewis rode back to the corral. It was late April and calving season was beginning so they'd been out checking on the cattle. Alyssa was waiting for them as they entered the house; she was very excited.
"Guess what?" And before either William or Lewis could answer she continued, "We've got our first reservations; a family from Kansas. A Mr. Riley, his wife, and their two teenage sons want to go on the second drive up to the high pasture in July. They've sent a deposit and everything. Plus we have six other inquiries asking for more details"
"Well that's the best news I've had in a while," William replied.
"That's not all. The Campbell's are coming back for the spring drive and they're bringing another couple with them," Alyssa added.
That evening at supper the talk was mostly about the spring drive and the guests that would be coming. They decided that the drives would be three day events. They'd stop half way the first day and camp overnight. The second day they would complete the drive and make camp again. And the third day the crew and the guests would return to the ranch and have a big cook out that evening to celebrate the end of the trail. The big drive back down the mountain in the fall could have an extra day tagged on because of the larger herd.
Lewis suggested they have the guests sign a waiver before they start on the drive. "We don't want someone falling off a horse or something and filing a law suit against Eagle's Nest. But just to cover our butt we'll need to get some type of liability insurance. Let's see what the additional costs really are before we raise rates.
Also we need to form an LLC. A Limited Liability Corporation will keep the Dude Business separate from Eagle's Nest so no liability can pass to the ranch or our personal money.
William agreed, knowing some people are just waiting for a chance to sue someone. "One more thing," William offered. "You know we can't get cell phone coverage in the high country so we should add two or three handheld radios, sorta like walky talkies, for emergencies on the drive. If Josh agrees we could put another base unit at his place."
"We might have to hire another hand or two for that fall drive," Lewis informed them. "You'll have to count Alyssa out. She won't be able to go"
William was surprised and replied, "Okay, but I thought you liked going on the drives Alyssa."
"Yes I do but I won't be able to ride by that time," Alyssa answered. Now William really looked confused.
Alyssa took pity on William and added, "Lewis and I are going to have a baby and I'll be too far along to ride."
William's mouth dropped open, his eyes got big and he sputtered for a few seconds. "You mean I'm going to have a great grandchild?" He asked with awe in his voice.
Lewis chuckled at his grandfather's reaction. "Yes Grandpa, you're gonna have a little one to spoil just like you spoiled me when I was small." He turned and looked at Jim. "And Cousin Jim, you're gonna have a little one to teach all the things you know."
Now it was Jim's turn to be surprised. He said, "Well, I'll be." Looking at Lewis he promised, "You can count on it Lewis."

********************
The spring drive went as planned with no major problems. The Campbell's and their friends the Bakers had a great time and promised to come back.
On the summer drive there were six wannabe cowboys. One of the young men, Jerry Pace, was the nephew of the Campbell's. He seemed to have a talent for riding and herding cattle. After talking to Jerry during the drive, Lewis offered him a job at Eagle's Nest for the fall drive. He accepted and Lewis had Alyssa's replacement for the big drive.



The fall drive was the biggest as the whole herd would be brought down from the high pastures. They had over 300 head of cattle to bring back; it had been a very good season for calves. They also had the largest group of 'dudes' so far. Eagle's Nest had ten people visiting and reliving the old West.
Two days after bringing the herd home, Eagle's Nest shipped 100 head of cattle to market. Between the profit from the cattle and the profit from the 'dudes', the ranch was in better shape financially than it had been for many years. They received $78,000 for the cattle and took in just over $67,000 from the guests at the ranch.
The big drive was over and Jerry went back to his home. One week after shipping, William and Tom had ridden out to inspect the fences along the southern border of the ranch. Alyssa and Helen had gone to Josh's place for a visit, leaving Jim and Lewis at the ranch house.
Lewis had fixed lunch for them and went out to call Jim who was at the barn. Jim had said something about taking a ride after lunch. Lewis saw Jim's horse, Joshua, saddled and standing just outside of the barn door. That's strange; did Joshua get away from Jim? Lewis asked silently. He stepped off the porch and walked toward the barn. As Lewis got closer he saw Jim lying crumpled inside the doorway.
Joshua didn't move more than a step or two as Lewis rushed to Jim's side. The big horse was trained to ground tie; his master had put him there and by God he wasn't moving. Lewis knelt and examined Jim before rolling him onto his back.
Jim's eyes fluttered and opened. Lewis started to pick him up but Jim ordered, "Take the saddle off Joshua and put him in his stall." Lewis started to object but Jim interrupted. "Take care of my horse first son."
Lewis quickly did what Jim asked. Then he picked Jim up in his arms, struggled to his feet, and carried him to the house. Jim was burning up with fever as Lewis laid him on his bed and called Charley Samuels.
Dotty answered the phone. "Jim's collapsed Dotty," Lewis almost yelled. "He's running a high fever. Can Charley come over right away?"
"He's at Cole's Corner, I'll call him," Dotty promised. "In the mean time I'm on my way. Wet some towels and cool him down."
Lewis heard a car drive up as he was putting a third towel on Jim's forehead. Dotty rushed into Jim's bedroom, felt his cheek, and took charge.
"Get his clothes off and put wet towels all over him," she ordered. "We've got to get that fever down before he goes into convulsions." Following Dotty's orders, Lewis stripped Jim and began to try and cool him down.
"How'd you get here so fast?" Lewis asked her.
"I drove my Jeep cross country; it would have taken too long following the road," Dotty replied. "Although I don't think the Jeep is going much of anywhere until I get it fixed." Lewis gave her a questioning look and she added, "I think I tore something off underneath. It was making a loud noise when I got here."
They continued to watch Jim, changing the towels to keep them cool. It was about 45 minutes before Charley arrived. He went into his doctor mode and examined Jim.
"Good move Honey," he said to Dotty. "That's about all we can do right now."
Lewis heard another car slide to a stop outside. He went to the door to see who was there. Alyssa supported by Helen and her father slowly came into the house. Lewis immediately went to her.
"What's wrong?" He asked with concern and fear.
Helen smiled and answered. "It's okay Lewis. Alyssa felt it was time for the baby and insisted on coming home."
"Our son is going to be born at Eagle's Nest," Alyssa vowed. "It's his birthright."
"The baby might be a girl," Lewis said to Alyssa. "We didn't want to know the sex."
"It's a boy Lewis. I know it's a boy."
"I tried to get her to stay at my place," Josh said. "But she told us either we bring her home or she'd drive herself."
Helen and Lewis got Alyssa into the ground floor bedroom at the back of the house. Dotty came into the room as they helped her onto the bed.
"Lewis go boil some water please," Dotty asked. Lewis left, Dotty smiled at Alyssa and said, "We really don't need the water but it will keep him busy. We don't need Lewis underfoot right now."
Charley checked with Dotty and saw that she had everything under control with Alyssa. He went back to Jim's room. He rechecked his blood pressure, timed his pulse and listened to Jim's breathing. William stood by the bed and watched Charley with a worried frown on his face. Lewis didn't know what to do. He would look into Jim's room for a couple of minutes then go to Alyssa for a while and then go back to the kitchen to see if the water was boiling.
Charley started an IV and stepped out of the room, motioning for William to follow him. Lewis joined them.
"What's wrong with him Charley?" William asked.
"Short of a complete blood work up and a lot of tests, I can't say for sure," Charley replied. "But I've got an idea. This is going to sound strange, but then again Jim even being here is strange." He saw the expectant look on William and Lewis's faces.
"You know we thought that the smoke from that rock put Jim into a suspended animation right?" William and Lewis nodded.
"But...." William started.
Charley interrupted him. "When I came back from California and saw Jim, I thought he looked like he'd aged five years in the six months I was gone. It's only been a few days since I saw him the last time and he looks at least five more years older; he has more gray in his hair and several more wrinkles on his face. I think whatever effect that smoke had on Jim has worn off."
"What can we do for him?" Lewis asked.
Sighing Charley said, "Nothing. His heart rate and pulse have slowed and his breathing is becoming labored." He paused for several seconds and continued, "Jim is dying of old age at an accelerated rate right in front of us and there's nothing we can do. Nothing except make him as comfortable as we can."
The three men stared at each other for more than a minute. Neither of them knowing what to say or how to react. Charley said, "The IV should help control the fever and I can give him meds to ease his pain. But that's about all we can do."
"How long?" William finally asked. Charley just shook his head. "Don't give him pain medicine if you can keep from it. Jim wouldn't like it."
"Lewis you need to get in here," Dotty said from the bedroom doorway.
He rushed to the other bedroom expecting the worse. What he got was the best.
Alyssa was leaning against the headboard propped up by pillows. Her hair was stringy with sweat, her face was flushed and she looked tired; but she also looked triumphant. In her arms she held their baby. She motioned for Lewis to come closer.
"Come meet your son Lewis," she said. As Lewis sat on the bed beside her, she proudly added, "Told you it was a boy."
Lewis smile with tears in his eyes. "Yes you did Ally, yes you did." She handed him the boy and he held his son for the first time. He waited until he could talk and asked, "What are we gonna name him?"
Alyssa smiled and put her hand gently on the baby's head. "The name you suggested when we found out I was pregnant should work just fine. Don't you think?"
The two new parents bonded with their son. Helen and Dotty smiled, wiped the tears away, and left the room.
After several minutes Alyssa asked, "What's going on with Jim? I heard Charley and Dotty talking just before the little one was born."
Lewis explained Jim's condition and what Charley thought. "I think he's right, I think Jim is dying."
The rest of the day and that night, Jim was unconscious or hallucinating. After Alyssa went to sleep, Lewis went into Jim's room and gave William a chance to rest and relax a little.
Jim mumbled in his sleep and then said plainly and loud enough for Lewis to hear. "I'll see you soon Chante. You too Iron Buffalo. Boy do I have a lot to tell you." Then he drifted away again.
The next day Alyssa sat with Jim for about an hour. She wiped his forehead with a cool wet cloth and talked to him. Before she left she leaned over and kissed him. "Thank you Jim, I'm gonna miss you."
Charley and Dottie stayed over. Though there was nothing they could do for Jim, they couldn't leave. Everyone took turns sitting with him, just in case he woke and needed something.
It was around midnight when Jim came out of his delirium. He was alert for the first time since he'd fallen in the barn. Lewis was sleeping, slumped in an easy chair beside his bed. Jim smiled at the boy.
"There any water in this place?" He asked, waking Lewis.
Lewis was startled but quickly got him a drink. "I'll call Charley," Lewis said and headed for the door.
"No, let him sleep boy," Jim ordered. "I'm not gonna be around that much longer and he can't do nothing anyhow."
"But..."
"Don't argue with me son. I know my time is over; I can feel it in my bones." Jim took another drink of water. He smiled and said, "It's been a hell of a ride ain't it? Just sit and talk with me a spell."
Instead of sitting down, Lewis held up his hand. "Just a second, I'll be right back. Please don't leave yet." He left the room, almost at a run.
Lewis returned carrying something; Jim couldn't make out what it was. Walking over to the bed, Lewis sat next to Jim and unwrapped what he had in his arms.
"Grandfather, I want you to meet James Ambrose Randal. He's your great, great, great, grandson." He held the baby close to Jim.
Jim reached out to touch the baby's hand. James Ambrose grabbed his finger and held on. Jim was almost overcome by emotion. "You named him after me?"
Alyssa walked into the room and said, "Couldn't think of any other name that fit Grandfather. It's a proud name and he'll carry it well. Lewis and I will see to that."
"One life leaves, one life begins and life goes on," Jim said. "Chante will be pleased when I see her." He leaned back and said, "Think I'll rest for a bit."
Lewis turned and handed the baby to Alyssa. When he turned back Jim had gone to meet Chante.

********************
William thought that Jim would like to be buried the Lakota way. He and Lewis climbed the trail and cut lodge poles. The poles came from the same stand of trees that Lewis had cut to make a stretcher to get Jim down the mountain.
At the top of the trail, just behind the tall rock butte and facing the blocked cave entrance they fixed four seven foot long poles into the ground making a sort of rectangle. Going back to the tree grove, Lewis made a stretcher using lodge poles and smaller branches woven between them. They carried it back down to the truck at the trail head. William and Lewis laid Jim's body on the stretcher and carried him up the trail to the rock butte. They placed the stretcher onto the four uprights with one of the poles at each end and tied it in place. This would be Jim's final resting place.
Jim was dressed in jeans, cowboy boots and his Stetson was laid beside him. On his wrist they'd put a woven horsehair bracelet; the hair was from the tail of his horse Joshua. Laid next to him was a flat piece of oak with the Eagle's Nest brand carved into it. The last item with Jim was a picture of William, Lewis, Alyssa, and James Ambrose. They had wrapped Jim in the buffalo robe that had hung on the wall in his bedroom.

********************
It's been two months since Jim left us, Lewis thought one evening at supper.
Two months of mourning and sadness with little laughter. Young James Ambrose brought smiles to his parent's faces and to William too, but the happy, full of life discussions around the supper table were gone. Reacting to something the baby had done, Tom, Helen, and the Randals smiled but their smiles very quickly disappeared.
"Jim wouldn't like this," Lewis said surprising everyone. "He wouldn't like us sitting around moping about him." Lewis looked at his family and friends challenging them to disagree. "Jim always said you took what life threw at you and beat it at its own game."
Helen sniffed and dabbed at the tears that came into her eyes. Alyssa put her hand on Lewis's shoulder, knowing that he maybe more than anyone, he was hurting.
Lewis laughed. "He always said don't worry about what you can't change. Just go on and get the job done the best you could and the hell with the rest."
Tom chuckled, remembering the times he'd spent with Jim working the cattle. Helen gave Lewis a small smile and William laughed out loud.
"You know my unit sergeant in the Guard said the same thing, different words, but the same meaning," Lewis told them. "He was a grizzled old bear with twenty years in the Marines and another ten in the Guard. When we'd start complaining and bitching about the heat, or the lack of beer, the lack of female companionship or anything else that we couldn't change he'd say, "Soldier, shut up and soldier". That's what Jim was saying too."
That evening they stopped mourning and just remembered the good times. They frequently told funny stories about Jim's reaction to modern technology. Lewis talked about Jim's fascination with the truck and the ATVs but that his first love was the horses. They laughed at Jim's yelling into the phone in spite of being told that he could talk in a normal voice. William remembered how Jim would watch the TV but still called it a damn babble box. All of these stories made everyone feel better as they remembered the good times. The atmosphere at the ranch improved and soon everyone was laughing and joking again.
There were several changes in the lives of the people close to the Randals over the next few months. Doc Charley Samuels and his wife Dotty decided that a life of retirement leisure wasn't for them. They made a deal with Ted Cole, the owner of Cole's Corner, to build a small cabin on his property. When the construction was finished, the Samuels opened a medical clinic for the people living in the area.
"It's what I've done my whole adult life," Charley told William one day. "I don't want sit around telling myself how good I used to be. Dotty and I want to continue helping people as long as we're able to."
Charley and Dotty helped everyone that came to them. The ones that could pay them did, but they never turned away anyone that needed help. Sometimes they received money for their work and sometimes they got sides of beef, or chickens, or hams; whatever their patients paid it was fine with them.
Roy and Shirley Campbell became fixtures at Eagle's Nest. They would come out once or twice a month and spend the weekend being cowhands. Roy became a good source of word of mouth advertising for the ranch; he told all his friends in Prescott and back east about Eagle's Nest and the cattle drives. Several people followed his advice on finding out what the real West was all about.
Jerry Pace, who Lewis had hired to replace Alyssa on that one drive, decided he wanted to be a rancher. He was going to college in Prescott for book learning, as he called it, about ranching. Jerry would come out to Josh's place or to Eagle's Nest almost every weekend. He said working on the ranches taught him what real life ranching was about.
Tom and Helen did a great job, both with the day to day operation of the ranch and with the guests. Lewis, William, and Alyssa gave them 5 per cent of the business.
"You two have been working hard," William told them. "But you always work a little harder for yourself."
********************
It was late October and just over a year since Jim had died. The fall roundup was over and Eagle's Nest had shipped its cattle to Phoenix. Lewis, Alyssa, and William rode to the trail head leading up the mountain to the high rock butte and the fallen cave. Lewis had James Ambrose in a backpack carrier and rode Joshua. They were going to visit Jim's resting place.
James Ambrose was now a year old and the family resemblance to his parents was plain. He had the same piercing green eyes as his mother and the dark, almost black hair of his father. James inherited his complexion from his great grandfather, William. But his most startling feature at this young age was the streak of white hair over one ear; just like his father's.
Slowly and carefully they climbed the trail to the rock butte. William built a small fire, raised his arms toward the sky, and chanted a Lakota death song. The song completed, they each said a prayer according to their own beliefs. This was Alyssa's first visit to the burial site and she looked around with interest.
"Is that the cave over there?" She asked pointing to the collapsed entrance. Lewis nodded. "Why put Jim up here?"
William smiled and replied, "The Lakota believe that life is a circle so this place sort of completes the circle for Jim. His old life ended here and then his new life with us began here; Now that life will end here. And Jim believed he would join Chante when he was done with this life."
He stopped for about a minute and looked up at Jim's resting place. "Besides he can watch the eagle's nest from here," William added and pointed to several eagles soaring over the rock butte. "It just seemed the logical place."
Lewis had moved little James around in front of him. As they turned to leave, James turned his head and stared.
"What are you looking at Jim?" Lewis asked his son.
James Ambrose lifted his small hand and pointed at the cave.
The End.
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"Charley Best, just the man I want to talk to," my boss said on Monday coming into my office.
By the way I'm Charles Best, a troubleshooter for Dillon Software Products. I'm one of the best in the country and for the last six years the alpha dog at my company.
"I need you to go to Seattle and straighten out the new programs for Dynamic, our big customer out there," my boss continued. "You need to be there for the meeting Wednesday morning, so you'll have to leave tomorrow afternoon at the latest."
"Ralph, I just got back from a three day trip to Cleveland," I stood and tried to reason with him. "You promised me I could have some down time before I had to travel again. You know my wife's company awards party is this Friday. Send Jim, he knows the software."
"Can't. Jim broke his leg skiing and won't be available for at least two weeks. This won't wait." Ralph turned to leave my office. "I want you to stay there until the problem is solved; even if it means staying over the weekend. See Stella, she has your flight and rental car info. See you in five or six days."
It's tough to argue a point with someone who has just walked away and when that someone is your boss. I slumped back onto my chair and thought, damn Theresa isn't going to be happy about this.
Theresa Riley Best is my wife of three years and she has somewhat of a volatile temper. No that's not quite right; she has an explosive temper with no off switch when she gets going. She is Mexican and Irish, but her Irish temper overrides a lot of the good features of both of her heritages. And the news about this trip would set her off. What would really make her go ballistic was that I would probably miss her company awards dinner Friday night.
A dinner I had promised to attend, no matter what. She was getting an award and her promotion would be announced at the dinner. Naturally Theresa wanted her husband there.
I picked up my itinerary from Ralph's secretary Stella and decided to head home. Might as well get this over with, I thought. Maybe I could take Theresa some flowers and soften the eruption. No, if I did that she'd know that I'd either done something or was about to do something she wouldn't like. I guess I'll just have to face her and weather the storm, I said to myself.
********************
On my way home I thought back to the first time I met Theresa. Her brother Julio and I played on the company baseball team; him at second and me at shortstop. He worked in a different division but we became friends as well as teammates and co-workers. After one game I drove him home because his old beater of a car had died.
We pulled up in his driveway and I saw this 5' 3, slender, raven haired tornado giving some guy hell. Later I learned that he was her boyfriend and she'd caught him playing around with another girl. The guy was about 6'and it was funny to see this little slip of a girl right up in his guys face telling him off.
"Shut up bitch," he told her. I guess he decided he'd had enough and pulled back his hand to slap her. The slap was never delivered.
I don't know what made me do it, he was two inches taller and 20 pounds heavier than me, but I was on him in a second; beating Julio by three steps. My dad, just before he left us, tried to use my mom and me as punching bags. Maybe that's why I got so worked up seeing a guy about to beat on a woman. I'm not a big guy at 5'10 but the fight was over pretty damn quick. I hit him and he hit the ground. The young lady started kicking him and Julio pulled her away.
"C'mon Theresa, that's enough," Julio said. Turning to the guy as he was getting up holding his bloody nose Julio told him, "You better get out of here Chico before I turn her loose on you again."
Holding his nose where I'd hit him, Chico looked daggers at me. Before he could say anything Julio said, "And don't even think about trying to get back at Charley. If he so much as gets a paper cut, I'll get Juan involved. I think he'd like a shot at you anyway."
Chico's reaction when Julio mentioned this Juan was almost funny. His face got pale, his eyes opened wide and he actually started to shake. He turned and almost ran to his car.
"Who's Juan?" I asked.
Julio smiled and grimaced at the same time. "Juan is our brother. He beat some guy half to death for hitting a female friend of his and was sent to prison for assault. He just got out. Oh, this is my sister Theresa."
Chico had really good taste, I thought. Theresa was not just pretty but she approached beautiful. She was slender but with bulges and curves in all the right places. Maybe her most striking feature was her green eyes. They really jumped out at you with her creamy tan complexion.
"Hi, I'm Charley Best. Your knight in shining armor," I greeted Theresa trying to be funny.
She was still steaming and answered, "I could have handled him. If he'd tried to hit me he would have drawn back a stump. I didn't' need your help."
"Okay, I'm sorry. Next time I'll just stand there and watch while you get your ass kicked," I replied. The hell with you little girl, I thought. I put myself out there and not even a thank you. Screw you. I turned to walk back to my car. "See you tomorrow Julio."
The next day after work Julio asked for a lift home; he said his car was on life support and the mechanic was about to pull the plug. As we got close to my car I saw a giant leaning against the front fender. Julio smiled and started running toward the big man. Turning his head Julio back toward me, he said, "It's my brother Juan."
I'd learned that Julio and Theresa's father was a big, redheaded Irishman named Bill Riley. Their mother, Maria, was Mexican with dark hair and eyes. Julio and Theresa took after their mother who was only 5' 5 with dark hair and eyes. Juan must take after his father, I thought. He had to be at least 6' 4 with auburn hair worn in a ponytail. His eyes were the same green as Theresa's.
He stood as I got to my car and came to meet me. "I'm Juan Riley," he said sticking out his hand. "I wanted to thank you for protecting Theresa." Then he smiled and added, "Even if she's too much of a bitch to thank you herself."
"You're welcome and it's nice to meet you Juan. I'm sure Julio would have jumped in if I hadn't. But I can't stand a man that'll hit a woman."
"Don't know if I'd call Chico a man," Juan replied. "He's been getting full of himself lately but I think you brought him back to reality." I heard him mutter under his breath, "And if you didn't, I will."
If Juan decides to have a "talk" with Chico I feel sorry for Chico, I thought. I gave Juan a ride back to his apartment and took Julio home. Theresa was waiting on the front porch as I pulled into the driveway. She walked out to the car and waited for me to get out. Instead I stayed in the car; I didn't even turn the engine off.
"See you tomorrow Julio," I told him as he got out of my car. "You'll have to catch another ride home; I've got a dinner meeting with a client."
"Charley, I want to thank you for your help yesterday," Theresa said. She had to bend down to talk to me. "And I want to apologize for the way I treated you after you knocked Chico down." Not seeing the reaction she expected Theresa continued. "I was still hyped up from fighting with that cabron and sometimes it's hard for me to control my temper."
"You're welcome," I replied. "No problem." I waved at Julio and backed out of the driveway. Theresa stood there in shock and watched me drive away.
My dinner meeting the next evening went well and the client drove me back to my car. I was almost to my car and I looked up to see Juan leaning against my car again. He smiled as I got close.
"Give a friend a ride home?" Juan asked.
"Sure," I replied. "Get in" There's something more here than Juan needing a ride home, I thought.
"I heard Theresa thanked you for helping her."
Nodding I didn't say anything.
"I also heard that she tried to apologize for the way she treated you." I nodded again. Juan looked at me for a few seconds and added, "I heard you wouldn't talk to her or accept her apology."
"That's not true. I said you're welcome," I responded.
"She really feels bad about it," Juan told me. "I'd like for you to get out of your car and talk to her the next time you give Julio a ride home."
We arrived at Juan's apartment building and I pulled into the parking lot and stopped. I shut off the car and turned toward him.
"Is that, I'd like for you to talk to her as a favor to a new friend or is that I'll sit on you if I don't?"
"Does it make a difference?" Juan asked with a little grin.
"Yeah, it does," I answered. "If you're asking as a friend, I'll think about it"
"And if it's the other?"
"Then we have a big problem," I replied. "Actually I guess I'm the one with a big problem. You."
"Why do you have a big problem?
"Because I won't be forced to do something I don't want to do; and I don't respond well to threats." I looked Juan in the eye without flinching. "If you feel its necessary we can get out of the car and discuss the situation in more detail."
I know it wasn't smart, it fact it was pretty stupid. There was nothing to lose by talking to Theresa but my contrary mind wouldn't let me do it because I was ordered to. I waited, almost not breathing, for Juan reaction to my challenge.
Juan returned my stare for several seconds and then he grinned. "I would appreciate it if you would talk to Theresa; as a favor to me. It will make my little sister feel better."
"Okay by me. If she's home tomorrow I'll talk to her when I give Julio a lift."
Juan got out of my car and took a couple of steps toward the building. He turned back and said, "I got a question for you Charley." I nodded and he continued, "Would you have really gotten out of the car?"
I grinned and answered, "Yeah, I would have. I don't know how I would have gotten back into the car but I would have gotten out."
He waved his hand and turned to leave. I heard him say, "And I thought the Irish were crazy."
The next day after work I drove Julio home again. During the ride he said, "I understand you told Juan to go to hell last night."
"I did not," I replied. "I simply refused to take an order from him but I did agree to do a favor for a friend."
Julio shook his head and chuckled. "I thought the Irish were supposed to be the rebellious ones."
We pulled into Julio's driveway and Theresa was again sitting on the porch. She walked toward me and I got out of the car. Julio went onto the porch and stopped to watch us.
Theresa gave me a shy little grin. "I really am sorry, Charley. I behave badly and after you put yourself out there to protect me. Thank you."
I had to smile; this was a different Theresa than the one I'd seen going after Chico. "You're welcome Theresa and I accept your apology." Returning her smile I teased, "Now please tell Juan to get off my case."
Instead of laughing or smiling back, Theresa got mad again. "Is that the only reason you came to see me, because my big brother made you? Well the hell with you mister. I don't need or want....."
"It was a joke Theresa. I was just teasing you," I interrupted her. "Lighten up a little." Before she could go off on another tirade I said, "Juan asked, not told or ordered, asked me if I could come and talk with you. He said you felt bad and really wanted to apologize. I felt bad about the way I'd brushed you off so I came over." As I talked my voice got louder. "Now I wonder if I wasn't right the first time."
"What do you mean the first time?"
"I thought you were a spoiled little girl who couldn't control her temper."
Theresa took a deep breath, sort of puffed herself up, and started to yell at me again. I held up my hand to stop her.
"Look, you're sorry, I'm sorry, and the whole mess is sorry," I told her. "You've apologized and thanked me. I accepted your apology and said you're welcome. That's the end of it, I'm outta here."
I turned and walked back to my car leaving Theresa standing there glaring at me. So much for making her feel better, I thought. I honked my horn and waved at Julio as I drove away.
Julio met me at my car the next day after work. As we drove toward his house he tried to talk about Theresa.
"Enough friend," I said stressing the friend with a sarcastic tone. "She's jumped on me twice about trying to help her; I won't give her another chance." I paused and added, "And tell Juan to mind his own business."
He was quiet for the rest of the drive. As I pulled into his drive way he said, "My car will be ready tomorrow. If you can give me a ride to the shop you can retire from the taxi business." I nodded and drove away.
Julio was leaning against my car the next day. Theresa was standing next to him. Oh no not again, I thought.
"You're right," Theresa greeted. "I was acting like a spoiled little girl. My only excuse is that Juan and Julio have been over protective of me my whole life. And my Dad keeps preaching to us about being self sufficient. I guess I went to extremes trying to assert myself."
I nodded, "You certainly did."
"Please forgive me, again." Theresa smiled and believe me she looked a lot prettier smiling than she did mad. "Let me take you out for pizza and beer and make it up to you."
I was going to say no but she smiled that mega watt smile again. Hell why not, I thought. Looking a pretty girl all evening and sharing a pizza sure beats the hell out a frozen TV dinner and the boob tube alone in my apartment.
"Okay Theresa," I replied. "Let's get Julio to his car and we'll go from there."
We dropped Julio off at the mechanics and waited just long enough to make sure his car was ready. I honked goodbye as Theresa and I left. I took her to a little mom and pop place near my apartment for our "peace talk". Our evening together went very well. We learned a lot about each other and I was sorry to see the evening end. I drove Theresa home and walked her to her door. Theresa refused to let me pay for dinner.
"Thanks for letting me redeem myself," she said and kissed my cheek before she went inside.
"Looks like that went well," Julio said. I hadn't seen him sitting on the porch swing.
"Yeah, if she's not mad or yelling she's a very nice person," I replied.
"Are you going to see her again?"
"I think so." I looked at him closely and asked, "Is that a problem?"
"Not at all. It's about time Theresa got a break," he replied. Smiling he added, "She's something of a bum magnet. Seems like if there's a jerk within fifty miles without a job who treats women like crap, she attracts them."
"Well at least I've got a job," I joked.
He laughed and said, "See you at work."
The next day I called Theresa. "How about letting me get even?"
"What do you mean get even?" She asked suspiciously.
"Let me take you to dinner and this time I pay."
Theresa laughed and accepted the invitation. I picked her up on Friday evening, taking her to another mom and pop place that I liked. Saturday morning she called me to invite me to the movies. Sunday we had a picnic. The next couple of weeks went the same way and all of a sudden we were a couple. In three months we were engaged and got married two months after that.
We were like most newlyweds and for the most part our new life together was a great adventure. Life was good. Theresa had a well paying, challenging career and I was quickly becoming the fair haired boy at Dillon Software. The problems started when I got a promotion to Senior Accountant Manager. My job was to fix and correct any glitches in our installed software. Basically I was a tech guy with a big title but I received a very large raise to go along with my new responsibilities. The problem was that I had to travel at least once a month and sometimes more.
I was never gone more than a couple of days but sometimes I had to leave on a Sunday for Monday morning meetings and stay until Tuesday afternoon. This effectively meant I was away for home and Theresa for almost three days. She didn't like it at all.
It wasn't just that I was gone, sometimes the travel made me miss important things at home. Example: Theresa's father's birthday party was on a Friday night. Bill was leaving on a fishing trip early Saturday morning. I had gone to Seattle Thursday morning but couldn't leave until late Friday night. So I missed the party. I called and wished him a happy birthday and asked to speak to Theresa. She refused to talk to me.
I got back to my apartment about midnight on Friday. Theresa didn't want to hear my apologies or what she called excuses. She made it a point to let me know how upset she was; rather loudly too. That was the first of several such incidents.
"If a problem comes up with a customer, I have to go fix it," I explained each time. Looking her in the eye with what I hoped showed sincerity I said, "I'd much rather be here with you."
"You should tell them you have plans with your wife and family and to get someone else to go," Theresa responded in a voice somewhat louder than a jet engine.
Biting back a smart ass retort I took a deep breath. "This traveling won't last much longer. I'm sure to get a promotion to District Manager and won't have to travel anymore. Please Theresa, I'm sorry but short of quitting my job there's not much I can do now."
It usually took Theresa at least a full day and night to get over her mad. I must say that my not wanting to hear her bitch and complain made the problems worse. If I knew a week or more in advance that I'd have to leave town when we had something planned, I'd wait until a day or two before I had to leave to tell Theresa about the trip. It was very selfish, almost cowardly, but this cut down on the amount of time that I had to listen to her complain.
It also cut down on Theresa's tolerance of my behavior. After I missed a half a dozen of her company's functions, such as dinner dances or award ceremonies, she told me to do what I wanted. Theresa said she planned to attend them whether I went with her or not. Her decision caused more than a little tension in our household.
"I don't like that idea at all Theresa," I objected. "You're a married woman and shouldn't be at a dance without your husband."
"Then I suggest you do something about the amount you travel," she replied. Actually she was calm considering her temper. But that didn't last long. Theresa thought for a minute or so as I grumbled and I could see her Irish temper building.
"Wait, you don't trust me." This was delivered in her 'I'm mad but I'm in control' voice. "You actually think I'd cheat on you." Theresa stared at me and if her green eyes had been lasers, I would've been burnt to a crisp. "You idiot, if I was going to fool around I have plenty of time while you're on one of your 'save the day' trips. I wouldn't have to wait for a company function."
I tried to explain that it was the men I didn't trust but she didn't see, or maybe didn't want to see my reasoning.
"If you don't want me going alone, stay home once in awhile," she suggested.
This time it took most of the weekend for her to get over being mad. It didn't help that on Tuesday I had to go on another trip. It was very cold and very quiet around my house for over a week when I got back. That was just over a month ago and now I had to break another promise to her.
********************
As I walked into the house, Theresa greeted me. "Dinner is almost ready Honey. Go change your clothes and get comfortable." She walked over and kissed me. "I'll put it on the table while you get relaxed."



Great, just great, I thought. She's trying to make things better between us after the last month and I'm going to piss her off all over again. Well, I'm gonna wait until after dinner before I tell her. It may be the last meal she cooks for me for a long time.
I'm the one to blame here, I thought as I changed clothes. Maybe Theresa could control her temper better but if I tried to understand and consider her feelings we would be better off. Please God, don't let this ruin our marriage, I prayed silently.
During dinner we talked about day to day things, nothing of importance. My trial by fire didn't begin until Theresa started talking about her company's awards party.
"I had your new suit pressed and bought you a Christian Dior white on white dress shirt for the party," she said. "I want you to look your best when you finally meet the people I work with."
"I'm sorry Honey, but I have to leave for Seattle on Tuesday afternoon," I interrupted her before she could go on. "I don't know if I'll get done and be back in time for your party."
Theresa dropped her fork and stared at me. I could see her anger building.
"You promised you'd be there this time Charley," she said in a tightly controlled voice.
"I know and I'm sorry, but there's a problem with the software we installed for Dynamic and we need to straighten it out."
"Let someone else go this time," Theresa suggested.
"Jim's the only other person familiar with this software and he broke his leg," I explained. "He won't be available for a couple of weeks."
"Can't Dynamic wait until Monday?"
"You don't tell your biggest customer to wait when they need help. If I don't go we could lose the account," I told her almost pleading. "I promise I'll try to get back in time to at least meet you at the party."
"Another promise? And I'm supposed to believe you this time because .....?" Theresa sat quietly for almost a minute. "You need to get over this 'center of the universe' syndrome about your job. If you're that indispensable they're not paying you enough."
"But Honey..." I started.
You need to develop some cojones and tell Ralph no sometimes," she said. After a few seconds she added, "With or without you, I'm going to the awards party. But when you get home from your trip we need to talk seriously about this marriage."
Theresa stood and stomped to our bedroom; I really expected her to lock the door. Instead after a few minutes she came out with some of my clothes. She went into the guest bedroom, dumped my stuff on the bed and returned to the master bedroom. Guess I'm not welcome in our bed tonight, I told myself. The next morning she was gone before I got up.
She's really mad this time, I thought. Usually I'm the first one out the door. I'll call her at work and take her to lunch. About ten, I called and was told that Theresa wasn't available. She wasn't available the next three times I called her and she didn't return my messages. I never did get to talk to her before I flew to Seattle.
About an hour before I had to leave I did get a call. It was certainly a surprise. My father in law, Bill Riley, told me that he wanted to talk to me. The tone of his voice gave no room to refuse.
"What's going on between you and Theresa Charley?" Bill asked and before I could answer he went on. "You two are about to screw up a good marriage."
"Nothing major Bill, just a little rough spot," I replied. "We'll work it out."
"El Toro pooh pooh," he responded.
"What?"
Bill chuckled and answered, "It's what my wife, Marie, says when she knows someone is spouting bullshit." Then he got serious again. "I know all about your little game of not telling Theresa about your trips until the last minute. And I know you do it to cut down on the amount of time you have to put up with her temper."
"Well, I don't think you....." I began.
"Theresa takes after me as far as her temper goes. It's something I've learned to keep a handle on. She'll learn to control it too but not if you keep traveling all the time and not if you continue your shenanigans." He paused for a few seconds and added, "You two are heading for big trouble."
"How did you find out about everything Bill? Did Theresa come running to you with our problems?" I was getting angry myself thinking she'd run home to daddy.
"Nope. But I heard her and her mother talking about it," he replied. "Guess you could say I was eavesdropping." He chuckled again. "Doesn't matter, I just know you both need to get your heads on straight or you're gonna ruin your marriage."
"But I just can't quit traveling, it's part of my job," I explained.
"El Toro pooh pooh," Bill replied. "You told me yourself you were top dog. Make them treat you like it. I think Theresa's right about you needing to grow a set of cojones as far as your job is concerned. And Theresa needs to get a handle on her temper and be a little more understanding about your work. But you playing the games you're playing sure don't help matters."
I didn't say anything for a few seconds and then responded, "You're right Bill. I'll have a sit down with my boss when I get back." I laughed humorously and added, "I better have a sit down with Theresa too."
Bill chuckled and said, "Good luck with that Charley. Let me know if I can help." Then he hung up.
The more I thought about Theresa and me the more I knew that our problems were largely my fault. Of course Theresa's temper didn't help matters but my constant breaking promises was what got her mad in the first place. Throw in my little game of not telling her I had to travel until the last minute and we had a recipe for disaster.
I made another call to Theresa at work and got the same run around from her secretary. "Susie, is she really not available or is she just not available to me?"
"Please Mr. Best, I can't answer that," Susie replied. Her tone said she was uncomfortable being caught in the middle.
"You just did Susie," I told her. "Hey kid, don't worry about it. Give me her voice mail again please."
I waited through Theresa's recorded greeting and to wait for the tone to leave a message. "Hey baby, it's me again. I've been thinking and you're right about the job. I promise when I get back I'll talk to Ralph. You and I need to have a talk too. See you when I get back. I love You."
********************
During lunch on Wednesday with Jim Starks, the I T guy from Dynamic, he remarked that I seem a little distracted. Like my mind was somewhere else. Jim and I had gone to school together and considered each other as friends. In fact I helped him get his job with Dynamic.
"Yeah, trouble at home," I said. Shaking myself I continued, "Don't worry about it, I'll straighten it out when I go home."
"Maybe talking about it will help," Jim suggested. "I mean, get an outsider's opinion on your problem."
"Thanks Jim. You're a good friend." I told him the whole sad story about Theresa and me.
When I finished, Jim motioned to our waiter. "Make our orders in to go and bring the check please," he requested. I gave him a puzzled look. "We're going back to the office and work on this software problem. We'll work nights if we have to but you're going to get back in time to take your wife to that party," he told me.
We worked until 1AM that night and again on Thursday. The finishing touches were made in time for me to catch a flight home Friday afternoon.
Then Murphy's Law reared its ugly head. You know, anything that can go wrong will go wrong. My flight was delayed and then delayed again. Instead of getting home at 5 PM, in time to take Theresa to the awards party, I didn't walk in my front door until nearly 8. Theresa wasn't home and I assumed she'd gone to the party.
A new speed record was set that evening for getting showered, shaved and dressed. I wore the suit Theresa had picked out for me with the new shirt she'd bought me. The party was due to start at 7:00 with a cocktail hour, then dinner at 8:00, and the awards ceremony afterwards; dancing would follow the awards. Ever if I couldn't take her to the party, I'd be there for her big night I said to myself.
Another speed record was set that night getting to the hotel where the party was taking place. Finding the ballroom, I stepped inside just as Theresa's boss was giving her the award and announcing her promotion to department head. Theresa and her boss were up on a stage and he spent several minutes praising her. Even from the back of the room, I could see her blush at the compliments.
When her boss finished, everyone in the room applauded; me the loudest. I guess the shrill whistle I gave was overkill. Theresa and everyone else looked to see who had whistled and saw me. Her face was a study in contrast. First she smiled and then as someone shook her hand she frowned and looked away from me. I could see she was upset.
As Theresa came off the stage, several people intercepted her to offer their congratulations. Not wanting to rain on her parade I went to the table where her boss was sitting. I thought that Theresa would be seated at the same table and I circled it until I saw her name tag. Hers was the only empty seat at the table, so I sat in Theresa's chair.
There was a man in the next chair that I didn't know. "I'm sorry, that chair is taken. You'll have to move," he told me in a nice tone. Before I could respond he added, "My dinner companion is sitting there."
"Your dinner companion?" I questioned.
"Yes, Theresa Best. She just got an award," he answered pointing toward the stage. "She'll be right back so you'll have to move. I'm Roger Allison," he added sticking out his hand.
I was shocked and speechless. Theresa had said she planned to go to some of her company's functions even if I wasn't available, I remembered. I just didn't realize she meant she'd be dating too.
"My name's Charley," I replied shaking his hand. I looked at Theresa; she was still surrounded by well wishers. "Give my congratulations to Theresa will you?" I stood and walked out of the ballroom; she's made her point, I thought. I might as well go home and get packed.
*******************
Driving home a lot slower than I'd driven to the party I passed my favorite water hole, Connors Pub & Grill.
Connors was where I took my guys for dinner when we had to work at night. It was also the place I took customers for an informal lunch. The place was owned by the Jake and James Connors. They poured an honest drink and served great food.
I pulled into a parking space in front of the pub and went inside. Theresa's party won't be over until midnight and if, and that's a big if, she came right home she wouldn't be home until 1 or so. Gives me time to have a drink or two, I thought. Then I'll go home and pack my stuff.
Jake looked up as I walked end and smiled. He poured a drink and set it on the bar. It was Gentleman Jack, my drink of choice. I nodded my thanks and downed the whiskey. Putting the empty glass down I motioned for a refill.
I got the second drink and a look from Jake. As I picked up my glass I swiveled on my bar stool and looked around the pub. There were several people in the bar but they weren't crowded. At a table nearby were a man and woman having a late dinner. They were laughing and having a good time, just like Theresa and I used to do I thought. At another table there were four men dressed in identical bowling shirts; obviously out after bowling to celebrate their victory or console each other on their loss.
The last group consisted of six women and three men. Apparently they worked together and were having a few drinks before starting the weekend. One of the young ladies looked familiar but I couldn't remember where I'd seen her. She looked up, saw me and smiled. Saying something to one of the other women, she stood and joined me at the bar.
"Could you like, use some company Charley?"
I'd never considered myself to be a lady's man, even before Theresa. There weren't many nights that I didn't have a date if I wanted one but I wasn't a player and hadn't had a string of women chasing after me. But this young woman was coming on to me.
She was tall, almost voluptuous with long natural red hair. A smattering of freckles across her nose and her deep blue eyes completed the picture. In short, she was what most men dreamed about.
Being the smooth operator that I am, I said, "Do I know you?"
Giggling, she put her hand on my forearm. "I'm Mary Beth Hill," she answered. "I like work at First National Bank and have seen you there, you know."
"I'm sorry, I don't remember you waiting on me Mary," I replied. "And I'm sure I'd remember if you had." See, I'm an old silver tongued devil.
Mary Beth chuckled and said, "It's Mary Beth and thank you, that's a nice thing to say. No, I've never waited on you, you know, but I asked your regular teller about you."
She looked at me expectantly and I caught the hint. "May I buy you a drink?"
Mary Beth turned to Jake and said, "White wine please."
We talked for several minutes and I began to feel better about myself. Maybe I'm not the loser Theresa thinks I am, I told myself. About ten minutes later I asked, "Why would you ask about me?"
"Well...You're not bad looking," she answered with a smile. "And you're like, always polite and friendly with the other girls. I just thought it would be nice to get to know you." Mary Beth slid her glass toward Jake and asked, "May I have another please." When Jake put her drink in front of her, she asked, "Aren't you going to like join me?"
I held up my glass. "I try to limit myself to one or two a night. Sometimes I get a little crazy if I drink more."
"You look like you need to get a little crazy tonight." She took my right hand and held it. "C'mon, lighten up and let's have a good time, you know."
What am I doing? Well it looks like you're thinking real hard about letting this hot red head entice you to go back to her place, I answered my own question. And it appears that she's not going to give up, at least based on her continued thinly veiled suggestions.
Why am I even thinking of doing this? Face it; you've reached a point that you feel your marriage is on life support, again answering my question. My wife and I have been at odds for the last month or so. And now she was on a date at the awards dinner.
So when a woman looking like a California hard body makes a run at you, you're tempted; very tempted. Under normal circumstances you wouldn't waste your time with someone whose every fifth word was "like" or "you know", but these aren't normal circumstances.
Why not? I asked myself. If Theresa can go on a date, why can't I? Maybe she'll see that other women like me just the way I am.
Mary Beth's knee was peeking out from under her skirt. Actually it was more than peeking; her skirt had ridden up higher than mid thigh exposing a lot of very attractive leg. She held on to my right hand and as she pulled my other hand toward her knee I saw it.
She held my right hand but there, on my other hand, staring me in the face, was my gold wedding band. I stiffened and pulled my left hand back. This isn't the way, I thought. If my marriage goes down the tubes it wouldn't be because I've cheated on my wife.
"I'm sorry Mary Beth," I said as I freed my right hand from her grasp. "You're a beautiful woman and I'm very flattered that you'd like to spend time with me. I'd like nothing better than to get crazy with you tonight. But I'm married."
Mary Beth smiled. "I know. But I'm not like talking about a long term relationship or even a relationship. I just thought we might have some fun, you know."
After I shook my head no to her suggestion, Mary Beth smiled again. She stood, patted my shoulder and returned to her table. I have to admit I was surprised at her attitude; surprised hell, I was shocked. In my day most women wouldn't have been so straight forward and I wasn't that old.
Turning back toward the bar, I raised my glass motioning for another drink.
"Having a tough night Charley?" Jake asked as he slid another drink to me.
"Guess you could say that Jake. I just found out that my wife is on a date."
"From the way you've talked about her when you're in here, I'm surprised," Jake responded.
"Not nearly as surprised as I am. I knew we were going through a rough patch but I didn't think it was that bad."
"How did you find out?"
I told Jake about being out of town, making it back in time to meet Theresa at the awards party and about good ole Roger. "I'll have this one drink and then I'm going home, pack and go find a place to stay for awhile."
"Shouldn't you talk to your wife first?" It was a pretty young woman asking. Seeing my surprise at her interruption she added, "I'm Juanita, Jake's wife."
"Hi Juanita, I'm Charley Best. To answer your question, there's no need. She made her intentions plain before I left on my business trip."
"Did she really tell you she was going to go on dates? " Juanita asked. "Tell us what brought all this on"
So I explained the problems we'd been having; everything. I didn't sugar coat it or try to spin it to make myself look good or Theresa look bad.
"Looks like what we have here is a failure to communicate," Jake said with a little smile. He pulled my drink from the bar and yelled to the kitchen. "Chief, can we have some coffee please?"
The Chief was Jasper Quinn, a retired Master Chief who ran the kitchen with an iron hand, the same way he'd run galleys for the Navy for over thirty years. "Right away Jake."
When he brought cups and the coffee pot he smiled at me. "You need a clear head to solve your problems son."
"Thanks Chief. Maybe you're right." I had to smile as he set the coffee down on the bar. He was a stereotypical Navy Chief; short, bowlegged, bald, and grizzled with a no nonsense air about him. The Chief had big hands and very large forearms. If he squinted one eye he would look like a real life Popeye.
"Jake and Juanita are right. You should talk to your Mrs. before you go running off," he offered as he returned to his kitchen.
Juanita poured coffee and handed me a cup. "I've seen you in here before but I don't remember your wife," she said. "What does she look like?"
In spite of what had happened that night, I had to smile. "Theresa is special. She's shorter than you and has this mane of almost black hair that shimmers in the light. She's slender and athletic looking with this beautiful face; at least to me anyway. I guess the thing that strikes you the most about her are those startling green eyes."
"Something like that you mean," Jake said pointing over my shoulder. I turned and Theresa was walking toward me. Her eyes were shinning but she had a frown on her face.
"What the hell do you mean running off and leaving me at the party Charles Best!?" Theresa demanded. I knew I was in real trouble; Theresa never called me "Charles" unless I'd stepped way over the line.
"Your date informed me I was sitting in your chair so I thought you'd find your own way home," I answered somewhat heatedly. Theresa wasn't the only one that had a temper. She just hadn't seen mine in a long time.
"Date? What date? I didn't have a date."
"That's not what good ole Roger said."
"Roger? ...Roger Allison?" Theresa seemed puzzled for a moment. "Roger told you he was my date?"
Nodding my head I replied, "I tried to sit in your chair to wait for you while everyone was congratulating you and he told me that I couldn't sit there. That the chair belonged to his dinner companion for the evening." I gave Theresa a hard look and added, "I didn't want to disrupt your evening so I left."
Theresa looked at me for several seconds and chuckled. "You big dummy!" She walked over to me and put her arms around my neck. "My boss asked him to fill the empty chair at our table. Roger didn't know who you were so he told you he was my dinner companion to get you out of my chair." She leaned in and gave me a quick kiss. "I wasn't on a date with Roger or anyone else."



Before I could respond, Jake leaned across the bar. "Why don't you guys grab that back booth? It'll be a little more private for your conversation. I'll bring your drinks to you."
I got off the bar stool, took Theresa's hand and led her to the booth. We went to the booth and after she sat down I sat across from her. Theresa got up, came to my side of the booth and slid in next to me. "We've been away from each other enough."
Juanita brought two cups of coffee, set them in front of us, and smiled. "Jake said you'd had enough Charley."
Taking a small drink Theresa asked, "Why would you think I would date someone?"
"You were really mad at me when I left. I mean, you wouldn't even take my calls or return them Tuesday." Taking a deep breath I continued, "And you said you were going to the party without me."
I paused, took a sip of coffee and continued, "You looked like you were still mad when you saw me in the back of the room. When you didn't come back to the table and Roger made his announcement I decided you'd made your decision and I left."
"That jackass shaking my hand wouldn't let me go and I wanted to come to you; that's why I was mad. Then all those people stopped me as I came off the stage and by the time I got to the table you were gone," she replied and then laughed.
"What's so funny?" I asked.
"When Roger found out who you are he almost passed out. He said, 'you mean I told your husband you were with me?' The poor man was scared to death," Theresa said laughing again. "I'd taken a cab to the party and he offered to drive me home. I saw your car outside and here we are."
"I'm glad I didn't react to Roger the way you would have if some woman told you she was my companion," I told her but smiled to take the sting out of it.
Theresa frowned. "You're right, sometimes I over react and let my temper get the best of me. That's one of our problems," she replied in a serious tone. "I promise that I'll work on it and try to be more understanding," she promised.
"Speaking of another woman," she continued but with a little smile. "Who was that skank redhead at the bar with you?"
"Oh, you saw that?" She nodded and I finished, "That's Mary Beth."
"And where do you know Mary Beth from?"
"I don't really. I mean she works at First National and has seen me there. You know, like when I go to the bank?" I was definitely rattled because I was talking like Mary Beth now. "She just came over to say hello," I added not very convincingly. Even I didn't believe me.
"Does saying hello include holding your hand? And where was she pulling your left hand?"
I swallowed hard took a deep breath and said, "Well...I think she was going to put it on her leg." I waited for Theresa to explode.
Instead she turned so she could look me in the eye and in a more serious tone said, "I saw you look down and then pull back. What made you do that?"
Now it was my turn to be serious. "When she pulled my left hand toward her leg I saw my wedding ring." I returned Theresa's look. "If we were going to split up it wouldn't be because of another woman."
Theresa looked over my shoulder and tensed up. Turning my head I saw an example of really bad timing; Mary Beth and one of the guys from their table were walking toward us on their way out. She stopped at our booth.
"Hey Charley. If you like, change your mind give me a call." She laid a card with her name and number on the table and turned to leave.
I sort of ducked my head, waiting for Theresa to go ballistic. She slid out of the booth, picking up the card as she got up.
"Hey skank," Theresa said. When Mary Beth turned around Theresa threw the crumbled up card in her face and gave her a hard look with her laser like eyes. "Charley belongs to me; keep your hands off! Understand?"
Mary Beth saw the challenge in Theresa's eyes, nodded, and beat a quick retreat out of the pub.
As Theresa sat back down, I heard her softly muttering about Mary Beth. Skank, slut, and bitch were the nicest things she said.
"I thought you handled that very well," I told her. "I mean there's no blood or body parts to clean up."
"Told you I was gonna work on my temper." She paused, smiled and added, "But it was a real temptation to pull out all that fake red hair."
I didn't think it was the best time to mention that Mary Beth was a natural red head. I'm not as dumb as some people think.
"When I go to work on Monday, I'm gonna have a talk with Ralph." I took Theresa's hand. "Like you said I need to grow a set of cojones. If I'm the best I shouldn't have to go running all over the country for every little problem that comes up."
Theresa nodded her agreement.
"My trips are gonna have to be planned and never if it interferes with family plans," I told her.
"What if he won't agree? You don't want to lose your job."
"Software Solutions has been after me for the last six months to go to work for them to run their I T department. If Ralph won't work with me, maybe it's time I switched companies."
Theresa smiled, and pulled my hand to her knee. "Let's go home so my husband can show me how proud he is of me and my promotion."
I waved at Jake, Juanita, and the Chief as we walked out the door.
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The world has gone to hell, Casey Stewart thought as he made his way up the steep trail to his cabin in the hills. This area of southern Missouri was known as the Gateway to the Ozarks. The closest big city, St. Louis, was nearly two hundred miles away, the closest small town was fifty miles, and his closest neighbor was almost twenty. He turned to check on his fiancée, Dixie Martin, as she followed him up the faint game trail. Hell of a thing, he said to himself. There are just as many resources and supplies as before but people are going crazy because they're not as readily available.
Civilization had started its downward spiral three weeks previously. There was a new 'virus' or 'worm' that had infiltrated most of the computers in the country and spread to the rest of the world. Government and private sector IT people had been unable, as of yet, to get rid of it; they hadn't even been able to stop it from spreading.
No one knew where the 'virus' came from or how it started. Usually, when a 'virus' caused a lot of trouble, some group with an idiotic name like 'The People's Liberation Front' or 'Freedom Hackers' would claim responsibility for the bug. Someone or some group had implanted this 'worm' and they were keeping quiet about it so far.
More important than who was responsible, was what they'd done. The bug basically froze the computers it infected; they just plain quit working. No amount of rebooting or scans cured the problem. By the time the IT gurus found out that it apparently had started with an email, it was too late. If someone opened the email, it made their hard drive self destruct.
Before doing its dirty deed, the virus scanned and forwarded the email to every contact the person had listed. It seems that the worm would read previous emails and hide itself behind a person or subject that wouldn't make the recipient suspicious. That person would open the email and the bug claimed another set of victims.
The bug was like a snowball on steroids, rolling downhill along the computer network picking up speed and size as it went. Firewalls and anti-virus software didn't even slow it down. Soon almost every computer in the nation was no more than a large paperweight.
Some of the small towns, most of the bigger municipalities and all the larger cities had depended too much on computers. As a result of the 'virus', their infrastructure failed. Telephone and other communication services failed. People or groups who had access to battery powered short wave radios or walky talkies could still communicate. Food inventories began to dwindle; orders couldn't be made much less filled, and the distribution network came apart. The flow of water in homes and business stopped and electrical power became sporadic at best.
Without electricity food stuffs in freezers and refrigerators spoiled; this happened to businesses as well as homes. The supply of canned goods rapidly disappeared. It became difficult to get gas from the underground tanks at service stations with no electrical power to run the pumps. The few stations that had hand pumps were sort of under siege with long lines wanting gas. There were serious arguments and more than one fight broke out over who was first in line. Some station owners were beaten because of the inflated prices they began to charge. And of course without gas, the cars and trucks stopped running.
Casey had seen a Discovery Channel show that said most major population centers were, at best, two to three days away from food riots. He believed it because he'd seen it with his own eyes. People started hoarding food and those that didn't have food began to steal from their neighbors and from strangers. There were several instances of people being beaten and killed; both the victims and the aggressors had causalities.
The local television and radio stations had emergency generators and were still able to broadcast; at least until the fuel for their generators ran out. Most stations began to ration their time on the air; they broadcast news and helpful information for an hour at a time, twice a day. Local stations took turns broadcasting but national news was limited and not always available.
Casey was watching the news on the morning of the twenty first day. There were several reports of gangs roaming his city, beating people and stealing their food and supplies. Some home owners were even killed. As soon as he saw how dangerous the city was becoming, he made plans to head for his cabin hideaway.
He packed his Ford F250 4x4 with supplies; the camper shell would hide the food and other items from prying jealous eyes. Casey took sleeping bags, several changes of clothes, his supply of freeze dried food, canned goods, and other foods that wouldn't require refrigeration; the exception being several frozen steaks and a couple of roasts. He hoped they'd have a chance to use it before it thawed; if nothing else he would use the roasts to make beef jerky.
The last things he packed were a Weatherby .223 bolt action rifle, which he put in the gun rack over the rear window of his truck, and his three pistols He carried a Colt 1911A1 .45 pistol in the small of his back. In the lock box in the cab he put his Dan Wesson .357 revolver, and a .38 special revolver. In addition, Casey had several hundred rounds for each of his weapons.
Dixie lived across the street and when Casey waved at her about noon, she joined him at the truck carrying her duffel bag. They started the long drive to Casey's secluded cabin. As they left the city they had to run a road block on the main road. Casey didn't know if it had been set up by the government or someone trying to capture food and supplies. It didn't make any difference who had set it up; Casey had no intention of stopping.
He pulled his Colt and pushed the accelerator to the floor; heading for the middle of the roadblock. When he got within 50 feet he turned the steering wheel sharply to the right and squeezed the truck between a light pole and a building. After clearing the obstruction, he never slowed down. There were a few shots fired at them but they weren't hit.
On the trip to his cabin, Casey explained that they'd stay there until things stabilized in the city. "We'll go back when things go back to normal," he told Dixie. "Or at least as normal as they can be after a situation like this."
Driving secondary and back roads, it took Casey and Dixie a little over six hours to get to an unmarked, overgrown fire road leading through the forest toward the cabin. He drove to within a mile of the cabin; it was just on the other side of the ridge. Casey backed the truck into a gulley and after unloading some of the supplies, he and Dixie covered the truck with tree branches to hide it. She helped with the camouflage but asked why they hadn't driven all the way to the cabin.
"I don't look for it to happen but if we have to get the hell out of Dodge I don't want to find that someone waiting by the truck or that they've disabled it," Casey replied. "If we have to run, we'll come down that ridge line, grab the truck and get gone." He pulled the ignition coil, put it in a zip lock bag, and hid it under a nearby rock. "Now no one with be able to steal the truck if they find it"
"Do you really think things are going to get that bad?" Dixie asked in a worried voice.
Casey hesitated for a few seconds before answering. "I just don't know. It's been less than a month and we're already having food riots, looting, and some people have been killed for what was in their panty." He stopped for a bit and said, "There's food and supplies in the cabin to last two people for a long time." Casey took Dixie's hand and added, "We'll be okay up here honey."
Dixie was happy that she and Casey had a safe haven to go to. She knew he had bought the cabin and the surrounding acreage when got home from the Army a couple of years ago. The first time Casey brought her to the cabin, Dixie had asked him if it was a hunting lodge.
"The only hunting I do now is with a camera," he replied. He hesitated and continued, "I don't hunt anymore for two reasons. Never liked the taste of venison, elk or smaller animals and I feel it shows a lack of respect to kill them for sport unless you eat the meat."
"And the second reason?" Dixie had asked Casey.
"I saw enough killing when I was in the Army."
"You still carry a gun though," she said pointing to the rifle slung over his shoulder.
"I said I didn't hunt anymore but I don't claim to be a pacifist. I don't hunt but during this mess I don't want to be hunted either. At least this," he said hefting the rifle, "will even the odds some." Then the lights in Casey's eyes went dim and Dixie knew he was off somewhere.
Dixie interrupted his reverie. "Earth to Casey. Hey, where are you?" Casey had been staring at her, off in a world of his own. Her question brought him back to the present.
"I'm sorry, I was reliving how we met," Casey replied. "And why we're here."
Casey looked at Dixie and thought for the thousandth time how lucky he'd been to find her.
It was more than the fact that she was very attractive, although that didn't hurt he admitted to himself. But more important was the independence, intelligence, and the way she handled herself. They had met on a hike down the Kaibab Trail at the Grand Canyon. He was a loner and she was part of a group from work.
It was apparent by the time they got to Cedar Ridge, that this would be a short hike for most of her group. Cedar Ridge was about a third of the way down to the bottom of the Canyon and the majority of the group was already complaining. They bitched about the steepness of the trail, how tired they were, and that they were short on water.
Casey chuckled to himself. If you think it's bad now wait until you start the hike back to the rim, he thought. The group made a rest stop at Cedar Ridge and questioned if they should continue or turn back. Casey learned that the only three that wanted to go on was Dixie, Sally, and her husband Mark. He heard the other members of the group call them by name. The discussion continued on past the fifteen minutes they'd allotted for the rest stop.
Finally Dixie stood, donned her pack, motioned to Sally and Mark, and they continued down the trail. "The rest of you can go back or just sit here and bitch, but we're going on," Dixie said as she walked away.
Casey wasn't far behind them and watched as she followed her friends. He'd been attracted to Dixie because of the way she looked. She had long auburn hair worn in a pony tail hanging down between her shoulders. Dixie was tall, about 5' 9 and slender; she looked she looked athletic instead of anorexic like some models. Now Casey was impressed with her attitude and refusal to give up her plan. She didn't need or want the approval of the group she was with.
We'd fit well together, he thought and then chuckled. Don't be a dummy, you haven't actually met her and you don't know anything about her. He was interested anyway. Maybe we'll get a chance to talk at Phantom Ranch if she stays over, he continued his thought.
Dixie had noticed Casey too. She'd seen him as they started the hike down from the South Rim; mostly because he was the only stranger hiking with the group. Dixie saw him watching with a small smile and a look of contempt as she debated with the group about quitting.
Her first thought was that he was what would be called ruggedly handsome. But his face was dominated by sad looking blue eyes. He looks like he's seen too much or had too much happen to him, she said to herself. After the debate at Cedar Ridge she saw him stand to continue the hike. Oh good, he's at least 6 feet tall. I can wear heels when we go out, she thought. Then laughed at herself. We haven't even met and I'm already thinking about wearing heels for him.
She was right; Casey was 6' 1 with 190 pounds on his frame. Casey blue eyes stood out because of his dark hair and tanned face which showed he spent a lot of time outside.
The foursome stayed overnight at Phantom Ranch and had dinner together. As they sat down to eat Casey said with a smile, "I know you're Dixie, Sally, and Mark but I haven't introduced myself. I'm Casey Stewart."
Dixie returned his smile and shook hands with him. "I'm Dixie Martin and this is Mark and Sally Jennings."
Casey nodded and as they ate dinner he learned that Dixie lived and worked in the same city as he did. In fact she lived about two miles from his apartment. Mark and Sally were Dixie's high school friends and now lived on the west coast.
"It's a small world," Mark said. "I mean you two live and work in the same city but hadn't met until you both decided to hike the Canyon on the same day." He laughed and added, "It's almost like fate."
After dinner Dixie told Casey that she and her friends were going to hike back up the Kaibab to the real world the next morning. She invited him to hike with them.
"Thanks, but I'm hiking over to Bright Angel and go out that way," he replied. At their questioning looks he added, "Its two to three miles longer but a lot easier than hiking back up the Kaibab. Besides, I don't know if I'll ever be down here again and I want to look around a little."
The next morning Dixie and the others joined Casey and hiked back up the Bright Angel trail. They had a chance to talk as they hiked along the Colorado River toward River Rest House. Overall they spent better than 25 hours together including the evening at Phantom Ranch. By the time they finished the hike back to the South Rim of the Canyon, Casey knew he wanted to see more of Dixie.
They began dating, first meeting for lunch then going to dinner and a movie. Six months later Casey asked Dixie to marry him. She made him wait almost three seconds before she said yes. They could have moved in together but both felt it was better for each to maintain their own place until after they were married. Dixie did move in across the street from Casey's place. The computer virus put a crimp in their plans three months after they got engaged.
***************
Casey and Dixie stopped at the top of the ridge to catch their breath. "About another mile," he told her. "It's just down the ridge on the valley floor. We'll rest here for a few minutes and then start the last section."
Dixie had been to the cabin several times but they'd always driven right to the cabin. This time they came in from the other side of the ridge line. As they rested Casey thought back to the events that caused him and Dixie to make this trek.
Casey led the way up the steep ridge and down the other side to the cabin. When they got to the clearing the cabin sat in, he held up his hand for them to stop. He knelt down in the tree line, took off his pack, and pulled Dixie down beside him. Speaking in a very low voice instead of a whisper, which would carry farther, Casey told her to stay put.
"I'm going to scout around a little and make sure nobody beat us here. Wouldn't be healthy to walk into an ambush."
Dixie was beginning to get worried; the fifteen minutes that Casey had been gone seemed like hours. She saw him step out in front of the cabin and motion for her to join him. Dixie picked up his pack and went to him. She hugged him when she got there.
Casey smiled and returned the hug. "Sorry to worry you but I had to make sure it was safe. C'mon let's get inside and get something to eat. We've got a lot of work to do before dark."
Entering the cabin, Casey and Dixie pulled back the heavy inside shutters and opened the windows. It let light and fresh air into the cabin so it didn't take long to air out.
The cabin had one very large room plus an enclosure for the bathroom. Kitchen and dining area took up the rear portion of the room. The front section was divided on one side into a seating area with a sofa and two easy chairs.
The other side was the "bedrooms" with a double bed and two double size bunk beds. The sleeping area could be partitioned off using sliding curtains like the ones found in hospitals. In fact Casey had bought the drapes and supports from a hospital supply warehouse.
Dixie asked, "What kind of work are we going to do?"
"Well, we need to get the place ready to live in," Casey replied. He showed Dixie how to bring the solar cells on line, primed the water pump in the kitchen, and made sure the composting toilet was working.
Finished with making the cabin livable, Casey grabbed a ball of heavy twine and a big box full of empty cans. "Now we're going to set up a perimeter guard," he explained.
Dixie followed him outside and over to the tree line. Casey tied the twine about ankle high to a tree and stretched it to another tree. He did the same thing all around the clearing, leaving one or two hidden walkways. Then Casey had Dixie tie cans to the twine every few feet and put several small stones in each can.
"If anyone tries to sneak up on us they'll hit the string and rattle the cans," Casey explained. "There's something else you need to know about in the cabin Dixie. Follow me."
Casey led her back to the cabin and over close to the heavy wooden table. He pushed the table closer to the wall and moved a small throw rug that had been under the table. This uncovered a trap door which was barely visible given the floors normal wood grain.
"This opens onto a tunnel that goes about a hundred feet to the south. There's an opening just beyond that big rock down the hill behind the cabin. It's a way to get out of the cabin if for some reason we can't use the door or windows."
"Why couldn't we use the door?" Dixie asked.
"If the cabin is surrounded by....let's call them unfriendly refugees, we can escape down that tunnel," Casey replied. "I've rigged it so the trapdoor can be opened from the underside and it blends in with the rest of the floor. If anyone breaks in it will take them a while to find the door. By that time we'll be long gone over the ridge and down to the truck."
Dixie didn't know what to say and watched as Casey closed the trap door and moved the rug and table back to conceal it. He acts like he expected something like this computer virus to happen, she thought. Casey put their packs in a corner and began to fix a late lunch or early dinner. Dixie offered to help but he told her to rest after their difficult hike over the ridge to the cabin.
"You want me to unload the packs while you're getting lunch?" She asked; Dixie wanted to do her share of work. After all without Casey, she'd still be stuck in the hell hole that the city was becoming.
Casey smiled and shook his head. "The packs are for our escape if we have to run. They have most everything we'd need to get by in the woods. At least for several days anyway."
After the meal, Dixie insisted on helping clean up. "I'm just not another pretty face you know," she teased Casey.
They sat in front of the cabin after eating with cups of coffee. "Did you expect something like this to happen?" Dixie asked. "This cabin, the supplies, the escape tunnel, and everything else make it look like you did."
"I didn't think of this exactly but I prepared this place for some kind of breakdown of civilization."
"You said you planned for a breakdown. What do you mean?"
Casey sighed and answered, "I was in the Army when the big uproar about Y2K came up. As you know nothing happened but it got me to thinking. I realized that everyone, the whole country, even the Army, was too damned dependent on computers and if the computers went down so would civilization. When I was discharged in '08, I bought this place. I've spent two years making into a haven where I can be safe or make a stand. You know just in case, for whatever reason, civilization went to hell."



He shook himself and smiled at Dixie. "I'm sorry I didn't mean to scare you."
"You didn't. I was scared down in the city but I feel safe now," she said hugging him closer. Dixie was deep in thought for a minute and then asked, "Why isn't the government doing something? What if it doesn't get better for months? How long can we stay up here?"
Casey took Dixie's hand. "The government, in its own fumble fingered way, will finally get things under control. It might take a while for them to find their ass with both hands and a road map, but they will." He chuckled and went on. "We've got enough packaged supplies and food for several months. But if things don't get better within, say a month, I'll hunt to supplement our supplies."
"But you gave up hunting," she objected.
"I gave up hunting for sport. If it's hunt or go hungry, I won't have a problem hunting," Casey replied. After locking up he said, "C'mon let's get some sleep. I've got a lot to show you about our hideaway tomorrow."
The other times he'd brought Dixie to the cabin it seemed like a good place to spend a weekend or a few days together. They'd taken advantage of the seclusion and the romantic setting offered by the woods and the valley. But this night, they slept with their clothes on and just held each other. Casey's weapons were never more than an arm's length away.
The next morning Casey was up at daybreak. He hiked to the top of the hill that overlooked the rear of his cabin. Hidden in a tall oak tree was a radio antenna. Under a brush pile, covered by a waterproof tarp was an AM/FM/SW radio that could be powered by a hand crank or solar energy. He didn't have to worry about batteries for it. He attached the antenna leads to the radio and waited for the morning news broadcast. As long as the stations continued to broadcast he would be able keep aware of what was going on in the city.
While he waited for the morning broadcast he thought, I didn't tell Dixie the whole story when I said I didn't hunt anymore. It was true that he thought it was disrespectful to kill animals and not use the meat. It was also true that he'd seen a lot of killing in the Army. But the real reason he didn't hunt was that he'd been responsible for a lot of men's deaths and would have been responsible for more; except for what happened on his last mission.
Casey had been a sniper. And a damn good one, he admitted to himself. One shot, one kill is the sniper's creed and Casey lived up to that creed. It was on a search and destroy mission that his career came to an end. Casey and his spotter, Tommy, had trailed their human target to a jungle hideaway. They spent three days in the hide they'd chosen before Casey got the shot.
The distance was just under a half mile. He was using a Remington Model 700 Tactical rifle with a noise suppressor; the round would take four point three seconds to travel that distance. The man was kneeling talking to a young boy and Casey planned to fire as the target stood up. What he hadn't counted on was the man picking the boy up as he stood.
Casey watched through the scope as the bullet hit first the boy and then the man; both were dead before they hit the ground. Tommy had to pull Casey away before they were spotted. When they made it back to base, Casey and Tommy made an after action report and Casey applied for a transfer out. He followed the chain of command up the ladder and told his First Sergeant, his Lieutenant, the company commander, and the Major commanding the brigade that he'd gone on his last combat mission.
Over a period of two weeks, they all tried to reason with him and tell him that he couldn't just quit. The Major suggested a week of R&R in someplace like Spain. Casey's response was "Transfer me or send me to the stockade, but I've done all the killing for you that I'm going to do."
Casey had been decorated several times and the powers that be decided it wouldn't look good if such a decorated soldier was court marshaled. They discharged him and sent him home.
********************
Right on time the news broadcast began; pulling Casey back from his memories. The news wasn't good. Armed gangs of looters were taking over the city and people were running with no idea of where to go. There was no mention of the National Guard or the police or any other group trying to establish control in the city.
After an hour Casey shut the radio down, covered it, and returned it to its hiding place. Looks like we might be up here for a bit, he thought. He chuckled and said softly, "It's a good thing I fortified this place. Like it was Fort Apache or something."
Using a propane camp stove, Dixie had fixed a breakfast of steak and eggs while Casey was gone. He sat down at the table and she said, "The steaks were starting to thaw and we don't have a way to refrigerate the eggs so I thought we had better use them."
Casey nodded and started eating. "After breakfast I need to show you a few things about the area around the cabin."
Later Casey led Dixie to a stand of trees growing close together. He took her hand and led her through a small aisle between the trees and a rock bluff. Behind the trees there was a room size cavity in the rock. Set in the wall at the back of the cavity was a steel door. Casey showed Dixie the combination to the lock and opened the door.
"This is my storage area," Casey said pointing to a long room cut in the rock.
Dixie looked around, surprised at the size and length of the room. "Did you dig all this out?"
"No, it's an old mine shaft actually. Don't know what they were looking for but I guess they never found it. It had been abandoned for years when I bought the place."
Casey had picked up a flashlight just inside the doorway and now led Dixie further into the mine. About a hundred yards into the mountain the shaft sloped gently downward.
"You can't see it but there's an underground stream at the bottom of the shaft. Guess that's why they stopped digging. The water is safe to drink." Casey and Dixie retraced their steps toward the door. "I thought this would be a good place to cache stuff so I put in that steel door to keep people and varmints out."
Although Dixie had been to the cabin several times, she'd never seen this storage area. There were twenty or so large metal boxes with hinged lids. She opened one and saw it was full of military type MREs (Meals Ready to Eat). Others had sacks of beans, oats and rice in them and still others had dehydrated food packages. Dixie looked at Casey with a question in her eyes.
"Told you we could hold out for quite a while up here," he said. Smiling he continued, "I may have gone a little overboard preparing this place as a refuge but I'm glad I did now." Let me give you a running inventory of what I, I mean we, have here." Casey unfolded a camp stool and offered the seat to Dixie.
"As you've seen before, there are solar cells on the south facing roof of the cabin. All they really can do is work the water pump and give us lights at night; there's not enough power to run a refrigerator or anything like that. Further back in the mine and one level down is my "cool room" where I keep perishables," Casey said and led Dixie to a portion of the tunnel that slanted downward.
"As a backup to the solar power, we have several kerosene lanterns. During the rainy season or cloudy weather there is a gas powered generator for backup. It's a small one but it can charge the batteries in about two hours. We can use that old wood burning stove to cook on and it'll heat the place in cold weather; if we have to stay here that long. I cook on the grill or over an open fire as much as I can. And we have a deep well with a hand pump in the cabin for water in case the electric one shoots craps."
Casey stopped to think for a few seconds. "C'mon, one last thing to show you." He took Dixie's hand and pulled her to her feet. Still holding her hand he led her into a small side tunnel.
"I know what that is," Dixie said. "It's a gun safe. Although I've never seen one that big."
"To me it's an arms locker," Casey said smiling. "But gun safe is right too. The combination is the same as the one on the main door and the door to the cabin, 7-4-17-76. July 4, 1776; go ahead, open it"
Dixie worked the combination and opened the heavy door. Inside were several weapons of various types; including a bow. Casey took a pistol with a belt and holster and handed it to Dixie.
"Put that on," he ordered as he handed her the belt and holster. Then he handed her the pistol. "Be careful, it's loaded. "That's a .38 Special six shot revolver; it has semi wad cutters in the cylinder. They'll hit hard and make a big hole. I want you to wear that rig every waking hour and when you sleep keep it within reach."
Casey smiled as Dixie put on the gun belt and stuck the pistol into the holster. "You look like Annie Oakley," he teased her. "I gave you a revolver because they don't jam. It's double action so all you have to do is pull the trigger. You've got two speed loaders on the belt. We'll do some target shooting this afternoon so you can get use to reloading in a hurry and get a feel for the weapon."
"I know how to shoot Casey," Dixie told him. She laughed at the surprised look on his face. "My Dad wanted a son but he got me instead. So he treated me like a boy until I was about 15." Dixie stopped for a moment and smiled. "Then he began to treat me like a little princess."
Casey smiled and reaching into the safe, he pulled out a Remington 887 tactical 12 gauge shotgun. He gave Dixie a quick lesson on where the safety is, how to load it, and the use of the weapon. "I've loaded it with double aught buckshot so it has got a range out to about 150 feet. Just point and pull the trigger. Pump the action," he said demonstrating, "and you're ready to shoot again. It holds five shells in the magazine and one in the chamber. Got it?"
Dixie nodded and Casey added, "There's also a Ruger .22 Magnum SR-22 rifle back at the cabin over the door. I hope you won't have to use the guns but if you do have to use them at close range, keep pulling the trigger until you're out of ammo. Don't stop to warn anyone, don't stop to threaten them and don't stop to see if you hit anything, just keep shooting."
"I know Casey, I know," Dixie responded. "Daddy taught me how to shoot most of the weapons you have here."
Before Casey closed the arms locker he ran his hand over the Remington 700 he'd used in the Army. He'd made a deal with a compassionate (and greedy) ordinance sergeant and brought it home with him. He'd used the 7.62 NATO round in the military which was the same as the .308 available commercially. A ready supply of ammunition was one of the reasons he'd brought it home. But the main reason was that he hated to think of "his rifle" being used by another sniper. Dixie didn't see the gesture or the extent of the small arsenal inside the locker.
For the next week, Casey and Dixie spent some time cutting firewood and stacked it behind the cabin with a small supply beside the stove. He also set up his BBQ grill under the covered patio at one side of the cabin. Casey, and Dixie, would use the wood stove or the grill to cook most of their meals. Even though the cabin had a 250 gallon propane tank, he wanted to save as much of it as possible for cold weather.
During that time, Casey listened every morning and evening to the news reports. The situation locally and from what he could tell around the country, was still deteriorating. The military had been deployed in the major cities to put down the riots and looting. But it's a big country and not all areas had been stabilized.
At the start of the second week Casey decided to make a trip back to his truck. Dixie looked at Casey with apprehension. "Look Honey, I don't know how much longer we're gonna have to stay up here," he said taking her in his arms. "There are supplies in the truck that can stretch our food for a long time," he told her. Among other things are cubed beef, oats, rice, and some vegetables."
"Stay close to the cabin and if anybody shows up lock yourself in," he ordered. "It's next to impossible to break into the cabin. Anyone that tries will go crazy." He hugged Dixie and kissed her. "I'll be back in about an hour. Okay?"
Casey left at a ground eating trot. Better make time now, he thought. I won't be able to keep this pace coming back.
********************
Raff Talbert looked alertly out the passenger window of the Jeep Cherokee. His brother Sam was doing the same thing from the back seat. The driver was Ted Adams and they'd just met him a few days ago. Raff and Sam had been living in the city. They had run a family out of their house and taken it over; that included the food and supplies the family had cached.
A larger gang of thieves and looters had moved into the neighborhood which forced Raff and Sam to leave. On their way out of town they saw two men trying to pull another man out of the Cherokee. Raff shot the two thieves. He was going to shoot Ted too and steal the SUV but decided that a willing third man could be helpful. The three men formed an uneasy alliance and left the city.
Raff had been in the military and had learned a little about scouting before he was dishonorably discharged for desertion and commission of a felony (grand theft auto). He'd been stripped of rank and benefits and sentenced to two years in the stockade. Sam, although a civilian, had been part of the same operation and had done time in a state run jail. They had both gotten out only four days after the computer virus attacked.
That had been almost three weeks ago. Now they were following old faint tire tracks along a forest service road. Raff had said that there had to be a cabin or lodge along the road. He hoped they'd find one with food and a place to stay for a few days. As the Jeep made a sharp turn another narrow road branched off and went up a small ridge.
"There," Raff said. Pointing to the narrow path, Raff order Ted to take it. The 4x4 topped the ridge and the three men saw a cabin in the small valley on the other side. "Told ya there'd be something up here," Raff bragged. "Stop the car and let's do a little reconnaissance," he ordered, using a term he'd learned in the Army.
The three men slowly made their way down the ridge to the valley floor. Raff directed Sam to one side of the cabin and Ted to the other side. He walked just inside of the tree line until he could see the front of the cabin. Sam and Ted tried looking in the windows but they were mostly covered. They walked to the front corner of the cabin and peeked around at the front door.
Raff began to inch his way through the trees toward the cabin. He was picking his way as quietly as he could but suddenly there was a loud clanging and banging; Raff had tripped one of the perimeter wires that Casey and Dixie had set.
He was about forty feet from the cabin door as it opened. Raff saw a young woman step onto the porch. Damn, he thought. She's a looker, maybe we'll get more than just some food and a place to stay.
The woman put her hand on the pistol. "What do you want?" She challenged.
"Hoping to find some water and maybe a little food Miss," Raff answered. He gave her a big smile and held his empty hands out to his sides trying to reassure her that he was friendly. He took three or four more steps toward the cabin.
Dixie didn't hesitate and pulled her pistol, pointing it at Raff. "Stay where you are," she warned.
"You out here all on your lonesome?" Raff asked taking another step toward the young woman.
"I told you to stop," Dixie told him. "Don't make me shoot you Mister." Raff stopped and she added, "My fiancée is hunting and will be back any minute."
"All right Miss. Sorry I didn't mean to scare you," Raff said. He took a step back and asked, "Can you spare some water and a little food. It's been a couple of days since I ate."
The man was smiling and seemed to be harmless but Dixie didn't trust his looks. He doesn't look like he's missed many meals, she thought. Pointing down the ridge line, she replied, "There's a spring at the bottom of the hill; the water's safe to drink."
Dixie took a couple of steps back toward the doorway. Reaching inside she pulled out a can of beef stew and threw it to him. "That's all we can spare. Now be on your way."
"Thank you Miss. Can I borrow a can opener?" Raff asked, still smiling.
"Use the knife on your belt to open it," Dixie answered. "I don't want you any closer. Now one more time, get going."
"Yes ma'am. I'm leaving," Raff answered. As he turned he made a motion with his right hand.
Dixie heard a noise off to her right. She turned and saw Sam creeping toward her. Before she could bring her pistol up to cover him, another man grabbed her from behind. When Ted put his arms around her, Dixie fired a shot at Sam. The bullet hit the log wall, narrowly missed him. As she and Ted struggled, Dixie remembered the lessons that Casey had taught her early in their relationship.
She stomped on the instep of the man holding her and threw her head back quickly, head butting him. Blood gushed from his nose and his grip loosened. Dixie almost broke free but Raff had closed with them and pulled her in close to him. Dixie tried to shoot him but he knocked her arm away just as the pistol went off a second time.
Raff was 6' 3 and weighed well over 200 pounds. He easily lifted Dixie off the ground holding her in his arms. She kicked and made hard contact with his shin. Raff dropped her to her feet, turned her around and backhanded her to the ground. Dixie dropped the pistol as she fell.
"Now Missy, let's just see what else you can spare," he said kicking the can of beef stew to the side and picking her up.
To be continued
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Was that a gunshot? Casey asked himself. There's another one, he thought. Casey had just begun the trip up the ridge on his way back. He dropped his backpack which contained two twenty five pound bags, one of oats and one of rice, and ten cans of a variety of vegetables. I can pick it up later, he thought as he started to run toward the cabin. All he carried now was his .223 rifle and the Colt 1911 in the small of his back.
Casey stopped just below the crest of the ridge twenty minutes later and looked down at the cabin. It was quiet and at first nothing seemed out of place. There was no sign of Dixie, but he'd told her to stay close to the cabin. Then he saw a can of food lying on the ground to the left of the door. Dixie wouldn't leave a can of food out there, he thought.
Snipers, the good ones, the ones that live, develop a "sixth sense" that alerts them when situations or areas aren't what they appeared to be. Casey had developed that internal warning skill; he still had it. He could feel that something wasn't right.
Casey backed down from the crest and slowly made his way to the hill behind the cabin. Being very careful where he placed his feet he crept down the hill keeping behind the trees or boulders. Finally after twenty minutes he got to the rear wall of the building. He stood to one side of the window and then quickly peeked into the cabin, withdrawing his head almost at once. That quick peek told him that he had been right; things were not as they seemed.
Inside the cabin he'd seen three men and Dixie. The largest of the men was sitting at the table with a bottle of Casey's Jack Daniels in front of him. One of the others was at the sink running water and the last man was looking out one of the front windows.
Dixie was sitting on the edge of one of the beds. Another quick look showed that Dixie's face was red and swollen on one side and she had a small trail of blood at the corner of her mouth.
Casey's face hardened and his blue eyes burned with an angry intensity. One of those sons of bitches hit her, he thought. Payback's a bitch and then you die, he said to himself as he looked at the three men. A small deadly grin came over his face. First I'll try diplomacy and if that doesn't work I'll deal with them the sniper's way.
During his military service, Casey had never been known to be diplomatic or tactful. He had a tendency to tell ranking Sergeants, Lieutenants, and even higher ranks what he thought. If their orders or actions were bull shit he told them so. It was one of the reasons he survived the sometimes idiotic missions. His outspoken opinions were also the reason that kept him from rising about the rank of buck Sergeant. This is gonna be a bitch no matter which way it goes, he told himself.
Casey made his way back to the trail leading to the front of the cabin. Standing in the tree line he loudly yelled. "Hello the cabin." He waited a few seconds and yelled again, "Hello in the cabin."
The door opened and Raff stepped out pulling Dixie with him. The other two followed and spread out to either side of the big man. "Where are you and what do you want?" Raff yelled back.
Casey stepped from behind a big oak tree and faced the three men. "I'm right here. This is my place and what I want is for you to leave and let us be." He saw the one holding Dixie laugh as he said something to the others. After several seconds Casey said, "But I guess you're not going to do that so I'll ask you to let the lady go and we'll be the ones leaving."
One of the men laughed, "Hey Raff we gonna just leave like he asks?" That brought a smile and a laugh from Raff.
"I don't think so Sam. It appears that we hold all the cards here," Raff replied and laughed again. "We got the cabin, the food and the woman. I don't think we'll be leaving."
While he was talking Casey looked the three men over. The man called Raff had a nine mm stuck in the front of his pants. He had his right arm around Dixie's waist and his left hand held the nape of her neck. It looked like he was caressing her. Casey knew that Raff was using the hand to control Dixie. In his right hand Raff held the Ruger .22 Magnum SR-22 from the cabin. The man on his left held Dixie's .38 in his right hand, and the last man had what appeared to be a .22 semi automatic pistol.
Casey knew he could take out one of the men before the others could get back inside the cabin, maybe he could get two. Don't think I can get all three though, he admitted to himself. Raff would have to be first, he thought. It's an easy shot even with him holding Dixie in front of him. He wasn't sure what the other two men would do if he attacked. If they ran for cover inside, Dixie could get away. But they could panic and shoot Dixie. I can't take that chance; not now, not yet.
"Hey pal, drop your rifle and leave and we won't kill you or the woman," Raff ordered.
"If you let the girl come to me, I'll tell you the combination to that food locker in the cabin," Casey bargained. "That locker is three quarter inch steel and you'll never break into it"
"How about you tell me the combination and I won't hurt the girl?" Raff counter offered. When Casey shook his head Raff said, "Okay pal enough talk. Drop your rifle and leave."
Casey stared at the man for about five seconds before he answered. Raff was the dangerous one; he was the smartest and the one in control. "Don't think I'm gonna leave my rifle for you big guy," Casey replied.
"If you don't drop your rifle, I'll kill the girl," Raff threatened.
"You'll probably kill her anyway and then come after me," Casey responded. "Don't think I want you on my trail if I'm unarmed. Let the girl go and I'll give you that combination. When the little bit of food in the cabin runs out you're gonna wish you could get into that food locker."
The big man hesitated and Casey asked, "Why not let the girl decide who she wants to be with?"
Sam and the other man looked at Raff, almost pleading with their eyes. They wanted what was in that food locker and they weren't sure Raff would share the girl. Raff tightened his grip on Dixie's neck and ordered, "Tell him."
Dixie hesitated and then said, "I think I rather stay with Raff and his boys Casey. I mean there are three of them and they have all the guns that were in the cabin. Raff promised me he'd protect me until we can go back to the city. So I'm gonna stay with him. You better leave."
Raff smiled at Dixie and pulled her closer to him. He turned back toward Casey saying, "Okay buddy, drop yo..." He stopped because Casey wasn't there anymore; he had disappeared. "Get back into the cabin," he yelled at Sam and Ted. He stepped back toward the door holding Dixie in front of him like a shield.
As Raff was closing the door, Casey hiding behind the big oak yelled, "If you hurt her or abuse her there'll be hell to pay Raff, hell to pay. And I'm the paymaster."
Inside Raff ordered, "Sam, take the rear windows and look for our friend out there. Ted you get the side window over there. You can look across the room and watch the other side window too. I'll cover the front."
He pushed Dixie towards one of the beds. "You sit there and don't move."
It had been over two hours since Casey vanished and Sam was bored. "That guys long gone. Can't we get something to eat?"
"Okay, but stay at the window. Raff turned to Dixie, "Fix us something to eat girl and hurry up."
Dixie stood and slowly went into the kitchen area. She got two big cans of stew from the pantry and emptied them into a large saucepan. I may have to do what you say but I don't have to jump just because you say to, she thought. As she walked back toward the stove, she saw the trap door beneath the table move about an inch. Smiling to herself she realized that Casey was in the escape tunnel.
He didn't leave me, she thought. In spite of what I said he's still here. I loved him before but now I may adore him. Maybe I can help, she said to herself. If I get a chance to get away, I'll take it.
Dixie heated the beef stew and cut some hard crusted Italian bread. She put all the food on the table and stepped back. If I get them to over eat maybe they'll get sleepy and I can sneak out of here, she said to herself. Dixie sat back on the bed as the three men sat and began eating.
"Damn this stuff is almost burnt," Sam complained looking at Dixie. "I think you did that on purpose."
"I never claimed to be a cook," Dixie replied. "If you don't like it do your own cooking."
When Sam finished his meal he belched, stretched, and walked over to Dixie. He ran his hand over her shoulder and laughed when she pulled away.
"If you can't cook, your boyfriend must keep you around for your other talents. C'mon honey, show me what you can do," Sam said as he sat down next to her on the bed. He put his arm around her and tried to pull her closer. Ted sat down on her other side and ran his hand along her leg.
"Get the hell off me," Dixie said. She slapped Sam's face and hit Ted in the chest with her elbow. Sam drew back his hand to slap Dixie.
"Leave her alone Sam," Raff ordered. "You too Ted."
"Are you saving her for yourself?" He asked complaining. "It's not fair Raff. Me and Ted deserve the same things you get. We're partners after all." Ted nodded his head, agreeing with Sam.
"You're both idiots. Do you really think that guy, what did she call him, Casey? Do you really think that he just walked off and left his girl and his place?" Raff waited for their answer for a few seconds. "He's out there right now waiting for us."
"So, he's out there and we're in here," Sam said.
"Yeah Raff, what can he do against the three of us?" Ted asked.
"Did you notice how he scoped us out? Did you notice how he called my bluff?" Raff asked and then went on when the men looked confused. "He wouldn't leave his rifle even when I threatened to kill the girl. The guy was cool and didn't panic. I bet he's had training, probably military, and he won't leave until he gets a chance to get the girl back. We're gonna have to leave sometime," Raff continued. "If he's still out there in a week we might need the girl as a hostage. And if we hurt her...well, I don't think we'll like his response. You heard his threat if we get rough with the girl."
Raff pointed at the rear window. "Sam, close the shutters on that window. We don't want him to sneak up and shoot us." As Sam closed the shutters Raff said, "I'm going to take a nap. When I wake up it'll be your turn Ted and Sam after you."
"Why can't we all take a nap?" Ted whined.
"Because we have to stay alert so the guy that owns this place doesn't surprise us." Raff explained. "And boys, you better leave the girl alone or Casey won't be the only one you have to worry about."
********************
When Raff had turned to congratulate Dixie on her acting ability, Casey stepped behind the big oak. He saw two of the men follow Raff's orders to retreat into the cabin. Raff followed holding Dixie as a shield. "You guys have just made a bad career move," Casey said softly. You should have just kept going and left us alone."
Moving backwards and keeping the oak between him and the cabin Casey climbed to the top of the ridge and began a circuit of the valley and cabin. He followed the ridge line until he was opposite the rear of the cabin. Casey made his way down the hill to the boulder that hid the entrance to the escape tunnel.
The tunnel was five feet tall by three feet wide so Casey had to bend over or stoop when he used it. It was cut through the rocks and dirt and supported by cross beams overhead. Leaving his rifle just inside the entrance he quietly made his way to the trap door. Pushing the door up about an inch, he was able to see Dixie sitting across the room on the bed and hear the men talking.
Casey heard Sam's offer to "entertain" Dixie and the sound of her slapping him. He pulled his pistol and was about to push the trap door open when he heard Raff order the other two to leave Dixie alone. Protecting Dixie from those two may have saved your life Raff, Casey thought. Then again you're the one that knocked her down. He settled back onto his knees and continued to listen.
"Later this afternoon we'll go get the Jeep" Raff said. "I want it close by in case we have to take off again."
"I don't to be out there where that Casey guy can get to us," Ted complained.
"He won't attack us as long as we have our insurance here," Raff explained pointing to Dixie.
Casey made his way back out of the tunnel. Picking up his rifle he climbed back to the ridge line and began a search for the men's car. He found the Jeep, opened the hood, and pulled the ignition coil disabling the vehicle. They won't be using that to get away, he thought. Or take Dixie with them.
He had no doubt that when Raff and the others decided to leave that they would take Dixie; both as a hostage and because she was a very attractive woman. If they took off in the Jeep they'd figure they could outrun him and leave him behind. Then they'd feel free to do whatever they wanted with Dixie. Not on my watch, he promised himself.
Casey returned to the area around the cabin and went to the storage area carved into the rock bluff. He went to the arms locker and surveyed the weapons available. He stowed the .223 and took out his hunting bow. The bow was a compound with a 90 pound pull. Casey added a side quiver that held six hunting arrows tipped with broad heads. He also took a shotgun with a sling that let him carry it over his shoulder and down his back.
Casey took to bow because it was a silent weapon and for the shock value. He could put an arrow into the ground at the men's feet or into a tree next to them from better than seventy five yards and they'd never know where the shot came from. It's highly demoralizing to be shot at and not know where your attacker is, Casey said to himself with a grim smile.
He planned to shadow the men as they went to the Jeep. When they found it wouldn't start he would get their attention with a couple of arrows to spook them. Casey doubted it would work but he hoped to scare them and then offer to return the coil so they could leave. Of course they would have to let Dixie go first.
Casey loaded the shotgun with slugs, which gave him a range of about 150 feet. If things get hairy I want more firepower than the bow will give me, he thought. He took one other item from the locker, another thing he'd brought home with him when he left the military. His camouflage covering known as a ghillie suit; with it he could make his way very close to the group. It was the same camo suit he'd used to get within 50 feet of several enemy targets to use a silenced .22 Ruger pistol.
He locked the steel door to the storage area and went to the trail the men would have to take to the Jeep. Casey squatted down in the brush behind some trees and waited.
********************
Around two PM Raff opened the front door of the cabin. "Hey Casey, you out there?" He called. Not getting an answer he yelled again. "I know you're there somewhere. He still didn't get a response and continued, "We're going for a little walk and we're taking the girl with us. If you try anything I'll shoot her and then deal with you."
Raff tied Dixie's hands behind her and pushed her through the door in front of him holding his pistol on her. "Remember if you try anything, I'll shoot your woman," Raff shouted again.
From behind a stand of oak trees Raff heard from Casey. "And you remember Raff, I told you that if anything happened to her there will be hell to pay. Count on it"
Casey followed just inside the tree line as Raff, leading Dixie, hiked up the valley toward the break in the ridge line that would lead them to their SUV. Sam and Ted were several yards in front, nervously looking from side to side. Maybe I should have brought the Remington, Casey thought. With them separated like they are I could service Raff and get the other two before they could get to Dixie.
No, I'll try to get her out of this without killing anyone, he said to himself. If needs be I'll take them out but I have to try the other way first. As his thoughts continued he couldn't help but remember the boy that was in the wrong place at the wrong time.
It took Raff and his crew forty five minutes to get to their SUV. He placed Sam and Ted at different points as a perimeter guard and walked to the driver's door. He opened the door, placed the key in the ignition, and turned the key; the engine turned over but wouldn't start.
"Damn it," Raff shouted. He had a feeling that Casey was responsible for the car not starting. Raff came around to the front of the Jeep and opened the hood. He wasn't a true mechanic but he did know something about cars. He inspected the engine and he saw the missing coil.
Raff pulled Dixie closer to him and shouted, "Damn you Casey. Give me the ignition coil or we'll end this right here." He pointed his pistol at Dixie's head. "Give me the coil," he repeated. "Or I'll shoot the girl."
As Raff finished shouting an arrow suddenly struck the fender next to him. He stepped away from the car pulling Dixie with him. Raff turned his pistol and fired into the woods. Before he took more than three steps another arrow stuck in the ground, quivering between his feet.
Casey's voice came from an unknown direction. "You might want to rethink your position Raff. I told you, if anything happens to her well... you won't like the consequences. Let her go Raff. I'll fix your car and give you some food. But most importantly I won't kill you. You can get out of here in better shape than when you came in. Let her go Raff."
Raff called to Sam and Ted. As the two men returned to join Raff, Casey using the stealth learned as a sniper and made almost invisible by the ghillie suit crept within twenty five feet of the three men. He knew he could take them down using the bow and then the shotgun but he would have to be fast. The chance of hitting Dixie was too great so he decided to wait to see what developed.
Casey heard Raff softly tell Sam and Ted, "I'll drop my gun and try to get him to come out into the open. I'll tell him we need to talk face to face. When he steps out you guys open up on him. We'll put an end to this right now."
Raff had bent over to talk to the men and stood up. "Hey Casey, come on out so we can talk face to face. Here I'll put my gun down." He stepped forward, laid the pistol on the ground and stepped back. "C'mon guy we can work something out."
Several minutes went by with no reaction. Casey was close enough to see the beads of sweat on Raff's forehead and his frustration. Raff shrugged his shoulders, picked up his gun, and motioned for everyone to move out. Ted pulled Dixie along holding her arm while Raff and Sam lagged behind and kept an eye on the tree line. Casey let them get a head start and came out of his hide. He circled to the right and ghosted after them.
Dixie noticed that Ted would look back over his shoulder every three or four steps and waited for her chance. The next time Ted looked back Dixie stuck her leg out in front of him. He tripped over her leg and fell, letting go of her arm. Dixie was off like a shot running toward the trees on her right.
"Son of a bitch," Ted yelled and started after Dixie.
It was hard to run with her arms tied behind her but she made it to within 70 feet of the trees. Ted caught up, tackled her and they both went to the ground. He recovered and straddled Dixie immobilizing her. "You bitch" he yelled and drew back his hand to hit her. Dixie closed her eyes.



She heard Ted scream and opened her eyes to see an arrow sticking in his shoulder. The arrow had gone partially through his body. Ted screamed again and fell to his side and off Dixie. She could see that about four inches of the arrow protruded out the back. Before she could get up Raff and Sam caught up to them.
Raff saw Ted lying on the ground clutching his shoulder. He turned and pointed his pistol at Dixie and then he stopped. Raff knew that Casey could just as easily put an arrow into him if he harmed the girl. He picked Dixie up, set her on her feet, and started down the valley toward the cabin.
"Help him up Sam," Raff ordered over his shoulder. "Let's get him back to the cabin where we can tend to his wound." He took several more steps and then turned and yelled back toward the trees. "Damn you Casey."
Raff heard a voice from back in the trees answer, "I told you what would happen if you hurt her. Your man's lucky to be alive." Then there was silence.
********************
Casey followed the men and Dixie back to the cabin. He stood behind the same big oak he'd been behind earlier that day and watched as Sam helped Ted inside. Raff shoved Dixie through the door and slammed it shut. Casey smiled to himself and circled around to the storage cave. Inside he went to the arms locker and returned the bow, quiver, and the remaining three arrows. He also stowed the ghillie suit. He reloaded the shotgun with double aught buck shot and took it with him.
Time to escalate the situation, Casey thought. If I don't get Dixie out of there soon, she's gonna get hurt, really hurt. Raff will stop bluffing at some point and I can't let it get that far. He put a dozen shotgun shells and two full clips for the Colt in his fanny pack.
Casey also checked his Colt 1911. He knew both it and the shotgun were loaded but making sure was something every sniper did before a mission. Casey went weapons hot by jacking a round into the chamber of each weapon, closed the locker, and left the storage area. He just pushed the main door closed because if everything went according to plan, he and Dixie and might need to get inside quickly.
He went to the entrance of the escape tunnel and slowly crept to the trap door. After listening to see if anyone was near the trap door, he slowly raised the door about an inch and peeked into the cabin.
Ted was lying on his side near the front door moaning and saying he was gonna die. Raff yelled at him to be quiet and Sam was looking out of a small opening of the shutter at one of the front windows of the cabin. Raff knelt down by Ted and using a towel to hold the razor sharp broad head while he slowly unscrewed it. Then he grabbed the arrow near the fletching and sharply pulled it out of Ted's shoulder causing him to scream.
"Is there a first aid kit?" Raff questioned Dixie. She nodded. "Get the kit, some towels, and heat some water. Make it quick," he ordered.
Dixie got the first aid kit from one of the cabinets, grabbed some towels, and took them to Raff. She walked back to the kitchen to heat water.
As Dixie passed the trap door, Casey threw it open knocking over the table while shooting several rounds into the ceiling with his Colt. In the commotion of everyone ducking for cover he grabbed Dixie, pulled her down into the tunnel and slammed the door back down before Raff or Sam could react. Casey quickly latched the door from underneath, gave Dixie a quick hug and pushed her down the tunnel. Picking up the shotgun, he took her to the old mine storage area.
Reaching the old mine shaft, he turned on an electric lantern then closed and locked the steel door behind them. "We'll stay here tonight and decide what to do about our 'guests' tomorrow." Casey and Dixie ate some dinner and he unrolled two sleeping bags. Every few minutes Dixie would reach out and touch Casey.
"What?" Casey finally asked with a smile.
"I can't believe you got me out of there," she answered. I can't believe I'm safe again."
Casey's smile got bigger and he hugged her. "I promised I'd take care of you," he stated simply.
"Casey?" Dixie said.
"Yes."
"Are you going to kill them?"
Casey stopped and looked at her. He stared for several seconds, shook his head, and answered. "I don't know but probably should. The last thing we need is for them to come back and ambush us."
"But," Dixie said.
"Yeah, but," Casey replied. "It's one thing to kill a man in a fire fight or protecting your friends and something altogether different to stalk and execute one."
"You could have killed Ted. Why didn't you?"
Casey shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. "You're right, I could have. Just move the target area a few inches and he would have been dead." He gave Dixie a small and frightening smile.
"You might not like this, but it was a tactical decision," he told her. "I knew I could stop him from hitting you by putting an arrow into his shoulder." Casey paused for about five seconds and added, "And I wanted them to worry. I wanted them to worry about where I was, what else I could do to them, and when I would do it"
Casey saw a thoughtful look on Dixie's face. "I took a calculated chance that Raff wouldn't hurt you," he said. "He may not be the sharpest knife in the drawer but he knows that if anything happened to you, well...I wouldn't have any mercy on them."
Still looking thoughtful Dixie said, "I know I'm supposed to be the gentler sex but for the last 24 hours I've lived what seemed like a week in almost terror. For my part, do what you think is right. If they have to die so be it. At least they won't do this to anybody else they run into."
He paused for a few seconds surprised at Dixie's statement. "Let me think about it overnight."
Casey and Dixie zipped the two sleeping bags together so they could sleep closer to each other. There wasn't anything romantic about it, they just held and comforted each other all night. The next morning when Dixie woke, Casey handed her a cup of coffee and a big piece of beef jerky.
She smiled and asked, "Are all of our meals at this resort going to be this decadent?"
"Nothing but the finest for you Honey," Casey replied returning her smile. Then his face sobered. "I've decided what to do about Raff and the other two. Got an idea that should get rid of them."
Casey handed Dixie a pistol and holster to replace the one Sam took from her. "That's a Glock 19, 9MM. with a 15 round clip. It's loaded with hollow points which give it more stopping power. You carry the shotgun in case we get into close range." Dixie nodded and Casey said, "I'm gonna carry the sniper rifle. I think it'll make Raff think about things a bit more. Especially when I put a round through the peephole in the front door."
They left the storage cave and slowly made their way to the trees opposite the front door of the cabin. On their way Casey made a small detour to the front porch. He laid the ignition coil for the Jeep in plain sight. Back in the tree line, Casey positioned Dixie behind a fallen oak and stepped into the open holding the Remington 700 with the noise suppressor attached to the barrel.
He put the rifle to his shoulder and fired a round striking the peephole dead center. "Hey Raff," he yelled. "Did that get your attention?"
********************
Raff and Sam ducked when the trap door sprang open and knocked the table over; Ted was in no condition to respond. Before either of them could react, Casey had fired several shots then grabbed the girl and disappeared back into the hole in the floor. Raff stood and started toward Casey but the trap door slammed shut before he could get there. He heard the latch shoot home locking Raff and Sam in.
"Damn it," Raff yelled. Motioning to Sam they turned the table upside down and placed it back over the trap door. "If he used it once he can use it again," he explained. They stacked some of the firewood on the table to weigh it down so Casey couldn't open the door.
Sam looked at Raff in disbelief. "What happened?"
"Casey just made off with our insurance policy."
"Raff, what are we gonna do now?" Sam asked in a frightened voice.
"Quiet, let me think for a minute." Raff thought for a couple of minutes. "He'll make sure the girl is okay and safe. It's getting dark so I don't expect him to do anything until morning."
"But Raff..." Sam started.
"Listen, there's nothing we can do right now," Raff interrupted. "He might still be out there waiting for us to run out of the cabin so we'll just stay put," he ordered. "You take the first watch and wake me in four hours. We'll switch in another four hours."
Raff saw the worried look on his brother's face. "Take it easy Sam. It's all we can do right now."
The next morning as Raff and Sam were drinking coffee a bullet came through the peephole in the front door and struck the back wall of the cabin. Raff and Sam fell to the floor. What the hell? Raff thought and then he heard Casey. He slowly stood and went to one of the front windows. Carefully he opened the shutter just far enough to look out.
He saw Casey standing in the open with what looked like a sniper rifle propped on his hip. Raff opened the shutter a little more. A bullet broke the window pane and hit a cabinet.
"Hey Raff can you hear me?"
"Yeah, I hear you. What's on your mind?"
Casey had to admire Raff's response. Not many would be that cool in this situation, he thought. Course maybe he's just too dumb to be afraid. "Raff, open the door and look at what I left for you," Casey ordered. "I'll hold my fire."
Raff went to the door and slowly opened it. Lying on the porch was the Jeep's missing ignition coil. "Yeah, I see it. So what?"
"I'll give you the same deal I offered yesterday. You three take what food you can carry, hike back to your car, and leave us alone."
"Sure and as soon as we step out you'll shoot us down," Raff replied.
"I give you my word that you can leave." Casey waited a few seconds and added, "It's the best deal you're gonna get."
"We could just sit in here and wait you out," Raff offered.
Casey noticed a movement at the window to the left. "Tell Sam to put his pistol down or I'll put a round through his head." He threw the rifle to his should and put a bullet into the logs beside the window.
Sam ducked down and closed the shutter.
"There are two reasons that won't work for you," Casey responded. "Do you really think that the food in the cabin is all I've stashed? And second, I've got enough C4 explosives to blow the cabin to hell and back."
"You wouldn't blow up your cabin. Where would you and the girl live?"
"There's another place where we can live with all the comforts of home. We stayed there last night in fact." Casey waited a bit and asked "What'da you say Raff?"
"Why would you let us go?" Raff asked puzzled.
"Other than when Ted freaked out, you didn't hurt my lady. From what she told me you kept the other two from abusing her. The deal is for what you did, or maybe I should say what you didn't do." Casey paused and then continued, "This is your payback."
"Give us a minute to talk it over," Raff requested.
"One last thing. When you leave, drop your weapons by the door. I want to see your 9MM, Ted's .22, and the .38 Sam took from the lady."
Casey stepped back into the tree line and behind the big oak. It'd be sort of stupid to get shot now, he thought. He looked over to Dixie and grinned.
"You think they'll leave?" Dixie asked.
After a few seconds Casey answered. "It's their best move. If I don't blow up the cabin, they'll have to come out when the food runs out. I'll be there when they do."
"Hey Casey," Raff yelled. "We'll take the deal. Give us the combination to the food locker and we'll leave."
"Sorry, you can have the supplies in the cabinets but that's all," Casey answered. "Get the show on the road and come out."
"We're coming," Raff answered as he opened the door. He was the first through the door, followed by Sam supporting Ted.
"Drop your weapons," Casey ordered.
Raff had a bed roll in his left hand and pulled his pistol with his right hand, dropping it to the porch. Sam and Ted each carried a bed roll and dropped Dixie's .38 down and the .22. They began walking down the valley toward the Jeep. Raff bent over and picked up the coil and looked up as Casey stepped out into the open. Nodding at Casey, he followed Sam and Ted down the trail.
Casey waited until they were at the upper end of the valley and motioned for Dixie to go to the cabin. He slowly followed her keeping his eyes on the three men. As Casey got to the porch he picked up the three pistols and stepped inside. Inside the cabin he shut and locked the shutters.
"Lock up behind me," he told Dixie. "I'm gonna trail them and make sure they leave. I should be back in an hour or two." Casey took a step toward the door and turned back to Dixie. "One more thing....I love you," he said and pulled her into his arms. He kissed her and left.
Casey quickly caught up to Raff and the others even though he stayed in the trees. He watched as Raff replaced the coil. Ted climbed into the back seat and fell over. Raff got behind the wheel and Sam got in on the passenger side.
As the men got into their SUV, Casey stepped out into the open. He wanted Raff to know he was being watched.
"Wave at the nice man Sam," Raff said pointing to Casey standing just outside of the tree line.
"Son of a bitch," Sam said grabbing a small .380 pistol from under the seat and started to get out of the car.
"Don't be stupid," Raff ordered as he stopped Sam. "All we've got is his word that he won't shoot us. If you go after him he may decide to change his mind. He's got all the cards right now."
"We just gonna leave?" Sam asked. "Where will we go?"
"You want to stay and get shot or blown up?" Raff responded. "Once we lost the girl we lost our edge. Don't worry we'll find someplace." He started the Jeep, turned it around, and drove back down the narrow road.
Casey stayed in the brush and watched the vehicle drive away. He followed it down the trial until it turned onto the forest service road. He had a small smile on his face as he returned to the cabin.
Dixie had fixed a late lunch using MREs. Smiling Casey told her that was the best military issued packaged meals he had ever tasted. Together they cleaned up the cabin. While Dixie took the wood off the table and restacked it by the stove, Casey went around and back through the tunnel to unlatch the trap door. Never know when we might need it again, he thought.
Late that afternoon, they went up the hill to the radio. Casey had missed a couple of days of the news. They caught the afternoon broadcast. The news was both good and bad. The National Guard had been deployed to the city and they were slowly stabilizing the area. The Guard had taken control of several of the food warehouses and was rationing food to the citizens. Everyone who came to the distribution points got something; maybe not as much as before the "virus" but more than they had been getting.
Electricity and gas were still a problem but actions were being taken to improve the availability. One of the first things the government had done was to take control of the water treatment plants. They brought in gasoline generators to power the pumps and water was again flowing into the homes. However the Guard didn't control enough of the city to stop the roving gangs. That was still a big problem. The rest of the broadcast was basically horror stories of what was still going on in some parts of the city.
Casey turned the radio off, disconnected the antennae leads, and hid the radio again. He and Dixie went back to the cabin for the evening. After dinner sitting at the table they talked about the last couple of days.
"I'm sorry Casey," Dixie said. "I should have locked up as soon as I saw Raff, like you told me."
"For what? Being human?" He replied. "You gave a man some food; that was a compassionate thing to do. They set up an ambush and took advantage of your good intentions." Besides you're safe now and that's all that matters."
Dixie smiled her thanks. "That was a good shot, this morning. I knew you were pretty good but I didn't realize how good."
Casey nodded and stared at the wall for a few seconds. "Dixie I need to tell you something. It might change your mind about me but I have to tell you."
He hesitated and then told her about being a sniper. Casey described some of his missions and finally told her about the boy he'd accidentally shot. "That's the real reason I let Raff and the others go. I'm tired of hunting and killing men. Oh, I'll do it if needs be but I'd rather find some other way." He was silent for what seemed like an eternity and added, "If you want to go your own way after the crisis is over, I'll understand."
Dixie stood, walked over to Casey, and sat on his lap. Putting her arms around his neck said "You're not getting rid of me that easy Mr. Stewart. I'm not going anywhere. You're stuck with me for the next hundred years or so."
The rest of the evening was spent celebrating. A bed's a hell of a lot better than a sleeping bag on a rock floor, Casey thought. He looked down at Dixie sleeping with her head on his shoulder and smiled.
********************
Raff drove for about ten miles and pulled into a clearing. Sam had been napping and woke up as the Jeep stopped.
"Why are we stopping?" Sam asked.
"We're gonna give Casey and the girl a chance to calm down and then we're going back," Raff answered.
"But he made us leave our guns. What are we gonna do, talk him to death?"
Raff smiled and got out. He went to the rear of the Jeep and opened the hatch. "Casey made a bad mistake. He forgot about this." Raff opened his bedroll to show Sam the .22 Magnum rifle he'd taken from the cabin. That with the small .380 pistol from under the Jeeps seat gave them incentive to act.
"I was able to conceal it in my bedroll by collapsing the stock," Rafe said holding up the rifle. "We'll wait here for a few hours and go back. There's gonna be a full moon tonight so we'll be able to see the road to walk in." Sam smiled and nodded. Raff continued, "We'll set up in the tree line in front of the cabin and wait for morning. When Casey comes out I'll put him down and we can take over the cabin again."
At midnight, with a full moon lighting the way, Raff drove back to where the Jeep had been parked before. The three men walked back up the valley but this time they stayed at the edge of the tree line. Raff pointed to the spots he wanted his partners to hide and he sat down behind the same big oak that Casey had used as cover.
It was just after daybreak when Casey and Dixie walked out of the cabin onto the porch. There was no indication how long it would be before they could safely return to the city so Casey was going hunting. He was carrying a shotgun.
"I'll try for a couple of grouse," Casey told Dixie.
"Grouse?" She asked not familiar with the term.
"They're like a partridge or pheasant," he explained with a smile.
He stepped off the porch a little way and turned to wave to her. A shot rang out and Casey dropped to the ground. Dixie screamed and ran to him. He was unconscious and had a crease on the side of his head where the bullet had grazed him. She heard someone running toward them and looked up. Raff, with a big grin on his face, along with Sam and Ted were running toward Casey and Dixie.
To Be Continued...
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********************

Dixie didn't hesitate; without thinking about it she picked up the shotgun and blazed away at the three men. She hit Raff first because he had the rifle in his hand. Then she quickly shot Sam and Ted before they could stop their headlong rush and get a gun up. In a space of a few seconds there were three men on the ground.
Dixie stood and examined the three. Raff had been hit in the stomach, Sam and Ted weren't in any better shape. All three were dead. She looked at the men for a few seconds and said, "Hell to Pay guys is sometimes more than expected."
Dixie heard Casey moan and turned back to see him trying to sit up. "Stay still for a minute," she ordered. "You got hit but you're okay."
Dixie ran inside and brought the first aid kit back to Casey. Head wounds bleed a lot and Casey had blood running down his face. She quickly cleaned up the blood and applied a liberal amount of antiseptic ointment to the wound. Dixie put a dressing over the crease and held it in place by winding a gauze roll around Casey's head.
"You look like a mummy," she said with a smile when she finished.
Casey gave her a weak smile and asked, "What happened?" He looked around and saw the three bodies. He looked back at Dixie and repeated, "What happened?"
"Never mind that right now," she replied. "How are you feeling?"
He put his hand up and adjusted the bandage. "I'm a little dizzy but that's going away. And I've got a headache."
"C'mon let's get you inside. I think a couple of aspirins are called for."
Casey leaned on Dixie and made it inside to a chair. She went back outside and brought the shotgun and the .22 Magnum into the cabin.
He watched her for and minute and said, "Now, tell me what happened."
Dixie brought him some water and sat down next to him. "We made them leave their pistols but we forgot about that," she said pointing to the .22 Magnum. "Raff and the others came back and set up an ambush. When you went down they started running toward us." Dixie stopped for several seconds, took a deep breath and said simply, "I picked up your shotgun and stopped them."
Casey let her sit quietly for a bit. "Good thing Raff wasn't a better shot. Two inches to the right and I would've been in trouble." He took Dixie's hand and said, "Thank you."
"What are we going to do with the bodies? Dixie asked.
Casey was quiet for a bit and then answered, "There's another abandoned mine shaft near where their Jeep was parked. This one goes straight down for about a hundred feet. We'll dump the bodies there and cover them."
Dixie shuddered. "Seems sort of heartless, doesn't it?"
"Maybe so," Casey replied shrugging his shoulders. "But I doubt they worried too much about what to do with my body after they killed me." He hesitated and said, "I doubt they would have worried too much about you either."
Dixie nodded and hugged Casey. She made him sit and rest before she'd let him get up. They held each other most of the day, Casey recovering from his wound and Dixie coming to grips with having to kill three men.
"I know I shot them to protect you and me, but it still bothers me that I had to killed them," Dixie admitted. "Does this feeling ever go away?"
Casey hugged her to him. "It gets easier but it never really goes away. You have to remember why you shot them."
He put his hand under her chin, raised her head from his chest, and looked her in the eye. "You had to choose between them or us. For my part I think you made the right choice," he added with a smile.
Late that afternoon, the two of them hiked to the end of the valley to inspect the mine shaft. It was just as Casey described; a hole in the ground about ten by six feet. While they were looking at the hole, Casey saw the Jeep parked almost exactly where it had been before.
Casey drove the Jeep back to the cabin and with Dixie's help loaded the bodies into the back. They returned to the mine shaft and quickly dumped the bodies into the dark hole. Dixie stood for a minute with her head bowed saying a silent prayer for the men. Casey respected her silence and stood to the side.
He told Dixie to take cover behind the Jeep. She saw Casey drop a small canvas bag into the hole and then he ran to join her. Ten seconds later there was an explosion, the ground shook and the mine shaft collapsed in on itself.
"What was that?" Dixie asked.
"That was C4," Casey answered.
"I thought you were kidding about the C4. I thought it was just a bluff to make Raff give up."
"A bluff only works if you're willing to follow through with it," he replied. "C'mon let's get some rest."

********************

Casey and Dixie changed a few things over the next month and a half. They were seldom if ever away from each other. Raff and the other two had been able to do what they did because Dixie was alone at the cabin. Casey was determined that she wouldn't be left alone again.
They made the hike to Casey's truck and brought the supplies to the cabin. Casey and Dixie returned the truck to the gulley and camouflaged it again. He said the reasons they'd left there were still valid. They did bring Raff's Jeep up to the cabin and filled the gas tank from some of the jerry cans in the storage cave. Every four or five days they would make a trip to the truck to start and run it for several minutes. Each time, after they were done, Casey would hide the ignition coil.
"If we have to make a run for it I don't want to worry about the Ford starting," Casey explained.
Casey had decided to supplement their supplies by returning to hunting. He set snares for rabbits and birds and checked them every day. Casey used his bow for most of the hunting. It wouldn't give away their position like the sound of a rifle shot. Dixie went with him on his hunts. She was fairly quiet in the woods, but Casey was a ghost. He moved with so little noise that he could almost walk right up on his target. Casey taught Dixie how to be quieter.
Twice a day they would hook up the radio and listen to the reports from the city. The Nation Guard and the police were gaining more control and the government had finally found a way to stop the spread of the computer virus. Some strides had been made to restore things to normal but the city was still a dangerous place to be.
"When are we going back?" Dixie asked one morning at breakfast.
"We could go now if you want to. I think our apartments are in the safe zone," Casey replied.
"When we go back there won't be any of this your apartment or my apartment nonsense. We'll live together," Dixie said smiling. "I've gotten to like having you around all the time."
"If we go back we won't live as well as we do here. We'll have to live with the rationing. They won't let us keep our own food supplies." Casey stopped and thought. "My sales job isn't there anymore and the bank you worked at is closed too."
"I don't know if I want to leave this," Dixie said looking around.
"We don't have to leave. I told you before we can stay here for months, maybe years now that we're hunting." Casey put his hand on Dixie's shoulder. "If you want to go back we will but I'd rather stay here for a while longer."
Dixie put her arms around his waist and nodded in agreement.

********************

Coming back from a hunting trip carrying two pheasants, Casey stopped holding up his hand to Dixie who was following him. He signaled her to be quiet and to indicate that three people were on the front porch of the cabin. They stopped inside the tree line, knelt down, and watched.
A woman of about thirty five, a young boy appearing to be about twelve or so and an even younger girl were at the door of the cabin. The woman knocked on the door and waited for an answer. She knocked a second time and when she didn't get an answer led the boy and girl around the side of the cabin to the back. Casey and Dixie, staying in the tree line, moved so that they could watch the three.
There was a bag of empty food cans that Casey had planned to dispose of the next day. The boy saw the bag and rummaged through it. He pulled out a few of them and ran his finger around the inside of one. Pulling his finger out he showed the woman and the girl the remains of what had been in the can. He stuck his finger in his mouth and sucked off the leftover food. The girl quickly grabbed a can and did the same thing.
Casey and Dixie had planted a small garden to supplement their food supply. It wasn't big and was mostly radishes, onions, and carrots. The woman pulled a few of the plants, cleaned off the dirt and gave the children several onions and radishes. She ate a couple of radishes too. The three were gaunt and dirty and seemed tired. It was obvious that they'd had a hard time and were about done in.
Casey and Dixie had been checking the strangers back trail to make sure they were alone. He stepped out of the tree line so the three could see him while Dixie stayed under cover. The woman stiffened and called the children to her. The boy was carrying a baseball bat and stepped in front of the woman and girl. He raised the bat in a defensive position.
"That's my garden," Casey said.
"Leave us alone Mister," the boy said with fear in his voice. "All we took was a few onions."
Casey smiled at the boy. He admired the youngster's bravery and his willingness to protect the woman and girl. "Who are you ma'am? Where did you come from?"
The woman stepped forward, nervously eying the bow in Casey's hand. "I'm Sally Douglas and this is my son John and daughter Mary," she replied. "I'm sorry for stealing from your garden. We haven't had anything to eat for two days except some packaged cheese crackers and a handful of raisins."
"Where is your husband Mrs. Douglas?" Casey asked as he slowly stepped closer.
Before Sally could answer, John spoke up. "My dad doesn't live with us anymore. He left a long time ago."
Casey nodded and looked at the woman. "John Sr. and I split up," Sally offered. "He decided he didn't want to be tied down as a father or a husband, so he left. We haven't heard from him for five years."
"And how did you come to be here raiding my garden?" Casey asked with a smile to show he wasn't upset.
"We live, or I guess I should say lived, in Lemay. That's a suburb of St. Louis," Sally told him. Casey nodded that he knew Lemay and she continued, "I was a nurse at St. Alexius Hospital in south St. Louis but it became very dangerous. The gangs started raiding the hospital for drugs and other supplies so I quit going to work. We were okay at home for a while after the problems started but when the National Guard took over St. Louis we started having some trouble. They forced a lot of the gangs out of the city and our neighborhood was attacked several times." Sally stopped talking as Dixie stepped out of the tree line behind Casey.
"Hi Mrs. Douglas. Hi kids," Dixie greeted them. Turning to Casey with a smile she asked, "Their story can be told over breakfast, don't you think Casey?"
He nodded. "Of course, I'm sorry Mrs. Douglas. Living here alone has apparently made me forget my manners. Just a minute please." Casey went around to the front of the cabin, went in, and came to open the back door. "Please come in," he said.
Sally hesitated and Dixie came to her and took her hand. "It's okay Sally," she said gently leading her into the cabin. Dixie pointed to the kitchen table. "You guys sit down and we'll get you some breakfast," Dixie suggested. "I'm sorry all we have are powdered eggs but we do have some ham slices and potatoes."
The children smiled and nodded their heads; powdered eggs, ham, and potatoes would be fine for them. Sally looked on in wonder as Dixie and Casey began to cook breakfast for her children and herself. She watched for a minute and then broke down into tears.
Dixie quickly went to her and put her arm around Sally's shoulders. John watched his mother with concern and Mary walked over and took Sally's hand.
"What's wrong Momma?" Mary asked.
"Your Momma's just happy that you all are going to get something to eat," Dixie explained smiling at the little girl. "Sometimes people cry when they're happy." Dixie caught Casey's eye and motioned with her head toward the door.
"C'mon kids, let's go check the snares while your mom and Dixie fix breakfast," he suggested. "Maybe we caught something for supper."
John didn't want to leave his mother but Sally nodded at him. He took Mary's hand and followed Casey out of the cabin. On the way out Mary said, "That's silly. I don't cry when I'm happy, I laugh."
About an hour later Casey and his two helpers returned after checking the snares. John was carrying a rabbit and his sister carried a pheasant. Mary had told Casey she didn't mind carrying the funny looking chicken but that she didn't want to carry Bugs Bunny.
Breakfast was waiting and after washing up, the three hunters sat down at the table. The next few minutes were quiet except for the sound of forks scraping against a plate. After everyone was done, Casey took the kids to the front part of the house to keep them busy while Sally told her story to Dixie. He told the children about the different types of animals that lived in the hills.
Dixie watched him with the children for a minute or two. It's like Casey is two different men, she thought. With me and the children he's as gentle and kind as anyone I've ever known. But with Raff, Sam, and Ted he was ready to kill them with that sniper rifle of his.
Turning back to Sally, Dixie poured them another cup of coffee and said, "Now that you and the children are fed tell us how you came to be up here in these hills."
"Like I said, when the government took over in St. Louis it forced some of the gangs and thieves to leave the city. After the second or third attack, Jim Taylor our next door neighbor suggested that the kids and I move in with him. He said it would be easier to protect one house than two. It made sense so we took all of our food and supplies and moved into his house."
Sally stopped for a few seconds with a faraway look in her eyes. "Two days after the move, we were attacked again, this time by three men. Jim chased them off with his rifle. It was a couple of days afterwards that he began to change. Or maybe he just started showing his true nature."
She shuddered and continued, "I heard Jim yell out in pain from the back of the house and ran to see what had happened. I thought we were under attack again. When I got to the back bedroom, John was standing in the corner holding a bat with Mary behind him. Jim was holding his wrist and cussing at John."
"He tried to do bad things to me and Mary," John added listening to his mother's story. "Momma had warned us about anyone touching us where they weren't supposed to. So I hit him with my bat."
Sally smiled and looked over at her son. "He certainly did and if I hadn't stopped him, John would have hit him again." She paused for a few seconds thinking of what Jim had tried to do. "Anyway, while Jim was wrapping up his wrist we stole his truck and made a run for it. Unfortunately we left all our food and supplies at Jim's house."
"Where were you running to?" Dixie asked. "Do you have family or friends nearby?"
"I didn't think about where we were going, just about getting away from that son of....I mean that horrible man," Sally answered. "We drove the back roads south and west and ran out of gas about two miles from here. I knew there is a little town over this way somewhere so we decided to go there. Then we found your place."
Casey stood and went to the storage room of the cabin. He came back carrying two sleeping bags. Handing John one he directed him to spread it out. "You guys lie down for a while and rest up," he told John and Mary. Turning to Sally he said, "You can use the cot next to them. Y'all must be tired."
John and Mary thought it was great fun using the sleeping bags inside a house. Soon they were sleeping and Sally wasn't far behind. Casey motioned for Dixie to follow him outside. Out of habit he picked up his .223 rifle as he stepped through the door and Dixie grabbed her shotgun.
They walked a short distance away from the cabin. "Casey we can't just let them go on," Dixie said. "They'll never make it"
Casey nodded and replied, "If Sally wants to leave we can't stop her Honey. We can help with food and gas but we can't stop her."
"I know, but...." Dixie started.
"Don't get all upset," Casey interrupted. "I've got an idea. Let's wait until after supper and I'll spring it on them."
Late that afternoon Casey took John and Mary out to the back of the cabin with him. "If you guys are gonna be hunters you've got to learn to skin and clean your catch."
He had a fire going with a big pot of water boiling on it. Casey dipped the pheasant in the boiling water and after about thirty seconds pulled it out. He shook the bird until most of the water was gone and handed it to Mary.
"Here little one, use this stump as a table and pluck all the feathers off," Casey instructed and showed her how to pull the feathers. "Save the big ones from the tail and the wings."
Turning to John he said, "C'mon, I'll show you how to skin and gut a rabbit." He showed the boy how to cut the skin so he could peel it off in one piece. Then he had him cut open the body and pull out the intestines.
Casey waited to see if John would be put off by the necessities of living off the land. The only comment John made was when he cleaned the body cavity. "Smells gross," he said and continued to work.
Mary worked hard to get the feathers off the "funny looking chicken" and soon had the bird plucked clean. Casey gutted the bird and washed it. Then he held the pheasant close to the fire turning it.
"That will singe off any feathers we missed," he explained. The three "hunters" put their kill on a spit and began to cook it over an open fire.
Dixie and Sally had wrapped a few potatoes in foil and Casey threw them into the coals. "We'll have roast pheasant tonight with baked potatoes," he said. "Tomorrow we'll cut up the rabbit and make a stew with it and the leftover potatoes. We might even add a can of carrots or tomatoes just to give it extra flavor."
"That's more than we've had to eat in at one time in over a week," Sally said after supper. "Thank you."
"Let's get things cleaned up," Casey said. "We should discuss what you're going to do Sally. I've got a proposition for you."
Sally stiffed and looked hard at Casey. He saw her reaction and quickly said, "It's not that kind of proposition Mrs. Douglas."
Still a little wary, Sally nodded and helped with the clean up. Dixie got the children interested in one of the outdoor magazines in the cabin so Casey and Sally could talk.
"Sally the way I look at it, you've got two options here," Casey said. "You and the kids can go your own way. If that's what you decide, we'll give you gas for your truck and supplies to take with you. Or..."
"Or what?" Sally asked still concerned about Casey's use of the word proposition.
"Or you guys can stay here with us." Casey leaned forward in his chair. "It won't be charity; we can use your help."
"Our help?"
"Yes. When I go hunting Dixie is always with me," Casey explained. "We're never more than a few steps away from each other."
Sally smiled a little and said, "I've noticed that."
"When we hunt there's no one at the cabin. If someone should find the place it could be nasty when we come back. You could be a sort of rear guard for us. See what I mean?" Casey asked.



She nodded and Casey continued, "I've got some walky talkies and we can stay in contact with you at the cabin while we're hunting. If anyone shows up give us a call and we'll come a runnin."
Dixie had wandered over and said, "You help us and we'll help you. You'll have food and a safe place to live. Probably more important to you, your children will be safe too."
"Think it over Sally," Casey said. "Sleep on it and give us your decision in the morning." Casey stood and stretched. "I'm done talkin ladies, I'm headed for bed. Y'all stay up as late as you want. Good night."
The next morning after a breakfast of oatmeal and some canned bacon, Casey strapped on his .357 and picked up his bow.
"I'm gonna check the snares," Casey told the ladies. "Should be back in about an hour, then we'll go listen to the radio and see if things are getting back to normal. Dixie you know the drill."
"Yes dear," Dixie responded. "Stay close to the cabin and if anybody shows up call you on the Walkie Talkie."
Sally nodded and watched the two say goodbye. It's nice of them offering to let us stay, she thought. It's nice that they've made up a story to make me feel useful if we do stay. I don't know how long it will be before we can go home or even if I want to go home. Stay or go, either way we're in better shape than when we got here.
An hour later, Casey returned carrying two rabbits. John offered to clean them so Casey handed them to the boy. He and Dixie climbed the hill, attached the antennae to the radio and listened to the latest reports from the city and the country.
The National Guard had begun to restore the infrastructure. They had managed to get the water plants fully up and running and would soon have the electric generating plants back online. Government IT people had finally found a way to eradicate the virus. It would take time to erase it from all computers and to repair the damage it caused but progress was being made.
A government agency spokesman said that no group or one person had claimed responsibility for the virus. The agency believed that it was an experiment that had gotten out of hand. He said there was no indication that terrorists or hackers were involved.
The spokesman added that the citizens who had left their homes could return safely. The gangs that had taken over the cities were being dealt with. There was still rationing of food and supplies but according to the reports everything would be back to normal in a couple of months. Then the people could go back to their lives.
The radio station said the next report would be at midday and soon they would be broadcasting as they had before the virus.
Casey disconnected the antennae and put the radio back in its hiding place. He looked at Dixie and shook his head. "Bullshit," he said. "It could take months before this is all sorted out."
"You really think so?" Dixie questioned.
Nodding his head Casey replied, "It will be quite awhile before the government can give up control over the cities and effected areas." He stared down at the cabin for a few seconds. "You really want to go back Dixie? We can stay here for a long, long, time."
Dixie was quiet and then said, "We can't stay here forever."
"Yeah, but by that time maybe things will be better in the small towns around here." Casey smiled and added,
Casey saw Dixie's hesitation. "No matter what they say, your job at the bank won't be reinstated for some time, maybe months. But....If you want to go back, I'll take you."
"Will you come with me?"
"No. I'll get you back to a safe zone in the city and then I'll come back here." He shook his head. "I don't want some government bureaucrat taking my guns and food supplies and then telling me when and how much I can eat. I'll do better out here."
Dixie stared at Casey for several minutes. He sat quietly and waited for her decision. Finally she sighed, took a deep breath and said. "I think I'd rather decide when and what I eat for myself too." She smiled and added, "I didn't like being in that office all day anyway."
Casey grabbed her and pulled her to him. After kissing her he took Dixie's hand and led her to the storage cave. They spent a little over an hour in the cave; it was the only privacy they'd had since Sally and the children came into their lives.
On the way back to the cabin Casey smiled and said, "If Sally stays we'll have to figure a way to get some alone time."
Dixie nodded and returned his smile.
Sally, John, and Mary were sitting in front of the cabin when they returned. She had a shotgun lying across her lap as she watched the children play.
"Have trouble?" Casey asked.
"No, but I remembered what my Dad taught me," Sally replied. Casey raised an eyebrow and she said, "He said that the only time you needed a gun was when you need one."
Casey chuckled. "I didn't mention it before but if you want to go back home I'll take you there. Have you made a decision?"
Sally nodded. "I think we'd better stay here and be your rear guard," she said with a smile. Maybe later we can go back to the city."
John spoke up and said, "I want to learn to use your bow Mr. Casey."
"I guess that decides it," Casey said and laughed. "You'll have to stay now."

********************

Over the next two months the three adults and two children became if not a family, the closest thing to it. Casey found he really enjoyed teaching John about the outdoors. Mary tagged along on some of their hikes and she learned to be very quiet in the woods. Dixie taught Sally the finer points of hunting and tracking.
Casey and Sally hiked to the stranded truck with a can of gas and brought the four wheel drive vehicle back to the cabin. He showed Sally how to pull and reconnect the ignition coil, hiding it nearby.
A couple of days later, Sally watched Casey and John return from a hunting trip carrying a turkey. Casey handed John the bird and the boy took it around to the back of the cabin to clean it. Mary followed saying that she'd help with the 'big chicken', which brought a smile to both Casey and Sally's face.
"Why not use a gun instead of your bow?" Sally asked. "I would guess you have to get much closer with a bow."
"You do, but a bow doesn't make any noise," Casey answered. "The sound of a gunshot carries a long way and I don't know who's around to hear it." He grinned at Sally and added, "The next visitors might not be as nice as you guys."
Becoming more serious Sally asked, "When do you think things will be back to normal?
Dixie came out onto the porch and heard Sally's question. "It'll be a while yet, but even then we've decided we're not going back to St. Louis. At least, not any time soon."
Casey nodded. "We'll get you to where you want to go but we're staying here."
Sally stared at them for a few seconds. "I've got no reason to go back. The house was a rental and with that ass living next door I wouldn't feel safe." After pausing she said, "But I need to get John and Mary back to a normal life. They need to go to school and interact with other children."
"Let's wait a while and see how the recovery goes," Dixie suggested. Sally nodded her agreement.
Two weeks later Casey made a scouting trip to the little town closest to them. Winona was about fifty miles distance so he took the Jeep. Dixie and John wanted to go with him.
"I can travel faster by myself if something goes wrong," Casey told them. He hugged Dixie and promised, "I'll be back late this afternoon. I'll drive close to town, do a quiet scout to see how things are, and come back."
"But why do you have to go?" Dixie asked. She was worried about the possible problems he could encounter.
"I think the smaller towns have gotten by better than the big cities. Winona is a farming community and they should be okay. It might be our contact with the outside world."
The next morning Casey was ready to go. Sally smiled and patted his shoulder, John shook his hand, and Dixie hugged and kissed him. "Come back safe please," Dixie ordered.
Casey drove forest service trails and back roads to within two miles of the small community of Winona which sat in a valley surrounded by hills. The only road into and out of town wound around through the hills and the forest. He parked the Jeep in a ravine, covered it with brush, and hiked through the woods to a small hill overlooking the town. He saw a three vehicle caravan circle the town using a forest road and disappear over the hill. One of the vehicles looked like a military Humvee and it looked like they were trying to stay out of sight.
Casey knelt down behind a hickory tree and scanned the town with his binoculars; he smiled as he watched the people. The only things out of the ordinary were the road blocks on the two roads leading into town and guards walking sentry duty on the water tower. People were walking on the main street, stopping to talk to friends. Stores were open and doing business. A more or less steady stream of trucks made their way through the roadblocks bringing crops into town.
Casey sat for over an hour watching and decided to approach one of the road blocks. Might as well find out what our options are he thought as he walked out of the tree line. He walked toward the roadblock with his rifle slung over his shoulder and his hands held at shoulder height with his palms facing forward. I don't want to get shot, especially by accident he told himself.
"Stop right there Mister," one of the young men guarding the road block yelled as Casey got about twenty yards from the barricade. "What do you want?"
"Like to talk to your mayor or someone in charge if I could," Casey answered.
The guard nodded and ordered, "Stay right there, lay your rifle on the ground and step back. We'll send for Mayor Stephens."
Casey shook his head. "Don't think I want to give up my rifle Son. I'll just wait over by that tree." He walked over to a tree by the side of the road and leaned against it.
It was close to ten minutes before he saw an opening appear in the barricade. An older man walked through the opening followed closely by the young guard and another man. The two guards were carrying what looked like hunting rifles, the older man was unarmed.
Casey slowly slid the sling holding his rifle off his shoulder and leaned the weapon against the tree. He stepped away from the tree and went to meet the three men.
"Howdy, I'm Tony Jackson. The Mayor and I guess you could say the officer in charge of Winona."
"Hello Mr. Jackson. I'm Casey Stewart."
"You'll have to excuse young Jimmy here," Jackson said pointing to the young guard. "We had some trouble with a couple of drifters last week and he's a mite skittish."
"No harm done," Casey replied and smiled at the young guard. Jimmy was about 30 years old, the same age as Casey. But Casey's experience in life made him seem much older. "What kind of trouble?" The question was directed at Mayor Jackson.
"The men came into town asking for food. Said they were willing to work for it. We told them we'd let them work for a couple of days but they'd have to leave after that. Their second day here, they roughed up one of our womenfolk, stole some supplies and tried to steal a car. They didn't make it." Jackson stopped and frowned as if thinking of something unpleasant. "We buried them behind that hill yonder."
Casey nodded. "I guess there are bad ones all over right now," he said. "Had something similar happen at my cabin." He could see the Mayor was curious. Casey told him about Rafe and the other two.
"He almost got lucky," Casey said pointing to the scar on the side of his head.
"What happened to them?"
"My fiancée shot them when they came in to make sure of their kill," Casey answered. "We dumped them down a mine shaft."
The Mayor shook his head and gave Casey a small smile. "Jimmy, go get Mr. Stewart and I some coffee," Jackson ordered. "You go with him Charley," he said to the other guard. "Let's grab a seat in the shade of that tree and talk for a bit."
Casey and Mayor Jackson walked over to the tree where his rifle was and sat down in the shade. Jimmy returned with a coffee pot and two cups. By the time the coffee in the pot was finished it was Casey and Tony instead of Mr. Stewart and Mayor Jackson.
Tony explained that when the troubles came, everyone in town joined together. The owners of the grocery store, general store, gas station, and other businesses basically gave their inventories to the town. Tony made sure the owners received receipts for everything the town took. They would be repaid from the town coffers when normal deliveries began.
"I've got a problem Tony, well a situation really, that you might be able to help me with," Casey said. He explained about Sally and her two children. "She wants a normal life for her kids and my cabin isn't the place for them over the long haul."
Tony nodded and asked, "What can I do to help?"
"Let me talk to her and then bring her down to meet your people and see your town. That is, if you are willing to consider letting them stay in Winona?" Casey requested.
"Does she have some skills we can use? If she does we'll see what we can do. I can't just let everybody that needs a place to stay come into town," Tony responded. "In Winona you do your share or you don't eat."
"You got a use for a registered nurse?" Casey asked with a smile. "Sally worked at St. Alexius Hospital before the trouble started."
Now smiling Tony answered, "I think we can find a spot for Mrs. Douglas and her children. Doc Gibson has been working too hard and needs help. Yes sir, I'm sure we have room for her."
"I'll head back and talk to Sally. We'll come for a visit in a couple of days and see how y'all get along." Casey paused and added, "I won't make her leave my place; Sally and the kids are welcome as long as she wants to stay. But if she wants to move here I'll help her."
Casey hiked back to the Jeep and returned to the cabin. It was early evening when he pulled in next to the cabin. Dixie was the first to greet him as he stepped out of the SUV with John right behind her.
"What did you find out?" Dixie asked.
"Did you see any kids?" John questioned. "Do they have a school? Are we going to move there?"
"Easy everybody," Casey replied laughing. "Let me get some supper and I'll tell you all about Winona."
After eating he told them about his meeting with Tony Jackson. Casey explained that the town could use a trained nurse to help the doctor and that Sally would be welcome.
"Why don't we use your truck and go visit?" Casey suggested. "If you like the place you and the kids can stay."
"Will you be moving too Mr. Casey?" John asked.
"Oh, please do," Mary said.
"We can talk about that in the morning," he replied.
"Come on kids, it's time for bed," Sally told them. While she got the children ready for bed, Casey and Dixie stepped outside to talk.
"It's a nice town Honey," Casey said. "They've done well and kept the place going in spite of things going to hell."
"Do you want to go with Sally and the kids to Winona?" Dixie asked.
"I could live there easier than in St. Louis," Casey replied. "But no, truthfully I'd rather stay at the cabin. But if you want to move there, we'll go"
Dixie thought for a several seconds. "I'm sure going to miss Sally and the kids, but maybe we can go visit them once in awhile," she said with a smile. She hugged Casey and almost whispered, "I'm staying with you."
They returned to the cabin and made plans with Sally for the visit to Winona. Early the next morning Casey hiked to his hidden truck and brought the big Ford back to the cabin. He took a jerry can of gas to the Ford 4 x 4 that Sally and the children had driven from Lemay and then brought it back to the cabin.
Getting ready to leave, Casey put his sniper rifle in the front handing Dixie the .223 as she got into the front passenger seat. Sally, John, and Mary climbed into their truck, Casey handed her one of the shotguns.
"Are all these guns necessary?" Sally asked.
"Remember what your dad said," Casey replied. "You never need a weapon until you need it." He smiled at Sally and added, "There are still some bad people running around out there. We'll be like the Boy Scouts and be prepared."
Casey and Dixie led the way with Sally following in her truck. It took them almost two hours to drive to Winona using back roads and forest service trails. There was one more hill to go over before they reached the town when Casey suddenly stopped his truck at the base. He stepped out of the cab and listened. There was gunfire coming from the direction of Winona.
Casey motioned for Dixie to get behind the wheel. "Sounds like our friends have company," he said. "I'm going to scout ahead and see what's going on. Dixie you guys stay here and if I signal, get the hell out of Dodge. You too Sally. Okay?"
Dixie nodded. Casey pulled his sniper rifle from the truck, gave Dixie a kiss, and climbed to just below the crest of the hill and peeked over. Below him on the road into town the three vehicles he'd seen skirting the area on his last visit were parked about fifty yards from the roadblock guarding the main street into Winona. The lead vehicle was an armored Humvee with a M239 SAW machine gun mounted in a turret.
I was right, Casey thought. It was a military vehicle. The Saw opened up on the roadblock and the men behind it. All the guards could do was squat down behind the two cars that made up the barricade. The Saw was cutting through them and Casey saw two of the guards get hit. The wounded were dragged away and two more men took their place.
Casey counted seven men attacking the town. He could see townspeople on top of a few buildings firing back at their attackers. The turret gave the gunner cover and the other raiders stayed behind the armored Humvee for protection. One of the men knelt down with what looked like an RPG, getting ready to fire at the barricade.
Oh hell no, Casey thought as brought his rifle to his should and took aim. He fired and the man with the RPG slumped to the ground. The man next to him looked around trying to see where the shot came from. The suppressor on the Remington 700 didn't make the rifle totally silent but it was close enough in this situation. Casey's next shot took out the man firing the SAW. Another man jumped into the turret to take over the machine gun; he was the next one to die.
The four remaining men didn't know which way to face. One tried to get into the Humvee but shots from the town cut him down. One of the last two men tried to get to the machine gun and Casey put him down. The last man put his hands over his head, trying to surrender.
Casey was torn. If he let the man live he would be another mouth to feed and a drain on the town. He would also have to be jailed as they couldn't let him run loose. On the other hand, shooting him when he was giving up could be thought of as murder. Legal ramifications didn't bother Casey, it was a moral issue. There was quite a difference servicing targets in a firefight and killing an unarmed man with his hands in the air.
The decision was taken out of Casey's hands as one of the town guards ran around the Humvee and shot the man at point blank range. The seven attackers were now seven dead men. Works for me, Casey thought as he started back toward Dixie and the others.
Dixie and Sally had the trucks running and turned around. Dixie was standing by the open driver's door as she looked up the hill for Casey. She saw him returning at his natural walk and shut the truck down. When Casey got within a hundred feet Dixie ran out to meet him.
"Are you okay?" She asked as she ran her hands over his upper body.
Casey smiled and replied as he pushed her hands away, "Please Honey, not in front of the kids." Then he hugged her and said, "I'm fine but a few raiders that attacked the town made a bad career move."



He quickly explained what had happened and loaded everyone into Sally's truck, leaving his Ford at the base of the hill. Casey drove along the fire trail until it bisected the road into Winona and turned toward the town. After coming out from behind the hill he drove slowly toward the town, blowing his horn every hundred feet or so.
At Dixie's questioning look he said, "I don't want to surprise the guards while they're still on an adrenaline rush from the fight. The horn will let them know we're coming."
He stopped about thirty feet from the Humvee and got out of the truck. Casey held his rifle in the crook of his arm. "Is Mayor Jackson around?"
Jimmy, the guard that had met Casey before, was one of the men cleaning up after the attack. He walked out to meet Casey.
"Hi Mr. Stewart," he said extending his hand. Looking at the rifle in Casey's arms he asked, "Was that you up on the hill?"
Casey nodded and the boy continued, "Things were about to get right interesting before you jumped in. We were having a real problem with that machine gun."
Tony Jackson arrived and asked the same question. "Was that you shooting from up on the hill?" Casey nodded again. "Thanks, we were getting the hell shot out of us. Is our Florence Nightingale with you? We could sure use her help right now. We've got several wounded."
Casey motioned back to the truck. "Sally they've got wounded. Could you give them a hand?"
Sally got out the truck and joined Casey and the Mayor. After Casey introduced her she asked, "Where are your injured people?"
Jimmy looked at Sally, smiled, and quickly spoke up. "Follow me Mrs. Douglas; I'll take you to our infirmary. We can drop your children off at the school building on the way."
Sally returned his smile. "Really Jimmy....Sally will do." Turning to John and Mary she said, "C'mon guys. You're going to meet some other children while I help these people."
Tony Jackson was looking at the three vehicles that had belonged to the raiders. Two were beat up trucks, not much more than junk. He directed one of his men to siphon any gas and useable oil from the trucks and push them off the road. The Humvee was a different matter.
Casey examined the Humvee. "This thing was stolen from an Army or National Guard base. It's about three years old at most." Turning to Tony he said, "You ought to use this in your roadblock. That SAW machine gun will be a great deterrent to anyone wanting to invade Winona."
"What's a SAW?" Tony asked.
"It's a light machine gun. SAW stands for Squad Automatic Weapon."
"There's not much ammo left for the gun," Tony said.
"It uses a 5.53 NATO round; that's the same as a .223," Casey told him. "I know you've got hunting rifles that caliber. Even if you don't, the sheer size of the Humvee and the fact that it's armored makes it a great barricade."
"Sounds like you know more than a little about weapons and military pieces," Tony remarked.
Casey slowly smiled and nodded. "I've had some training and experience."
"Well drive your truck on in. We'll feed you a good meal and give you a place to spend the night," Tony offered. "It's the least we can do for your help."
"The truck belongs to Sally. The truck, Sally and the kids are a package," Casey said with a smile. Dixie you drive the truck in I'll go get our truck and come back."
Jimmy got back just in time to offer to go with Casey. On the hike Jimmy was full of questions about Sally.
"Where's her husband?" Casey shrugged his shoulders and Jimmy asked, "Is she still married?"
Casey told him the story that Sally had given him. "Anything else you want to know, you'll have to ask her," he said to Jimmy smiling at the young man's interest.
Supper was a community affair. Everyone, excluding the people on guard duty, met in the school gym and ate together. Meals were packaged and taken out to the guards. The food had been prepared in the school kitchen from the town's combined supplies.
Tony finally had to ask the people to leave Casey alone and let him eat. They all wanted to thank him for his help during the raid. Dixie smiled at Casey watching him blush at the compliments and thanks of the people. Sally and the kids joined their table shortly after they began eating. After a few minutes Jimmy joined them and sat next to Sally.
Dixie and Casey smiled at Jimmy's attention and at Sally's obvious interest in the young man. If Sally stays, she won't be alone for long, Dixie thought. Casey and Dixie were given a bed in what had been a small office.
"I think Sally will be staying, don't you?" Dixie asked.
Casey smiled and answered, "Between the school and other children, being able to help as a nurse, and Jimmy I don't think there's a chance that Sally will come back with us." He hesitated and asked, "Now that you've seen the town and met the people, do you want to stay here Dixie?"
She thought for almost a minute. "I want to be with you. We can visit every week or so. That's enough civilization for me." Dixie snuggled close to Casey and went to sleep.

********************

Two days later, just after sunrise, Casey and Dixie were getting ready to return to the cabin. Tony Jackson told them they were welcome to stay.
"We owe you Casey. Without you I don't know if we could have held off that attack. You also gave us some good advice on logistics and security for our town. We'd love to have you live here with us. Beside the latest radio reports say things will be back to normal in a couple of months."
"That's what they said two months ago," Casey replied with a grin. "Nothing personal Tony but I like being on my own. If I, I mean we, lived here we'd have to follow the town's rules; I'd rather live by my own rules." Dixie nodded her agreement.
Sally, John, and Mary came to say goodbye. They hugged Dixie and then Casey. Sally said "Thank you both. You not only saved us but allowed us to become part of your family."
"Dixie and I will be back to visit in two or three weeks," Casey promised.
Getting into their truck, Casey and Dixie waved one final time while driving away toward the rising sun and a new day.
The End
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Portland Oregon 1876
"State your name for the record please," Judge Reynolds ordered the prisoner. The Judge was about 60 with a great mane of gray hair. He was a tall, slender man dressed in a frock coat, a button on collared shirt and a string tie. The Judge had a frown on his face as he looked through his Prince Nez glasses at the man standing in front of his bench.
"Johnny Burrows sir," the shaggy looking man answered. He was dressed in buckskins and Indian moccasins that had seen better days. He kept putting his hand to his head and swayed back and forth.
Reynolds looked closer at the prisoner, noticing for the first time that his hands were shackled in front of him. "Marshal Sims, why is this man wearing shackles in my courtroom?"
"Your honor, he beat the hell, excuse me, heck out of two of my Deputies last night. I thought it best we keep him trussed up."
"Remove them at once," Judge Reynolds ordered.
As the Marshal released Burrows, Reynolds thought there's no doubt that he's a "mountain man". He's got to be 6'3 or 4; if he was shorter he'd be called stocky with those broad shoulders, big arms, and huge hands. His curly bearded face and scarred hands show the years of working outdoors. The judge continued his thought; he's part of a dying breed, damn shame too.
The Judge had grown up reading and hearing stories about mountain men. Before he was Judge Reynolds he was Gerald Reynolds, a young boy that would light a candle after his parents went to bed, to read the dime novels about men like Jim Bridger and Daniel Boone.
The mountain men were usually the first white men to see new parts of the country. Stories of their exploits and adventures in the wilderness and with the Indians kept the young boy awake many a night and gave him pleasant dreams of someday being a mountain man too.
Clearly the Judge had a soft spot in his heart for this figure from history.
Judge Reynolds read the arrest warrant and saw no mention of the man's age. Burrows could be anywhere from 40 to 70 years old, Judge Reynolds told himself.
"Are you alright Mr. Burrows?"
"Yes sir, your Honor," the big man answered and then laughed. "A bit too much of who-hit-john last night."
"Who-hit-john?"
"Yes sir, you know, whiskey."
"Yes now I understand. Haven't heard it called that since I was a boy. What is your given name Mr. Burrows"
"It's Jonathan D Burrows sir. But I've been Johnny more years than Jonathan."
"What does the D stand for?"
"The D is for Daniel Judge. Back where I grew up every third or fourth man has Daniel in his name somewheres, so I don't use it much."
"And where were you raised?"
"I was born and raised in Lexington, Kentucky. Everybody back thar names their boys after Daniel Boone."
"Is Portland your home now Mr. Burrows?"
"No sir, it taint. Don't rightly have a home. I just sorta move around as the wind blows me."
"And why did you 'blow' into Portland?'
"Well sir, I led a wagon train up here to the Willamette Valley. Back in '62 it was and I just never went back south," Burrows answered.
"And you've been here in Portland since then?"
"No sir; just got back to Portland last week."
"What have you been doing since the wagon train Mr. Burrows? Tell me the story and don't make me keep asking questions please"
"Well sir, after I got the wagon train here, I put together a grub stake and decided to take a ride," Johnny said and stopped. At the look from Judge Reynolds he continued. "Decided I wanted to see Washington and Mount Rainer. I stayed there for awhile and then went to Canada. Didn't like Canada, they talk funny up there. So I came back to Portland."
"You said you just came back to Portland last week, how long was this ride?"
"Well, let me figure it out. I got the train here in the fall of '62, stayed around getting drunk until the summer of '63. That's when I left," Burrows replied. Looking up Judge Reynolds he asked, "What year is it now?"
"This is April 30, 1876 Mr. Burrows," Reynolds answered. He wasn't really surprised that a mountain man wouldn't know the date or year.
Burrows nodded and got a faraway look as he did the arithmetic. "Reckon I was gone for nigh on to 13 years Judge."
Reynolds paused for several seconds. Quite a ride, he thought. He read more of the Marshal's report. "Mr. Burrows, the arrest report says you were drunk and disorderly, incited a riot, and attacked two Deputy Marshals. Is that correct?"
"Well Judge...I don't know about that riot stuff and I didn't attack those Deputies; I was defending myself." Burrows saw the look on Reynolds face and added, "They tried to arrest me and I didn't want to be locked up, so I resisted them a bit."
"He resisted more than a bit Your Honor," the Marshal interrupted in an angry voice. "Tom's still over to the Doc's getting tended to and Bill won't be able to work for three or four days."
"Why did you refuse to go with the Deputies Mr. Burrows?" Reynolds seemed more curious than judgmental.
"I tolt you sir. They was gonna put me in jail and I didn't want to go." Johnny paused and added, "I tolt them to let me be and I'd leave but they wouldn't have none of it. Said I had to go to jail, so I resisted."
"I guess that tells me about the assault on the Deputies," Reynolds said. "What about this drunk and disorderly charge Mr. Burrows?"
"Well... I was drunk and I guess disorderly. But I haven't had a drink of real whiskey in over a year Judge. I was trying to make up for lost time and I guess I over did it a mite. So I guess that parts true."
"Alright. Then there's the charge of inciting a riot. Care to explain that?"
"It wasn't a riot, it was just a barroom fight is all. This big fellar named Swede said I looked and smelled like a horse that'd been rode hard and put away wet. So I told him it looked like he'd had a fire on his face and someone put it out with a pitch fork. That's when the fight started."
"Why did you say that to this man Swede Mr. Burrows?"
"He's got all these marks from the pox," Johnny answered with a grin. "Anyway we was havin a good time fightin when one of his friends hit me across the back with a chair. Made me mad, so I grabbed him and before long there was two other fellars jumped me."
"There was a lot of damage done to the saloon Mr. Burrows," Reynolds told him.
"Twernt me Judge. Those boys just kept throwing chairs and bottles and even a table or two. All I did was throwed them back."
Judge Reynolds was having a hard time trying to keep from laughing. Burrows is a man who thinks fighting four men at once is just a good time, he thought.
"Are this Swede or his cohorts in the courtroom? Can they or anyone else verify or disputed Mr. Burrows' account of the events at the saloon?"
"No, Your Honor," the Marshal replied. "When we got to the saloon, Burrows had his foot on the chest of a man lying on the floor and the other two he had in headlocks. Swede was sitting on the floor holding his nose. Those four took off as soon when we arrested Burrows here. Don't know where they are. The other customers took off when the fight started."
"What about the bartender? He didn't leave also, did he?"
"No sir. But he said he didn't see anything after Swede hit Burrows," the Marshal answered. "A bottle flew by his head and he ducked down behind the bar."
"Anyone else have anything to add?" Reynolds looked around the courtroom but no one spoke up. He thought for a minute still trying to keep a straight face.
"Mr. Burrows, in the absence of conflicting testimony or eye witnesses, this court finds you not guilty of inciting a riot. However the court does find you guilty of being drunk and disorderly and resisting two Deputies. Have you anything more to say before I sentence you?"
"No sir, I reckon you gotta do what you have to."
"Mr. Burrows, this court fines you... how much money do you have sir?"
Johnny reached into the draw string bag tied to his waist and pulled out a few coins. Counting them he replied, "Got about $20 here Judge."
"The fine for destruction of property is $5." Reynolds leaned forward and added, "Swede and the others aren't here to dispute you story but they're not here to pay a fine either, so it falls on you."
Leaning back Judge Reynolds continued, "The court further sentences you to 90 days in the city jail." Waiting a few seconds Reynolds added, "I will suspend the sentence with one stipulation sir."
Johnny had sort of slumped when he heard the 90 days; he was used to living outdoors and free. Johnny didn't know if he could take 90 days locked in a jail cell. Now he looked up at Reynolds with a little hope in his face.
"I will suspend the sentence if you will give me your word that you will leave Portland as soon as possible. Are we agreed Mr. Burrows."
Now Johnny was grinning. "Yes sir Judge. Time for me to get outta this big town and back to the mountains anyway."
"How long will you need to get ready to leave Mr. Burrows?"
"I'll need a day or two to get supplies and such for the trail." Johnny thought for a bit and said, "Reckon I can get gone in two days Judge."
"So ordered. Pay the bailiff, Court's adjourned." Reynolds stepped down from the bench, walked over to Johnny and shook his hand.
"Johnny I think you're probably the last of your kind. It'd be a damn shame if I heard you had to spend your last days in jail or the state prison. Be careful sir." Reynolds turned and left the courtroom.
Watching Judge Reynolds walk away Johnny shook his head and smiled. Nice fellar, he thought. Not many would have been as fair with me. Johnny turned to the Marshal. "No hard feelings Marshall. Hope your two boys are okay."
"No hard feelings hell, Burrows," the Marshal replied. "You said you'd be gone in two days, if you're here the evening of the third day I'll put you in jail as a public nuisance."
Johnny walked toward the door but stopped. "That puttin me in jail part didn't work out real good the last time, did it Marshal?" He stared at the man with the badge and left the courtroom.
Just no pleasing some folks, he thought. Oh well, got things to get ready.
********************
First Johnny went to the livery stable to tend to his two horses. William was his riding animal; the horse was named for a young man that kept him from getting a beatin back when he first started out to be a mountain man. He'd been at a church social paying attention to a young lady. The man she came to the social with didn't care for Johnny's attention to her.
He gathered three friends and braced Johnny, planning to beat him and run him off. William Kelly stepped in on Johnny's side and made the men back down. Damn, that was better than 30 years ago, back in '43, he thought. Johnny remembered fondly the man and his sweetheart, Molly that had befriended him.
Johnny's other horse was Buck; his pack animal. He'd picked up the animal before he started back from Washington. Buck was a big horse, probably too slow to be a good saddle pony, but he could carry almost twice what normal pack animals could.
Making sure his horses were well fed and watered Johnny climbed the ladder to the hay loft where he'd been sleeping for the last week. Tomorrow I'll stock up on trail supplies, he told himself. He sorted through his meager possessions deciding what he wanted to take with him before getting some lunch.
"Mr. Burrows are you here?" A voice called up to him. "I'd like to talk with you if I may."
Damn that sounds like a woman, Johnny thought. Peeking over the edge of the loft he saw a young woman of about 20 or so looking up at him.
"Mr. Burrows," the young lady introduced herself, "I'm a reporter for the Portland Gazette."
"A female reporter?" Johnny had never heard of such a thing.
"Yes sir. Could you come down and I'll explain why I want to talk to you."
Johnny came down the ladder and looked at the young woman. Pretty little thing, he thought. "I never heard tell of a female reporter Miss. Thought mostly men did that job."
"That's what most people think, Mr. Burrows. I plan to prove them wrong," the girl said heatedly. "I'm Margaret Anne Dempsey," she introduced herself reaching out to shake hands.
She had a strong handshake and looked Burrows in the eye. Margaret was about 5' 4 with auburn hair and sparkling green eyes which told of her Irish heritage. She's a fine figure of a true Irish colleen, Johnny thought as he shook hands with her.
"My uncle owns the Gazette and he hired me to do stories about tea socials, flower shows, and debutant balls for the society page."
"That sounds like a fine thing Miss Dempsey."
"Call me Maggie please and I'll call you Johnny if I may," she replied. "It is a good job but I want to write about more important things. I want to report on real news items, about the things important to Portland and to Oregon."
Johnny smiled; he admired the spunk and intensity of the young woman. "Where'd you ever get such an idea?"
This time it was Maggie that smiled. "My father is something of a...a rebel I guess you'd say. He thinks that women should be treated equally with men. As I was growing up he instilled the same ideals in me."
Maggie stopped and chuckled. "He once told me if I'd been born a man I could have been a powerful force in state government. As it was I'd have to fight to be treated as something more than a second class citizen."
She looked at Johnny with fire in her eyes. "I won't be treated like a second class anything and my Daddy supports me. He even named me after two of history's first and finest women reporters; Anne Royall and Margaret Fuller."
"Never heared of them," Johnny admitted.
Maggie smiled again and continued, "Margaret joined the staff of the New York Times in 1844; she was their first female reporter. Anne Royall was the first female reporter to get an interview with a sitting President of the United States," Maggie explained.
"In1826 John Quincy Adams was bathing naked in the Potomac River and Mrs. Royall asked for an interview but President Adams declined. Anne sat on his clothes and wouldn't let him have them until he talked to her."
"I think I would've liked Anne Royall. Always did admire someone, man or woman, with spunk," laughed Johnny. "But what do you want with me, Missy?"
"My uncle said that if I could write something that would interest men as well as the women who usually read my work that he would print it," Maggie answered. "I was at your trial this morning and I thought a story about you and your life would be the way to write something more important than whose roses won the blue ribbon."
"Who wants to read about an old broken down mountain man?"
"I heard Judge Reynolds say you were the last of your kind and he's probably right. I think people would be fascinated to hear about the life and times of a real life mountain man," Maggie explained. "Look at all the books and stories written about Daniel Boone, Jim Bridger, and John 'Liver Eatin' Johnson."
"Well Missy, I wouldn't mind helping you but I've got to find some day work for a couple days to get a grub stake so's I can leave town like I promised the Judge. I just don't think I'll have the time."
"How much do you need, Johnny?"
"I reckon about $80 would see me through. I got about $50 after paying that fine so I need another $30 or so ."
"You told Judge Reynolds you only had $20," Maggie said with a smile.
"Yes 'em I did," Johnny answered with a grin. "I believe in tellin the truth but there's no need to be a fanatic about it." Then he laughed out loud. "I need the money more than that saloon owner does."
Maggie laughed with him. "I'll make you a bargain Johnny. We'll go this afternoon to get your supplies together and the Gazette will pay for it. Then you have dinner with me this evening so we can talk and you spend tomorrow talking with me too. What do you say?"
"You sure you're uncle will stake me?"
"Yes sir, I am. He pretty much thinks like my father. But even if the Gazette won't pay the freight, I will."
"You got that kind of money Missy?"
"I'm not without resources Johnny. I give you my word; you'll get your traveling stake."
Johnny looked Maggie in the eye and could see that she meant what she'd promised. "Okay Missy, I'll bend your ear for the next day or so. Let's go put together my grub stake."
The rest of the afternoon Johnny and Maggie went around the town getting and doing the things he felt necessary to get ready for his long journey. He'd decided where he was headed just before Maggie came into the livery stable. They took his horses to the blacksmith to have them reshod. Next they went to the general store to pick up staples.
Salt, sugar and coffee were purchased. Johnny also selected, and Maggie paid for, about five pounds of beef jerky, a mixed bag of oats and corn for his horses, and some penny candy. "Sometimes you can't stop to eat and suckin on the candy will help you forget how hungry you are," Johnny explained. "Besides, it just tastes good," he added with a grin.
Before they left the general mercantile, Maggie handed Johnny a new wide brimmed hat, a couple of pair of sturdy work pants and four shirts. "Try this on," she ordered handling him the hat. "If you're going on a long trip you'll need a good hat and decent clothing. Those that you're wearing looks like they're about to fall apart."
The hat fit well so Johnny threw his old hat into a waste bin. "Add it to the bill," Maggie told the clerk.
"I'll meet you at the cafe just up the street from the livery at 5," Maggie told Johnny. "And Mr. Burrows, could you take a bath between now and then please? Mr. Swede was right; you do smell like a horse."
He nodded and she walked away. Johnny spent the rest of the afternoon stowing his supplies in the pack saddle panniers that he would load on Buck. Some things, such as ammunition for his Winchester 73 rifle and Colt Peacemaker handgun, he put in his saddle bags; they both used the same .44-40 cartridge. But the final thing he did before meeting Maggie was to take a bath. He stripped out back of the stable and washed in a horse trough.
********************
At 5, a clean and well dressed Johnny walked into the diner. Maggie was sitting with an older man at a table in the back of the room. She smiled and motioned for him to join them. As he got to the table the older man stood and offered his hand.
"I'm Sean Dempsey, Mr. Burrows. Maggie's father," the man introduced himself. "It's a real pleasure to meet you."
Johnny shook hands with Sean. "Johnny Burrows, Mr Dempsey. You've got quite a daughter there," he said pointing to Maggie.
"Don't I know it. Sometimes I think I've let her have her head a little too much after her mother passed away," Sean replied with a small laugh. "But then I think how interesting life is with her around and wouldn't want to change a thing."
"Daddy," Maggie protested blushing. "Johnny you almost look elegant in your new clothes."
"Don't know about that," he replied. "That lye soap pert near took my hide off. But this is the cleanest I've been in quite a spell."
"Sit down please Mr. Burrows. I came along as sort of a chaperone don't you know. In spite of her rebellious streak, young ladies just don't meet gentlemen alone for supper. Not even in these modern times."
"I understand sir," Johnny replied. Sean would make a fine protector for his daughter, he thought. He's near as big as me.



"No need to call me sir. My name's Sean and I'll call you Johnny. If that's alright with you."
The three ordered dinner and Maggie began her questions. When the food was brought to the table, Sean told Maggie to let the poor man eat before his food gets cold. After dinner Sean had a suggestion.
"I have some paper work that must be completed this evening and I can see that Maggie isn't half way done with her questions. May I suggest you come back to the house with us and stay the night. That way you and Maggie can talk until all hours."
"Thank you Sean. It'd sure beat sleeping on those hay bales."
"Let's get your horses and gear up to our stable and you two can talk as long as you want," Sean suggested.
Arriving at the Dempsey's Johnny put his horses in their stable and joined Maggie in the parlor. Two pots of coffee and several hours later Maggie called a halt.
"I've gotten a good start tonight Johnny but it's after midnight and I can hardly keep my eyes open. Let's continue after breakfast tomorrow."
Johnny nodded and Maggie showed him to his bedroom. Dang, ain't talked that much in two or three years combined, he thought and he went to bed.
He was up at first light and made his way to the kitchen; he thought he'd put on a pot of coffee for everyone. Johnny was surprised to see Sean sitting at the table with a cup of coffee in front of him.
"Coffee's on the stove, if you've a mind for some," Sean greeted him.
"Surprised to see you up this time of the morning," Johnny said as he refilled Sean's cup and poured one of his own.
"I spent a lot of years gettin up at daybreak when I was a lumberjack," Sean replied. "Never did get over the habit. He took a sip of the hot coffee and asked, "Did Maggie and you get a lot done last night? I know you two were still going at 10."
"Yes sir." Johnny smiled. "She sure asks a lot of questions, don't she? I think she knows what I had for breakfast every day for the last 40 years." He and Sean both laughed.
"We'll pretty well finish up my life story today. But we'll have to take some breaks," Johnny complained with a smile. "I'm not use to talkin that much."
Maggie joined them. "I'll fix some breakfast for us and then we can get started again," she said as she turned to the ice box.
"Yes 'em," Johnny said winking at Sean behind her back. "Anything you say Miss Dempsey."
She turned to face him, saw that he was teasing, and laughed. "Okay. Would it be alright if we continued after breakfast Mr. Burrows?"
"Yes 'em Missy. It would be my pleasure."
While Maggie fixed breakfast Johnny wrote a letter he wanted to mail before he left Portland. Though she was as curious as a cat, Maggie refrained from asking who he was writing to.
They talked, or rather Johnny talked and Maggie asked questions until midday. After lunch, Maggie suggested they take a short break.
"Good, my voice could rest a spell," Johnny responded. "Think I'll ride over to the post office and mail that letter I writ this morning."
He could see that Maggie wanted to ask who he was writing to but was too polite to bring it up. "It's to an old friend down San Diego, California way," Johnny told her holding up the letter. "He's about the only friend I got that's still kickin."
Johnny mailed his letter and stopped at a saloon for a quick beer; it was a different saloon than the one he'd been arrested in. Better get back fore Missy comes looking for me, he said to himself after one beer.
When he got back to the Dempsey's, Maggie was sitting on the porch swing waiting, impatiently. "Well, let's get back to work," she said and motioned Johnny into the house. He smiled, put his horse away and followed her into the parlor.
They stopped around 5 for supper and then went back to work. Just after 8, Maggie stretched and put her notebook down.
"That brings us up to your fight in the saloon so I guess we're done Johnny."
"Just in time Missy. I need to leave tomorrow or the Marshal will try to put me in jail again," Johnny replied with an evil little grin. "He wouldn't get it done but I don't want the ruckus."
Sean came into the parlor to join them. He handed Johnny a glass almost full with an amber liquid. "That's pure old Kentuck sippin whiskey," he said in a put on southern drawl. "Reckon your mouth should be tuckered out by now. This will help you recover." Sean lifted his own glass in a toast to Johnny.
"Where you headed tomorrow?" Sean asked.
Johnny finished his whiskey and looked thoughtful. "You know I been up here for nie on to 14 year and I've never seen the Pacific Ocean. Reckon I'll ride over to Cape Meares and see it for myself."
"That a long way Johnny," Maggie offered.
"From what folks tell me it's about 50 mile or so. That's about a two day ride if I don't run into trouble or bad weather."
"You can make that ride in two days?" Maggie asked.
"Yes 'em. I won't take my pack animal, no need for that short of ride. So I'll make good time," Johnny replied.
"How long you plan to stay?"
"No more than a day or two. Got to get headed south pretty quick," Johnny answered. He could see a gleam in Maggie's eye and asked her, "Why?"
"That means you'll be back in Portland in five or six days," Maggie replied. "If you stop and see us," pointing to her father, "I'll have a copy of the story for you. You can read it on the trail."
"I was hopin to leave Buck here with you and pick him up on the way through. If that's okay with you Sean."
"That's fine Johnny. Besides Maggie would have my hide if she didn't get to show you her work."
********************
Seven days later, late in the afternoon, Johnny Burrows stopped his horse William in front of the Dempsey's house. Before he could dismount Maggie came running out to greet him.
"What took you so long?" She asked all excited. "I've been waiting for two days."
"Just this side of Cape Meares I ran into a fellar I knowed up in Washington and we had to visit for a spell," Johnny answered. He didn't want to tell her that he and his friend spent an evening trying to drink a whole jug of whiskey. Can't drink like I used to, he thought. Took me most of the next day to get over it.
"Well come into the house; you're just in time for supper. Clean up a bit and join Daddy and me in the dining room," Maggie ordered. "After supper I've got something to show you."
Sean stood as Johnny entered the dining room. "Welcome back, come sit and eat. You look like you could use a good meal."
"Thank ye Sean. I rather eat one of Maggie's home cooked meals a sight more than trail food."
As the three ate supper Johnny told them about his visit to the Pacific Ocean. At the end of his story of his trip he said, "Whole bunch of water, ain't it? Never seen such a sight before."
They spent a long time at supper talking. Later sitting on the front porch they had an after supper coffee while Sean and Johnny each smoked a cigar.
"Where you going next Johnny?" Sean asked. "You're welcome to stay here with us as long as you care too."
"Oh please stay," Maggie added.
"Thank ye Sean, that's right nice of you," Johnny responded. He leaned toward Maggie and said, "Can't stay Missy. I'd go plum loco living in a big town like this. Guess I spent too many years alone up in the mountains to like a bunch of people around all the time. Besides I'm overdue; I gave the judge my word to get out of here days ago."
He took a sip of his cooling coffee and smoked his cigar for a minute and thought about his destination. "A while back I got a letter from my friend Clint Hobart, he used to run wagon trains along the Santa Fe Trail, anyways he said a mutual friend, Josh Kelly, has a ranch over to Colorado. Thought I might drop by and see him. It's been, let's see....nigh on to 14 years since we saw each other. He was just a youngster, about your age Maggie, when I met him."
Johnny seemed lost in thought for a minute. "Member that fellar William I told you about?" At Maggie's nod he continued. "Back in Missouri it were, where he kept me from gettin a beatin. Well Josh is his son. I met the boy when he signed on with one of Hobart's wagon trains. Bout 18 years old he were. Rode with him for two days I did. Never met a youngster with such a good head on his shoulders. We became good friends in those two days."
"Where's Mr. Kelly's ranch Johnny?" Maggie always the inquisitive reporter asked. "Colorado's a big place."
"Clint said Josh had settled in the Chico Basin, near a town called Fountain. It's about a half days ride south of Colorado Springs," Johnny told them so they'd have an idea of where he was going.
"When you plan on heading out?" Sean asked, hoping Johnny might stay for a few more days. He enjoyed talking to the old mountain man.
"Reckon, I'll head out at first light," Johnny said smiling at Maggie's disappointed look. "Missy, I can't get there if I don't get started."
Johnny finished his coffee and cigar. "Better get some rest if I'm leaving at daybreak."
"Just a minute Johnny, I still have to give you my surprise," Maggie said. "I'll be right back."
Johnny looked at Sean as he smiled and shook his head. Maggie came bouncing back onto the porch.
Handing Johnny a newspaper she said, "My story about you was a big hit. See it starts on the front page and continues on page two." Maggie was almost jumping up and down in excitement.
"We had to print extra copies because people heard about the story from their friends and wanted to read it for themselves. You're a celebrity Johnny."
"All the more reason for me to get gone," Johnny replied. "Can't abide folks makin a fuss over me." He took Maggie's hand. "I'll read this at night on the trail. Thank you for your interest in an old man Missy."
Maggie threw her arms around Johnny and hugged him. "Thank you for giving me the chance to do a real story," she said with tears in her eyes. She turned and went back into the house.
"You've made quite an impression on her Johnny," Sean said and shook his hand. "Thank you, I haven't seen her this happy in years. Just so you know I hear that other papers out here in the west are picking up the story and printing it too."
Johnny shook his head and laughed. "Who'da thought that one little girl could reach so many people." Waving his hand Johnny went up to his room.
When he came downstairs the next morning, Johnny was surprised. He'd thought he's slip out before anyone got up. Instead Sean and Maggie were both waiting on him. Sean smiled and gave him a metal flask. "It's got some who-hit-john in it, for those cold nights on the trail."
Maggie handed him a bundle. "Some fried chicken and corn pone, at least your first night you won't have to eat trail food." She hugged him and teary eyed ran back upstairs.
Johnny, followed by Sean, stepped onto the porch. Johnny's horses, William was already saddled and Buck with his pack saddle waited for him. He thanked Sean with a nod, walked to William, and mounted.
"Won't say goodbye," Johnny said to Sean. "The Sioux always say 'some time again. Some time again, Sean."
Johnny turned his horse into the sun toward Colorado.
To be continued...
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Johnny made good time the first day on the trail. That evening when he camped, he changed clothes. The friend he'd met at the Pacific Ocean had an extra set of buckskins and a trade was made. Johnny gave him a skinning knife that he seldom used for the clothes. He'd waited until now to change because he didn't want to hurt Maggie's feelings by changing out of the work pants and shirt she'd gotten for him.
Those pants and shirts are fine around town or on a short trip but there's nothing as comfortable as a good set of buckskins, he thought. The buckskin pants were a little tight but they'd stretch with use. The shirt fit fine but Johnny cut off the fringe along the arms and across the chest and back. Damn fringe just gets in your way, he said to himself.
He continued to wear the western boots instead of moccasins. Moccasins were fine when he just rode along easy but he had better than 1200 miles to travel and there'd be some hard riding along the way. Johnny didn't want to figure his trip in miles but in the number of days it would take.
Johnny felt he had made a little over 30 miles the first day. His horses were fresh and the trail was mostly flat with a few areas of rolling hills. He knew he couldn't make that many miles every day, especially when he got into the mountains. If he didn't run into trouble and the weather didn't turn real bad he figured to reach Fountain in just over 50 days. And that's if I don't have to spend a lot of time looking for the right way, he thought. But if I take longer it don't really matter. Colorado still gonna be there for a while.
Colorado and Fountain were south by south east of Portland. Johnny didn't think he have much trouble finding the right trails. Even if I get it wrong a little, Colorado is a big place, he said. Don't think I'll miss the whole blamed territory.
He made almost 30 miles the second day; in country that was still mostly rolling hills. For the next few days I'll have these rolling hills and prairie, he told himself. As he settled into his camp at almost dusk he pulled the newspaper that Maggie had given him out of a saddlebag. There on the front page in a double wide column was his story. He settled down to do some reading.

END OF AN ERA
The Life and Times of a Mountain Man.
As told to Margaret Ann Dempsey
By
Johnny Burrows

Jonathan Daniel Burrows was born in 1816 at Lexington, Kentucky; not far from where Daniel Boone settled and founded Boonesborough. Johnny grew up reading and hearing tall tales about Daniel Boone, Jim Bridger and other frontiersmen. The stories made the young man long to be more than a farmer.
One of his cousins, Sherman Taylor, stopped by the Burrows farm on his way to Florida. He was going to join the U.S. Army and fight what would become known as the Second Seminole War. Johnny decided to seek adventure and left with Sherman. They arrived and enlisted in the Army in 1836.
After a year and half of battles with the fierce Seminoles Johnny took part in the Battle of Lake Okeechobee; Sherman was killed during that battle. Johnny heard his commanding office, Major Hitchcock, read a dispatch he was sending to Washington. It was a harsh criticism of the government's treatment of the Seminoles.
Disillusioned by the Major's dispatch and the death of his cousin, Johnny secured his release from the enlistment and started west.
Now that ain't exactly the way it were, Johnny thought with a smile. After Sherman got kilt, I just sorta decided that things were getting a might dangerous for Mrs. Burrows' little boy and I rode off one night all on my own. He continued reading.
Johnny had no wish to return to the family farm and remembering the tales from his childhood decided he would become a frontiersman; or as Johnny said, a real by god Mountain Man. He obtained a grub stake and began his trip to the Rocky Mountains in Colorado.
He had to smile at the "obtained a grub stake", what he did was steal a couple of Army horses, four or five of the Army's percussion cap rifles and a couple of pistols. He sold them to them to a gunner runner to get his traveling stake.
Deciding that it was the best way to learn the ways of a mountain man, he attended a Rendezvous in Alamosa, Colorado. The Rendezvous is a month long meeting of mountain men, fur traders, and suppliers. Ideas, suggestions, and information about the best trapping grounds were exchanged between the mountain men while they restocked their supplies.
Took a bit more time than that, he remembered. Left Florida in mid '38 and didn't get to Alamosa until '44. Sometimes I travel in sorta roundabout way. Johnny chuckled at the idea that any trappers would tell others about good spots for firs. The only ideas and suggestions exchanged were ones that couldn't be printed. The part about Alamosa is true enough, he thought. But the Rendezvous was more of a month long reason for getting drunk and raising hell.
Burrows saw a trapper being set upon by four men and stepped in to help the outnumbered man. After a fierce fight, Johnny and the man known as Bear Claw Clausen triumphed. The two victors quickly became friends and formed a partnership. Bear Claw took Johnny under his wing, as it were, and taught him the ways of the wilderness and trapping. Their partnership lasted for two seasons before they parted ways.
Reckon Maggie just has a natural flair for makin things sound better than they were, Johnny thought. He was walking past the fight between Bear Claw and the men with no intention of getting involved. One of the men fell into Johnny and when he regained his balance hit Johnny with a big right hand. That's how I got into that fight. It was a gooden too.
Bear Claw did take me under his wing, Johnny said to himself. But weren't because of friendship; I paid him to take me with him into the high country. The old bastard taught me about trappin and I did all the work around our camps like some gall danged butler. We parted ways because Bear Claw tried to steal some pelts from me and it was either kill him or leave.
After leaving Bear Claw, Johnny Burrows came down from the high country and spent a month or so as a buffalo hunter. His big Hawken rifle could bring down the biggest bull from long distance. But Johnny found the slaughter unsettling and soon returned to his beloved mountains.
On his travels back to the Rockies he met and made friends with a tribe of Cheyenne Indians. Johnny was so taken with the nomadic life of the Cheyenne that he lived with them for three months, taking a Cheyenne princess as his wife.
Their life together lasted three years until she was taken in a raid by a rival Indian tribe. Johnny searched for months but never saw her again.
Reckon the girl got the story mostly right, just some of the details are exaggerated. I didn't rightly make friends with the Cheyenne; we had more of an armed truce. I used some trade goods like steel knives and pots and such to trade with the Cheyenne for cured buffalo hides. Selling the hides back at a buffalo camp at a good profit I would restock my supplies and went back to the Cheyenne for more hides. Tradin for the buffalo hides was a sight easier than killing and skinning the animals my own self.
One evening sitting in front of the teepee the Chief let me use, I had a few sips of whiskey. The Chief wanted to try the whiskey and quickly got rip roaring drunk. I refused to give him any more but told him I would trade for it. He offered his pony, which was a good animal, so I took the trade. I figured I could sell the animal when I got supplies the next time.
The next day the Chief returned and wanted his horse back and offered a young woman in trade for his animal. I would've had to get back to the buffalo camp to sell or trade the horse and she was a fine looking girl. It'd been a long time since I'd had a woman so I made the trade.
I spoke a little Cheyenne but I couldn't pronounce the girls Indian name; in English it was Morning Star. She was about 18, tall and slender with long almost black hair. Star moved like a big cat, all graceful and smooth and we fit together like two peas in a pod. I started off slowly trying not to force or scare her and pretty soon I was the one pushin her away. It was the best trade I ever made.
Star weren't no Cheyenne princess either; she was a Ute that'd been captured by the Cheyenne on a raid. We could get by talkin in Cheyenne but mostly we just used sign. She cooked, cleaned and did all the other things around camp that an Indian woman should. She also kept my bed warm at night. Star seemed to be happy and I know I was.
The end came three years later as we were traveling back to the high country in the fall. We passed within a couple of miles of a Ute village and when I woke up the next morning, Star was gone. All my gear was still there but her things were missing. I followed her trail until I got close to the village and saw her standing with an older man. Guessed it was her father. I knowed to cut my losses; there was no way to get Star out of that village without killing or gettin killed. Missed her something fierce I did but I went on up to the mountains.
Heartbroken, Johnny returned to his beloved mountains. For the next several years Burrows trapped beaver and other fur bearing animals and lived the solitary life of a mountain man. Asking only a fair price for his pelts and to be left alone, he continued trapping until 1862. By that time the price and demand for beaver pelts fell to a point that it was longer monetarily feasible to continue.
Johnny followed his cohorts who'd come down from the mountains. There were only a few things he could work at and remain in the outdoors. Many mountain men took to hunting buffalo; he'd already tried that and was repulsed by the slaughter and waste. Another employment opportunity was to scout for the Army; Johnny didn't care for the regimented life of the Army. The job he took was leading wagon trains.
He made his way to Fort Smith and after several interviews decided he would help a group headed to Oregon.

Maggie's right about one thing; I'd had my fill of killing buffalo. But it wasn't the waste or the killing that bothered me. It was the damn hard work of skinning those big animals, and the horrible stink. For a month or more after I quit, no matter how many baths I took, I had the smell of death on me.
As far as scoutin for the Army, I'd sorta deserted back in '38. I didn't know if the Army kept records but I wasn't gonna take the chance of ending up in a federal prison or shot. That left wagon trains.
There weren't several interviews either. I was drinking in a saloon one evening and a man next to me at the bar looked at my buckskins and asked if I were a mountain man. When I nodded he asked if I'd been to Oregon and I nodded again. Then he offered me the job of leading his wagon train from Fort Smith to Independence. He told me we had just over 25 days to get there so's we could join up with another train for the trek to Portland.
**********************
Well I'd better get some sleep, Johnny thought. Who'da thought that readin could tire a body out that much. I'll read some more after I get farther down the trail. He packed the newspaper in his saddle bag and settled in for the night.
Johnny was up at daybreak and on the trail shortly afterwards. He still had a few days in the rolling hills before he started into the foothills of the mountains. William was anxious to get on the way and even Buck pranced a little in the cool of the morning.
Johnny's animals had gotten settled in for the trail in the first days and he thought it was time to put some miles behind him. For the next five days Johnny rode from first light until midday. He would stop feed and rest the horses for two or three hours and then ride until dusk. Soon there was a bright full moon, called a Comanche Moon, and after a couple of hours rest he would ride most of the night under its light.
It was the middle of July and Johnny had better than 1200 miles, in his mind 50 days or so, to travel and a lot of that through the mountains. He pushed his horses and himself hard because he wanted to get through the mountain passes before any early fall storms or bad weather could catch him. Winter comes early in the high country, he reminded himself. Johnny had heard stories and seen firsthand what happened to people that got caught in the mountains unprepared.
As the full moon waned, Johnny cut back the number of hours he rode. By the second week in August he was better than half way to his destination. He came down off a mountain range to a high plateau. The mesa was still at over 7000 feet with a lot of scrub brush, buffalo grass and a few cactus and not much else. The best thing, it was almost flat and Johnny could make a lot of miles each day. He decided to rest his horses for a half day; they'd been putting in hard miles for the last three weeks.
Sitting by his campfire that evening he pulled the newspaper back out of the saddle bag. Might as well read some more of Maggie's tale, he thought.
Johnny Burrows lead the wagon train from Fort Smith, Arkansas to Independence, Missouri in record time. There his wagons met and were joined by another group of people who needed a guide to what they felt was the promise land. It was soon apparent to the people of the wagon train that they were in good hands with Johnny Burrows leading them.
He quickly showed the people the best and fastest ways to get on the trail in the mornings and to make camp at night. Johnny instituted a midday rest stop, something most wagon trains didn't do. He explained to the wagon master that the horses and mules pulling the wagons had a long way to go. There was no need to push them too hard or they couldn't make the trip.
Unfortunately on the trail some of the emigrants contracted Cholera; four people died. Johnny quickly explained to everyone that it was caused by contaminated food and drinking water. The members of the train followed his advice and there were no more infections.
Maggie sure do weave a good yarn, Johnny thought. We made Independence within the 25 days but it weren't no record. I don't know about them being in good hands or me showing the people how to make and break camp, all I did was scout and guide a bit. Bob Schaffer, the wagon master, had a pretty good handle on gettin those folks trained.
Even guiding wasn't that big a deal. By '62 the Oregon Trail was almost like a road because of all the wagons that had traveled along it. That part about the animals is right though. I did explain to Bob that pushing the animals too hard would cause problems later in the trip. Especially when we hit the desert.
That Cholera was a real bad thing, he thought shaking his head. But weren't me that explained about bad food and water. Bob warned everyone almost every day to be careful about water and food. Anyway it weren't until we hit the high desert that there was a problem.
Some know everything, too smart to listen, and you can't tell me what to do, man decided he, his wife, and his two kids would drink the vile looking water in that water hole. I'd told him that it was bad and even kept him from watering his horse at it. He died a few days later followed by the rest of his family; but by God his horse lived. I think we got the best of the deal.
The emigrants were fearful about the fierce Indian tribes, whose land the Oregon Trail crossed. The Cheyenne to the north of the trail and the Pawnee to the south were a constant worry for them.
Johnny's having had a Cheyenne wife and his experience living with the Cheyenne was invaluable. He was able to talk with the Cheyenne and Pawnee to resolve any problems and avoid trouble. He persuaded the emigrants to give a few gifts to the Indians as a thank you for letting the wagon train cross their ancestral lands.
There were several rivers to cross on this journey. The crossings were one of the most dangerous hardships on the trail. The Green River in particular was very hazardous. Because of Johnny Burrows' experience and by following his instructions the train crossed this perilous river with no major problems.
A ferry on one of the rivers almost brought the journey to an end. The ferryman demanded the exorbitant price of $16 a wagon and $3 a head for livestock. The emigrants would have been hard pressed to afford the fares.
Johnny had a discussion with the man, explaining that these were just plain folks trying to start a new life. The ferryman listened to Johnny's words and had a change of heart. He only charged them $5 a wagon and $1 for livestock which was a fair price. Johnny and the ferryman shook hands as the wagon train left to continue its trek.
Johnny laughed out loud reading this part of Maggie's article. It's true, those people were a little worried about Indians and me knowing Cheyenne did help some.
A small, straggly looking bunch of Cheyenne came to the wagons one morning wantin us to give em gifts and almost threatening a raid if we didn't give them something. There were only about 12 braves and we had more than 40 able bodied men. I explained to the Indians that we had many mighty warriors with our group.
Pointing to a tree about 100 yards away I had one of our boys ride out to it and put a gallon jug of apple cider in a fork. The cider had turned bad anyway. I asked Bob to shoot the jug; I could 'a done it but the Cheyenne knowed I was a good shot.
When Bob hit the jug, it exploded, the Indians were sure impressed. I told them that Bob was the worst shot in the group and suggested that a raid by them wouldn't be a good idea. Then I told them that because we cared about our red brothers we would give them something. I gave them two gallons of who hit john. By the time they got over the whiskey we were 20 miles away. Never saw em again.
Crossing the Green was a bit of a problem. Between me, Bob, and a couple of the men we came up with the idea of attaching guide ropes to the wagons as they crossed the river. We used trees on the banks as sort of snubbing posts to control the crossing. Worked pretty good; we didn't lose a wagon or a person. The only casualty was one old steer that was gonna be supper in a couple days anyway.
Now that part about the ferry really makes me laugh. Maggie's right, that old bandit wanted $16 a wagon. The only discussion I had with him was to point my Colt at his head and hold him there until Bob and the others got the wagons ferried across.
Just before I left I told him, "My name's Johnny Burrows. If you want to find me, I'll be in Portland. But if you come, y'all damn well better bring help." Never did hear from that fellar.
********************
Reckon I'm gonna have to limit how much of this gall dang story I read at one time, Johnny thought. Haven't done this much readin since I was a boy in school back in Lexington. Dang thing is harder to put down than a shot of whiskey. Course maybe it's because it's about me and I'm such an interesting fellar, he admitted to himself.



As he got settled in for the night, Johnny thought about the news he heard when passing by Fort Bridger, Wyoming. According to the soldiers at the Fort, a combined force of Lakota, Northern Cheyenne, and Arapaho numbering almost 2000 strong all but wiped out the U. S. Seventh Cavalry. Five of the Seventh's companies were destroyed in the battle near the Little Big Horn River. The Seventh lost over 200 men.
The battle took place in June of '76, just about the time I got back from Washington, Johnny thought. Lucky I didn't run into a passel of Cheyenne or Lakota when I passed Fort Bridger. Don't know if I'd still be doing it but I'm glad I didn't sign on as an Army scout.
Johnny heard the story of Custer's actions and shook his head. He wasn't unsympathetic to the death of all those soldiers, in fact he felt bad about the enlisted men who had followed Custer and Reno. But Johnny had said several times that the breaking of treaties with the Indians was like poking a sleeping bear with a stick; one day the bear would wake up and poke back.
He banked his fire, covered himself with his bedroll, put his head on his saddle and went to sleep. Gotta cover a lot of ground tomorrow was his last thought.
As usual at first light Johnny was awake and getting on the trail. Think I got one more mountain range to get over before I come down to the lowlands near Fountain, he thought as he rode out that morning.
Johnny figured he had about 20 more days till the end of his journey. Maybe less if I can make some good time across this high chaparral, he thought. He pushed his horses and himself hard and covered close to 80 miles in the next two days; riding for 12 hours a day. In late afternoon of the third day Johnny was at the base of the last set of mountains; he stopped and rested the horses for the rest of that afternoon and the whole next day.
"You boys deserve a rest," he told William and Buck as he unsaddled them. William nodded his head up and down when the bridal came off as if to agree with his human. Getting his camp set up and eating an early supper, Johnny turned in. He needed some rest too.
The next morning after a breakfast of beef jerky and coffee Johnny first fed and watered his horses and then went hunting. He wanted something more than trail food for supper. Johnny came back to camp with two rabbit. He cooked them both that evening and would take one with him for supper the next night. After eating supper and building up his fire, he pulled out Maggie's article.
********************
The emigrants, led by Johnny Burrows, crossed the Snake River and began what was considered the hardest part of the journey. The desert landscape of this country would have been deadly without Johnny's guidance. Once again, the wagon master was very glad that he had secured the services of the experienced mountain man. Johnny was able to show and lead the wagon train to water holes that they would have by passed and missed. Without those water holes many of emigrants would have perished.
Johnny Burrows led the wagon train into Portland 4 months, 1 week, and 4 days after they started from Independence. It was one of the fastest and safest trips made on the Oregon Trail. Thanks to the experience and leadership of this man from the mountains only four lives and ten head of livestock were lost during the journey.
A big end of the trail party was thrown with Johnny as the guest of honor. His many friends and admirers among the emigrants sadly said goodbye to the man that had made their trek possible.
She's right, that desert crossing was bad and I did find a couple of water holes that they might have missed. But the reason the trip went so well was the way Bob ran the train. He knew what he was doing and I helped a bit.
Now there was a big party the day after we got to Portland. As bad as I felt the day after I must have had a damn good time; I really don't remember much of it.
Burrows wintered in Portland until spring of '63. Still a mountain man at heart, he decided he'd been in one place long enough. Saying goodbye to his friends, ignoring their wish that he stay, he began his trek to the Cascade Mountain Range in Washington. It was one of the few mountain ranges in the west that Burrows had never seen. Johnny particularly wanted to see Mt. Rainier first hand.
He was so taken with the natural beauty of the area that the journey would be of longer duration than he thought. He was gone from Portland for 13 years.
Apparently Johnny's empathy for the Indians of the west was still strong. Shortly after arriving in the area near Mt. Rainier, he met a small segment of the Snoqualmie Indian tribe. Burrows was able to communicate with the Indians using sign language. This small group had refused to move to the Tulalip Reservation as ordered by the U. S. government and Washington Territory in the Point Elliot Treaty in 1855.
Running Elk, the leader of the small band, told Johnny that living by the big water, Puget Sound, was not their way. The Snoqualmie were nomadic prior to the treaty and Running Elk and his people intended to continue their ancestral way; in spite of the soldiers that harassed them. Burrows, always a bit of rebel himself, admired their courage and convictions and decided to live with them for a while.
Living with the Snoqualmie, Johnny was in his element. He loved life in the wilderness and most happy living where most men hesitated to go. Running Elk was so impressed with Johnny that he offered his daughter, Raven Wing, to be Johnny's wife.
The young woman was comely and Johnny had lost his previous Indian wife years previously so he accepted. Raven became his wife and partner. Their partnership was a happy, loving one for 7 months. Raven was struck down in her prime by a pack of rabid wolves.
Heartbroken and beginning to feel his age, Johnny decided to leave his Snoqualmie friends and return to civilization. He returned to Portland where this reporter met him and learned of his amazing life.
Johnny has left Portland on another trek and adventure. I am happy that he still seeks new things after all these years but we in Portland are poorer for him leaving us.
This American icon, this trail blazer, this adventurer is to be admired and we should mourn the passing of a way of life. Johnny Burrows is the last of his kind, a real by God Mountain Man.
Margaret Anne Dempsey.
Dang Maggie makes me sound like a cross between Moses and the Messiah, Johnny chuckled to himself.
I did winter in Portland, mainly because I wanted to be around whiskey and have a real bed to sleep in for a while. And I did go to see the Cascades because I never had. And I sure did like the country, but the rest of that story is mostly the romantic notions of a young woman.
Running Elk and the Snoqualmie did refuse to go live on the reservation and I did hole up with them for a spell. Good people and easy to like and live with. They didn't care that I was white and all they expected of me was to carry my own weight. If you didn't hunt and work, you didn't eat.
He didn't give me Raven; he traded her to me for a real fine steel knife and a plug of chewing tobacco. But the only reason he did want to trade was that none of the bucks wanted her. Raven was about 30 I guess, a mite old to be a first time wife, and she'd had small pox as a child. Her face was scared with pock marks something fierce. Those bucks thought she was cursed by the white man and were afraid to have anything to do with her.
The reason I took her was about the same as with Morning Star. Except for her face she was a fine looking woman, standing tall for her people with shiny black hair. And I'd been alone in my bedroll for quite a spell. The morning after our wedding, I watched as she bathed in the stream near our teepee. She was naked in the morning sun with water glistening on her body. Damn those bucks sure are dumb, I thought.
Now she was torn up by a pack of wolves but she was already dead before they got to her. Raven had gone to gather some herbs and fell off a cliff trying to pick some peppermint. Don't know how she fell but she dropped over a hundred feet. We found her body two days later. Guess I just wasn't meant to be married.
Maybe I was heartbroken, don't know about that, but the joy had gone out of the Cascades for me. So I went back to Portland. I'd plan to leave the next day when I ran into those fellars in the saloon. Put me off leavin for a few days, it did. If it hadn't been for that Judge Reynolds I might still be beatin my head against the bars in the city jail about now.
Smiling, Johnny cut the article from the newspaper with his big knife. He folded it and carefully wrapped it in some waterproof buckskin to protect it, and put it away in a saddle bag. Like to keep that, he thought. It will make me feel close to Maggie and Sean. Johnny banked his fire and got some rest. Tomorrow he would start the last push to Fountain.
The next four days were more rough riding, from sunup until just before dusk. On the morning of the fifth day, he topped a small rise and saw the town of Fountain.
Not bad for a broken down old mountain man, he thought with a smile. Over 1200 miles and I hit it right square on the head the first time.
Now, first I need a saloon and a whiskey; then time to find out if Josh still lives here.
To Be Continued.
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Johnny Burrows pulled his horse to a stop in front of the Fountain City Livery Stable. Made good time we did, he said to himself; just 48 days from Portland to Fountain. Dismounting he patted William's neck and said, "Good job, old son. You brought me a long way." He stepped over to his pack horse Buck and repeated, "Good job, big fellar."
The stable master came out to join Johnny. "Stayin long Mister?"
"Don't rightly know yet," he replied. "I'd like these two pampered for a day or two anyways. Give em a bath, brush and curry em, and feed em a good mash please."
The stable man said, "Be $3 for the first day and $1 a day after that."
Nodding his head Johnny flipped a $10 gold piece to the man. "That'll take care of a couple of days, I'll be back with more ifin it's needed. Show me the stalls you'll put em in." He followed the man into the big barn and unsaddled the two horses, storing his gear in one of the stalls. "Mister these two are about the only friends I got. Take good care of em," he said looking the man in the eyes." It was both a request and a warning.
As he walked down the main street toward the town proper, Johnny planned on where he would start looking for Josh. There are three places that you can find all the information about the people and the town, Johnny thought. Rumors and facts are found at the general store/post office, the barber shop, and the saloon. I don't need any supplies and don't have anything to mail; I don't want a haircut or shave; so I guess I'll go to the saloon.
Johnny walked into the saloon and smiled. It's like comin back home again, he thought. I've spent more hours than I can remember in a lot worse places than this. He walked to the bar and ordered a whiskey.
As the bartender served his drink, Johnny said, "Name's Johnny Burrows. Lookin for a fellar that may live around here. Can you help me?"
"I'm Sam. Why do you want to find this man?" The bartender asked.
"He's an old friend. Haven't seen him in nigh on to 14 years," Johnny replied.
Sam nodded and asked, "Who are you looking for Mister?"
"Fellar named Josh Kelly. He's supposed to have a ranch outside of town. Got a partner named McCall."
With a smile Sam said, "Josh and Red own the Chico Basin Cattle Company. They got another partner named Jerry Barnes." He smiled again and said, "Course their wives are the real bosses."
Johnny returned the smile. "Where might I find this ranch?"
"I can give you directions but Josh and Red usually stop in for a beer about this time every Saturday. Should be here anytime, if they follow habit."
Johnny's back was to the swinging doors but he saw them swing open in the mirror behind the bar. Two young men came through the doors and stepped to either side of the opening. He saw them look around the big room carefully before they started toward the bar.
As Josh and Red got to the bar, Johnny kept his head down until the youngsters ordered a drink.
"Reckon you'll serve anyone in here if you'll serve these shave tails," he said in a loud serious voice.
Josh and Red turned toward the rude man. Red started to respond to the man and his insult but Josh stopped him. Turning to his companion Josh asked, "I ever tell you about that old horse thief that thought he was a mountain man and tried to teach me how to track and such?"
Johnny smiled, stood up from leaning on the bar and faced Josh.
Still talking to Red Josh continued, "This is that old bag of bones I was telling you about."
"Josh," Johnny said. The two friends looked at each other for a few seconds. Josh stepped over, shook hands with Johnny and put his other hand on his shoulder.
When they finished greeting each other, Red stepped over and offered his hand. "You'd be the famous Mountain Man, Johnny Burrows," he said. "Read about you. I'm Red McCall, Josh's partner."
"Clint Hobart told me about you and the other one, Jerry Barnes was it, when he wrote to me. Say's you and Josh was as close as brothers, he did. Guess that makes you my friend too. Johnny smiled at Red while shaking his hand. "Now what's this about y'all reading about me?"
"Piece in the paper, written by a lady over to Portland, says you're the last of the real by God Mountain Men," Red replied. "Never thought I'd meet someone famous like you," he teased.
Johnny looked puzzled and Josh said, "Seems you met a lady name of Margaret Anne Dempsey and told her your life story. She wrote a long article about you and it got printed in the Portland paper."
Nodding, Johnny said, "Maggie's a friend and she got her uncle to print that story. But how did you hear about it way over here?"
Red answered, "Seems some of the editors of other papers liked the story so much that they got permission to reprint it." Seeing the surprise on Johnny's face he added, "Half the newspapers in the west have run that article. Including our own Fountain Daily News." As an aside Red remarked, "Don't know why it's called the daily news; it don't come out but once a week."
Johnny shook his head. "Never meant for that story to make such a fuss. I just tried to help a young lady with a lot of grit."
He explained Maggie's desire to do stories about more important things than the society page type stories. "She reminded me of another youngster that had a lot goin against him but that wasn't willing to sit back and take it," Johnny said pointing to Josh as he spoke.
Red saw the look that passed between Josh and the mountain man. "Sam give us three of your best before these two get to blubbering," he ordered.
Sam got a bottle down from beside the mirror behind the bar. He had to wipe off some dust. "Don't get much call for this," he explained. "Too blamed expensive I guess." He poured three double shots and placed them in front of the men.
Johnny put a $20 gold piece on the bar but Sam pushed it back to him. "Reckon I can stand a drink to a real by God Mountain Man," he said with a smile.
Nodding his thanks, Johnny asked, "You finally grow up enough to drink whiskey Josh? You used to just drink beer."
"Still do, but this is a special occasion."
The three picked up the glasses and Josh raised his glass toward Johnny and made a toast. "To old friends."
"And to new ones," Johnny replied raising his glass toward Red. They threw the whiskey back and sat the empty glasses on the bar in one continuous movement. "Dang now you almost got me blubbering," Red remarked as he acknowledged the toast. "Sam give us two more and a beer for the little boy here," he ordered looking at Josh. "Reckon he's had his limit on whiskey."
The three friends sipped the second drink and talked back and forth. Josh told Red the story of meeting Johnny and how he'd taught Josh about the wild country out west. "Many times what he taught me helped save my hide."
"Well...didn't want no greenhorn's blood on my hands, don't you know," Johnny commented. Then more serious he continued, "You were a good learner Josh. Never too proud to learn or too stubborn to try something a different way than what you were used to. You always asked questions." With a big grin Johnny added, "That is when I wasn't talkin so much that you could get a word in."
"I always thought I was about the best there was at trackin," Red told Johnny. "But I found out I had a lot to learn when Josh and I partnered up. Now I know why."
"So boy...what happened to you after you left with Clint from Fort Smith?" Johnny asked wanting to know about his friends life.
Josh laughed and replied, "I was gonna ask you the same thing but I guess that newspaper story pretty much tells it all."
"Not by a long shot it don't," Johnny said. "Maggie's a good girl and has a gift with the written word but she exaggerated a mite in that story. Enough about me, tell me your story Josh."
Josh, with Red adding details now and then, told Johnny about the trail west with the wagon train to Santa Fe. Red added the story of how he and Josh met and how Josh vouched for him with the wagon master Hobart.
"He was so grateful that he came all the way to Santa Fe with us," Josh said with a grin. "In fact in spite of me trying to get rid of him he followed me all the way to Colorado."
"More like I led and you followed," Red countered. "You'd never even found the territory much less Chico Basin without my guidance."
Josh laughed at Red's teasing. "Don't rightly know who led who but he were sure a help when we got here." They told of the addition of Jerry Barnes to their partnership and their travels to Fountain and the adventures along the way.
"I thought you were just sittin out the war Josh, but you're still here," Johnny said.
"Well our plans sorta changed when we got to Fountain," he replied. Then he smiled and added, "We met Danni and Sarah our first day in town." Johnny looked puzzled. "Those are our wives Johnny."
"You got hitched?"
"Yes sir, both of us. We married sisters and we've both got kids and a real family," Josh answered. "In fact we're supposed to meet them at the café about now."
Johnny shook his head and smiled. "You look happier than a pig in slop Josh. Good for you and you too Red."
"We're gonna have a late lunch and start back to the ranch. Come meet our families," Red invited.
"I'm not hardly fit to meet womenfolk," Johnny protested.
At Josh and Red's insistence he went with them to the café. As Johnny followed Josh into the café he saw a big table in the back. At the table were two young women and six children.
Not hard to figure out whose kids are whose, Johnny thought. Those three have the same reddish blonde hair as Red. The other two boys are the spitin image of Josh and that little girl looks just like her momma.
The children looked up and saw their fathers come into the café. There was a stampede of six children running to greet them. Cries of "Papa" and "Daddy" rang out in the room. The few customers smiled and laughed at the children. Greeting their children Josh and Red finally got them calmed down and back at the table.
Josh took Johnny's arm and pulled him over to the table. "Danni, this is my friend Johnny Burrows. Johnny this is my wife Danni." Johnny nodded at the pretty young woman. "That other beauty there is Danni's sister Sarah and she owns this one here," Josh said pointing a thumb at Red.
"Please to meet cha both ladies," Johnny said pulling off his hat.
Danni stood holding a child on her left hip and stepped around Josh holding out her hand. "It's good to finally meet you Mr. Burrows. Josh never seems to tire of talking about you after that newspaper article. He's like a little boy telling tales," Danni said with a big smile teasing her husband.
Returning her handshake and her smile Johnny said, "Johnny'll do just fine Mrs. Kelly. Never was much for that mister stuff."
She nodded and replied, "And you must call me Danni, I feel like I know you already." Danni motioned for the children to come to her.
"Johnny these are our children," she said with William and Molly standing in front of her while she held the two year old Clint.
He turned to Josh with a grin and then turned back as Danni introduced the children.
"This is William, our oldest," she said. "He's nine but he'll be the man of the house one day." William stepped forward and offered his hand.
Johnny said, "Pleased to meet you William. He solemnly shook hands with the youngster.
"Gee Mister, you smell funny," William said then ducked his head at Danni's call of William!
"Well William, that'll happen when you spend two months on the trail," Johnny laughed.
"This is Molly, she's 7," Danni continued the introductions.
Johnny bent over at the waist and smoothed Molly's hair. "You're about as pretty as a speckled pup," he said. Molly smiled and the room seemed to light up.
"And this is Clint our youngest. He's two and sometimes I feel like he's twins," Danni said smiling. "He surely likes to get into things."
Johnny had never spent much time around children, other than the older ones in the Indian camps he'd lived in. He wasn't sure how to react to Clint. But he put his finger out to tickle the little one. Clint giggled and stuck both arms out wanting to go to Johnny.
"Bear," Clint proclaimed. He struggled and almost jumped to get into Johnny's arms. Once there he put his little arms around Johnny's neck and repeated, "Bear."
To cover the tears that came to his eyes, Johnny turned to Josh. "I knowed where the names William and Molly come from, but Clint?"
Josh smiled and answered, "After Mr. Hobart. He was the one that started me on the trail west."
After a few minutes Red stepped over and said, "Like to introduce you to my brood if I might."
Johnny nodded and tried to hand Clint back to his mother. The boy would have none of it and hugged Johnny ever tighter. Johnny carried the boy with him as he stepped to the other side of the table.
"As you heard, this is my boss Sarah, she's Danni's sister," Red began. "The twins are John and Daniel, they just turned 11. And the little one in Sarah's arms is Elizabeth; she's one and a half."
"Pleased to meet you ma'am, boys," Johnny said. "There's no doubt whose brand the boys wear, with that hair and all."
"Please call me Sarah Johnny. I feel the same way about ma'am as you do about mister. Besides I've heard the stories too and feel like we're old acquaintances.
"Mr.....I mean Johnny, you must join us for lunch," Danni invited. "If you don't I'm afraid I won't see my husband for the rest of the day. And we need to get back to the ranch by evening. Please sit here, I'll take Clint so you can eat."
Clint didn't want to leave his own personal 'bear'. "He ain't a bother Danni," Johnny told her. "You can leave him be for a spell."
All of the children were fascinated by the big man wearing the buckskins and crowded around as Johnny tried to eat with one hand. His other arm held Clint on his lap.
"Are you really a famous Mountain Man?" Young Daniel asked. He was the more outgoing of the twins just like his father.
Johnny wasn't sure which of Red's twins asked the question, they looked so much alike. "I don't rightly know about famous but I'm a mountain man sure enough."
"You ever seen any Indians? Did you live with them? How'd you stand the winters up in the mountains? Are Indian children like us? Johnny was besieged with questions by the three boys as he tried to eat.
William asked, "You ever killed a bear?" And before Johnny could answer the boy continued, "My Pa did, Uncle Red helped him. It was a big one too. Uncle Jerry's got the skin on his cabin wall."
"I was gonna wrestle him," Red kidded. "But Josh just had to show off and shoot him before I got close to the big dickens."
"Boys. Leave Mr. Burrows alone so he can eat," Danni ordered. The tone in her voice would brook no argument and the children went back to their chairs. "You'll have plenty of time to talk to Mr. Burrows. He'll be spending some time out at the ranch." She looked at Johnny with a smile but the tone in her voice left no room for disagreement.
Danni asked, "You will spend a few days with us, won't you Johnny? I'd consider it a favor or I might not see Josh at all while you're here."
"Please do Johnny," Sarah added. "If Josh spends all his time with you, Red will be right by his side. Sometimes you can't separate those two with a branding iron."
"Well, I wouldn't want to keep Josh or Red away from their families," Johnny replied. "So I reckon I can spend a few days at your ranch. Got no place I need to be anyway."
"Thank you Johnny," Danni said pleased that her husband's friend would spend some time with the family. "We'll finish lunch and leave for the ranch."
"Wait a minute Miss Danni," Johnny said with a laugh. "I'll stay in town tonight and come out to your place tomorrow. Probably be late mornin fore I get there." At Danni's look he added, "I ain't been in a town for two months.
Josh and Red chuckled and Danni laughed out loud. "I don't think it's the town you're interested in Johnny," she said. "I think it's the saloon you want to visit." Johnny looked surprised that Danni knew what he was thinking. "I've heard stories about you mountain men," she added still laughing.
"Maybe me and Josh ought to stay with Johnny," Red suggested. "Just so's he don't get lost tomorrow."
"You'll do no such thing Red McCall," Sarah said. "Johnny just came better than 1200 miles on his own. I think he can travel another 14 or so without your help."
"I'll go look in on my horses," Johnny said after lunch. "See y'all tomorrow."
Josh and Red loaded their families into the big wagon, mounted their horses and left Fountain for their ranch. Johnny waved to them as they passed the livery stable. After making sure William and Buck had been bathed, groomed and well fed, he walked back toward town.
After the comment that William had made about his smell, Johnny decided since he was going to be around kids and womenfolk that maybe a bath was in order. He grabbed a pair of clean twill work pants and a shirt and went to the barber shop. There was a sign on the front of the building that said they had hot water baths available.
Johnny took a bath, got a haircut, and had his beard trimmed into something else than the tangled mess that it normally was. He thought about shaving it off but decided that it would just itch when it grew back and he knew he wouldn't shave much out on the trail.
Johnny changed into his clean clothes but still wore his moccasins; they were more comfortable than the boots. He took his buckskins back to the stable. Now, let's just see if the saloon is as good as it looked, Johnny said to himself.
********************
In spite of the good time and the late hours he spent at the saloon, Johnny was up and saddling William and Buck at first light. Maybe I'm gettin smarter in my old age, Johnny thought. I enjoyed myself last night but didn't get too much of the whiskey and didn't get in no fights. He chuckled, didn't go to jail neither.
Following the directions Josh had given him, Johnny made good time getting to the ranch. Figure another two miles or so, Johnny thought as he made the turn east off the main trail. Then he heard a gunshot. He stopped his horse and listened and heard another shot.
That's no Winchester, he thought. Big rifle, like Sharps buffalo rifle. Johnny dismounted, dropping William's reins and Buck's lead rope. The horses were trained to ground tie and wouldn't move from that spot. He began sneaking through the trees to bring him closer to whoever was doing the shooting.
I'm as nosey as a cat and as careful as an old woman, he thought. But being nosey and careful has saved my scalp more than a few times.
As he came out of the tree line on a small rise he saw two men hiding behind some rocks. About 600 yards in the distance Johnny saw a ranch house; must be Josh's place, he thought. One of the men firing a .52 caliber Sharps buffalo rifle at the house. The other man cackled like an old hen at every shot.
Johnny saw two men appear from each side of the house. Keeping under cover the two started to make their way toward the shooters. That'd be Josh and Red, Johnny said to himself. That there open pasture will bring them out into the clear. They won't make it, not with that big Sharps firing at them.



Slowly, taking care not to make any noise, Johnny got closer to the bushwhackers. Finally he was close enough for what he had planned. Stepping from behind the last tree, Johnny swung the butt of his Winchester and hit the man with the Sharps in the back of the head. His victim fell over and was motionless. The other man yelled and reached for the pistol on his hip. Before he even got his hand on the grip, Johnny swung the rifle around and pointed it at the man's head.
"Y'all go on a draw that Colt if you've a mind to die," Johnny said. The man slumped back against the big rock. "Now, real easy, draw that pistol with your left hand and toss it away." The man hesitated and Johnny pulled back the hammer on the Winchester. "Your choice Mister."
The man pulled the weapon with his left hand and threw it over the rock he'd been hiding behind. Johnny motioned with his rifle barrel and the man laid face down on the ground.
"Put your hands behind you," Johnny ordered. He stepped over and put his foot on the back of the man's head. Turning his head down the slope of the hill he yelled, "Josh, Red, come on up. I got em treed."
Josh and Red climbed up the rise and walked around the rock to where the two men laid on the ground. The man that Johnny had hit was regaining consciousness; the other one sat up after the foot was taken off his neck. Johnny greeted his friends.
"I was gonna kill em but thought y'all might want to hear why they shot at you," Johnny told Josh.
Josh's face was a study in anger. Never saw the boy so riled up, Johnny thought. And Red's got a crazy gunfighter look in his eyes.
Red cocked his rifle and pointed it at the sitting man. "Red," Josh said sharply. "We need him alive to talk."
Releasing the hammer on the rifle Red remarked, "We got another one."
Johnny laughed; he liked the way Red thought. "Let's get this fellar on his feet and give him a fair chance Red." Turning to the bushwhacker Johnny continued, "Just you and him for it." He had no intention of letting Red kill the man; at least not until they got the information they wanted.
"Not me, I'm not pullin down on Red McCall," the man whined. "He'll kill me ifin I do."
"Why should I let you go?" Johnny asked. "Y'all seemed happy enough to try an kill Red and Josh." As he said this he stepped in front of Red. Red had a nasty evil grin on his face. Johnny had seen that type of grin before; just before someone got killed.
"No Mister, that ain't the way it was," the man answered as he circled to keep Johnny between him and Red. "We weren't trying to kill any one; we were just trying to scare em a bit."
"Why?" Josh asked, speaking up for the first time. He had the same look in his eyes as Red; it was called a death stare.
"Don't know. Man hired us to come out here and shoot at the house. He didn't' say nothing about no killing."
"Who was this man?" Josh asked. He'd taken over now. "Why did he hire you to scare us?"
Johnny thought how much the boy had grown. Josh wanted to find out the why, Red just thought about settling with the two men.
"All I know is his name is Jackson," was the answer. "We were at a saloon in Colorado Springs and he bought us a drink. Then he said he wanted to warn some people off and gave us both a $50 gold piece to shoot at your place over there."
The man's eyes got big as Red pulled his pistol. "Honest to God Mister, we weren't trying to kill nobody." "But it was $50 dollars gold, so we thought it was a good way to get money."
Red continued to stare at the man and handle his weapon. "I guess you're gonna kill me like you did Jess there," he said pointing to his partner lying on the ground.
"He ain't dead. I just knocked him in the head," Johnny said. As if to prove his words, Jess started to moan and reached up to grab his head.
Josh pulled Jess to his feet and using a tie down rope fastened his hands behind him. He did the same to the man that had been talking. They'd found out his name was Lenny.
"Were you supposed to meet up with this Jackson after you got done here?"
"Not right away," Lenny answered. At Josh's look he continued, "We were supposed to go do the same thing over to a ranch called Winterborn. Owned by a fellar named Gallagher. Supposed to scare him too. But we weren't trying to kill no one."
Why would anyone go to the trouble of hiring someone to scare Red and me off, Josh asked himself? And why Dillon too?
"Let's hang him and get on with the day," Red suggested.
Johnny had to turn his back to hide his smile. He knew that Josh wouldn't hang the men in cold blood. Josh wouldn't hesitate to protect his family or himself but he won't kill helpless men, Johnny thought. But Red sure put the fear of God in em. Lenny and now Jess were pleading to not let Red kill them.
"Where were you supposed to meet Jackson when you got done scaring us?" Josh interrogated the men.
"We was gonna meet him on Friday evening at the Bird Cage Saloon," Jess answered.
"And you don't know his full name?" The two men shook their heads. "What does he look like?"
"Big man, bigger than you," Lenny replied pointing to Johnny. "Got long dark hair and a scar on the right side of his face running from his eye down to the corner of his mouth. Wears a fancy two gun rig. Real mean looking hombre."
"Let's get em on their horses and take em to the barn," Josh said. "We'll take em into town tomorrow morning and turn em over to the Sheriff." He paused for a few seconds and added, "I'll ride over to Dillon's place this afternoon and tell him what we've found out."
They tied the men in the barn and then walked back to the house. As the three men stepped onto the porch the children came outside, gathered around the old mountain man and started asking questions. Danni was standing next to Josh, holding young Clint. The youngster held out his arms to Johnny and said loudly, "BEAR."
Johnny smiled and took Clint into his arms. "How's my little cub doin?" He asked playing with the boy who put his arms around his personal bear and hugged him.
"You smell a lot better," young William said. "Are you gonna stay with us."
"Yes he is," Josh answered the question for Johnny. "He'd going to stay as long as he's a mind too." Turning to Johnny he added, "And I won't abide no argument."
"Reckon I'll be here a spell," Johnny told the boy. "Sides can't think of a better place to be rite now."
Sarah came to the door and said, "Morning Johnny. Foods on the table, y'all come and eat before it gets cold.
The whole Kelly and McCall clans trooped into the house for a late breakfast. It was over an hour later that Josh, Red, and Johnny went back out onto the porch. The ladies were cleaning up and Josh and Red had the children playing in front of the house to keep them out from under foot.
"After we turn those two over to the Sheriff in Fountain we'll make a trip to Colorado Springs and see if we can find this Jackson fellar," Josh said.
"Ain't never seen Colorado Springs," Johnny said. "Looking forward to it. Hear tell it sure is somethin."
"Mr. Burrows?" Red questioned.
"Name's Johnny Red, why the Mr. Burrows?
"Well sir, I'm gonna ask a favor of you. A big favor. Thought a little respect might help," Red replied.
Johnny smiled. "You'll get more out of me treating me like a friend Red."
"Yes sir, I'll remember that." Red hesitated for a few seconds and said, "I'm askin you to stay here with Sarah, Danni, and the kids. Look out for them you know. If this Jackson hired those two to scare us, when he finds out his two boys didn't do the job he might decide that shooting at our house isn't enough."
Johnny looked at Red. He ain't just a simple cowboy, Johnny thought. That's just a show he puts on.
"The ranch hands are all on the cattle drive so Sarah and Danni will be alone. With Josh, Dillon and me all in Colorado Springs, I'd feel better if you were here to look after things," Red explained.
Johnny realized the trust Red and Josh were putting in him. Josh nodded his agreement to Red's suggestion. "Well...Never did care for big towns much," Johnny replied. "Ifin you've seen one you've seen them all I guess." Looking first Red and then Josh in the eye, he said, "I'm tired of ridin the trail and need to rest a spell. Maybe I'll just stay here with those two pretty gals of yourn and be spoiled for a bit."
Josh smiled. "Thanks Johnny. Now that's settled I think I ride over to Winterborn and talk to Dillon. See if he has any idea what this is all about."
"Who is this Dillon and what's Winterborn?" Johnny asked. "Ifin he's got a family maybe they should come over and stay with Danni and Sarah instead of being left at his ranch?"
Josh and Red both grinned. "They're welcome but they won't need much more protecting with Oso around," Josh said.
"Oso?" Johnny asked.
"Oso is Spanish for Bear you know," Josh explained. "That's what Roberto is called.
"Si," Johnny said. "Yo comprendo."
"Yes sir," Red replied. He chuckled and added, "Oso is bout the biggest one man I've ever seen. He's close to 6 and a half feet and must weigh over 300 pounds.
"Oso, Roberto, moves like a big cat," Josh said. "He's as fast as a charging grizzly and just as mean when someone threatens his family.
Red suggested they go down to the corral while Josh saddled his horse. "I'll tell you the whole story."
When they got to the corral a big bay horse came to greet them. Josh walked over to the animal and scratched his ears. "Ready for a ride Diablo?"
"Is that the animal you was working with when I met you?" Johnny asked. Josh smiled and nodded. "Don't look much like a devil now, does he?" Looking closer at Diablo he added, "That's as fine an animal as I've ever seen."
Josh smiled again. "Yeah, he's something special. He's saved my hide more than once."
Turning to Red Johnny said, "Okay I'd like to hear the story of Winterborn and this fellar Dillon."
Red nodded. "Dillon Gallagher is a friend, a good friend. He and his family named their place Winterborn. It's some poem that Dillon likes. He likes to read poetry but don't let that fool you. He's about as much man as I've ever met."
"Reckon I never read any poetry myself," Johnny offered.
"Yes sir." Red continued his story. "Dillon's from Virginia; fought at First Manassas among other places." Quietly he said, "Dillon met my two brothers just before that battle." With a faraway look in his eyes Red added, "My brothers were killed during the fight and I got this bum leg."
Red sort of shook himself and came back to the present. "Anyway, when Lee surrendered Dillon just rode away; he refused to surrender. He went back home about three years later but wouldn't swear an oath to the Union. Said he'd already sworn one to the Confederacy and he figured a man was only good for one oath at a time.
"Dillon wandered around for a spell, even spent two years as a Deputy Marshall in Texas. He decided it was time to move on, left looking for a home I guess." Red looked at Johnny, smiled and said, "Sorta like you've been doing. Never staying in one place too long. Dillon ended up in Arizona, a town named Prescott. That's where he met his wife Elizabeth and her mother, brother, and adopted brother, Oso. Their name was Edwards.
"There was a big rancher named Cassidy who was trying to force the Edwards to sell their ranch to him. Word was that Cassidy had killed John Edwards to get the ranch. But he ran up against it when he met Eleanor Edwards. Dillon befriended the Edwards and made an enemy of Cassidy."
Red grinned, "Cassidy made a bad mistake crossing paths with Dillon and the Edwards. Dillon killed Cassidy's hired gun and then killed Cassidy. Almost got done in himself doing it, but Dillon recovered. They sold the ranch in Prescott and moved to the Chico Basin."
"Dillon met up with Red because he had known the brothers," Josh said. "He and Red sorta hit it off and we invited him out to our place." Now it was Josh that got quiet for a few seconds, looking into the past. "The morning that Dillon and Elizabeth rode out, five gun hands braced Red and me. They planned on killing us and then having their way with Sarah and Danni."
"Dillon sure did put a knot in their rope that morning; Elizabeth too," Red took over the story again. "When the smoke cleared there were five dead men on the ground."
Johnny saw Red's eyes get that far stare for a second or two. Red continued, "Josh got one, Dillon got one, and Elizabeth got one with her rifle from over 75 yards away. I got the other two."
"Sounds like those boys picked the wrong folks to pick a fight with," Johnny said.
"Yes sir, they surely did," Red replied. He smiled and added, "But it could have got a mite interestin without Dillon and Elizabeth dealing themselves a hand. After that Dillon, Elizabeth, and the Edwards became almost an extension of our families."
Josh had finish saddling Diablo. He led the big horse out of the corral and mounted. "Be back fore supper." He put Diablo at a lope and rode away. Johnny and Red went back to the house. "Would you like to see a map showing the Chico Basin Cattle Company?" Red asked.
Johnny nodded and Red led him into a small office off the kitchen. On the wall was a hand drawn map of the Chico Basin. Marked in red were the original two ranches that had been combined to make the CBC.
"Josh and I started working at the Lazy L for Nancy Larson," Red explained pointing to the map. "Her husband Tom had been sent to prison and died there. After a bit Josh, Jerry, and I bought the place." Pointing to another ranch outlined in red, "That's the Maggie M. It belongs to Dan and Maggie Maguire, Sarah and Danni's folks."
Red grinned. "Dan and Josh had the same idea about the same time. Why not combine the two places into one big ranch? That's how the Chico Basin Cattle Company came to be."
"Never heard a ranch called a cattle company but I reckon it fits," Johnny offered.
"Our younger partner, Jerry Barnes, thought of the name," Red explained.
"Where is Jerry? I haven't met him yet."
"Jerry's the ram rod on the cattle drive," Red replied. "Should be back in a week or so. It'll be a while before we get fed lunch. Would you like to take a ride around the place?"
Red got a big black horse from the corral and threw a saddle on him while Johnny got a saddle on William. The animal tried to bite Red as he put the bridal's bit in the horse's mouth. "Dang you Jasper. If you bite me again I'm gonna beat you with a knotted plow line." Red smiled and slapped the horse on the nose. "Jasper's a mite contrary sometimes but he's a damn good horse.
Johnny and Red took a couple of hours riding around the ranch. They returned just in time for lunch. After eating, Johnny played with the kids for a bit. With Clint sitting on his lap and Molly standing by his knee, Johnny told them some stories about his living with the Indians. When the little ones were put down for a nap, Johnny and Red rode out to the line shack at the lake.
"Had a dam and lake like this back in Amarillo," Red explained. "I thought it might be a good idea here too.
"Looks rite pretty," Johnny offered.
"It does that," Red agreed. "But it's more than just a pretty place. Backin up the stream gives us plenty of water for our herd." He pointed to the dam. "See how the water leaks through and flows over the top?" At Johnny's nod he continued, "That lets the creek run on downstream; the same as it did before. Josh says we're just borrowing the water for a spell."
Pointing to the two room cabin Johnny asked, "And the line shack?"
Red grinned. "Josh's idea. We round up the stock, drive them over here by the lake, and do the brandin. It takes two or three days sometimes. It's easier to keep them bunched near the water. Josh thought it was dumb for the hands to ride back and forth from the bunkhouse every day so we built this cabin for the boys to use."
Smiling and shaking his head Red added, "Josh is always thinkin of others, he is." After a few minutes looking at the cabin and the lake Johnny and Red mounted their horses. "C'mon, got another line shack to show you."
They rode to the far north east corner of the ranch. Riding around a rock butte rising from the valley floor they followed a trail up the backside of the high bluff. Reaching the summit Red pointed to another cabin. It was built back into the hillside with trees hiding it from the trail. The structure blended into the surrounding trees so well that it was hard to see.
"Strange place for a line shack," Johnny said. "Hard to get building supplies up here."
"Might be," Red replied and motioned Johnny to the edge of the butte and pointed. "But I think the view was worth the doin."
The CBC was spread out below them. Johnny could see the dam and cattle grazing near it. He could see the land for miles around.
"Man can see a far piece up here," Johnny agreed. Looking back at the cabin he added, "Good work."
"Yep we did a good job," Red agreed. Turning back and pointing he said, "But that's all God's own work." He paused for a few seconds. "You can see most all the way back to the house yonder."
"I see a smoke trail bout where the house should be," Johnny remarked.
"That'd be Danni and Sarah startin supper. Reckon we ought to get back," Red replied. Looking at Johnny with a grin he said, "Sarah gets riled ifin I'm late for supper."
Carefully guiding Jasper and William back down the trail onto the valley floor they rode back to the ranch house. They were unsaddling their horses as Josh returned for supper.
"It's all set," Josh said. "Dillon will meet us at the main trail into Fountain at first light and we'll take those men into the Sheriff. Stopping for a moment Josh's face had an angry look. "Then we'll ride on to Colorado Springs and find this Jackson."
Early the next morning the two men were put on their horses with their hands tied to the saddle horns. Josh led one of the horses and Red had the other one. They had said their goodbyes to wives and the children earlier, but Danni, Sarah, and the whole pack of kids stood on the porch watching them as they got ready to leave.
"Just gonna be the three of you?" Johnny asked before they rode away. "Might be outgunned you know."
Red nodded and said, "Josh, Dillon and I've been out numbered before but never outgunned." Seeing the questioning look on Johnny's face Red added, "No brag just fact."
Johnny looked into Red's eyes and thought, don't doubt it. He turned to see Josh's reaction to Red's statement. His eyes had the same look as Red's.
Josh nodded and he and Red began what would be a dangerous mission to Colorado Springs.
To be continued...
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********************

Johnny Burrows walked back to the porch of the ranch house and sat in a rocker. He watched as Josh and Red led the two would be gunmen on their horses toward their fate with the Sheriff in Fountain. Sarah came out of the house and handed him a cup of coffee.
"Those two are like a stampede when they get something in their heads," she said nodding toward Josh and Red. "And if you see one the other isn't far away." Sarah chuckled. "If Danni and I hadn't a put our foot down we might all be sleeping in the same room."
Sarah laughed at the look on Johnny's face. "Well...it isn't quite that bad but pretty close," she admitted. "Breakfast will be ready by the time you get washed up. Come and eat."
"Yes em," Johnny said. He walked to the pump at the rear of the house and washed his face and hands. He went into the kitchen and sat at the huge table which was designed to seat twelve but could handle up to sixteen if everyone crowed in a little.
Sarah and Danni put a large breakfast on the table for Johnny. They served the children who were seated at a small table off to the side with the exception of Clint. When he saw Johnny he squirmed and twisted until Johnny reached out and took him from Danni.
Clint settled in on Johnny's lap. "Bear," he said with authority and snuggled closer to Johnny.
Johnny had a smile as big as Texas on his face. "How's my little cub this mornin?" He asked as he shared his food with Clint. The youngster turned up his nose at the coffee but determinedly took a sip because his personal bear was drinking it.
"Y'all got bout the nicest family I ever did see," Johnny said with what suspiciously looked like tears in his eyes.
"I guess we do," Danni agreed. "We've been lucky. I guess it was sort of fate that Josh and Red rode into Fountain and our lives."
"Never did hear how y'all met," Johnny commented.
Both Danni and Sarah smiled. "Josh, Red, and Jerry had just ridden into Fountain," Danni said. "Josh was just putting in time until the war was over and he could go back home. Course you know about that."
Johnny nodded. "Josh told me about the problems at home with Fogerty and the Bushwhackers that tried to make him join them."
"The boys were looking for work and came into the store to get some supplies and talk to Mr. Mitchell the owner. Sarah, our younger brother Jacob, and I had just left the general mercantile to meet Dad at the stable. We didn't know that the boys were following us. They thought they might find work with our father on the Maggie M."
Sarah took over the story. "We were confronted by three cowboys who worked for Tom Larson at the Lazy L. Did Red and Josh tell you about Larson and the Lazy L?" Johnny nodded and Sarah continued.
"Those cowboys were trying to scare us and had us backed up against a store front; they'd already slapped Jacob around, he was twelve at the time. Red and Josh stepped in front the cowboys to protect us."
"Those cowboys couldn't make up their mind on whether they should fight with Josh and Red," Danni remarked. She smiled at Sarah. "Red did all but call them cowards for jumping two women and a boy. And he was quite willing to make a fight of it." Danni turned to back to Sarah and added, "Red's is a good man and I'm glad he's Josh's friend and partner."
"Now you got me almost blubbering," Sarah said dabbing at her eyes with her apron. "Before those men could decide what to do, Jerry got the drop on them from behind. Red pointed out the rifle that Jerry had aimed at them and I guess that made the odds too even for them. They rode out of town like the devil was on their tail."
"The rest was just getting to know Josh and Red," Danni said smiling. "Course Red started courting Sarah the day that they met."
"Those two sure have led an interesting life," Johnny said. He chuckled and added, "I guess I rubbed off on Josh a mite."

********************

Josh, Red, and Dillon led their two prisoners to the Sheriff's office. They pushed the two into the office and explained to the Sheriff what had happened.
"They said a man named Jackson in Colorado Springs hired them to scare us off," Red told the Sheriff. "He should have hired better help."
"We're going to Colorado Springs and find this Jackson," Josh continued. "Need to find out why he hired them and put a stop to it."
The Sheriff warned them not to take the law into their own hands. Red just smiled and said, "Ain't against the law to talk to a fellar. Now ifin he wants to get nasty we'll have to protect ourselves."
Dillon asked, "If it was your family would you just sit back and let him run another bunch at you Sheriff? Or would you go put a stop to it?"
Shaking his head the Sheriff admitted, "Reckon I'd do just what you boys are intending to do. Find out why and put a stop to it."
"One way or the other," Red offered. Turning to his two friends he said, "Let's ride boys. The sooner we get shed of this problem the sooner we can get back home."
It would take then about half a day to get to Colorado Springs if they didn't push their horses. As they rode Josh said, "Sorta wish Jerry and the boys had taken the cattle to Colorado Springs this time instead of Pueblo. We could count on some help if things get interesting."
"Most of those boys are just cowhands," Red replied. "Other than Jerry they've never been in a fight." Looking at Josh he said, "I think we're better off with just the three of us." Before Josh could object he added, "If things look too bad, we'll go to the Marshal if need be."
They arrived in Colorado Springs just before supper time. After stabling their horses and arranging rooms at a local boarding house, they went to the café for supper. "Where you plan to go now?" Dillon asked as they walked out of the café.
"Thought we might scout out the Bird Cage saloon," Josh answered. "That's were Jackson is supposed to be tomorrow evening."
"Good idea," Dillon said. "Besides it looks like Red could use a drink."
The Bird Cage was only about a hundred yards from the café. As the three friends entered through the swinging doors, Josh and Red stepped to one side of the doors and surveyed the big room. Dillon did the same thing on the other side. There were several men in the saloon but it wasn't crowded.
I can see where they got the name, Josh thought. There was a big cage about ten feet tall and another ten feet around that held several types of small birds.
"Sure are noisy ain't they?" Red asked. "I bet the bartender can still hear me order whiskey. Let's find out." He made his way to one end of the bar.
They bartender came over. "What's your pleasure gents?"
Red looked at Josh and at his nod replied, "Three whiskeys if you please." The man set three glasses in front of them and reached for a bottle.
"Give us some of the good stuff back there," Dillon ordered pointing to several bottles behind the others next to the mirror.
"Yes sir,' the man replied. He poured three generous drinks. "That'll be three dollars Mister."
"Dang, I didn't plan on buying the whole bottle," Red complained.
Dillon tossed three silver dollars on the bar and chuckled. "Got to pay more for quality Red." Turning to Josh Dillon said, "Thought you didn't drink whiskey Josh."
Taking a sip of his drink Josh answered, "Don't normally but this isn't a normal time. One or two won't hurt me."
A few minutes later Josh motioned to the bartender for three more. As the man poured Josh said, "Heard I might find a fellar named Jackson in here. Got a business proposition for him. You know the man?"
Nodding the bartender replied, "He's not here tonight but he should be in tomorrow evening. He usually is."
Josh thanked the man and gave him four dollars. "The extra one is for you."
"Name's James. Let me know if you need anything," the bartender said.
As they drank and talked, all three looked around the saloon. They were all veterans of more than one gun fight and weren't going to be surprised by someone coming up behind them. Josh pointed to a door to one side of the bar. Red nodded and pointed to the big windows in the front of the room.
Standing at the end Dillon casually leaned over and looked behind the bar. He straightened up and shook his head at Josh, indicating that there was no gun behind the bar. They were leaving nothing to chance.
"Think I'll sit in on that poker game," Dillon said. "See if I can get a handle on Jackson." He walked over and sat down at the table. He ordered a round of drinks for the table and soon he was talking to the other players like he'd known them for a long time.
Josh motioned to the bartender for another drink for Red but ordered a beer for himself. Seeing Red smile at his beer he said, "No need to get sick like I did on my Pa's white lightening when I was a youngster."
Dillon played poker for about an hour. He stood thanked the men for the game and left the saloon. Josh and Red slowly followed him. They met up outside.
"Jackson is a supporter of Clay Allison. Colorado will become a state next month and Allison wants to be its first elected governor."
Josh nodded. "I think I understand now." Dillon nodded agreement.
"What?" Red questioned.
"Well Allison was in Fountain while you and Jerry were in Nebraska getting those new bulls," Josh replied. "Dillon here knows Allison."
"He was one of the northern regulators in Virginia during the Reconstruction," Dillon explained. "Allison, and others, got rich punishing the Virginians for being part of the Confederacy. These 'carpet baggers' stole most of the property of the southern sympathizers. They confiscated farms, livestock, and businesses leaving a lot of people homeless and penniless."
Dillon stopped with a faraway look in his eyes. He was remembering back to his father's death. In a low, steel hard voice he continued. "The northern regulators confiscated my father's bank to get his personal accounts. When they found out he'd sent the money to my mother in Boston they killed him."
After almost a minute, Dillon came back to the present. Looking at Red and Josh he said, "Allison was involved in taking my father's bank. Wouldn't be surprised if he was involved in the killing too."
"When Allison was in Fountain drumming up support for his run to be Governor, Dillon called him on his past," Josh explained to Red. "He told me the story that day and I backed Dillon's play. Everyone at the meeting started to grumble and left cussing Allison."
"So I reckon Allison hired Jackson to pay us back and scare us to keep us quiet," Red replied. Josh saw "that" look come into Red's eyes. That look that promised someone was going to be held accountable for their actions. "I think Mr. Allison chose the wrong people to rile," Red added with a deadly tone in his voice.
"We don't know for sure if Allison is involved Red so let's not go off half cocked," Josh said putting his hand on Red's shoulder. Then Josh's voice got hard. "But if he was, he'll regret the day he did."
The three friends were quiet the rest of the way to the boarding house.
"Guess we can sleep in tomorrow," Red remarked with a smile. "Don't get a chance to do that at home. Sarah's always got somethin or another for me to be doing."
Just after first light the next morning, Red walked into the kitchen of the boarding house looking for coffee. He wasn't that surprised to find Josh and Dillon sitting at the table with cups of coffee. Dillon pointed at the coffee pot on the stove. Red poured himself a cup and refilled his friend's cups.
"Guess you did sleep in this mornin Red," Josh said. "I didn't think you'd ever get up."
Red chuckled. "Reckon I'm too used to Sarah rousin me outta bed in the mornings to sleep very late."
Dillon and Josh both nodded. "Couldn't seem to sleep when I heard a rooster this morning," Dillon remarked. "I found Josh in here waiting for the coffee to cook." Taking a drink he said, "Josh tells me that Danni and Sarah never said much about you two coming to find this Jackson."
"No. Sarah didn't say anything but be careful," Red replied. "Reckon she and Danni both know it wouldn't have done any good to try and stop us."
"Danni said the same thing, be careful," Josh added. Then he chuckled. "She also told me not to push Diablo too hard. She thinks almost as much of that horse as she does me."
"What about Elizabeth?" Red asked. "With your two little ones at home, how old are they now? Didn't she try to stop you from leavin?"
Dillon gave Red and Josh a small smile. "John Robert is two and Ellie is just six months. Elizabeth started to try and talk me out of going but when she saw the look on my face she stopped. Her exact words were 'you wouldn't be the man you are if you didn't go protect your family'. I do believe the woman knows me better than I do myself."
"Well now that we got ourselves convinced that we rule our women, what should we do until this evenin," Red asked.
Josh laughed and snorted, spraying coffee all over the table. Dillon almost choked on his drink of coffee and laughed too. Red joined in the laughter.
"I think we rule them just the amount that they let us," Dillon said when he stopped laughing.
After a couple of minutes Josh suggested, "You know Dillon you could set up an account with the bank here in Colorado Springs. We set up an account here when we started driving cattle to the railhead here years ago. I know we've been driving the cattle to Pueblo the last two years. But if the prices get higher here at the Springs in the next year or two, we'll start driving the herds up here again."
"That's a good idea," Dillon responded. "Even if the prices are the same we'll make the drive here instead of Pueblo. It's a lot shorter drive than to Pueblo."
Before they could continue Mrs. Thomas, the owner of the boarding house, came in to begin making breakfast for her guests. She wasn't surprised to see the three men already up and ready to begin their day. Those boys aren't the kind to lie around until late in the morning, she thought as she built up the fire in the wood cook stove.
About 9 AM they made their way to First Colorado Bank and Dillon opened an account. Leaving the bank they rode around Colorado Springs for a couple of hours taking in the sights. Josh led Red and Dillon to the resort that General William Parker had built. In front of the hotel was a statue of the General.
"Who's this Parker?" Dillon asked.
"He's a railroad man that decided he would build a resort here to take advantage of the mineral springs," Red answered. "He sure went whole hog," he added pointing to the Antlers Hotel and the surrounding stores.
"I know this might sound a little strange, but I think I'll see if there's some little do dad in one of those shops that I can take home to Elizabeth," Dillon said. His natural tan turned a little red with embarrassment.
"That's a good idea," Josh replied. "Might be the smartest thing we could do."
They each found something they thought would please their wives. Josh suggested that they have lunch at one of the outdoor cafes near the hotel. After lunch they scouted the Bird Cage one more time, returned their horses to the livery and went back to the boarding house to wait for the hoped for meeting with Jackson.
It was going on 6 PM when Josh, Red, and Dillon pushed through the swinging doors into the saloon. Once again Josh and Red stepped to one side while Dillon stepped to the other. They surveyed the room and walked to the bar.
James, the same bartender that they had met the previous day was serving drinks. He came over and set three glasses down in front of them. Reaching back to the special section James pulled down the good whiskey and poured. Josh smiled at him and took a sip of his whiskey.
"That man you asked about is sitting at the back poker table," James said pointing with his chin.
Dillon tossed a $5 gold piece on the bar. Josh, Red, and Dillon turned as one looked at each other and walked toward a large poker table in the back corner of the room. There were six men at the table and there was no doubt which one they were looking for.
Jackson had stood to pull in a large poker pot. He was taller than Josh, who at 6' 2 was considered a big man. His long dark hair hung down to his shoulders. Looks like Wild Bill Hickok, Dillon thought. Jackson wore a hand carved leather gun rig with an ivory handled gun on each hip. The long scar running down the right side of his face matched the description that Lenny and Jess had given.
Josh stepped to one side of the table, Dillon stood directly across from the man with the scar and Red stepped to the other side.
The big man had set back down but looked up as Josh, Red and Dillon came to his table. There was a questioning look in his eyes but no fear.
"You boys want something?" Jackson asked.
"If you be Jackson, we've got a message for you," Red replied.
"I'm Stewart Jackson. What's the message?"

*********************

Johnny Burrows had just finished mucking out the stalls in the barn. With the cowhands on a cattle drive and Josh and Red in Colorado Springs, Johnny wanted to help with the chores around the ranch. Got to earn my own way, he thought. As he came out the barn he got a whiff of himself. Checking the position of the sun he knew he had better than an hour until supper.
Maybe I ought to ride out to that lake Red showed me and take a bath, he told himself. I sure don't want to offend the ladies, or my little partner Clint. He quickly saddle William and rode toward the lake. Johnny stopped at the bunk house and got a clean pair of pants, clean shirt, and a pair of socks. He was wearing his moccasins and could go barefoot in them but he had to admit that socks did feel better.
Johnny also grabbed a pair of long johns that Danni had given him. The one pair he had when he got to the ranch was threadbare and had several holes in them. When Danni did his laundry that first morning she just threw them away. She gave him a set of Josh's because they were close to the same size. Got to keep myself decent around womenfolk, he thought.
He came out of the lake and used his hands to strip the water from his body. Johnny had just finished dressing and put his dirty clothes in his saddle bag when he heard rifle shots in the distance. Too many shots to be someone huntin, he thought. Sounds like it's comin from over to the ranch house.
Johnny mounted William with a leap and spurred him into a gallop. Riding as fast as possible over the broken ground he quickly got to the tree line surrounding the house. Slowing his horse, he saw three men each separated by 30 feet or so shooting at the house. The sounds of the bullets striking the logs and the breaking of the windows were plain to hear.
No time to be careful this time, he thought. Little Clint had continued to call Johnny "bear" and that's how he reacted. He was like a big bad tempered grizzly protecting his young. Johnny put William back into a high gallop, pulled his pistol and charged the three men. He intended to kill them before they could kill him or anyone in the house.
One of the men turned at the noise of the galloping horse and tried to bring his rifle up. He didn't make it; Johnny spurred William and ran over him. One of Williams hoofs landed on the man's head, killing him. The next man in line heard his partners scream. He turned and saw a crazy man charging at him and raised his own rifle. The man got off one shot before Johnny shot him twice in the chest from less than 15 feet away.



The last man turned and dropped to one knee; both to steady his aim and to make himself a smaller target. He got off two shots before Johnny emptied his gun into the man. Johnny pulled William to a stop and looked over the three men to make sure they were dead.
"Don't pay to rile a mountain man," he said out loud.
Johnny rode to the hitching rail in front of the house and called out, "Danni, Sarah, its okay now. I got em. They can't bother you no more."
Danni and Sarah came out onto the porch. As they did a fourth man stepped around the near corner of the house and shot. Johnny staggered; the man turned toward the women and raised his rifle again.
Johnny roared his anger and charged his shooter. His scream was a cross between a Cheyenne death song and rebel yell. Johnny threw his empty pistol, striking the man in the side of the head. The gunman almost dropped his weapon and before he could recover Johnny was on him. The man lost his rifle in the struggle and tried to pull his pistol as Johnny beat on him with one hand. Johnny's left arm hung useless at his side.
Pushing the gunman back to the log wall of the house, Johnny pulled his 12 inch Bowie knife and pushed it into the man's middle just below the breastbone. The knife went through the man and pinned his body to the wall behind him. The outlaw gasped and slumped over. He was dead.
Johnny stepped back, swaying and fell to the ground. The last thing he remembered was Danni and Sarah kneeling by his side.

********************

Dillon was the one that answered Jackson's question. In a low dangerous voice he said, "Lenny and Jess won't be coming back. We thought we'd meet with you instead. "
"And who are you?" Jackson asked beginning to worry. There were three angry, capable looking young men facing him.
"I'm Josh Kelly and that's Red McCall," he answered. "We're from the CBC. And that is Dillon Gallagher from the Winterborn ranch."
Jackson looked from one man to the other as Josh introduced themselves.
"Understand you've got business with us," Dillon continued. "Thought you might want to deal with us in person." He watched Jackson's face as the man realized he was in trouble.
"Your dogs didn't do such a good job, you know," Josh said.
"If you want something done right you have to do it yourself don't you know," Red added.
Two of the six men slowly stood and scurried away from the table. That left Jackson and three others still there. Jackson had one hand below the table and started to move the other one down also.
"Put your hand back on the table Mister," Red ordered. Jackson left his hand in sight. "Bring the other one up real slow and ifin there's anything in it I'll kill you where you sit." Jackson did as ordered.
"Now stand up real easy," Josh ordered. "We going to take a walk over to the Marshal's office and tell him a little story."
As Jackson stood the other three men at the table stood with him.
"Nobody told you three to move," Dillon said.
"Maybe not, but we work for Mr. Jackson," one of the men said. "Don't reckon we'll let you take him."
"Besides I want to have words with you," another one said to Dillon. "Understand you killed a friend of mine over to Prescott, Gallagher.
"I wouldn't want to be called a friend of any of those I shot in Prescott," Dillon replied.
"You shot Bill Wilson, did you?"
"Yeah, and I was facing him when I did," Dillon answered. Bill Wilson had been a hired gun and reputed to be one of the fastest in the southwest; Dillon's answer was a warning.
"Well I'm facin you now," the man replied and went for his gun.
The other two men and Jackson all reached for their guns. Jackson tried to pull both pistols at the same time.
Before the man facing Dillon could get his gun out of his holster, Dillon shot him in the forehead. The man's eyes blazed a question at Dillon before the light faded from them. Dillon felt rather than saw Josh put his man down and turned his gun on Jackson. There was no need. By the time Dillon turned Red had shot Jackson and the fourth man.
Red calmly ejected the spent cartridges from his pistol and reloaded. "Jackson wasn't good enough to wear a two gun rig," he said. "That other one wasn't much better."
Josh knelt next to Jackson. He was on his back, gut shot but still alive. "James," Josh turned and yelled. "Send for the doctor and the Marshal."
Turning back to Jackson he asked, "Why? Why did you send those men?"
Jackson coughed up some blood. "You and Gallagher there were killing Allison's chances to be elected Governor. I wanted to scare you so you'd be quiet."
"Do you work for Allison? Are you related to him? I don't understand why you'd send men after us," Josh said puzzled.
"Oh hell, I'm not gonna make it am I?" Jackson asked.
"You're gut shot Jackson. It don't look good," Dillon answered. He had come over to listen. Red was walking around the table kicking the guns away from the dead men.
"Might as well tell you now," Jackson said. "I don't work for Allison. But he promised that if I helped him get elected he'd appoint me as the head of the Department of Mining for Colorado." Jackson looked up at Josh. "You realize how much power I would have? You realize how much money that appointment was worth?"
Red had stepped closer and heard Jackson's explanation. "Well now you can be the head of the mines in hell, you son of a bitch."
The doctor came into the saloon at a run. He saw the group in the back of the room and hurried to them. The Marshal was right behind him.
"Those three are dead but Jackson's still breathing Doc," Josh offered. The doctor knelt by Jackson and began to cut away his shirt.
"Just put your guns on the table boys," the Marshal ordered. He held a double barrel coach gun at the ready. "Take it easy and do it now."
Red turned and faced the Marshal. "I don't reckon I'm gonna let you take my guns tonight Marshal."

********************

"Daniel. Take the rest of the children out back and stay there until we call you," Sarah ordered her son as she knelt next to Johnny. "Danni get some water heating and send John back out with one of the paring knives and some clean towels."
They'd just started cooking supper and the stove was hot. Danni sent John back to his mother with several towels and a knife. She poured warm water from the kettle sitting on the stove into a flat bottomed dish pan. Setting the kettle back on the stove to heat Danni took the wash basin out to Sarah.
Sarah had slit Johnny's shirt open and put a towel on his wound to stop the bleeding. Between Danni and Sarah they cleaned the area and tied towels tightly against the wound. Johnny was a big man but they managed to get him up and into one of the downstairs bedrooms.
As they tended to Johnny's wound Danni said, "Josh told me those first two men planned on going over to Winterborn after they were done here. I know Oso is at the ranch but maybe I should warn them about the attack on us. There could be one planned for them too."
"I think you're right," Sarah agreed. "I'll take care of Johnny and you go to the Gallagher's. Be careful Sis."
Danni quickly changed to a split riding skirt and ran down to the barn. She saddled Itsa, one of Josh's horses and the son of Diablo. Her horse Sunny nickered at her wanting to go.
"Sorry big fellar," she said. "I need to get to Winterborn and back as fast as I can." Danni took a minute to stroke Sunny's forehead. "Itsa's strong and very fast."
She led Itsa out of the barn, mounted, and put him into a high gallop. The big horse seemed to be happy to be out of his stall and even happier to be running. He extended his head forward and put his ears back to hear Danni's commands and ran as fast as the eagle he was named after.
I hope I'm not too late, Danni said to herself.

********************

Josh was worried because Red had that crazy look in his eyes. Dillon stood and faced the Marshal. He gave a small smile and stepped between Red and the lawman.
"It's okay Red," Dillon said. "Boys I like you to meet Marshal Tom Ryan." Turning back toward Red and Josh he added, "I worked as Tom's deputy for two years over to Wichita Falls in Texas."
"I'll be damned," Tom said. "Dillon Gallagher. What are you doin in this part of the country?"
"Got a ranch down to Fountain way," Dillon answered. "These two are my neighbors and good friends. That's Josh Kelly and Red McCall."
Lowering his shotgun Tom said. "You boys own the CBC, I've heard about your ranch." Turning to Josh he said, "You must be the Kelly that raises horses. Damned fine animals from what I hear."
In spite of the seriousness of the situation Josh had to smile. "Nice to meet you Marshal Ryan. Dillon's told us about you and your shotgun," he said pointing to the scatter gun in the Marshal's hands.
"When did you and Juanita move to Colorado?" Dillon asked his friend.
Tom's face went a little slack and he sort of hung his head for a few seconds. "Juanita got the fever and died Dillon. It was just over a year ago." Ryan paused and added, "Couldn't stand to stay in Wichita Falls so I sold the boarding house and came up here." He brightened a little. "Stayed in the same line of work though."
The Marshal stepped closer to the doctor. "He gonna make it Doc?"
The doctor stood and shook his head. "He's already gone Marshal Ryan. Best have James send for the undertaker."
"Dillon you and the boys come over to the office and give me a statement tomorrow morning," Tom requested. He turned toward the bar and said, "James you're a witness, you better come too." Looking back at Dillon he added, "Won't be a problem but I will need something to show the judge."
"If you say so Tom," Dillon agreed. "We'll see you after breakfast."
Marshal Ryan had to wait until the bodies had been collected by the County Coroner. It wasn't a very long wait. In spite of being a now famous resort, Colorado Springs was still at heart a wild cattle town. The Coroner was used to being called out at all times of the day or night.
Saturday morning Dillon, Josh, and Red had breakfast at the café. They met with Marshal Ryan and gave their statement as to the events at the saloon. After visiting for almost two hours with Tom Ryan they left the Marshal's office. They settled their accounts with the livery stable and the boarding house and were on the trail back home by midday.
The ride could be made in an hour if they pushed the horses hard but it wasn't necessary. Josh let Red and his horse Jasper set the pace. Jasper never rushed or ran until he was forced to. It took three hours with the horses just loping to make the trip.

********************

Johnny came up out of the dark place where he'd been. Slowly opening his eyes he saw he was in a big bedroom and felt himself lying on a feather bed. If this is hell, it ain't half bad, he thought as he drifted back to sleep. He woke once again as Danni was wiping his forehead with a cool damp cloth.
"Howdy Missy," Johnny said and went back to sleep. The next time he woke he could see that it was night time. The lamp in the room gave a dim light and the window showed darkness. He woke and went back to sleep two more times during the night, staying awake longer each time.
Waking up again, Johnny tried to sit up and wished he hadn't. A pain like nothing he'd ever felt shot through his left shoulder. It slowly forced him back down into that dark place again. The next time he woke he said to himself, don't think I'm gonna move until I find out a bit more.
Johnny was able to move his head and his eyes. Yep it's a bedroom alright, he thought as he surveyed the room. The lamp was still burning but the window showed the glow of daybreak. Looking to his right he saw Danni asleep in a rocking chair placed next to the bed. Must be in the big house cause it sure don't look like the bunk house, he thought. He felt a warmth and pressure on his right side and looked down. Next to Johnny, sound asleep was Clint. The boy was curled up against Johnny with a little arm thrown across Johnny's waist.
"My little cub," Johnny said softly. Using his good right hand he brushed Clint's long hair out of his eyes. When he looked up again, Danni was sitting up and smiling.
"Glad you're back with us Johnny." Danni stood and walked over to the bed and looked down at her son. "Clint refused to leave when he saw you. He was making such a ruckus I put him down on the bed to keep him quiet." She grinned and added, "You can see where he ended up. Here let me take him so you can rest easier."
"Leave him be Danni," Johnny said smiling. "Little guy is all tuckered out from watchin over me." Johnny put his head down and went back to sleep.
The next time Johnny woke there was a giant standing in the doorway. That's the biggest man I ever did see, he thought. "Who are you?" Johnny asked.
The big man stepped into the bedroom. "I am Oso Senor Burrows, from Winterborn," he answered.
"Con mucho gusto," Johnny replied.
"Senora Danni came to tell us of the attack. I thought it would be a good idea for all of us to be in one place so I brought Elizabeth and the little ones over here." Oso stepped next to the bed. "Rest Senor, I will stand watch."
"How long have I been laid up?" Johnny asked.
"Just one day Senor. The men attacked yesterday afternoon late," Oso said. "This is Saturday."
Johnny started to peel back the bandages on his left shoulder to see how bad he was hurt.
"Leave that bandage alone Mister," Sarah scolded him as she came into the room.
"Yes em."
"The rifle bullet went all the way through Johnny," Sarah explained. "Danni and I washed the wound with coal oil and got the bleeding stopped. If you pull the bandage off you could start bleeding again."
Oso stepped away from the bed as Sarah brought a cup of water to Johnny. "We'll keep an eye out for infection but if you take it easy for a spell you'll be fine," Sarah told him.
"Yes em," Johnny replied and laid back. After Sarah left he asked Oso, "What about the dead men?" Know who they were?"
"It's not important right now," Oso said. "I've moved them out of sight and covered them until we can get the Sheriff out here. Maybe he can find out who they are, I mean were."
Johnny gave Oso a small hard smile and said, "Or maybe we can just throw them in a canyon. Coyotes and vultures have to eat too you know."

********************

Josh, Red, and Dillon came down a small rise and crossed Black Squirrel Creek. The main trail continued on southeast. To the east a trail branched off toward the CBC; to the west the trail led about three miles to Winterborn.
"Reckon this is where we part ways," Dillon said. "I'll head on home to Elizabeth and the kids."
"Bring your brood over tomorrow about midday," Red suggested. "We can go to the lake and have a picnic."
Josh nodded in agreement. "It'd be a good way to get the bad taste out of our mouths."
"Josh it bother you that we killed Jackson and his men?" Dillon asked.
"Not bother exactly. We were protecting our families and I'll kill anyone that tries to harm them," Josh said. "I just hate to see all those lives wasted I guess."
Josh shook himself. "Enough about bad things. Y'all come on over tomorrow and we'll have a good time."
Dillon nodded, turned west toward Winterborn and Elizabeth and put his horse Buck into a lope. Josh and Red made the turn east toward home still letting Jasper set the pace. It was four miles to the CBC ranch house and they had covered about half of it when Red sat up straighter in his saddle.
"Rider coming up fast behind us," he warned Josh. They turned their horses to face the rider.
It was Dillon coming at a high gallop. He pulled up next to Josh and Red. "Elizabeth left a note that there'd been an attack on your place. She said your families are okay but your friend Burrows had been shot. Oso, Elizabeth and the little ones went to your ranch."
Josh didn't say anything in response. He turned Diablo, kicked him into a gallop and gave him his head. "Run like hell big fellar," he yelled at his horse.
Red was right behind him. He spurred Jasper and said, "Time to go to work." In four steps Jasper was at a full gallop.
Dillon followed, losing ground with every step. Buck was a good, strong horse but he didn't have the speed of Diablo and Jasper.

********************

Danni was sitting beside Johnny's bed spoon feeding him some soup. He had complained that he needed real food. "When we're sure you can hold this down, I'll cook you a big steak. Quit fussing and eat this soup," she replied forcing the spoon into his mouth.
In spite of his shoulder Johnny sat up straighter in the bed. "Riders comin and comin hard," he said. "Y'all warn Oso and get the kids into the house."
Johnny started to get out of bed but Danni gently pushed him back. "You won't do us much good if you start bleeding again. Oso can handle most anything and Sarah and I have been in more than one battle." She went to the night stand and pulled Johnny's pistol out of the draw. Handing it to him she said, "Here, I'll send the children into your room and you can protect them for us."
Taking the pistol he checked to make sure it was loaded and leaned back against the headboard. Very shortly all the children, including Elizabeth's, were in the room with him. Daniel went to the window to keep watch. John and William gathered the rest of the kids into a back corner. Trained em good, Johnny thought.

********************

Josh and Diablo were the first to ride into the large clearing in front of the ranch house. He sawed on the reins pulling Diablo to a skidding stop. As he dismounted he saw movement at the side of the house. Josh pulled his pistol and turned in that direction. He lowered his weapon when he saw it was Oso.
"Everyone's okay amigo," Oso said. "They're in the house." He pointed to the front porch as Danni came rushing out the door.
Josh turned as Danni threw herself into his arms. As they stood there, Red and Jasper came into the yard. Red dismounted and Sarah rushed to him.
Elizabeth came onto the porch and looked down the valley as Dillon rode in. She met Dillon as he dismounted and hugged him.
"Are you alright?" Josh asked. Red echoed the question to Sarah.
Danni nodded. "The kids are fine too but I'm glad you're home."
Sarah told Red she and the children were okay. "We might not have been if it wasn't for Johnny," she told Josh and Red.
"Elizabeth wrote that there was an attack and he'd been shot. Is he okay?" Josh asked.
"He will be," Danni replied. "Come on. He's awake and guarding the children."
Sarah almost chuckled at Josh's puzzled look. "I had to give him something to do to keep him still. So I asked him to guard the kids. It was either that or tie him to the bed." Then Sarah did laugh. "He was all set to grab a rifle and greet whoever was riding in."
Josh, Red, and Dillon walked into the house with their wives. Oso followed smiling at the families. On the way Danni and Sarah told them about the four men and the attack on the house.
"I had a bead on the man on the right when Johnny came charging in and rode right over him. The man never moved again," Danni explained. "By the time I turned to the second man Johnny had already shot him."
"Never saw a man so angry or bent on killing someone," Sarah added. "I tried to get a shot at the third man but Johnny had ridden into my line of fire so I had to hold off. It didn't matter Johnny emptied his pistol into him."
"Johnny rode up to the porch and dismounted," Danni continued. "The fourth man came around the corner of the house and shot him. I thought Johnny was done for," she said shuddering.



"We had come out onto the porch and the man turned his rifle on us." Pulling back from Red she asked, Remember how you told me that big grizzly just kept coming at you after you'd shot him?" Red nodded. "Well that's what Johnny was like, a big grizzly that refused to die."
"Johnny roared something awful and charged the man. His left arm was useless but he beat the man with his right." Danni hesitated remembering the fight. "He pulled that big knife of his and stuck the man so hard it pinned him to the wall. Then Johnny slumped to the ground."
"It was almost like now that the danger was past he could rest," Sarah said shaking her head.
Inside the house, Danni pointed to the closed door of the downstairs bedroom. Josh walked over to the door and started to turn the door knob.
"That'd better be you Josh," Johnny yelled from the other side of the door. "Ifin it ain't I'm gonna put a bunch of holes in you."
Josh smiled. "It's me and Red Johnny. Danni and Sarah would be a mite upset if you shot us." He slowly opened the door.
Leaning against the headboard, Johnny lowered his pistol when he saw his friend. Josh looked around and saw most of the children huddled in the back corner. But to either side of the door Daniel and William stood with rifles in their hands. Daniel had Johnny's Winchester and William carried the small caliber varmint rifle he used to hunt rabbits and squirrels. In front of the huddled children John faced the door holding Johnny's big Bowie knife.
Red looked through the doorway and said, "Man would have to be crazy to try and force his way in here."
The boys put down their rifles and knife and rushed to their fathers. The rest of the family entered the room and gathered up the children. The room was full of people laughing and talking, all at the same time. Finally Sarah shooed everyone out. Josh and Red stayed to talk to Johnny.
"You find that Jackson fellar?" Johnny asked. "Looks like he sent more than those first two."
"We found him," Red answered. "He won't be sending any more after us." Giving Johnny a grin he added, "Nor no one else either."
Josh told Johnny about meeting Jackson and the deadly results. Johnny nodded after Josh finished his story.
"Reckon Jackson got off easy," Johnny said. "Ifin I'd a got hold of him I would have scalped him and then tied him on a red ant hill."
Josh started to laugh and then realized that Johnny was dead serious. Not a man to get on the wrong side of, Josh thought.
After the confrontation with Jackson, Dillon made it his mission to make sure that Clay Allison wasn't elected.
Dillon's wife Elizabeth had an aunt who lived in Colorado Springs. Tillie Clark had a special spot in her heart for Dillon. Her husband Ted had been shot down during a bank robbery and it was Dillon that tracked the outlaw gang down and dealt with them. Aunt Tillie thought it was biblical justice that none of the bank robbers made it back for trial. Her exact words were, "An eye for an eye and I hope they rot in hell."
'Aunt Tillie" was one of the most influential women of the social register in Colorado Springs. She used her position and power to support Dillon's mission. Tillie told all the ladies of the social scene, the wives, mothers, and sisters about Clay Allison's background and history in Virginia. She also made sure they knew of his connection to Jackson and Jackson's attacks on the families of Dillon, Josh, and Red.
These wives, mothers, and sisters passed the information along to their husbands, sons, and brothers; who were some of the most influential men in the soon to be state of Colorado. They persuaded their men to pass the information on to their friends. The editor of the Colorado Springs newspaper as well as the editors of the two papers in Denver printed articles about Allison's history of abuses in Virginia and his promises to the killer Jackson. This word of mouth campaign and the newspaper stories all but destroyed Allison's support in Colorado Springs and Denver. It also hurt him greatly in the rest of the state.
Clay Allison never realized his dream of being governor. His political career was destroyed, at least in Colorado, by Dillon Gallagher and his friends.

********************

Johnny's shoulder was almost healed. It had been two months since the attack and he was getting restless. Sitting on the porch with a cup of coffee late one evening he thought, I sure do like Josh and Red and their ladies. I even like the kids, especially my little pal Clint. But being around this many people all the time makes me uneasy. Guess I've spent too much time on my own. Time to move on.
Josh came out to join Johnny carrying his own cup of coffee. Danni followed with the coffee pot and refilled Johnny's cup. Johnny nodded his thanks.
"Reckon I'll move on in a couple of days," Johnny said to his friends. "Don't want to be a bother and besides I've been in one place bout long enough."
"You're welcome to stay with us," Danni said. "We've grown very fond of you."
"Thank ye Danni. But I don't want to be a bother."
A friend is never a bother Johnny," Josh said. "Especially a friend that puts his life on the line to save my family."
"That goes for me too," Red added as he joined them on the porch. "Sides you and me ain't got in near enough trouble yet."
Johnny smiled and shook his head. "Maybe all the more reason for me to travel. Don't know if the world could stand the two of us together."
Sarah also came out to join them. "Don't you worry Johnny, I've ridden herd on Red for all these years I think between Danni and I we can keep you both in line."
Watching Johnny and the others tease each other Josh had a thought and asked, "What's the real reason you want to leave?"
Johnny looked out over the valley for several seconds and turned to Josh. "Can't fool you can I boy?" He asked with a grin. "I've grown right fond of y'all and your youngins. But being around this many people all the time makes me froggy."
"Froggy?" Danni and Sarah asked at the same time.
"Yes em. I feel like I'm gonna jump outta my skin," Johnny replied. "It's not y'all," he hurriedly added. "It's me. I've been on my own for too long to live with people. So I reckon it's time to ride on."
"But where will you go?" Danni asked.
"Thought I'd head up to the Canadian Rockies for a spell. Maybe they've learned how to talk by now."
Everyone was quiet for a few minutes after Johnny told them his plans. Josh spoke and asked, "Will you stay for a couple of more days old friend?"
"Suppose I could hold off for a few days," Johnny replied with a nod. "That's the thing about being a mountain man; you got no schedule to keep."
"Bedtime," Danni said. As the group started into the house Josh said, "Red walk down to the barn with me."
Red looked at Josh's face. "Guess I could use a walk before turnin in." The two partners walked down to the corral.

********************

It was two mornings later after breakfast that Josh asked Johnny to take a ride with him and Red. They saddled the horses and quickly on their way. The rode three abreast toward to northeast corner of the ranch until the trail narrowed. Josh led them single file to the high butte and up the trail on the backside.
Right pretty place but Red brought me up here before, Johnny thought. Wonder why the boy's leading me back up here again?
The three men reached the flat top of the bluff and pulled their horses to a halt. Josh motioned and they dismounted in front of the cabin. "Johnny, Red and I would like to give you this piece of land and the cabin."
Before Johnny could speak, Red continued, "We've got real fond of you being around. Like for you to stay."
"You could stay up here and drop down to see us once in a while," Josh said. "If you get to needing a home cook meal you can come down and spend a day or a few days with the families. When you started feeling froggy you could come back up here to your place."
"Ifin you want to go back to the mountains at least you'd have a place to come back and spread your bedroll," Red added. "I know the women and the kids feel the same way."
"We and our families care about you," Josh admitted. "Our boys," he said pointing to Red and then himself, "need to learn the same things you taught me." Josh paused for a few seconds. "Not many can say they've been taught by a real mountain man."
Josh and Red didn't say any more watching as Johnny looked back and forth at them. After a minute Josh said, "Please stay Johnny."
The old mountain man took a deep breath and walked to the edge of the bluff. He looked down at the valley below him and the mountains in the distance. Josh and Red waited quietly for his answer.
They heard him say, "Sure is a pretty part of the country." Johnny turned to Josh and Red. "Reckon I could stay around for a spell," he said. "Them boys are gonna need teachin."

Epilogue

Johnny Burrows named his bluff top home, Aerie, for the eagles that nested in the nearby mountains. He would frequently come down to the valley to see Josh, Red and their families. During the late summer and fall he taught Josh's oldest William and Red's sons Daniel and John about living in his wild country. Johnny spent extra time with his little cub, Clint.
He taught the boys the fine points of tracking and wood lore. They learned to walk through the trees, mountains, and flat land without making a sound. They learned about plants and herbs and their uses that the Indians had known for hundreds of years. The youngsters gained a deep respect for the animals, the land, and the ways of the mountain men.
For twelve years Johnny used Aerie as a base camp. During the summers he made long treks into the mountains for days, sometimes weeks at a time. Johnny never did make it back to the Canadian Rockies; he said he was too busy to go teach them how to talk proper.
He always let Josh know when he was going on one of his long treks. Most weeks the families saw Johnny at least once for supper. Sometimes he stayed until he said he was feeling froggy and would go back to his mountain top. Sometimes he was only there for a day before he left.
In late Fall Josh and Red made the ride to Aerie; they hadn't seen Johnny for almost two weeks and he hadn't mentioned going on one of his adventures. It's not like Johnny not to come see the boys, Josh thought.
"Johnny, you here?" Josh called. He and Red dismounted and looked inside the cabin. The door was open, the wood stove was cold, and there were the remains of a meal on the table. The boys came back outside and began to look around the area.
After a few minutes Red called to Josh. "Over here Josh," he said. He motioned for Josh to join him at the edge of the bluff overlooking the valley. Josh walked over and Red pointed to a tree at the edge.
In his old buckskins Johnny was leaning up against a big pine tree with his legs hanging over the high drop off. Josh knelt down beside the old man. Looks like he's been dead for a couple of days, Josh thought.
Red knelt down too. Looking at Johnny then at his valley view towards the mountains Johnny loved Red commented, "Sure looks peaceful."
"Could be worse ways to go," Josh offered.
It took two days to hollow out a grave in the rock shelf at the edge of the cliff. They hauled a big piece of thick flagstone as a top for the rock coffin. No animal could move that they thought.
As all the families solemnly gathered around the burial site, Clint said, "Bye Bear". That moved everyone to think of what Johnny had done for them.
At the head of the coffin they put a rough cut piece of granite. A simple testament was hand chiseled into the headstone.

Here Lies
Johnny Burrows
A Real By God Mountain Man
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It was the fall of 2018 when Lewis Randal led his family around the rock butte at the end of the trail. The granite wall rose seventy five feet into the sky. At the base of the wall was a platform about ten feet high supported by thick weathered wooden posts at each of the four corners; on the platform were human remains. A skeleton, still dressed in rotting jeans, a flannel shirt, boots, and a Stetson lay with several other items of an obvious personal nature scattered around the body.
This burial platform, done in the way of their Lakota Sioux ancestors, held the body of James Ambrose Randal. The former owner of the ranch known as Eagle's Nest and the patriarch of the Randal clan. Sitting on one of the upright posts was a golden eagle. The predatory raptor watched as Lewis and his family approached his resting place. Lewis and his son were within ten feet of the eagle before he flapped his wings and took flight.
"Awesome," said ten year old James Ambrose, Lewis's son. "The eagle almost let you touch him Dad." The boy was the namesake of the man on the platform. He had been the boy's great, great, great, great, Grandfather.
Lewis, his wife Alyssa, and his grandfather William along with young James were on their tenth traditional, yearly visit to the burial site. They rode horses to the foot of the mountain and hiked up the trail every year just after the fall round up and shipping of their cattle to market. This was the tenth year they had made the journey.
It had been strange the way that the 1890's James Ambrose Randal had come into their 2007 lives. Lewis had found Jim in a state of suspended animation induced by a Lakota medicine man inside a cave on this very mountain. Jim was in a walled off room with a small flame burning in a niche in the wall. The flame would slowly melt the rock surrounding it and the liquid would fuel the flame. As it burned it gave off a mist like smoke which filled the chamber.
Lewis, his grandfather William and Doctor Charley Samuels managed to get the then mystery man down the mountain to the ranch house. After examining both Jim and the melting rock, Charley thought that the smoke had somehow keep Jim alive and young but asleep for a hundred and seventeen years. Before Charley and Lewis could take samples for scientific testing earth tremors caused the cave to collapsed in on itself, almost catching Lewis and Doc Samuels in the cave in,
Jim lived with his great grandson William and William's grandson Lewis at Eagle's Nest for a few years but as time went on he began to age and age quickly. Once the process began, he died of old age in a matter of six months. Doc Samuels said he believed that whatever the smoke had done to preserve Jim had worn off.
"The eagles are still flying and nesting here," Alyssa said to her husband. She pointed to three eagles soaring over head.
Lewis smiled at his wife. "Course they are. That's why Jim named the ranch Eagle's Nest."
"Hey Dad, do you think you could've touch the eagle?" James asked. "That would be so cool."
"I think you'd have a better chance than me Son," Lewis replied. "After all you're named after the man the eagles are watching over." Pointing to the soaring golden eagle he added, "I think that's his spirit eagle."
Lewis and William put down their backpacks and began to empty them. They had carried food for a picnic up the trail. On the way up the trail Lewis had shot a grouse which they'd planned to roast over an open fire. Now Lewis had a better use for it.
Holding James's hand he led the boy over to the elevated burial platform. Lewis gave the boy the grouse and told him, "Hold it out so the eagle can see it. I think he will come down and take your gift."
He knelt down beside James and waited. The boy had a hard time keeping still because he was so excited.
One of the eagles began to spiral down in a decreasing circle, coming closer and closer. Lewis stepped back away from young James. With his wings spread wide, the golden eagle landed on the same post he'd been on previously. Moving his head from side to side he looked at the boy and his offering with first one eye and then the other.
After about a minute, the big predator hopped down to the ground in front of James. The bird turned his head and stared at the boy. Slowly the eagle stretched his head out and gently took the grouse in his beak. With a jump and the flapping of his powerful wings the eagle flew up to his nest on top of the rock butte.
The boy's eyes were opened wide and he danced with excitement. "Did you see that Dad? He took it right out of my hand." Turning he yelled at his mother, "Mom I got to feed Grandpa Jim's eagle."
"Yes dear I saw," Alyssa replied. "Now come and eat your lunch. We've got a long hike back down the trail."
As her two men came back to the picnic blanket, Alyssa gave Lewis a questioning look and asked, "Was that a safe thing to do?"
"Later," Lewis said.
During lunch James continued to talk about the eagle. He told the story to his Grandpa William at least three times. Each time William paid attention as if he hadn't seen the event and as if this were the first time he heard about it.
The Randals made the hike down the mountain, mounted their horses, and rode home. Back at the ranch, Alyssa made James lie down for an afternoon nap. After making sure James was asleep, she returned to the living room and rejoined Lewis and William.
"What made you do that?" She asked Lewis. "Our boy, and you for that matter, could have been hurt."
Lewis shook his head. "I don't think so," he replied.
"What makes you so sure?"
"There are some things that have happened over the last couple of years and especially in the last two or three months that gave me an idea," he answered.
"What things? What's been happening? And what idea?"
"Take it easy Honey," Lewis said trying to calm Alyssa. "Let me tell you what I've seen and then I'll tell you my suspicion."
Alyssa nodded and sat back to listen. William moved his chair closer because he wanted to hear Lewis's reason for letting James get close to the eagle.
"Y'all know that I'm the only one that can ride Jim's horse Joshua. Right?" Alyssa and William nodded.
"Yeah, it's sort of funny," William said. "That black horse will let just about anybody brush and curry him but he gets real ornery if anybody tries to throw a leg over him."
"Even with me it almost like he's tolerating me," Lewis added. I mean he's a better cow pony than any on the ranch but I can get more done riding my horse Casey." Lewis stopped for a few seconds.
"Two weeks ago James and I were in the barn doing something when I noticed he wasn't with me. I heard his voice outside and went to see who he was talking to. James was sitting on the top rail of the corral petting and talking to Joshua. The horse just stood there letting James scratch his ears."
"Like I said, he'll let anyone brush him," William said.
"Well he let James do more than that," Lewis continued. "I stayed back and watched for a minute or so. Joshua move sideways up to the top rail and James slid off the rail onto the horse's back. I started to run over but by then I saw James with both hands in his mane riding Joshua around the corral."
"No," Alyssa and William said at the same time.
Lewis nodded. "The horse was moving slowly and carefully with the boy. After a couple of minutes he brought James back to the corral fence and James got off. He patted Joshua one more time and started back to the barn. When he saw me he said, 'Hi Dad, I've just been riding Joshua a little.' Every day since then James had either played with or rode Joshua."
Alyssa and William looked at each other and then back at Lewis in disbelief.
"After a few days I ask James what made him start paying attention to Joshua," Lewis said. "He told me that somehow he just felt that he and Joshua would become friends."
Lewis knew that he had his wife's and his grandfather's attention. "I know it'll sound crazy.....but I think Jim's spirit lives on in our son."
Alyssa looked at her husband in surprise but William looked thoughtful. "Your idea is no more crazy than the way Jim came to us in the first place." Grinning at Lewis he said, "The Lakota believe that every man, woman, or child of the tribe has a spirit guide; sort of a guardian angel. They believe that the spirits are warriors from that person's ancestry."
William's father had been a half blood Lakota and his mother had been a full blood Lakota maiden. He always kidded that he was three quarters Lakota. Therefore he knew a lot about the Lakota way of life and their heritage.
For the next few days James's parents and grandfather watched the boy more closely. They saw that James was very comfortable with Joshua, the big black stallion. The boy asked his father to teach him to saddle a horse. It was funny to watch the boy stand on a barrel trying to put a saddle on Joshua; he just didn't have the strength or the height to do it yet.
What was more amazing was Joshua kneeling down so the boy could get the saddle on the horse's back. With the saddle on his back Joshua would stand and James could finish cinching up the saddle. Then the horse would put his head down so James could put on the bridal.
Every day when James returned from school the horse would be waiting for him with his head hanging over the top rail of the corral. It was obvious that Joshua and James had a special relationship. Lewis accompanied James when he rode Joshua several times and felt comfortable letting the boy handle the big horse.
Eagle's Nest was a working cattle ranch but three times a year the Randals ran a type of dude ranch. People, wanna be cowboys, would come to the ranch and go on a cattle drive. The guests paid well for the privilege of living and working their dream. The profit from the 'dude' part of the ranch was substantial.
This was the first year that Alyssa and Lewis let James ride a horse on the drive. In previous years he'd ridden in the chuck wagon with Helen. She was the wife of the ranch foreman, Tom Casey. Helen had almost adopted the Randal's when her husband quit his government assay job in Prescott to take up ranching again.
James would ride one of the ranch horses around the camp and herd after the cattle had been bedded down but on the drive itself he rode in the wagon. As they rode the chuck wagon, Helen would tell the boy stories about his "grandfather" Jim and the history of Eagle's Nest.
This year he rode Joshua. The big horse seemed to be teaching the youngster how to herd cattle. It was both amusing and eerie to watch the two together. James would pull on the reins to guide Joshua in a direction and the horse would stop, standstill, and shake his head. After a few seconds Joshua would look back at James and then proceed in the correct direction and at the proper gait. James quickly learned that if Joshua offered any resistance to his orders that the orders were probably wrong.
"Who's controlling who?" Lewis asked Alyssa as he pointed to James and the big horse with a smile. They watched the boy and the horse work with each other. "Just proves that Joshua is the best cowpony on the place when he wants to be. It's really strange is all I can say," Lewis said shaking his head.
They were on the spring drive that took half their herd to the high country meadows to graze for the summer. James would be leaving with William in another week. They would be making their third yearly trip to Moose Jaw, Canada.
A band of Lakota Sioux moved to the area around Moose Jaw after the great Lakota chief, Sitting Bull, surrendered in 1881. Young James, Lewis and William were descendents of Iron Buffalo who led several families to Canada in 1891. When James turned seven, Lewis and Alyssa along with William decided that the boy needed to learn of his heritage. William agreed to take the boy north to visit the Lakota. The tribe celebrated a week of remembrance, a powwow, of their heritage and history each summer. That was the event that James and William attended every year.
This year would be the first time that William and James took a plane to Moose Jaw. The previous years they had driven the close to 1600 miles, but at age 72 the trip was very hard on William.
"It's going to be lonely without James," Alyssa offered.
Lewis nodded. "I know but he needs to go," he replied and then smiled. "I don't know who enjoys the trip more, James or William. Besides it will give us some time alone. "
When they got to the high country meadows, they let the cattle roam. They would fatten up on the lush grass. The wanna be wranglers would camp overnight and return to the valley the next day. Lewis went to help James take care of Joshua but the boy wouldn't have it.
"My horse, my job Dad," James said. Lewis nodded and stepped back.
After James unfastened the cinch, the big horse knelt so the boy could pull the saddle off his back. Then Joshua held his head down and James removed the bridle. Lewis just smiled at the relationship that had developed between Joshua and his son.
One week later Lewis and Alyssa drove James and William to Love Field in Prescott. They watched the plane take off and drove back to Eagle's Nest. As they pulled up in front of the ranch house, Helen came out to meet them.
"Alyssa, your granddad has been taken to the hospital," she told them. "I called your cells but you didn't answer."
"We left our phones in the truck when we went into the terminal," Alyssa explained. "What happened?"
"He was working with a new colt, the animal spooked and kicked him. He's at the Yavapai Regional Med Center's ER."
Lewis and Alyssa didn't even get out of their truck. He turned the truck around and raced back to Prescott. When they arrived at the Medical Center, Lewis did a power slide to a stop in front of the ER. Running into the hospital Alyssa questioned a clerk concerning her grandfather. The lady checked a computer screen and told them a doctor would be right with them.
"Mrs. Randal?" The doctor asked a few minutes later. Alyssa nodded and he said, "I'm Doctor Davis. You're listed as Mr. Benson's next of kin and emergency contact on the card in his wallet. Mr. Benson was kicked by a horse and sustained critical internal injuries. We had to operate immediately."
"Is my grandfather going to be okay?" Alyssa asked fearfully.
"I'm sorry Mrs. Randal. Mr. Benson passed away during the operation," the doctor replied. "The extent of his injuries were too great for him to survive."
Alyssa turned pale and she leaned against Lewis for support. He led her to a chair so she could sit down. She cried softly with her hands over her face. The doctor followed them, worried about Alyssa.
"Josh's been kicked before Doctor," Lewis said. "Why was the damage so extensive this time?"
"Mr. Benson was kicked just below the sternum," Doctor Davis replied. He motioned for Lewis and they stepped slightly away from Alyssa. "I didn't want to go into details right in front of Mrs. Randal," the doctor explained.
"Mr. Benson's ribs and sternum were broken by the force of the blow from the horse," Davis told Lewis. "Both of his lungs were punctured as well as his spleen and one of his kidneys." The doctor paused and added, "There wasn't much that we could do. In fact I'm surprised that he was still alive when the paramedics got him here."
Lewis and the doctor walked back to where Alyssa was sitting. She was softly crying but the color had returned to her face. Lewis looked at her with concern while taking her hand. Alyssa returned his look and gave him a small sad smile as if to say I'm okay.
"I'm sorry we couldn't do more for your grandfather Mrs. Randal," Doctor Davis offered. Alyssa nodded and smiled at him. Davis shook Lewis' hand and left.
As he walked away Tom and Helen Casey stormed into the waiting area. Lewis' explained what had happened and the outcome. Helen immediately went to Alyssa, sat down next to her, and put her arms around Alyssa. Tom was standing with Lewis when a severe looking woman came out from the office area.
"Mrs. Randal, we need to settle some insurance matters and make arrangements for someone to pick up the body," the woman said.
Lewis turned and seemed to swell with anger. Tom stepped in front of him and grabbed his arm before Lewis could step toward the woman. "Take it easy son," he cautioned Lewis. "You raisin a fuss now it will only make things worse."
Tom faced the woman and asked her to step away with him. When they were almost back to the office door Tom said, "You blood sucking, money hungry bitch. Alyssa just lost one of the most important people in her life and y'all are only concerned that your books balance."
The woman's face turned red. Helen came over and pulled on her husband's arm. She pushed him back toward the Randals and turned to the administrator. "I suggest you don't get close to Lewis Randal right now. Go back to your office and I'll be in shortly to solve your problem," Helen said with a tightly controlled voice. The chastised woman returned to her office, glad to out of the line of fire.
Helen returned to Alyssa and Lewis. "Y'all go on home," she suggested. "Tom and me will take care of things here. We'll make all the arrangements for a funeral home and such. Y'all go on home," she repeated.
Driving home Lewis and Alyssa decided that they wouldn't call James and William until the funeral had been scheduled. "At least they'll have a few days with the Lakota," Lewis said. Alyssa nodded in agreement.
Helen and Tom returned later that afternoon. She told Alyssa that Roller Funeral Home had picked up Josh and would call her the next morning to see what she wished to do.
Alyssa heaved a sigh. "Guess I better call my Dad and Mom," she told Lewis. "Not looking forward to it."
She went into the office and closed the door. Not more than ten minutes later Alyssa came out, sat in Lewis' lap, and cuddled up to him. She was softly crying.
"You okay Honey?"
"Dad said to let him know when the funeral was and he'd see if he could break away from his office." Alyssa leaned back and looked at Lewis. The tears were gone and he could see anger in her eyes. "How about that? His father dies and Mr. Edward Benson will see if he can spare the time to come to the funeral." Her eyes were on fire, "What a sad person he's become."
Alyssa's parents, Edward and Sally Benson, had made it plain long ago that they didn't want to have anything to do with Josh's ranch or life. "That ranch and the little hick town are uncivilized," was what they'd said.
The next morning a representative of Roller called. Alyssa told them that her grandfather had wanted to be cremated. Roller agreed to do the work and bring Josh's remains out to her at Eagle's Nest. After the phone call Lewis excused himself to leave the house and took a drive. About two hours later he returned.



"I've set something up for Josh if it's okay with you Honey," he told Alyssa. She raised her eyebrow in a question. "Ted Cole over to Cole's Corner said we could have a viewing and a memorial service in the large meeting room at the trading post. If you want," Lewis finished.
Cole's corner had been an old time trading post for better than a hundred years. Now it was more of a general store and gas station that served the people living in the area, saving them a long trip into Prescott. It had a very large room that was used as a meeting hall, for special parties, and sometimes a dance hall.
Alyssa smiled and chuckled. "Grandpa would like that."
Everything was arranged for a Saturday service. The obituary was printed in the local papers and Lewis called a few of the outlying neighbors who might not get the paper. Several pictures of Josh were collected and a sort of memory board was made to place at the front of the meeting hall.
James and William came back for the service. It was James that insisted they return. He said he wanted to say goodbye to his Grandpa Josh.
Edward and Sally Benson apparently couldn't find the time out of their important life in Los Angeles to make it to the service. They did send a wreath which Alyssa promptly threw into the trash dumpster out back of Cole's.
Late Saturday afternoon, Alyssa, Lewis, William, and James rode their horses to a spot beside a stream that ran through the Benson ranch. The stream had a wide deep hole where Josh liked to fish. Alyssa spread Josh's ashes across the stream and watched them float away.
"Goodbye Grandpa," she whispered. "I love you."
Before returning home Lewis and Alyssa talked to the ranch hands that had worked the Benson spread. "Y'all keep doing what you been doing. Keep the place going please." The men nodded. "Don't know what's going to happen to the ranch but we'll see that you get your wages."
Seven weeks after Josh's funeral, a lawyer from Prescott called for Alyssa. "Mrs. Randal, I'm Sam Reynolds of Reynolds, Reynolds, and Judd. I was Josh Benson's attorney and friend for close to thirty years."
"What can I do for you Mr. Reynolds?"
"I would like to schedule a time convenient for you to read Josh's last will and testament," he answered. "Would this Friday at say 10 AM be acceptable to you?"
"That's fine with me, but I thought the ranch and everything would go to my dad."
"I can't divulge what's in the will but Josh left explicit instructions that you be present at the reading," Reynolds explained. "I'll inform your father Edward of the time. See you Friday Mrs. Randal."
Alyssa and Lewis entered the attorney's office at 9:45 and were shown to a conference room. Sam Reynolds introduced himself.
"It's nice to see you again Mrs. Randal." Alyssa looked puzzled and Reynolds added, "I met you a few times right after you came to live with Josh."
Alyssa smiled, "I remember now. You used to come out and play chess with Grandpa sometimes."
"That's correct, I'm surprised you remember." Looking at his watch he said, "We'll wait until your father gets here to read the will. Or 10 o'clock, whichever comes first."
Alyssa introduced Lewis to the attorney and they talked for a few minutes about Josh. Right at 10 Reynolds opened a folder on the table and started to read the will. Just then Edward and Sally Benson breezed into the room as if they owned it.
"Hello Alyssa," he said. "Got a hug for your old dad?"
Sally nodded and said, "Hello dear."
Edward had taken a step toward his daughter when he saw the anger on her face and the laser like stare in her eyes. He stepped back next to his wife. They sat in chairs facing the desk.
"The timing on this is most inconvenient Reynolds," Edward said. "Let's get on with it. I have to get back to Los Angeles."
"I'm sorry you were put out but Josh's instructions were that the reading of his will was to be at Alyssa's convenience," Reynolds replied. "Now, shall I read the will or do you want to complain some more?"
Edward and Sally were surprised at Reynolds' attitude. He nodded for the attorney to begin.
Reynolds began to read: "I, Josh Benson, being of sound mind and body and being under no duress have written this document as my last will and testament." Reynolds interrupted the reading to show a one page hand written document signed by Josh, two witnesses and notarized.
"I've had the will transcribed to make reading it a little easier." He held up the transcript which also had Josh's notarized signature. Turning to Alyssa he smiled and added, "Josh never could write worth a hoot."
He continued reading: "When I die I bequeath my ranch, all of the stock and equipment, and the house to my great grandson James Ambrose Randal."
Hearing this Edward loudly protested, "That's not the will my father made. I saw and read his will the year that Alyssa went to live with him."
"Please be quiet Mr. Benson," Reynolds ordered with steel in his voice. "Josh rewrote his will the day after young James was born. He had me destroy the previous will. May I continue?" Edward nodded.
"The ranch, ranch house, and the stock and equipment have been put into a trust for my great grandson. I ask my granddaughter Alyssa Benson Randal and her husband Lewis Randal to administer the trust until James reaches 21 years of age. At that time he may do as he wishes with the land and property. I hope it will give him a good start in life."
"This isn't right," Edward said with anger. "I'm the next of kin, I should get the ranch. I'll fight this and...."
"Quiet Mr. Benson," Reynolds ordered again. "If you continue to disrupt this reading I will have you removed from my office." This last statement was given with an evil little grin. It was obvious that Sam Reynolds had little use for Edward Benson.
"This will is perfectly legal and binding. Take legal action if you wish but you'll be wasting your time and money. God himself can't break this will." After a few second Reynolds said, "There's one more statement."
"I leave secure in the knowledge that my son Edward and daughter in law Sally will never have to come to this 'uncivilized' country again. Edward you've turned your back on the very place that supported you and paid for your fancy eastern school. Now that place has turned its back on you."
Reynolds folded both pieces of paper, placed them in an envelope and handed them to Alyssa.
Edward Benson turned to his daughter. "Alyssa, honey let's..."
"Don't talk to me," Alyssa broke in. "You couldn't be bothered to come to my wedding, you've only been to see your grandson once in ten years, and you couldn't find the time to come to your own father's funeral." She paused to gather herself. "You've turned you back on everything but your high society life in L.A. Grandpa was right. This country, Grandpa's friends that watched you grow up, my husband, my son, and I have turned our backs to you. Don't come back, don't call, and don't write, we don't want anything to do with you."
Lewis smiled without humor. Don't pay to rile my wife, he thought.
"Thank you Mr. Reynolds," Alyssa said as she stood. "Come out to Eagle's Nest for supper now and then. My husband makes the best bbq ribs and brisket this side of Kansas City."
In the truck on the way home Alyssa said, "Never thought Granddad would do something like that."
"I had an idea," Lewis replied.
"You did? Why?"
"The day I met Josh, before you came into the room, he told us that his son Edward thought the ranch was uncivilized. He seemed to be disappointed and a little angry," Lewis told her. "He's said a few other things over the years. Nothing outright, but he wasn't happy with your father."
Alyssa sat quietly for a few minutes. Turning in the seat toward her husband she said, "Maybe we should try to work something out with Dad and Mom. I mean he was Granddad's next of kin and all."
Lewis didn't respond. He just stared out the windshield of the truck and drove. His silence spoke volumes.
"What'da you think?" Alyssa asked.
He sighed, took a deep breath and answered, "I think you'd dishonor Josh's memory. Wait, let me finish," he ordered when Alyssa started to speak.
"Josh wanted to leave the ranch to someone that would care as much about it as he did. It's his legacy that'll live on after him." Lewis paused for a few seconds. "He knew how you felt about the place; I mean you chose to leave L.A. to live out here. Josh knew that you, and me, would pass on our love of this valley and our life to our son."
Lewis took a second to look at Alyssa. "Leave it be Honey. Let Josh have his legacy."
Alyssa smiled and moved across the truck seat next to Lewis. "I love you," she said.
They were met by a whirlwind when they arrive at Eagle's Nest. James came running out to the truck and was talking before it stopped.
"Dad, Mom, come see what Joshua found," the boy said. He was so excited he could hardly stand still. James grabbed their hands and pulled them toward the barn.
"Take it easy son," Lewis said.
"C'mon Dad, you gotta see this. You too Mom." James led them to Joshua's stall. The big horse was outside in the corral watching.
"Look," James said pointing to the back wall of the stall.
The old wooden wall had a jagged opening that Lewis had never seen before. The walls were old and well worn for good reason; the barn had been here for well over 100 years. Lewis could see the teeth marks that Joshua had made while chewing a hole in the wall. Inside the opening was a bundle wrapped in what looked like buckskin. The opening was about head high to James. Lewis stepped into the stall, reached into the opening, and pulled out the bundle.
It was about 8 inches wide by 10 inches long. The buckskin was dry and cracked. Lewis carefully and slowly unwrapped it to find another layer of buckskin. Twice more he peeled away layers. After the last layer was opened he saw a small book or journal 6 inches by 8 inches.
Lewis, followed Alyssa and a skipping James, took the book out of the dim light of the barn to the bright sunshine. Opening the cover he saw a name written on the first page. His eyes grew wide; he took a deep breath and looked at Alyssa.
"What is it?" She asked.
"Yeah, what is it Dad?" James parroted.
Lewis had to swallow before he could speak. "It's a personal journal," he replied.
"What's that?" James asked.
"It's like a diary. You know, people write down what happens to them and how they feel about different things."
"Whose journal Lewis?" Alyssa asked stepping closer to get a better look.
"You're not going to believe it." Lewis smiled and said, "It's the personal journal of Great Great Great Great Grandfather's Lakota bride Chante Randal.
To Be Continued...
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"Who's Chante?" Ten year old James asked.
"She is one of our ancestors," Lewis answered. "You know what an ancestor is?"
"Yeah, it's a relative that lived a long time ago."
"That partly right honey," Alyssa said. "Ancestors are part of our family that are alive or lived before you. Your Dad and I are your ancestors. So they don't have to be from a long time ago. You understand?"
"I think so. Boompa is my ancestor then," James replied. The boy called William, Boompa. No one was sure where it came from; James had called him Boompa from the time he started talking. "And he's your ancestor too, huh Dad?"
"That's right and Grandpa Jim is your ancestor."
"And Grandpa Josh is my ancestor and yours too Mom, right?"
"That's right son."
"But who is Chante?" The boy asked again.
"Sorry... we got sidetracked a bit," Lewis chuckled. "Chante was your, let's see......your great, great, great, great Grandmother. She was a full blood Lakota who lived in the late 1800's."
"Wow," James said. He was quiet for almost a minute. "I've haven't heard about Grandma Chante. Can you tell me about her?"
"Tell you what James. After supper, ask Boompa to tell you about her," Lewis suggested. "She was his great, great grandmother and helped raise him, right here on this ranch."
"Awesome," James said excitedly.
Lewis and Alyssa walked back to the house. James went to the corral to see Joshua. He climbed onto the top rail and the animal came over to join him, standing with his head over the corral.
"Hey Joshua, you found a journal from my grandmother, Chante. How cool is that?" The big horse nodded his head as if he understood the boy.
A few minutes later Alyssa rang the dinner bell. "See you later Joshua," James said and with a last pat on the horse's neck ran to the ranch house.
********************
Jake Sanders sat with his back toward his desk looking out the big picture window in his corner office. The skyline of Phoenix was golden in the setting sun. His thoughts were a little over one hundred miles north in Prescott. That's a problem that needs to be solved, he thought; it's gone on too long.
Sanders was one of the men in charge of Land Procurement for Center Corp. His four state territory included Nevada, Utah, New Mexico, and Arizona. He was very good at his job but he'd run in to a brick wall in Prescott. For better than ten years Center Corp and Sanders had been trying to get their hands on the Eagle's Nest ranch.
Eagle's Nest encompassed an entire valley nestled between several mountains. Damn that place would be perfect for a resort and golf course, Sanders thought. Sanders had thought the same thing ten years ago when he had his flunky Sid Collier approach William Randal to buy the ranch. Collier hadn't done his home work because Randal had told Collier that he didn't own the ranch and even if he did he wouldn't sell it to the developer. He had made the word developer sound like an insult.
Collier continued to press William to sell out until finally Randal told him in no uncertain terms what Center Corp could do with the offer and threatened to tie Collier to an ant hill. A three months later Lewis Randal came back home to Eagle's Nest; he was the actual owner. Collier approached Lewis with an increased offer of 3.5 million dollars.
Lewis told him the ranch wasn't for sale for any price. He repeated what William had suggested that Center Corp do with the offer. He also warned Collier that he'd follow up on the ant hill threat if the Randals weren't left alone.
Sanders had traveled to Prescott and met the Randals himself. He didn't have any better success than Collier. Lewis told him to move out of their way. Sanders wasn't a coward but the cold hard look in Lewis' eyes made him back down.
Now we have a possible solution, he thought. He turned back to his desk and told his secretary to get Collier in Prescott on the line.
"We may have an in to get hold of Eagle's Nest," Sanders said. "We'll buy the Benson ranch, now that the old man is dead."
"Mr. Benson told me the same thing the Randals did when I approached him two years ago," Collier replied.
"I know but he's dead now. His son Edward lives in L.A. and doesn't like the ranch at all," Sanders informed Collier. "Edward and his wife have made it plain that they don't want to live in such an 'uncivilized' place, as he calls it."
"But how will that help us with the Randals?"
"When we get the Benson place and start building we'll make a mistake and put part of the hotel on the Randals' land."
"But we'll get fined and have to pay a penalty to the Randals," Collier protested.
"We'll pay the fine and compensate the Randals but we'll have a foothold on their land," Sanders said with a chuckle. "We'll make it so uncomfortable and inconvenient for them that they'll eventually sell the place to us."
"But sir, if the Randals protest instead of taking the money they can force us to tear down what we've built and restore the land," Collier protested.
"We're going to just take about ten or twenty acres at their end of the valley and we'll money whip them to accept the compensation. Get hold of Edward Benson, make him an offer, and let's get started," Sanders ordered. He hung up and smiled. Finally I'm going to get Eagle's Nest, he said to himself.
********************
Lewis had shown William Chante's journal when they returned to the house. "When James asked me about her I suggested that he talk to you," Lewis told him. "So be prepared to tell a story after supper."
"It's a story the boy should hear," William agreed with a smile. "And I never pass up a chance to spend time with James." Gazing into the distance through the kitchen window he added, "Chante was the matriarch of our family."
James squirmed all through supper, hardly able to contain himself. He couldn't wait for Boompa to tell him about his grandmother Chante. As soon as Alyssa started to clear the table James turned to his grandfather.
"Boompa, would you tell me about grandma Chante?"
"Let me look at Chante's journal first. If she wrote about what went on in her 1880's and 1890's, it would be better to hear the story from someone who was there. Don't you think so?"
"Yes sir," James replied disappointed that he wasn't going to hear the story right away
"But I will tell you a little bit about her tonight. Let's go into the family room." Leading the boy into the big family/living room, William walked over to the mantle above the big fireplace and picked up an old album and turned to a picture from among the many in the book. It was done in the old style sepia toning. The image was of a Lakota woman sitting and holding a baby; standing next to her and slightly behind her was a tall rugged looking man.
"That's a picture of Grandma Chante and your Grandpa Jim. The baby is John, my great, great grandfather," William explained. "John was your great, great, great grandfather."
"We visit Grandpa Jim's burial platform every year. Right?" James asked. William nodded. James said "I don't remember seeing a picture of him before or of Grandma Chante either."
"She was an amazing woman," William remarked. "Without her and your Grandpa Jim's brother, William, we wouldn't have Eagle's Nest."
"He's got the same name as you Boompa," James said smiling. "How did he help Grandma Chante?"
"That's right, I was named after him. Dad grew up around Uncle Will after your Grandpa Jim was gone and knew how much help Will was to Chante and to him," William replied. "We better stop for now," he added.
"Tomorrow night please Boompa," James requested. "You'll tell me the story tomorrow night?"
"Don't worry son, I'll tell you the story. Okay?" William asked. He wanted the boy to know that he wasn't being ignored.
James went down to the barn to say good night to Joshua and William went back into the kitchen. Sitting at the table with Lewis and Alyssa he said, "I'd like to read Chante's journal to James. What do you think?"
"She lived in a wild and often violent time," Alyssa said. "If you can skip over any gory parts, I think it's a fine idea. James is really curious about Jim and now Chante."
"Those years weren't as near violent as today," Lewis said. Just look at the TV news or newspapers. I don't think you should skip over anything Chante wrote," he suggested. Turning toward Alyssa he added, "The boy should hear the true facts of what happened back then." Taking Alyssa's hand he continued, "We can't protect him forever. James should start learning how things really were and are; not how we'd like for them to be."
Alyssa held Lewis' hand for a few seconds and replied, "I suppose you're right. James isn't a baby anymore."
William sat in his big easy chair with Chante's journal in his lap; soon he was lost in her words. It was almost three hours later when Lewis and Alyssa came back into the room to say goodnight.
"Eleven o'clock already?" William asked. He was surprised at how long he'd been reading. "This sure explains things," he said holding up the journal. "We got Jim's side of things and now we hear Chante's side. It's tough to put down."
Just after lunch the next day, Alyssa answered the phone. It was Sam Reynolds from Prescott. After greeting her and asking about the family he got to the reason for his call.
"Your father is contesting the will Alyssa. Some highfalutin lawyer is representing Edward to get the will overturned." Sam paused and asked, "I wonder if someone put him up to this?"
"Who would do something like that?" Alyssa asked.
"I've heard some rumors running around the courthouse," Sam replied. "Seems like a lawyer or two have been asking questions about Josh's place and about the will."
"Lawyers, what lawyers?"
"Don't know their names yet but I do know they've done work for Center Corp in the past," Sam answered. Looks like Center Corp is trying to get hold of Josh's, I mean young James' ranch."
"It's that bastard Jake Sanders," Lewis said. Alyssa had motioned for him to get on an extension. "He's been trying to get Eagle's Nest or a foothold in the valley for better than ten years." Lewis couldn't keep the anger from his voice. "Guess I better have a talk with Mr. Sanders again."
"Lewis, don't do something stupid," Sam cautioned. "Let me handle Sanders and Center Corp; it's my job. Besides like I said at the reading, God himself can't break this will."
"Okay Sam, I'll do it your way," Lewis agreed. "At least for now," he added.
"They're on the losin side of this fight," Sam reassured Lewis. "Josh never gave me the whole story but apparently Center Corp tried to buy his place a couple of years ago. He said they were quite insistent. From what I understand he gave Sanders the same answer that you gave his errand boy; Josh told him where he could stick his offer." Sam laughed aloud. "That's why Josh didn't leave it to chance when he made the new will."
"What'da you mean?" Lewis asked.
"Josh went to see a friend of mine in California and got his opinion on the will," Sam replied. "My friend is the dean of the Stanford Law School." Sam chuckled and added, "Josh just wrote what my friend Bill told him to write." After a few seconds Sam continued, "Don't worry kids. No one's getting that ranch except James."
"Keep us informed will you Sam?" Alyssa asked. "And thanks for your help."
Lewis and Alyssa hung up. She walked into the living room where Lewis had been on the phone. "Promise me you won't go looking for Sanders." Lewis tried to downplay what he'd said. "Promise me," Alyssa demanded.
Smiling, he pulled Alyssa in for a hug. He kissed her and said, "Okay, I promise." Under his breath he added, "Not right now anyway. But if I run into Mr. Jake Sanders in town, his ass is mine."
"We need to do something about the day to day running of Granddad's ranch," Alyssa said. Smiling she added, "Guess I should say James' ranch shouldn't I?"
Lewis was lost in thought for a couple of minutes. "You know, Jerry Pace is just the man to run the place."
"Yeah, Jerry's the right choice, if he wants the job," Alyssa said. "He's been working there for over seven years now."
"Closer to nine," Lewis responded.
Jerry Pace was the nephew of the first quests at Eagle's Nest when they started the dude ranch. He'd shown a talent for being a "cowboy" and Lewis had hired him while Alyssa was pregnant with James and couldn't make the cattle drives. After getting his degree with a double major of Animal Husbandry and Ranch Management he'd gone to work full time for Josh Benson.
"Let's ride over and talk to him this afternoon," Alyssa suggested.
Jerry was coming out of one of the barns when Alyssa and Lewis rode up. He waved and walked toward them. They dismounted and tied their horses to the top rail of the corral.
"Got a few minutes Jerry?" Lewis asked. "Need to talk to you about the ranch." Jerry nodded and Alyssa continued.
"We know that you and the other hands have been wondering about what was going to happen with the ranch now that Josh is gone," she started. Jerry nodded again but didn't say anything. "Granddad left the ranch to our boy James. Lewis and I are administrators until he gets to be 21," Alyssa informed Jerry.
"I thought it was something like that," Jerry replied with a smile. Lewis and Alyssa looked puzzled so he added, "There was a lawyer out here last week asking about the ranch and who was running it and such. Said he worked for an Edward Benson. You're dad?" He asked Alyssa.
She nodded and Jerry continued, "I told him he'd have to talk to you two about the ranch. That I just worked here." Jerry chuckled, "That fellar wasn't very happy that I wouldn't give him any information. I figured that Josh had left the ranch to you instead of your father."
"You did good Jerry," Lewis said. "What goes on here is nobody's business but ours. Especially not some shyster lawyer.
"Don't know what your plans are but we're offering you the job of running the place," Alyssa told Jerry. You interested?"
"Depends, what do you mean run the place?"
"You'd be the ranch boss," Lewis answered. "Day to day operation, ordering feed and supplies, in charge of breeding the horses and buying new stock as needed. You'd be the ramrod."
"We want you to make this ranch your home," Alyssa added. "At least for the next eleven years; that's when James turns 21. The decisions will be up to him then."
"You'll get top wages," Lewis said. Looking at Alyssa's nod he continued, "We'll give you $4000.00 a month and five per cent of the net profit each year plus you can move out of the bunk house into in the big house and drive one of the ranch trucks as part of the deal."
Jerry grinned. "Funny how things work out ain't it? I was getting ready quit and head out on my own. When Josh passed I decided to stay for awhile. I didn't feel right about leaving y'all in a bind."
"You were going to quit?" Alyssa asked. "Why? I thought you liked it here."
"I do but I'm planning on getting married soon," Jerry replied. "And there isn't any room here at the ranch for families. But living in the ranch house will change all that."
"You understand? The ranch belongs to James and when he gets to be 21 he may decide to do something else," Lewis cautioned.
"Shush Lewis," Alyssa said. Turning back to Jerry she said, "James will have his hands full what with schooling and learning to run Eagle's Nest. I can't say for sure but I doubt he'll have time to boss both places."
Jerry stood staring across the valley toward the mountains for better than two minutes. Lewis and Alyssa kept quiet waiting for his answer.
"Reckon I'd rather stay here than go somewhere else," Jerry finally said. "This place has become like a home to me. You've got yourself a ranch boss." He stuck out his hand to shake but Alyssa hugged him while Lewis smiled.
"Thank you Jerry," she said. "I feel better now that you'll be taking care of Granddad's ranch."
They set it up to have a monthly meeting concerning the ranch and if anything out of the ordinary came up Jerry would call them. Other than that, Jerry would be in complete charge of the Benson ranch.
********************
"Grandpa, will you tell me about Chante tonight?" James asked as the Randals finished supper.
"Yep, I think we should start reading her journal tonight," William answered. "Let's help your mom clean up the kitchen and then we'll go into the den."
Lewis had to smile; he'd never seen James so energetic helping with the after supper chores. Finally after what seemed like an hour to James, he grabbed his grandfather's hand and pulled him into the family room. They were followed closely by Lewis and Alyssa.
William sat in his big chair with the journal on his lap. The book was about 6 by 8 inches, bound in leather with no name or title on the front cover. James sat on the ottoman next to William's feet. Lewis and Alyssa found comfortable seats in their own easy chairs; all the Randals were now ready to hear Chante' journal.
"Chante was a good woman but her writing skills weren't the best," William said. "Her thoughts are well written but the journal is a little hard to read. She didn't leave any spaces between sentences or paragraphs. I'll break it down a little so it's easier to understand."
August, 1889
I am Chante Randal, in the ways of the white man. Wife of James Randal, daughter of Iron Buffalo chief of the Red Mountain Band of the Lakota Sioux. I write of who I am and my life with my husband and mate so those who come after us will know our story.
A missionary wintered with my tribe and taught me to speak and write English. My father thought it was a good thing. He said that we should know the ways of our enemies, the white man, if we were to survive.
These writings, which would be called a diary by my husband's people, are my own thoughts. It is strange and a little frightening to be away from my family and my people. But I am also very happy living with my new husband. I will keep this journal to myself until the end of my days and pass it on to my children. So that they may know of my life in my own words.
I met James Randal in early May of 1889 at the trading post ran by the man called Thomas. The trees were beginning to wake up from the long winter and buds were forming on the branches. Grass was beginning to grow in sunny spots and early wild flowers were growing.
It had been a good season for trapping and me and my brother, Chayton, took our firs to the trading post. Thomas was a good man; he would let us get things we needed and pay him in the spring with the pelts we brought to him.
Chayton and me were attacked by three drunken, dirty, white trappers. My brother was stabbed fighting with two of the men and I fought with the other one. The man I was fighting with knocked me to the ground. That was when James stepped in.
He aimed his rifle at the three and chased them away. Crossing to Chayton he began to tend to the knife wound. He told me his name was Jim Randal and I helped as he worked on the deep cut in Chayton's side. I later learned that Jim was a short version of James. He suggested we take Chayton to his lodge because our camp was a full day's ride away. He said that my brother could bleed to death before we got to our camp.
"Wow...that was Grandpa Jim wasn't it?" James asked. "The one buried up on the mountain."
"Yep, that was Grandpa Jim," William replied. "Chante hiding her journal when she wasn't writing in it also explains why we never knew about it." He went back to the journal.



When we got to his lodge he put Chayton on what he called the kitchen table. James put some strange smelling water on Chayton's wound. Then he used a needle and thread to sew the cut together. He explained that the smelly water, he called it coal oil, would stop the wound from getting infected and that it would heal quicker if it were sewed closed. After that he put Chayton on a bed and covered him.
My father, Iron Buffalo, agreed to let Chayton and I stay at James' lodge so my brother's wound could heal enough to get him back to our camp. Chayton and I lived with James for six days. At first it was gratitude I felt for James but as the days went by I begin to have other feelings for this white man.
James treated Chayton as if he were his brother. He was very good to us and took time to try and learn our language and some of our ways. I begin to feel closer to him and wanted to spend as much time with him as I could. I knew that when my father came for Chayton I would have to leave also. It made me sad to think I wouldn't see James again.
Returning to my village I found I was almost an outcast. None of the young men wanted me for a wife. They felt I had been dishonored by living at a white man's lodge, even for a short time. I found out much later that our shaman, Spirit Healer, had told many of the men that I'd been more than just a nurse for my brother. That I had been with a white man. Spirit Healer later admitted to my father that he wanted me for himself. A marriage that I would never have agreed to.
"What's a shaman?" James asked.
"A shaman is what we call a medicine man for the tribe," William answered. "Most know a lot about herbs and plants that can be used to help and cure people; they are sorta like a doctor. The shaman is also like a preacher; they pray to and interpret the spirit's wishes to the people."
"Like Running Wolf at the Lakota village up in Canada, right?" I think he's really cool," James said.
"Yep, Running Wolf is the bands shaman." Looking at James, William said, "He's made a special effort with you because you can't be with the tribe every day." William smiled, "Running Wolf told me he thinks you're pretty cool too."
Lewis could see his son's pleasure and watched him puff up with pride.
"Awesome," James replied.
William continued reading.
There was a lot of shouting and people talking early one morning. Iron Buffalo and I stepped out of our lodge to find James sitting on his big black horse in front of the teepee. He had a carved wooden totem that my father had given him on a rawhide thong worn around his neck. On his shoulders he wore the blanket I had given him to protect him when he rode to tell Iron Buffalo about Chayton. He had two very strong looking horses on a lead rope.
My father showed no reaction when he saw James but I could tell he was surprised. I was very surprised and let it show. It had been two months since I had seen James but I had thought about him almost every day.
"Iron Buffalo I have come to ask for Chante as my wife. These two horses I offer as the bride price," James told my father in a loud clear voice.
My father asked if I wanted to become James' wife and I answered, "Yes Father, it would be a good thing."
We were married the next day in the Lakota way by the shaman. Spirit Healer was angry but had no choice. A bride price had been offered and accepted. He had to perform the ceremony by Lakota law. Two weeks after going to live with James we were married in the white man's way by a man called a circuit judge.
September, 1889
Many of the things in our lodge are wonderful. James calls it a house and it is warm and dry. No rain or wind comes into the house the way it does with my father's teepee. We have a stove to cook on instead of having to cook over an open fire. Instead of carrying water from a stream there is a pump at the rear of the house which brings cold, clean water to us.
The horses are better cared for also. They have their own lodge which protects them from the weather and from hunting animals like the wolf and mountain lion. James has three horses and I brought my own horse with me.
The big horse that James calls Sampson has adopted me. He is the biggest horse I've ever been around and has a black coat that shines in the sunlight. James was worried that the spirited animal would harm me, but I think Sampson knows that both he and I belong to James. The first day at the lodge, Sampson put his head down and gently rubbed his face against my arm. We have become good friends.
"I remember my dad talking about Sampson," William said. "He said that was one of the biggest horses he ever seen. Sampson was a very big, black, very fast and strong horse."
"Just like Joshua," James exclaimed. "Cool."
Late September, 1889
James and me are going to be parents. The baby will be born in late May or early June. James hugged me, picked me up, and swung me around when I told him. We are very happy.
October, 1989
This week James and me went to the mountains that he called the Bradshaw's and to a creek the white man calls Lynx Creek. James told me we were looking for the yellow metal called gold. He showed me how to use a pan and wash away the sand and mud looking for gold.
Our hunt, or as James called it prospecting, went well. We found several pieces, called nuggets, of gold. James said they are worth a lot of money. We will return to our lodge tomorrow.
January, 1890
I have noticed as our baby grew inside of me that James would try to keep me from doing my work. He said he didn't want me to hurt myself or the baby. I had to laugh at his concern and told him Lakota women sometimes gathered wood, carried water, fixed a meal and then went into the lodge to have her baby. "I will be fine," I told him.
James spends as much time with me as he can but we have cattle to take care of in this winter weather. He is sometimes gone overnight. As long as he is riding Sampson I don't worry about him. My friend will not let anything happen to his master.
April, 1890
James has hired Mrs. King, a widow that lives with her son's family on the next ranch to help me until our child decides that it is time to join us. I tried to talk him out of it but he is very stubborn sometimes. I understand that he loves me and our baby and have accepted Mrs. King's help.
May, 1890
I am a mother. James is a father and we are a family. Our son was born last night. He is healthy and has a strong voice. We named our son John Maza after his two grandfathers. Mrs. King was with me as our baby came into our world. She told James to stay in the next room out of the way. He was like a wounded bear pacing back and forth.
Late May, 1890
James is not back from the high country. He told me he would be home tonight. He had never stayed away overnight during good weather. I am worried about him. Mrs. King had returned to her home. I was alone with our son and he was too young to take looking for James.
James has still not returned. It is the second night that he has been away. I am afraid something has happened to him.
On the morning of the third day, Sampson came back. Alone. Now I knew something was wrong. Sampson would never leave James. I put John in a cradleboard across my back, mounted Sampson and rode toward the King ranch. About an hour later I saw Jasper King driving a small herd of cattle back toward his lodge.
I told him about James being missing and asked him to tell his mother to come and watch John while I looked for my husband. He nodded, turned his horse, and spurred him into a gallop. I returned to the lodge to wait for Mrs. King. She joined me late in the afternoon. It was too late to start a search that day.
The next morning I was up and mounted on Sampson at first light. For two more days I left at first light and returned as the sun went down. I was searching the high meadows looking for James. On the evening of the third day I returned and saw Iron Buffalo and Chayton sitting on their horses in front of our lodge. They looked upset.
There was a strange man sitting in the rocking chair on the front porch with a rifle across his knees. He saw me ride up and stood. My father asked in me in Lakota where James was and I told him that James had been gone for four days. The man on the porch took a step toward me and took off his hat.
"Howdy, you must be Chante," he said. "Thomas over to the trading post told me Jim had a wife and a son. I already saw my nephew. Was talkin to Mrs. King, when these two rode up," he said pointing at Iron Buffalo and Chayton.
I didn't answer and he said, "I'm William, Jim's brother. Most folks call me Will. Where's that younger brother of mine?"
Without his hat Will looked like James, but two or so years older. I quickly explained about James to my father, brother, and Will.
The next morning they took over the search. My father brought several of his braves from our camp at Red Mountain to help for the first week. After that Iron Buffalo, Chayton, and Will continued to look for James for six months until the first snow storm of the winter.
I felt that James was still alive but also knew that he would have been home by now if he could have. I have lost my husband.
"What happened to Grandpa Jim?" young James asked. He was visibly upset and worried.
Lewis looked at Alyssa and slowly shook his head at William. He sighed and after a few seconds answered the boy.
"That's a whole story all by itself," William answered. "Let's finish reading the journal and we'll get to that story when you're a little older." Lewis smiled and nodded at William's suggestion. Alyssa and Lewis weren't sure they want to tell their son the truth about Jim just yet. James was very mature, but if they told him the truth about his Grandpa Jim he might accidentally say something to a school mate or another parent.
This could bring unwanted attention to Jim's return to life after 117 years. Which in turn could lead to scientists and others invading Eagle's Nest wanting to do forensic tests on Jim's remains. Best to let the old man rest in peace.
"It must have been really hard on Chante," Alyssa said looking at Lewis and then at William.
"Reckon it was," William agreed. "Must have been hard not knowing what happened to Jim. You alright boy?"
"Yes sir. It's just sad what happened to Grandpa Jim and Grandma Chante."
"Should I keep reading?" William asked. He was talking to Lewis and Alyssa as well as James.
"It's almost 10. Bedtime for you young man," Lewis answered. At the disappointed look on James' face he added, "We'll get back to the journal tomorrow night after supper."
"Aw Dad," James replied in an exasperated tone. He knew once his father made up his mind there was no need to argue. Then he brightened. "I can't wait to tell Joshua about Sampson."
The boy got off the ottoman and hugged William. "Night Boompa," he said. Hugging his parents he repeated, "Night Dad, Night Mom. See ya in the morning."
The three adults all said good night to James. When he left the room William said, "This journal is really something. I'm like the boy; I didn't want to stop reading." He stood putting the journal on the mantle next to the picture of Jim, Chante, and young John. "See y'all at breakfast."

********************
Meanwhile many miles away in Phoenix the meeting of the Board of Directors for Center Corp has not gone well for Jake Sanders. His longtime enemy on the board had made a point of the fact that Sanders had failed time and time again to get a foothold in the valley where Eagle's Nest was located.
"It's a prime spot for development and you've been promising us for ten years that we will have a presence there," Henry Rogers said. "If you can't get the job done maybe we should find someone who can," he threatened.
"The owner doesn't seem to be impressed by money," Sanders countered. "He's a decorated Army veteran and I've heard all he thought about while he was in Iraq was getting back to his ranch." Sanders turned to face Rogers directly.
"Your investigators screwed the pooch on that one," Sanders accused. "They came up with the old man, William Randal, owning the ranch when it was really his grandson Lewis Randal's name on the deed." He turned back to the other board members.
"I won't claim that was the whole reason we haven't had success yet but it sure didn't help. Sid Collier our point man made a run at the older Randal, instead of Lewis, about buying Eagle's Nest and ran into a brick wall." Sanders gave a grim smile and continued, "Collier was told not only no, but hell no. William also told him quite emphatically what he could do with the offer."
"Did you get personally involved Sanders?" Rogers asked. "Or did you run everything from your comfortable desk chair here?"
"For your information I met with Lewis in Prescott." He again faced the board. "That meeting did not...well, let's just say it didn't go satisfactorily."
"What do you mean?" Tom Jansen. He was the Chairman of the board.
"I was standing between him and his truck when I made the offer. Lewis refused and I told him then he wouldn't get the loan they'd applied for at the Prescott National Bank." Sanders looked at the others and said, "As you know we have controlling interest in that bank. "However, he very specifically told me where I could stick my offer."
Sanders had to frown remembering his one meeting with Lewis Randal. After a few seconds he said, "As I said I was standing between him and his truck. He told me to move or he would move me. It wasn't bravado. He meant it. That was the last meeting we've had with the Randals. We made offers though the mail and over the phone for the next year. After the third or fourth offer, Randal refused delivery and when we identified ourselves on the phone, he'd hang up
Rogers started to attack Sanders again and Sanders responded. The meeting was turning into a battle royal between the two antagonists.
"Enough," Jensen said loudly in an angry voice. Rogers and Sanders stopped talking. "Rogers says you're ineffective Sanders. Sanders you say Rogers has hurt your negotiations to obtain this land. Is that correct?"
"Well sir, I think...Rogers started.
"A simple yes or no will suffice gentlemen," Jensen interrupted. Both men nodded. "Fine. You will both put all your time and resources into solving this problem.
The one that accomplishes this task keeps his job. The loser will join the unemployment line. Understood?"
Rogers and Sanders both said, "Yes sir."
"Now get busy gentlemen. Your future with this company is in the balance." Jensen looked at both men and motioning toward the door said, "You are both excused."
To Be Continued
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********************

The Randals, all four of them, trooped into the den after supper as if they were on a mission. William took Chante's journal from the mantel and sat in his big easy chair. James once again sat at his feet on the ottoman; Lewis and Alyssa pulled their own easy chairs closer.
"Grandpa before we start will you tell me about our family, I mean like since Grandpa Jim," young James asked. "Most of the kids at school don't know their family back very far."
"Okay, I can do that for you," William replied. "Let's see, guess I'll start with James and Chante. They married in 1889 and had John in 1890. Then John and Morning Star married in 1908 and had a son they named William in 1909. With me so far?"
"Yes sir," James answered.
Next William and Sarah married in 1926 and had a boy named John Ambrose in 1927. John married Rebecca and they had a boy in '46. Which was 'Me," William said making a face and smiling. We're getting closer son. James giggled and smiled back.
"Your Grandma Susan and I were married in 1962 and had John in '63. He married Ellie in early '82 and they had your Daddy that same year. Then you were born in 2008." William stopped then said, "Whew, and there you are. Your family history all the way back to 1890."
"It's really confusin," James said. "I mean with all the kids named John and James and William."
"That's a fact son," Lewis added. "But it's a way to honor the family before you."
"You mean like the Lakota?"
"Just like that son." Turning to William Lewis said, "You know I never thought about it before but all of our male ancestors had one child; a son and no other children. Sorta strange."
"This isn't the first time I've thought about that," William replied. Returning his attention to James he held up the journal and asked, "You remember where I left off last night?"
"Yes sir. You'd just read how Grandpa Jim disappeared and that Grandpa Iron Buffalo and Uncle Will looked for him until winter."
"That's right." William opened the journal and took up where he had left off previously.
August, 1891
I have stopped crying every night when I go to bed. I still miss James but I have our son to raise and Eagle's Nest to take care of. The ranch will belong to John one day.
Will has become a part of the family. He does most of the outside work with the cattle and around the ranch. James had told me that his brother had not wanted to be a rancher and left for California when their father died. Looks like he has changed his mind. I don't know if it is because he wanted to come home or because James has left us but he has taken over running the ranch and I'm glad he is here.
At first Will lived in the bunkhouse with the two cowboys he hired to help him with the round up and branding. I finally got him to move into the downstairs bedroom in the lodge. He loved to play with John and could spend more time with my son living in the lodge. He is James' brother and not a hired hand. Family needs to live with family.
A strange thing happened yesterday. Will came back from the trading post with a cut over one eye and a split lip. He told me he walked behind a horse and got kicked. I don't believe him.
September, 1891
Today I made the ride to the Thomas trading post. John stayed at the lodge with Mrs. King because he has what she calls a cold. There were two men in front of the building when I rode up on Sampson. They quickly stepped out of my way when I went to the door. Nodding at me they mounted their horses and left, spurring the horses into a gallop.
I entered the post and Mr. Thomas greeted me. "Hello Chante, looks like those two learned their lesson," he said. He saw the puzzled look on my face and asked, "You don't know, do you?"
"I don't understand Mr. Thomas. What lesson?"
"Last month Will was in here and he and those two got into a ruckus. He liked to beat them to death before I could stop him."
"A ruckus? Oh, you mean a fight. Why were they fighting? Will seems to be a gentle man."
"Well....one of them asked Will how he liked sleepin with a squaw. The other one said some things about you that I couldn't repeat to a lady. Like I said, Will damn near beat those two to death. Pardon my language."
Will was sitting on the porch when I got back to the lodge. I walked over to him and as he stood gave him a hug. "Thank you brother," I said. He got red in the face, nodded and said, "You're welcome. Come on let's eat."

********************

"Why would those men say bad things about Grandma Chante?" James asked.
"Back then the Indian troubles and wars were still on a lot of people's minds," William explained. "Didn't matter that Chante hadn't been involved in the fights, she was an Indian and some people didn't like her because of it"
"Some people are just plain stupid," James said. Lewis smiled at the boy's response.
June, 1896
I haven't written much lately. It is not that I haven't had the time but it makes me sad to read about losing James.
My father came to our house today to say goodbye. He is moving the tribe to Canada to live with some other Lakota there. "I'm getting to old to fight and I won't go to the reservation where the white man tells me I have to live. Bring John Maza to see us, he needs to know of his family and earn his Lakota name."
"Yes father, I will," I answered. It was sad to see him and the people leave but I had to stay. James would not want me to give up Eagle's Nest. The ranch would belong to our son some day.
September, 1897
I must get over the sadness from reading some of my words in this journal. I know that James has been gone for over six seasons. But I don't feel as if he is dead. I feel his spirit at our ranch, watching over us.
John brings me happiness like a sunrise every time I see him. He looks like his father and has a white streak of hair over his right ear. Just like James. Our son is old beyond his years. He plays and laughs like any child but there is a serious side to him that most children don't have.
Sampson and John have become great friends. There is a bond between the two of them. If any of the hands try to saddle him the big horse fights until they leave him alone. One of the men got a nasty bite when he tried to force a saddle on Sampson. Another just missed a kick to his head. It would have killed the man. Sampson will only allow John or me to ride him. He will allow Will to feed and curry him, but even he cannot ride Sampson. I have ordered the men to leave Sampson alone. John and me will take care of him.
A strange thing happened today. Will and our two hands were out finishing the round up so we can drive our cattle to the rail head. Three men rode up to the front of the house and yelled for me to come out. I did not know the men so I carried James' Winchester with me out onto the porch.
The biggest man said, "Y'all will have to leave the ranch by next week. We'll be takin over. It ain't legal for an Indian to own land, especially a squaw."
"This ranch belonged to James Randal, I am his wife. Eagle's Nest now belongs to me and my son."
"The boy's not of age and besides he's a half breed," the big man answered. "Course you're a right fine lookin woman. Maybe we would let you stay if you was nice to us."
I worked the action of the rifle cocking it. "I would rather mate with a diseased bear."
The man on the left slowly reached for his pistol. As I aimed the rifle at him we heard a voice from behind the men.
"If you touch that iron Mister, I'll shoot you outta your saddle."
The three men turned and looked behind them. Will stood with his pistol drawn and pointing at the men.
"I'm not as fast as I used to be so ifin I have to shoot I'll have to shoot to kill. Don't have the speed to pick my spots anymore," Will said. The men slumped in their saddles and Will continued.
"Now real slow, one at a time, drop your pistols and then your rifles to the ground. You first Mister," he ordered, pointing to the man that had reached for his weapon. The three men one at a time slowly drew their pistols and then their rifles dropping them to the ground.
Will ordered them to back their horses up. He picked up the pistols one at a time and unloaded them. He unloaded the rifles next.
"Just so you know I'm Will Randal. James was my brother. Check the deed on file at the county seat. It shows James and me as the owners of Eagle's Nest. With him gone, I'm the owner. And there ain't no law against a man's brother inheriting property."
Will gave the guns back to the men after unloading them. "Don't come back; don't bother my sister in law or me again. Ifin you do, you better pick a spot for your grave. Now git."
"I hadn't heard that part of the story," Lewis said.
"Knew there were some problems early on but that's the first time I heard the full story," William admitted. Then with a smile he added, "Don't pay to mess with the Randals.
June, 1898
We have had no more trouble with the three men who tried to force us off the ranch. Others have learned that Eagle's Nest belongs to us. I took my first trip in a stagecoach and on a train last month. John and I traveled to Moose Jaw Canada to visit my father and the Lakota that live in the area. James made a promise to Iron Buffalo that our son would learn about the Lakota and his ancestors. Will said he would take care of the ranch so John and I spent the summer with my people.
The tribe had a welcoming ceremony for John. He stood so tall and proud as he was introduced to his people. I am so happy and sad at the same time. My son is growing into a man so I am happy. My son is growing into a man and I will lose him soon so I am sad.
While John was learning of the Lakota ways I got to spend time with my father, my brother and his wife. Chayton is no longer my little brother. He is a grown man with a family of his own. I enjoyed meeting my nieces and nephews. It was a good thing.
"That's so cool. It's just like I do every summer isn't it Dad?" James asked.
Lewis nodded and replied, "Yes son. To be honest it was your Boompa that suggested you should learn about the Lakota and your ancestors."
"Thanks Boompa," James said. He stood and hugged William and then sat back down to hear the rest of the journal.
"You're welcome boy," William responded with the hint of tears in his eyes. Dang he thought, that boy pulls at me as much as Lewis did when he was young.
May, 1905
This was my last year going to Canada. John enjoys his time with the Lakota. He spends all day with the other young men hunting, fishing, and testing their skills against one another. My son does not need his mother all the time. He is growing into a man. The Lakota have accepted him and soon he will take his quest to earn his tribal name.
At night he sits with Iron Buffalo and Chayton and hears the story of our people. I think my son has become a Lakota brave at heart.
September, 1907
I had bad news for John when he came home from his yearly visit to Moose Jaw. Sampson died while John was with the Lakota. Sampson was 21 years old that is over 62 in human years. The big horse was our friend and companion for over 16 years and 4 years before that with James. He helped John grow into the man he is now. I have prayed to the Great Spirit to watch over Sampson.
John talked to Will and they have agreed that my son will soon take over the ranch. Will has promised to stay and help but John will be what they call the ramrod.
John has been given his Lakota name. He gathered feathers from the eagles and made a war bonnet for Iron Buffalo. He has a scar on his right cheek and another on his forehead. The eagle's made John pay a price for their feathers. My son is sometimes too brave for his own good. He is now called Ska Anunkasan or White Eagle by the Lakota.
"Will I get a Lakota name too?" Young James asked, excited at the idea.
"In a few years you will earn your name son," Lewis answered. "Don't get too excited, you've still got six or seven years before you can take the quest."
September, 1908
John surprised me and Will when he returned from Canada this time. He brought home a wife. John had taken two horses with him on this trip to Moose Jaw. He said they were a gift. I did not know that they were a bride price for his woman. The girl is called Morning Star in English. I can understand why John was so taken with her. She is a beautiful young Lakota maiden with a sweetness about her. I love her already.
December, 1908
John and Morning Star told me today that she is going to have a baby. John will make a good father.
Will and John went to Prescott two days later and were gone overnight. I didn't know the reason for the trip until they returned to Eagle's Nest. William signed some papers turning the ranch over to John.
"Time for the deed to the ranch to be brought up to date," Will said.
August, 1909
Morning Star had a son today. She and John named the boy William. It was the only time I saw my husband's brother cry.
Will gave John a small leather bag. "This is for the boy when he comes of age." Inside the bag was a gold nugget about the size of an acorn.
William stopped reading. "James go to my bedroom. Open the cedar chest at the foot of the bed; in the tray is a leather bag. Bring it to me please."
"Okay, be right back," James said. He was back in less than two minutes. "This the one you want Boompa?"
"Yep, that's it," William answered. He untied the draw string and opened the bag. Reaching inside he pulled out a thin strip of rawhide. It was tied around an acorn sized irregular shaped gold nugget. "This is the nugget that Will left for me," he said handing it to James.
"How cool." The boy looked at the nugget turning it over and over. Then he handed it to his father.
"I've seen it James," Lewis said. He took the nugget and showed it to Alyssa. She looked at it and returned it to William.
"This is yours now James," William said pointing to the nugget. "I'll hold on to it until you're older but from now on it belongs to you."
"Wow," James exclaimed. "Thank you Boompa. I'll take good care of it"
"I know you will son. It'll be in the cedar chest and you can look at it anytime you want to. Now let's get back to the journal."
August, 1914
Will surprised us today. "I'm headin back to California after the roundup," he told us.
Me and John and even Morning Star tried to talk him into staying.
"You're running the ranch just fine John and don't really need my help," William said. "Sides, I never did cotton to ranchin. Time to get back to the ocean."
Early October, 1914
Will left for California this morning. He has been a great help to me and to John. We will miss him.
May 1916
I only write now when something I think is important happens. Life on a cattle ranch is not very exciting. It is a matter of doing what needs to be done and enjoying our family.
Today young William, John and Morning Star will make the boy's first trip to meet his Lakota family. It is a good thing.
June, 1924
John, Morning Star, and me are alone on the ranch. William took the trip to Moose Jaw alone this year. He is now 15 and almost a man.
We received a telegram from William today. Iron Buffalo has gone on to the next world. My father had a rich, full life and made his own way in the white man's world.
I will leave for Moose Jaw tomorrow to honor him. John gave me a small piece of cowhide with the brand of Eagle's Nest burned into it. He said it will protect Iron Buffalo on his journey. I will stay the summer with my grandson and the Lakota. William will return with me to the ranch at season's end.
August, 1924
William has returned from his quest. He has been given the Lakota name of Wicasa Nunpa Cantes or Man of Two Hearts.
"That's you she's writing about, isn't it Boompa?" James asked. "You never told me you had a Lakota name," the boy added.
William smiled. "It never really came up before. It's not something you run around talkin about."
"At least you don't," Lewis said. "I never knew you had earned your name either."
"Why did they call you Man of Two Hearts Boompa?"
"Chayton and I held a two day prayer vigil at Iron Buffalo's burial platform. It's a sign of honor to the person who died for you to call out your ancestor's names. It's supposed to bring their spirits to help guide the soul on their journey."
William paused and smiled, "Anyway I talked about my grandfather Jim, who was white and my grandmother Chante, who was Lakota. I also talked about my father John, who was half white and my mother Morning Star, who was Lakota. Because of my mixed blood Chayton named me Man of Two Hearts."
"It's getting late," Alyssa said. "Maybe we should finish the journal tomorrow night. It's past James bed time."
"There's only one page left," William said holding up the book.
"I think we can get by running the ranch if James sleeps in," Lewis suggested with a smile. Alyssa nodded and William read the last entry in the journal.
September, 1926
I have made my last trip to Canada. Other than Chayton and his family there are not many of my band left there. Most have moved away. Chayton promised to bring his family for a visit next season.
April, 1927
My brother Chayton, his wife Little Elk and their three children have come to Eagle's Nest for a visit. I hope they stay forever. I am enjoying getting to know my niece and two nephews. It is a good thing.
July, 1928
Chayton and his family are leaving tomorrow. They will visit the Sioux reservation at Lake Traverse South Dakota. We have tried to persuade them to stay at Eagle's Nest. There is enough room for everyone. They want to be back among their people. I can understand. If it hadn't have been for the ranch and my son I would have returned to the people better than 30 years ago.
June, 1951
Much has happened since I last wrote in my journal. There have been weddings and births and some deaths. Raising and guiding a family takes a lot of time and I've been more interested in the children than I have in writing. I will bring my writings up to date after I return from the high country.
I am 79 today or near as I can tell. Tomorrow I will go to the high country. It will be my last visit, at least on horseback. I am getting old and cannot ride for very long and it is getting harder to climb the trail to the rock butte. I want to see the eagles soar over the ranch that is named for them. They are a bridge back to my husband James. Soon it will be time to give John, Morning Star, and William my journal.
"Well that's it," William said as he closed the journal.
"Why didn't Grandma Chante write more?" James asked.



Alyssa saw the frown that crossed William's face. "That's enough for this evening," she said. "Bed time young man."
James hugged his family and said good night. After the boy climbed the stairs to his room, William turned to Lewis and Alyssa.
"The answer to the boy's question is that Chante disappeared on that trip to the high country," William told them.
"What happened?" Lewis asked.
"Don't rightly know for sure. Her horse came back late that afternoon. He was lame in a front leg and had a deep scratch across his rump. Looked like it was caused by a mountain lion." William had a faraway look in his eyes as he remembered back to that day in September, 1926
"Dad, Mom, me and even the ranch hands looked for her. We back tracked the horse to the mountains on the west border of the ranch but lost the trail on the rocky ground. After a week we had to put the hands back to work, but Dad and I continued to search until the weather turned bad. We never found her or any sign of her." He hung his head for a minute. Lewis and Alyssa remained quiet letting William gather himself.
"It's strange as hell, you know? She disappeared just like Jim. We know now what happened to Jim because he came back to us but I still don't know about Chante."
William took a deep breath and stared at the journal for a few seconds. Alyssa could tell he had something more on his mind and motioned to Lewis.
"What is it Grandpa?" Lewis asked
"I've been thinkin about it. It's not really my call Lewis, but I think you're makin a mistake not telling the boy about Jim."

*********************

Lewis had made a decision. Alyssa, William, and he had discussed, argued, and debated the question. They talked for three weeks after Chante's journal was read, if not every day at least several times a week. It was decided that young James needed or should be told about his Grandpa Jim's return to the modern world.
William had played "devil's advocate" when Alyssa and Lewis pulled him into the debate. After weeks of discussion William said, "The worst thing that could happen is that James tells some of his friends or their parents about Jim's return to life. The other kids will think it's just a good story and the parents won't believe it." Before Lewis or Alyssa could object to his logic he added.
"Even if someone does believe the story, the worst that could happen is that scientific types will want to investigate." William smiled, "And if that happens we'll tell them to stay the hell off our land."
William got serious again. "I think we'll do more damage by not telling the boy. James may never find out on his own but if he does he'll be hurt that we didn't trust him. Besides, he deserves to be as crazy as the rest of the Randals." William gave them a big grin and chuckled.
"How would he ever find out?" Alyssa asked.
Lewis replied, "It may be farfetched but I can see it happening. We usually make sure James isn't around if we talk about Jim. When we have slipped he hasn't paid much attention to it"
"Another problem is Tom and Helen Casey," Lewis continued. "James hasn't spent too much time with them yet, but he will as he gets older and gets more involved in working on the ranch."
"But Tom and Helen don't know the truth. They think Jim is, I mean was, a cousin from another part of the country," Alyssa argued.
"That's right," William agreed. "But Tom and Jim became close friends and Tom's bound to mention that fact. He could talk about things that Jim told him about ranching in the old days or something. Right now James wouldn't put it together but as he gets older he could begin to wonder."
"Wonder what?" Alyssa asked.
"He might wonder how a cousin who'd never been to Eagle's Nest knew so much about it. He might wonder why we've never mentioned this, Jim," William replied. "And if Tom ever describes Jim, especially that white streak in his hair, the boy could put it together with the picture of Jim, Chante, and John."
William stopped talking; he had made his point. Lewis and Alyssa were quiet and thoughtful. After a couple of minutes, Lewis straightened in his chair. "I think we should tell our son. Grandpa's right, James deserves to know about the man he was named for."
Alyssa smiled, remembering the joy and wonder that Jim had when he saw his namesake that evening just before he passed away. "If Jim hadn't come back to us, we would have probably named our son John or Josh or maybe even William," she said smiling at the older man.
"Maybe we should make an early trip up the mountain this year," Lewis suggested. "We could tell James the story then."
"I think that's a fine idea," William agreed.
Alyssa said, "It'll give James time before school starts next month to get used to the idea. Maybe he won't be so inclined to tell his friends.
"Don't really think that'll be a problem," Lewis offered. "James is very mature in some ways and I'll ask him to promise not to talk to outsiders about Jim. I don't think he'll break his word once he's given it"
"Might as well throw everything on him at once," Alyssa suggested. "I think we should tell him he owns Granddad's ranch now."
"You think?" Lewis asked.
"Yes I do," she answered. "He's got a right to know that too." Lewis nodded.
Two days later on Saturday morning the four Randals saddled their horses, packed their supplies for the picnic, and rode to the trail head leading up to Jim's burial site. Lewis hadn't told James why the trip was being made earlier than usual, just that it was.
This time James had brought along a grouse he'd shot the day before. Lewis watched James put the grouse in his saddle bag and raised an eyebrow in question.
"It's for the eagle guarding Grandpa Jim," James said with a smile. "I wasn't sure if we'd find a grouse on the way up the mountain and I hope I can give it to the eagle again."
William led the way with Alyssa riding beside him. Lewis and James rode side by side, following them. "You and Joshua sure get along good," Lewis said.
"Yes sir. He's my best friend," James answered patting the big black horse on the neck. "We're like partners." Joshua nodded his head up and down as if he agreed.
"Here we are," William called out. "Time to use our own feet for a while."
The Randals dismounted, dropping the reins to the ground. All of their horses were trained to ground tie and wouldn't move far from the spot except to graze a little.
They gathered their picnic supplies and James led the way up the trail. It took them about 30 minutes to get to the big granite bluff. There was no eagle sitting on Jim's burial platform but there were three soaring on the air currents above the butte. William and Alyssa got the food and spread it out on a saddle blanket. James, followed by Lewis, went toward Jim's final resting place.
As James and Lewis got close one of the high soaring eagles dropped out of the sky and landed on one of the upright supports.
"He came back," James said excitedly to Lewis.
"Yep he sure did," Lewis agreed. "Hold the grouse out so he can see and just wait a bit."
In a repeat of their previous meeting the big raptor hopped down and waddled over to James. He slowly reached out and took the offered grouse from the boy's hand. The bird jumped back into the air flapping his great wings. He rose until he caught the air currents over the mountain and soared off to his nest.
"That's so cool," James said as the big predator flew away.
After lunch the four of them walked closer to the burial platform. William and Alyssa took seats on a fallen tree trunk. Lewis leaned back against the tree with James sitting cross legged on the ground facing his parents.
"We came up here to Jim's place early because we wanted to talk to you," Lewis said to his son.
"Did I do something wrong Dad?" James asked looking at his father and then at his mother.
"No son," Lewis replied with a smile. He reached over and ruffled the boy's hair. "You didn't do anything wrong. Your mother and I think you should hear this story before you get much older. So does your Grandpa William."
"Okay Dad," James said.
"This is going to sound pretty strange but it's the truth. Okay?" James nodded and Lewis continued.
"About eleven years before you were born, I was exploring up here on the mountain. I found your Grandpa Jim sleeping in that cave just across that little canyon there." Lewis pointed to the collapsed entrance to the cavern.
"But I thought Grandpa Jim died a long time ago."
"So did we, until I found him in that cave. Doc Samuels said Jim was in a state of suspended animation. You know what that means James?"
"Yes sir. It's like someone sleeping for a long time," James replied. "I read about it in some my science fiction stories."
"That's right, it's like someone sleeping. That's what Jim was doing, sleeping." Lewis paused making sure the boy understood. "We got Jim down to the ranch house where he fully woke up and after a few days he was as good as new."
"That means he was," James said and started counting to himself. "That means Grandpa Jim was over a hundred years old."
"We figured Jim had been asleep for 117 years, give or take a year or two."
"What happened to Grandpa? I mean how did he get put into suspended animation?"
"Remember the medicine man that we read about in Chante's Journal?" Lewis asked.
"Yeah, Spirit Healer she called him."
"Well Spirit Healer tricked Jim into the cave and gave him something that put him to sleep. He pulled Jim into a small room and built a rock wall to close him in. With me so far?"
"Yes sir, but how did Grandpa Jim stay alive for all those years?" James asked.
"We don't really know. There was a flame burning in a niche in one wall and it gave off a funny kind of smoke. Doc Samuels thinks whatever was in that smoke kept Jim alive all those years," Lewis answered. "Anyway I saw a hole in that wall and looked inside. I saw Jim and knocked down some of the wall. He woke up when the fresh air hit him."
"You're not teasing me, are you Dad?"
"No son. Like I said it's all the truth. Jim lived with us for eleven years. But he started to age real quick after ten and a half years or so. Doc said he thought that whatever that smoke had done to Jim wore off. Jim died three days after you were born. He got to see you before he left us and was real proud that we named you after him. We built this burial platform for Jim, just like the Lakota warriors."
"Wow," James responded.
"I'm going to ask you to promise that you won't tell anyone about this," Lewis said looking the boy in the eye. Doc and his wife Dotty are the only ones outside of the family that know about Jim. "It's really important that no one else knows."
"Okay, I promise," James said solemnly. "But why is it so important to keep it a secret?"
"If people find out about Jim they might want to take his body to study," Lewis replied. "We don't intend to let them take Jim away."
"I promise Dad," James repeated. "Cross my heart."
"Good boy," Lewis said as he hugged his son. "One more thing. Joshua was Jim's horse while he was with us. I bought him for your Grandpa and they become great friends and partners." Lewis smiled adding, "Just like you and Joshua are now."
"Thank you for promising to keep Grandpa Jim's story a secret James," Alyssa said. She sat down next to him and hugged him. "Now there's another thing we have to tell you."
James looked at her with big eyes as if to say, there's more?
"When your Grandpa Josh passed away he left his ranch to you. He asked your dad and me to run the place until you're 21. Then you can do whatever you want. You can sell it, rent it out, or keep running it. Whatever you want."
"You mean all of Grandpa's horses are mine?" James asked with a grin.
"Yeah, the horses, the land, and everything else on the ranch is yours," Lewis answered. "Your mother and I hired Jerry Pace to run the place until you get older."
"Great. Jerry's a cool guy. Every time I'm there he takes me to look at the new foals and work with the horses." James thought for a few seconds and added, "He doesn't treat me like a kid."
"We told you about the ranch because my father isn't very happy that Granddad left it to you instead of to him," Alyssa said to James.
"Why doesn't Grandpa Ed like us Mom? I mean he only visited here two or three times."
Alyssa shook her head and answered, "I don't know. Dad never liked living on the ranch. He and Mother said the place is uncivilized." She looked at her son and asked, "You know what that means?"
"Yes Ma'am. But why would he want Grandpa Josh's ranch if he didn't like it?"
"I think he wants to sell it. He probably wants to buy a bigger home in Los Angeles."
James was quiet for about 30 seconds. "He can't have it. Grandpa's ranch belongs to me and I'll never sell it."
Alyssa and Lewis smiled at James. "Enough about bad things. We'll tell you more about your Grandpa Jim," Lewis said.
William, Lewis, and Alyssa took a couple of hours telling James stories about his Grandpa Jim. They told him how Jim was fascinated by modern technology. How it was his idea to make Eagle's Nest into a working cattle ranch again and invite people to come several times a year to live and work like cowboys.
"Time to get back," Alyssa said. "We need to get some rest. Our last guests of the year will be here tomorrow to drive the cattle down from the high country."

********************

Well that didn't work out the way I planned, Jake Sanders thought. First that damned old man Benson left his ranch to his great grandson. Jake had suggested to Edward Benson that he file a lawsuit to overturn Josh Benson's will in L.A. County. Josh's attorney Sam Reynolds filed a counter motion to move the suit to Prescott. Reynolds' argument was that Josh lived in Yavapai County and the will had been filed there. He stated that the suit should be heard there. Unfortunately for Sanders, the L.A. judge agreed and refused to hear the case.
Now we have to file in a jurisdiction that may not be as favorable to us, Sanders told himself. After a couple of minutes he pushed a button on the intercom. Maybe there's a better way, he thought.
"Yes sir," his secretary Sharon responded.
"Sharon get hold of a Bryce Jenkins and tell him I want to see him right away," he ordered. "His phone number is in the Rolodex under security sub contractors."
An hour later a big, ruddy faced man came into Sanders' office. "Hi ya Boss. You wanted to see me?"
"Hello Bryce, yeah I got a job for you," Sanders told him.
Jake looked at the man and thought, he's just the one for this job. Bryce was 6'6. At 275 pounds, he was as heavy as he was tall. He'd been a pro football player at one time and made a lot of money. But after some bad investments and wild spending habits, Jenkins now lived from job to job. His job was intimidating people to do what the men that hired him wanted done.
"Got a ticklish little chore for you up in Prescott." Sanders informed Jenkins. He quickly explained the situation concerning Eagle's Nest and now the Benson ranch.
"I don't know what the outcome of this lawsuit will be but I want you to suggest strongly to young James Randal and his parents that it would be in their best interest to sell the Benson place to us. Understand?" Sanders finished.
"Yeah," Jenkins replied and asked, "How strong do you want this suggestion to be?"
Jake Sanders stood with his back toward Jenkins, looking at the view out of his corner office for almost a minute before he answered. Turning back to Jenkins he said, "Just don't kill anyone. I expect to hear from you or the Randals in ten days. Now get going."

********************

Young James Randal was excited at being back in school. He liked school, his teachers, and his friends but he was a little sad to be away from Eagle's Nest, his parents, and Joshua for eight hours each school day. But it's Friday and I'll take Joshua on a long ride this weekend, he thought. "There's Grandpa," he muttered when he saw William's truck parked in front of the school.
"Hi Grandpa. You come to pick me up?"
"Hi son. Yeah I had some business at the bank. Come on we'll get on the road home," William answered.
Back at Eagle's Nest, as William parked the truck, James ran down to the corral to see Joshua. He stroked the big horse's neck and saw his father in the attached barn. He was mucking out a horse stall and James picked up a pitchfork to help him. Lewis smiled at his son and continued to work.
They quickly finished their chore and went up to the ranch house. "I think we deserve some milk and cookies for working so hard," Lewis said.
"I think you're right Dad," James replied in a put on solemn voice. Then he laughed. He took a bite of his first cookie and asked, "Where's Mom?"
"She's over to Cole's Trading Post picking up a few things. I don't think we really need anything, she just wanted to get out of the house for a bit."
Lewis cocked his head at a noise from outside. A truck, driven much too fast, slid to a stop on the graveled parking area next to the house. A truck door slammed shut and someone stomped onto the porch. Alyssa came into the kitchen and threw her purse on the table.
Her cheeks were red, her lips were a thin white angry line, and her eyes blazed like lightning. Lewis had never seen her this worked up.
"Hi Mom," James greeted his mother. "Dad and me had cookies and milk because we cleaned out the horse stalls in the barn."
"That's nice Baby," Alyssa replied. "Would you go get the packages in the bed of the truck please?" The boy took off at a run.
"You alright Honey?" Lewis asked. "You look like you could chew nails and spit out thumb tacks."
"I'm so mad I probably could." Alyssa took a deep breath and got better control of herself. "A man named Jenkins made a 5 million dollar offer for Eagle's Nest. I told him it wasn't for sale at any price."
She walked to the sink and got a glass of water. "Then this Jenkins said it would be a shame if one of us got so badly hurt we couldn't stay on the ranch. Can you believe that? He threatened us. Said he'd be at the Hotel St. Michael in Prescott when we changed our minds. Said he expected to hear from us within the week."
"Do you know who he is working for?"
"I'm sure he works for Center Corp. That weasel Sid Collier from Center Corp was sitting in a car out front of Cole's.
William came into the kitchen and felt the mood. "What's all the fuss about?" Alyssa repeated her story.
"I'm going to call the police," Alyssa said. "Maybe they can do something about this thug."
"Call Jasper Dempsey too," William suggested.
"The Sheriff?" Alyssa asked. "If I report Jenkins to the police why should I call Sheriff Dempsey?"
"I'm not saying don't call the police," William replied. "But they may not be able to do anything. From what you said, Jenkins didn't come right out and threaten you. All he did was make an offer to buy the ranch."
"But he said...." Alyssa began.
"Your word against his," William broke in. "J D is an old family friend and he's, what's the word y'all use now? Oh yeah, He's an old school type of lawman."
Lewis nodded and said, "Grandpa's right. We should talk to J D."
"Old school?" Alyssa asked.
William smiled. "J D doesn't think like the police. There might not be anything the police can do legally and they will let it drop there. But J D knows what's right; never mind the legalities. He'll have a word or two with this Jenkins. J D probably can't arrest him but he'll let Jenkins know that the Sheriff's Department has their eye on him."
Alyssa looked at William for a few seconds and then walked over and picked up the phone. When someone answered she said, "Sheriff Dempsey please. This is Alyssa Randal."



Sheriff Jasper Dempsey came on the line. The Sheriff was old school in more ways than one. He wanted to make sure people could hear him so he talked very loudly on the phone.
"Hello little girl," Dempsey answered in a loud voice. "How's that boy and good for nothing husband of yours? That old scoundrel William still eatin you out of house and home?"
"Everyone's fine Sheriff," Alyssa replied laughing at the Sheriff's questions.
"I know I'm irresistible to you pretty young things," Dempsey teased, "but what can I do for you."
As Alyssa explained the confrontation with Jenkins, she picture Sheriff Dempsey. He was the exact opposite of the stereotypical county Sheriff. J D was tall at 6' 4 with a big solid body; he was no fat belly southern Sheriff. He was one of those men whose age was hard to guess. With his dark hair and his suntanned face he could be anywhere between 35 and 55. Alyssa guessed that J D was about 40 because he'd worked for William at Eagle's Nest when he was in his late teens.
"Don't you fret little girl," Dempsey said after Alyssa finished her story. "I'll have a word with Mr. Jenkins."
"Thank you J D. We'd appreciate anything you can do." Alyssa lowered her voice and stepped outside. "I'm afraid that if something isn't done that Lewis will go to see Jenkins. And we both know how that would end up."
"Tell that man of yours to let me handle it," Dempsey replied. "It may not be as satisfying to him but he won't end up in jail for assault either. I'll let you know what happens when I talk to Jenkins. Y'all take care now."

********************

Sheriff J D Dempsey went to Jenkins' hotel but the man wasn't in. Guess I could wait for him, Dempsey thought. But I never was too partial to sittin around. He went back to his patrol car and picked up the radio microphone.
"Dispatch this is Dempsey," he said into the mike.
"Since when have you called me Dispatch?" Sarah asked. Sarah Reed was sort of an office manager, personal assistant, and the real boss in the Sheriff's office. She did much more than her job description said. If Sarah ever retires I'll have to shut down the office, J D thought with a smile.
"Sorry Sarah. Got my official hat on today. Put out a Bolo out on a Bryce Jenkins. Sorry Bolo means be on the lookout for. He's stayin at the Hotel St. Michael and probably drivin a car with a Center Corp logo on it. Jenkins is a big man from what I hear, well over six feet and close to 300 pounds."
"I know what Bolo means J D, I was the one that explained it to you," Sarah replied a little testily. "You want this Jenkins arrested if one of the Deputies sees him?"
"Nope, just have them call me and let me know where he is. I want to have a few words with him about a personal matter."
About an hour later Deputy Farr called Dempsey. "Sheriff that fella you were looking for is havin supper at the Palace. Looks like he just got his food."
"Thanks Farr, I'm on my way. Should be there in twenty minutes or so. Keep an eye on him and let me know if he leaves."
Bryce Jenkins had just finished his rib eye steak and was thinking of ordering another one. He was a big man and needed a lot of food. Motioning to the bartender, he held up his empty beer mug. The waiter brought him another beer and Jenkins ordered a second steak.
J D sat down at the table after the waiter left. "Mr. Jenkins, I'm Sheriff Dempsey. Like to have a few words with you if I might."
Jenkins nodded and asked, "Something wrong Sheriff?" Jenkins wasn't too worried about some hick sheriff from some backwater county.
"Don't rightly know," Dempsey replied. J D found that people underestimated him if he acted like a good ole country boy. "Understand you had words with Alyssa Randal earlier today. That right?"
"I simply made an offer to buy her ranch."
"Heard tell you made some kind of threat. Something about it'd be a shame if any of the Randals got hurt."
Jenkins sat back and thought for a few seconds. "Nope, I didn't threaten her. It was just an observation."
"Well to my way of thinkin that was a threat." Jenkins started to reply but Dempsey held up his hand. "I think it would be best if you stayed away from the Randals. I don't want any trouble in my county or with my people. You get my meaning Mr. Jenkins?"
"Sheriff, I don't think I like what you're saying." Jenkins looked at Dempsey for a few seconds. "You can't prove I did anything, its Mrs. Randals' word against mine. If you harass me my attorney down in Phoenix will have your badge. You get my meaning?" Jenkins asked sarcastically.
Dempsey's first thought was to swat Jenkins up side his head and arrest him. But he held his temper. "The people of Yavapai County hired me and only they can fire me. Phoenix is a long way away Jenkins. It might take a while for those big city fellers to do anything; in the meantime you're in my jurisdiction."
He paused and stared back at Jenkins. "I'll make it plain for you, just so we don't have a misunderstanding. Stay away for Alyssa Randal. Don't make any more offers to her. Don't make any more observations to her. Don't talk to her again. If you do you'll answer to me, badge or no badge."
The Sheriff didn't seem to be intimidated by Jenkins' size and Bryce wasn't used to people who didn't cower in front of him or who talked to him in that way. Before Jenkins could respond, the Sheriff stood and walked away. We'll just see, Jenkins thought.

********************

James Randal was waiting for the school bus that would take him and others back home. The teachers had a conference so school was only a half day. He and his friends were sitting on a little grassy knoll under a tree. James had just finished explaining a math problem to one of his friends when a mountain of a man walked over to him.
"You must be Jim Randal," the big man said.
"My name is James," the boy replied. "Do you know my Mom and Dad Mister?" Most of the children had gathered around when the man walked over. There weren't many problems with strangers in Prescott but they had all been taught to look out for each other.
"Met your Mom, haven't met your Dad yet," the man replied. The kids whispered among themselves, he looks like a giant. "Guess you're really gonna miss living on your ranch when your folks sell it"
"Eagle's Nest isn't for sale Mister," James replied a little heatedly. "You must be thinkin of another place."
"They're gonna sell to me," he said. They just don't know it yet, Jenkins said to himself. "Tell your Mom and Dad, I said hello." Jenkins said and walked away leaving a confused boy behind.
"Slow down there son," William said as James rushed into the kitchen. "You're as wild as a tornado."
"Where's Mom and Dad?" The boy asked breathlessly.
"They're down at the corral. What's the problem James?"
"Sorry Grandpa, can't talk right now," James said and he rushed out of the house toward the corral.
It wasn't like James to brush him off. There must be something important bothering the boy, William thought. He grabbed a cigar and followed the boy down to the corral. He got there in time to hear Alyssa question James.
"Did the man tell you his name?" Alyssa asked. James shook his head. "What did he look like?"
"He was a really big man. Some of the kids called him a giant." James thought for a few seconds. "He's taller than Dad or Grandpa. Bigger too. He smiled a lot but he didn't mean it"
"That's Jenkins," Alyssa confirmed.
"Son of a bitch," Lewis said in an angry voice. "Guess I'll have to pay a visit to this Jenkins."
"Hold on Lewis," William said. "Let's talk to J D first." At the look on Lewis' face he added, "I'm not saying to ignore it but let's see how the law handles it first." William had a grim smile when he continued, "If J D can't help us, we'll go talk to Jenkins ourselves."
Back in the kitchen Alyssa called the Sheriff's Department. "Is Sheriff Dempsey in? This is Alyssa Randal," she said.
"Oh hi Alyssa. This is Sarah. J D is over to Crown King. Something about some vacation homes being broke into. He'll be back late this evening I suspect."
"Thank you Sarah. Ask him to call us as soon as he can please."
"This about that Jenkins feller you called about last week?"
"Yes it is," Alyssa answered. "He approached our son at the school bus stop."
"I can't call the Sheriff on the radio or on his cell phone," Sarah said apologizing. "Neither one works up in those mountains. J D usually calls when he gets back in range so I'll let him know then. Sit tight he'll get back to you soon. I promise."
Alyssa told her family that the Sheriff wasn't available right then. Lewis stared out the kitchen window at the mountains rimming one side of the valley. After a minute or so he turned back into the kitchen.
"It's only one o'clock," he said. "If I push it a little I can get there by 2:30."
"Get where?" Alyssa asked. "You're not going after Jenkins are you?"
"Wait a bit Lewis. At least until we talk to J D," William suggested. "I know it's hard to wait but this isn't the Wild West anymore."
"No I'm not going after Jenkins," Lewis replied. I wouldn't mind getting him in my rifle sights," he nodded at William, "but this isn't the Wild West anymore. So I'll take another way."
"What way?" Alyssa asked afraid that her husband would confront Jenkins.
"If you have a problem with a mad dog you go to its owner and get him to handle it," Lewis said. "I'm going down to Phoenix and see Jake Sanders." Seeing the concern on Alyssa and William's faces he added, "No bloodshed, but I'll let him know he can't keep messing with our family."
"We're coming with you," Alyssa said. William nodded his head agreeing.
"Yes you are," Lewis replied surprising both his wife and his grandfather. "Even James is coming. This is a family matter and we all need to be there."
It was 3:15 when the Randals got off the elevator and walked across the outer office of Jake Sanders. Sharon, his secretary, was shocked to see two men, a woman, and a young boy stride passed her desk. The younger of the two men threw open Sanders' door and stepped into his office followed by the rest of the group. Sharon paid attention to what went on in the office and knew that this had to be the Randal family. Jake's in for it now, she thought.
Sanders was sitting behind his desk. He looked up from the email progress report that Jenkins had sent him. "What the hell are you doing here," he asked. Sanders recognized Lewis and William from their last encounter.
"I see that you remember me Sanders," Lewis said. "Good, I won't have to explain who we are. We've come to tell you to leave us alone. Leave Eagle's Nest alone. I told you before the ranch is not for sale and neither is the Benson place. My boy doesn't want to sell it either."
Sanders stood and reached for his phone. "I'm calling security and have you thrown out."
William quickly stepped over to the desk and pulled the phone out of Sanders' hand. "You're gonna listen to what we have to say and then we'll leave. Not before."
"Call off Jenkins," Lewis ordered.
"And if I don't?" Sanders asked with an evil grin.
"I'll take care of him like you would any rabid animal," Lewis answered. "Then I'll come for his owner. You crossed the line when you let Jenkins accost my wife. Then he tried to scare our son. That was so far over the line you can never get back. I repeat, call off your dog or I'll put him down and then come to see you."
"This isn't the 1800s Randal. You can't take the law into your own hands anymore."
"You're right. This isn't the old west, if it was you'd already be dead," Lewis replied. "But know this, I'll not let you or Jenkins or Center Corp run roughshod over my family."
Sanders saw the look in Lewis' eyes and realized that he was in real danger.
"Just so you know, we've called a news conference for tomorrow at noon," Lewis informed Sanders. "We're going to tell the media about your attempt to force us to sell our home. I don't think the adverse publicity will make you a favorite of the board of Center Corp."
"Lewis has done worse than what would have happened in the old days," William said joining the discussion. "He's hurt you. He's taken away your power and probably your job." He paused and added, "Couldn't happen to a more deserving feller."
"Send Jenkins an email, call him, send up smoke signals but put a leash on him," Lewis ordered. "If he still there when we get back to Prescott...well, you won't like the consequences."
Sanders slumped back into his chair. He knew that he was beaten. The elder Randal was right; their press conference would seal his fate with Center Corp. The company would distance themselves from the bad publicity, putting the blame on him. He nodded at the Randals and picked up the phone. This time William allowed him to make his call.
On the drive back to Prescott, James asked, "Dad what did you mean when you told Mr. Sanders that you would take care of Jenkins and then him?"
"I'm sorry you had to hear that James. I'll explain when you're a little older."
James stared out the window of their truck for several minutes. Then he said, "Oh, now I get it"
As they drove up in front of the ranch house, Alyssa's cell phone rang.
"Hello little girl. This is Sheriff Dempsey. Understand y'all made a trip to Phoenix."
"Yes we did Sheriff. I think everything is okay now."
"I don't know if it was my talk with Jenkins or whatever you Randals did today but he's gone," J D said. "The desk clerk said that he checked out real quick and burned rubber leaving town. I can't find hide nor hair of him anywhere in town."
"My husband seems to have handled the situation very well," Alyssa replied. "Thanks for the call but I think we'll be okay now."
Three days later, Sanders was unceremoniously escorted out of his office and through the front door of Center Corp's building by two security men. William had been right. As a result of the Randals' news conference, Sanders actions were featured on TV, radio, and in the papers.
Center Corp immediately gave press releases to counteract the bad publicity. They claimed that the company would never condone a policy of intimidation and pressure and that Sanders had been acting on his own. They publicly apologized to the Randals. Center Corp also sent a letter of apology to the family.
Lewis looked at the letter. "Trash mail," he said and threw it away without opening it.

********************

It'd been a month since the family's trip to Phoenix. James got off Joshua at the trail head leading up to his Grandpa Jim's burial site. The boy had gotten permission to visit the site alone. He made the climb and stepped around the rock butte to Jim's resting place.
James walked over to the platform, sat down leaning against one of the upright supports and talked to Jim for an hour as if they were sitting together. He told Jim about Grandpa Josh passing and leaving James his ranch, he told him about Jenkins, how Grandpa William persuaded Lewis not to shoot the man, and he told Jim about the whole family confronting Sanders.
"I'm really proud of my Dad. He really wanted to shoot that Jenkins and Sanders. Dad made Sanders and that company, Center Corp, back down and leave us alone." James smiled up at the platform. "Grandpa William told me that he had to stop you from giving that Sanders a beating too. You and Dad sure think alike.
James stood up, stepped back, and looked up at the platform. "Guess I better go. I promised Mom I'd be back before dark." He turned to walk away and stopped. Turning back James said, "Oh yeah, I almost forgot. Joshua and me have become good friends. Dad says Joshua won't let anyone but me ride him. Guess we sorta belong to each other now. See you in October Grandpa."
The boy walked to the granite wall and stopped. He looked back to Jim's resting place and said, "Grandpa, I wish you could have stayed with us so I could have got to know you," James said and then walked around the rock butte.
A large golden eagle spiraled down and quietly landed on the burial platform. The big raptor cocked his head sidewise and studied the boy as he walked down the trail toward their friend Joshua.
There was a serenity in the scene as though things were back on track now. The future of Eagle's Nest and the Randals looked as it should.
The End
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"Mr. Lowell?" The young man asked. It was an April morning on a cool but sunny day in 1960. The young man had started out from New Braunfels at 7:30. He got lost a couple of times and it had taken him an hour and a half to find the ranch and this man. When he didn't get a response for the elderly man he asked, "You are Mr. Clint Lowell, aren't you?"
"Who wants to know?" The old man asked as he stood up. "And why is it any of your business?"
The old man had been sitting in a rocking chair on the porch of a modest home. The house sat on just over two acres in the hill county outside of New Braunfels, Texas. It had once been in the middle of a good size cattle ranch but most of the land had been sold off over the years.
"I'm Sam Reybern Mr. Lowell," the young man answered. "I work for National Geographic Magazine."
"National what? Oh yeah, that's the magazine with the pictures of the natives with no clothes on." The old man laughed hard and then coughed for a several seconds. "Seen them pictures a time or two."
"We do print pictures of other things sir. You know landscapes, cities, vegetation and..."
"Never paid attention to anything but those naked natives," Lowell interrupted the young man. "You tolt me who you are but why are you here boy."
Sam looked at Clint Lowell and could picture the young man he had been. Even at his advanced age, Clint stood straight and tall. He's about 6 feet and 180 pounds, Sam thought. Lowell's hair was mostly white but still had a few streaks of dark brown running through it but the walrus type mustache was pure white. Those blue eyes could likely bore holes in you if he got angry, Sam observed.
"I'm doing a story about range wars and feuds in the old west sir," Sam replied. "Mostly in the middle to late 1800s. One of the range wars I've done research on is the Pleasant Valley War in Arizona. I know you were involved and hoped you would tell me about it"
"Not much to tell sonny. I was only "involved" as you say for about a week."
"But Mr. Lowell, you were actually there. As far as I can tell, you're the only living person who was involved in any of those wars and feuds. It would be exciting to hear the story first hand."
Clint didn't reply and stared off at the hills in the distance. Sam had the good sense not to push the old man. He knew from talking to people in New Braunfels that he'd have to go slow or Lowell would tell him "get the hell off my property".
After several minutes of silence, Clint came back from wherever he had been in his mind. He smiled at Sam and said, "This is God's own backyard boy. Clint swept his arm around at the rolling landscape. "Not good for raisin much sides cattle and kids but it suits me."
Sam really looked around at the countryside for the first time. Searching for the Lowell place he hadn't really paid attention to the scenery. He saw a country of rolling hills mostly cover in cedars and junipers with grassy valleys in between. From where he sat he could see a lake in the distance. Sam understood Clint's reference to it being God's backyard. It almost took your breath away.
"Yes sir, I can see what you mean. It's real pretty country," Sam said. It never hurts to compliment a man's home, he thought; although he was sincere in his appraisal of the area. "Will you talk with me, Mr. Lowell? I mean about the Pleasant Valley War."
Clint stared at the young man for several seconds. He can't be more than 25, maybe 30 Clint thought. Know he's educated cause he's a writer but he looks like a cowboy that got dressed up in his Sunday go to meetin clothes. I knowed many an Indian who would have thought his reddish blond hair would make a fine scalp. Boy's got spunk to come out and brace me.
"C'mon up and have a seat," Clint suggested. "Reckon I don't have anything else to do right now. Might as well spend it talkin with your son." Sam quickly stepped onto the porch and sat in the second rocking chair.
Reaching down beside his rocker, Clint picked up a bottle of Jack Daniels and two half pint Mason jars. "Care for a taste?" He asked Sam. "Gonna have a touch myself. Talkin makes me thirsty." Before Sam could answer, Clint poured three fingers of whiskey into a jar and handed it to him. He then filled the other Mason jar to almost overflowing.
"I don't normally drink this early in the day Mr. Lowell," Sam finally got out after taking a sip.
"You some kind of preacher or do-gooder boy? Clint took a big drink, sighed, and said, "Okay now I can start my tale." Settling back in his chair Clint rocked back and forth for a minute waiting for Sam to take a real drink. When he did, Clint started his story.
"I reckon it was gonna happen no matter what we did," the old man began. "I mean getting involved, as you said, in that damn feud. It was '86, I'd just turned 17 and...."
"Excuse me Sir," Sam interrupted. "Would you mind telling me about yourself before that time? You know sort of like a biography."
"Well...what do you want to know?"
"Where were you born... and when? How old are you?"
"I was born in 1869, that makes me er...What year is it sonny?"
"It's 1960 Mr. Lowell," Sam answered.
"Well that makes me, let's see...Damn I'm 91 years old," Clint said in a surprised voice. "Never thought I'd live this long." He paused for a bit, chuckled and added, "At times I didn't think I'd make it to 30."
"Mr. Lowell where were you born? The records from back then are a little sketchy."
"Sam, puttin a shirt and tie on a cow pony don't make him a Mister. Clint will do just fine. I was born on a hard scrapple little ranch just outside of Pleasant Valley, Arizona; I think they changed the name to Young sometime ago. My Ma was what is now called a single parent. My father left town when he found out she was going to have me. I thought my father had died until I was older and Ma told me the truth. I guess all those that called me a bastard later on were right." Clint laughed so hard he started coughing. After several seconds he caught his breath and continued.
"Jolly Rollins was a drifter who stopped at the ranch to water his horses on his way south. Never did find out where he was headed or where he came from. It didn't make much difference because once he met my Ma he never left. Did find out his given name was Jerrod but he hated to be called that. He and my Ma raised me; Jolly treated me like I was his own.
"My Ma and Jolly never got married. A piece of paper and some fancy words didn't matter to them. They loved each other somethin fierce." The old man got quiet for a bit.
"Don't really remember a lot about Ma, she died of the fever when I was ten. What I remember most was she always smelled of fresh baked bread and apple butter; and she always had the time to give me a hug and a kiss. After she passed it was just me and Jolly tryin to make a living on the damned ranch. His real name was Jerrod Rollins but everyone called him Jolly because he was always smilin, laughin, and playin jokes on you. He never laughed and seldom smiled after Ma passed; the joy went out of him.
Jolly almost went crazy from grief when Ma died. I was diggin her grave when he came back to himself. He hadn't been able to look at Ma and it was left up to me to get her ready to be buried." Clint got quiet and stared away at the hills. "Hell of a thing for a ten year old boy to have to do but I got it done."
He sort of shook himself and continued, "Jolly took over the diggin when I went to see to Ma. I wrapped her in one of the quilts she'd made and we put her in the ground. For two days Jolly sat on our front stoop and stared at her grave. I took care of the stock and fed myself. Finally Jolly stood and went to work."
Clint had been looking out over the valley below his home as he talked. He turned to Sam and said, "You know the Pleasant Valley area is about as pretty as a picture. It's just below the Mogollon Rim and has mountains, high country pastures and valleys with grasslands and lots of water. Our little ranch had one of the best springs in the area. It never went dry and had a good output of cool, clear, sweet water. It was called Sweet Water Spring because the water tasted so good.
Jolly never said what he'd done before he came to our ranch. But from the way he taught me how to handle a pistol I'd say he'd been a gunfighter. He showed me how to shoot accurately, and then he taught me to pick my target, draw, and shoot real quick like. By the time I was 17, I was a better than average hand with a pistol. Jolly also taught me how to shoot a rifle.
For the next seven years we did okay, gettin by and even put a little money aside. But sure as the world if we got to livin too good something would knock us right back down. We'd start to build our herd and some of the cattle would get killed by cougars, or wolfs or just plain disappear. Rustlers I expect. Our barn burned down twice; no reason that I could see but it did. But we hung on. We never went hungry and we had a nice cabin to shelter us. I guess I'd still be there to this day if that damn feud hadn't started."
"How did it start sir...err I mean Clint?"
"It was mostly bout property lines, water and grazin rights. At least that's what the two sides claimed. The cattle men just plain hated the sheep men. And the sheep herders didn't like the cattle men any better. There'd have been trouble anyway. The big he bull who backed the sheep men had been a cattle rancher hisself. And now those two families hated each other. If they hadn't fought bout cattle and sheep it would've been somethin else."
Clint took another drink. "Reckon you studied about other feuds and such haven't you Sam?" The younger man nodded. "Reckon you looked at the Earp's Vendetta Ride in '82."
"Yes sir, I mean Clint," Sam answered. "When Morgan Earp was killed in March of '82, Wyatt and his brother Warren went on what now is called 'The Earp Vendetta Ride' killing the men that had a hand in shooting Morgan. Doc Holiday, Turkey Creek Johnson, Sherman McMasters, and Texas Jack Vermillion made up the rest of their "posse".
"I heard the story while I was still in Pleasant Valley. Don't pay to mess with a man's family," Clint said. "Guess you read about the Lincoln County War over to New Mexico in '76; that's the one where Billy the Kid was involved."
"Yes sir." Young Sam just couldn't help addressing the older man as "sir". It was part of his upbringing.
Clint smiled and nodded his head. "You heard about the Sutton-Taylor feud down in Texas right after the Civil War too?" Sam nodded. Clint went on, "There have been a passel of others over the years but none were as bloody and costly as the Pleasant Valley War. The last cattleman was killed in Tempe, Arizona in 1902. He was killed by the last of the sheep men. That damn feud destroyed both families."
The old man got quiet again for almost a minute. "I wished they'd stayed fightin each other and left us alone."
Now it was Sam's turn to stare out over the hills and the valley in front of the house. "Would you tell me what happened Clint?"
"Jolly and me were bringing about a dozen cattle back to the pasture closest to our cabin and were jumped by three men. We fired back at them and ran them off. No one was shot so we never thought too much about it. Thought they were rustlers. But the next mornin the same three came back to our cabin."
"Pretty bold for rustlers," Sam commented.
Clint nodded. "Yep it would have been bold for rustlers. Jolly was sittin in front of the cabin repairing a saddle when they rode up. They said they worked for the big cattle rancher in the area and they were going to take over our spring. Not so much because they needed the water but to keep the sheep herders from using it, they said. Jolly told them 'over his dead body' and the three pulled their pistols."
He stopped, looking up as if trying to remember something. "Could've been the other way around. Coulda been the sheep men wanting to keep the cattle ranchers from using our spring. It was a lot years ago and I don't rightly remember. Don't make no difference, the result was the same."
"Where were you Clint?"
"I'd been out hunting that morning and came up behind them as they pulled their guns. One of the cowboys saw me and said something to the ramrod. I don't think they expected me and as they turned to look at me, Jolly pulled his own pistol. They yelled and started shootin at him. I fired my scattergun at one of them but didn't kill him; he rode off holdin his shoulder and leaning forward in his saddle. Found his body about a mile toward town the next day; buried him on the spot. Jolly kilt the other two but he was hit during the fight." Clint stopped talking, remembering back to the day that changed his life.
"I ran to see how bad hurt Jolly was," Clint continued. "He'd been hit in his shoulder and his leg. But the one that kilt him was in his stomach. Jolly said he was gut shot and wouldn't make it until morning. He told me to drag the dead men away from the cabin. Said he didn't want his last view of the ranch to be those two bastards laying there."
"Couldn't you get a doctor for him?" Sam asked.
"I was going to but Jolly said a doc couldn't do anything for a gut shot man. He asked me to dig his grave next to Ma's after I'd drug the bodies away."
"And you were 17 at the time," Sam offered. "Hell of a thing for a teenager to have to do."
"Never thought about it that way," Clint replied. "It was just something that had to be done." After a few seconds the old man said, "Anyway I sat with Jolly until he died. He'd told me where he kept the money and told me I'd probably have to leave. Can't stand up to both sides by yourself he said. He died late that evenin."
"What about the law? Couldn't the Sheriff or Marshal protect you?"
"Nope. The Sheriff was with the cattlemen and the Marshal was on the sheep men's side. Either way I wasn't gonna get any help from the law."
"What did you do?"
"The Sheriff and two men came out to the cabin the next morning lookin for me. I hid my horses in a holler and hunkered down in a cave in the hill behind the cabin. They looked around, saw the new grave and rode off. Later that morning the Marshal and two deputies came lookin for me. That's when I decided to light out; I couldn't stand up to both sides."
Sam was torn. He needed to get back to town and call his editor to let him know he'd found Clint and was talking to him, but he didn't want to leave. Right now the old man was in a talkative mood but he might not be tomorrow. Finally he had to make a decision.
"Sir, I have to go call my boss and let him know I met you. May I come back tomorrow and talk with you some more?"
Clint stared at the young man for a minute or so. He liked this youngster. The boy was polite, had a bit of Texas twang in his voice and seemed to really have a feel for his work. "Where you from boy?"
"I live in Los Angeles right now but I was born not too far from here in Tarpley."
"How'd a Texan like you end up in Los Angeles?"
"I went to the University of Texas and got a degree in journalism. That's how I ended up working for National Geographic." Sam smiled and added, "I had a job offer from a couple of newspapers but I would have been sitting at a desk most of the time. This job lets me spend more time outside."
"Tell you what Texas Longhorn," Clint said with a smile. "Use my phone to call your boss and I'll provide lunch for you and we can talk some more. Suit you?"
"Yes sir, Sam replied.
After he finished his phone call, the youngster joined Clint in the kitchen. There was a steaming pot of beef stew and fresh baked biscuits sitting on the table.
"Hope you like beef stew son," Clint said as he ladled the stew into two big bowls. "Sit down and dig in."
After eating Sam helped clean up and Clint led him back to the rocking chairs on the front porch. "No need to waste a pretty day sittin inside," he said.
Back in his rocker he poured whiskey into the Mason jars and handed Sam his. "Now where was I? Oh yeah."
********************
"I left our ranch with two good horses and Jolly's guns," Clint continued his story. There was a Remington 1875 .44-40 caliber handgun and a Winchester repeating rifle in the same caliber. Those items and five Double Eagle $20 gold pieces were all I had to show for our ranch. More than I could expect ifin I stayed around."
A smile came across Clint's face. "I rode southeast for nine or ten days and the first place I lit was Deming, New Mexico. It was a railroad town, a little rough around the edges that had ideas of becoming a big city. Dangerous Dan Tucker was the Deputy Marshal for that region and kept the peace in Deming."
"I've read about Marshal Tucker," Sam said. "Some say he was the most underrated pistolero of the Old West."
"Don't know about that. But he sure didn't put up with any foolishness in Deming. Anyway I tied up at the rail in front of the general store and saw a woman being pushed around by a short, pudgy man. He was yelling that she'd cheated him and she was yelling right back at him. The man hauled off and backhanded the woman knocking her off her feet."
Clint paused and asked, "Why do men do that? I mean hit a woman, way I was raised you just didn't do that." Taking another drink Clint continued. "I couldn't abide a man beatin on a woman so I stepped over to him, tapped him on the shoulder and when he turned around I backhanded him. Hurts don't I said as he looked up at me from his back. He started to reach for his gun. I pulled my pistol and told him to go ahead if he wanted to meet his maker."
"That's about enough boys," Marshal Tucker told us. "Don't want no gunplay on Main Street you know."
"I put my gun back in my holster. Didn't want no trouble with Dangerous Dan Tucker. No siree."
"Bob you head on home before you get into trouble. If you had been at home with your wife you wouldn't have to worry about a lady cheating you," Marshal Tucker ordered the man on the ground. Bob got to his feet and quickly walked away
"You alright Miss Lorena?" The Marshal asked turning to help the woman to her feet and helped gather her packages.
"Am now, thanks to this young gentleman. Bob was about to get real nasty."
"What are you doing in my town?" The Marshal asked me.
"Just passin through. Thought I pick up some supplies, camp outside of town, and be on my way in the morning."
"Not staying in town tonight?" Miss Lorena asked.
I hemmed and hawed and admitted I didn't want to spend the money for a hotel room or boarding house. "I don't mind sleeping on the ground, been doing it for ten days or so."
"Well Mister...." Miss Lorena started.
"Sorry I'm Clint Lowell ma'am," I replied tipping my hat.
"Well Mr. Lowell, I'm Lorena Dunston. I run a fancy house and would be pleased to offer you a room, lunch, and supper if you've a mind to. It's the least I can do for your help."
"A fancy house ma'am?" I asked. I was a young boy who'd never been to a big town before and didn't know what Miss Lorena was talking about.
"A bawdy house," she answered. Seeing that I still didn't understand she smiled and added, "A bordello Mr. Lowell."
I was still confused and the Marshal whispered in my ear, "A whore house son."



"Oh," I said getting red in the face.
I studied her for several seconds. Lorena Dunston was a fine looking woman. I couldn't tell by the way she dressed that she was the Madame of a bordello; that's a term I learned later. She looked like a well dressed schoolmarm or a banker's wife or something. I figured Miss Lorena was 35 to 40, about the same age as my Ma would have been. I found out later she was closer to 50 than to 40. She was tall for a woman, with long black hair and big brown eyes. Like I said she was dressed like a lady but she sure filled out her dress in all the right places.
Miss Lorena saw that I finally understood what type of house she owned, she told me, "Understand Mr. Lowell, all I'm offering is a clean room to sleep in and a couple of meals."
"Yes em. Thank you, I accept. Don't mind sleepin on the ground but I'm gettin right tired of trail food."
I tied the lead rope of my pack horse to my saddle horn and leading my saddle bronc I walked with Miss Lorena to her "fancy" house. She handed me the packages she'd carried out of the mercantile with as if I were a gentleman escorting her home. In a way I guess I was.
On the way to her house Miss Lorena talked about her business and her girls. She wasn't embarrassed or apologetic about how she made a living. "I provide a service for the railroad men, travelers, and some of the locals. They can come and have a little fun with a nice girl in my house and they know they won't be beaten or robbed. In return I'm well paid for providing that service."
Some of the ladies of the house were in the kitchen when Miss Lorena and I came in. The three young ladies sitting at the table sort of perked up when I walked into the room.
********************
Clint stopped his story to refill his Mason jar and offered Sam the bottle. Sam didn't really want another drink but poured some whiskey into his own jar. The old man nodded his approval.
"Those 'soiled doves' as they were called were very interested in me. I was younger than most of their clients, clean cut, and I wasn't bad looking either." Clint laughed until he had another coughing fit. "You have to understand Sam that I wasn't always the beat up, broken down, old cowboy that I am now."
Sam nodded and Clint said, "I was just over 6 foot, tall for a man at that time. I had a full head of wavy brown hair and I hadn't grown this yet." Clint stopped, stroking his full bushy mustache. "Anyway the ladies seemed real interested in me." ********************
"Howdy," one of the ladies said as she walked toward me. She had on a peignoir, another term I learned later, and not much else. The other two was dressed about the same way. Not to be outdone they came toward me too.
"I'm May Bell," the first girl said. She took my hand as if to shake it but pulled it to her chest. "And who are you?"
"Back off girls," Miss Lorena said. She could've kept quiet as far as I was concerned. I was enjoying my hand on the girl's bosom. "This is Mr. Lowell and he's just here for a couple of meals and a place to sleep for tonight. He's not a customer. Understand?"
The girls nodded and went back to the table. Miss Lorena explained how we had met and her offer to put me up for the night. I thought the girls seemed to be disappointed. Don't know if it was because I wasn't going to spend any money or if it was because they wanted a tumble with a younger man.
Miss Lorena's cook, a big bosomed black woman named Josie, fixed lunch for me. As I ate I looked around the kitchen, mostly to keep from staring at the pretty women sitting at the table. I had noticed that the house had at one time been really something but it needed some work. There were a couple of the kitchen cabinet doors hung open, the back screen door drooped, and the water pump at the sink shifted back and forth as you tried to pump water.
"After you've finished eating, you can put your horses in the barn," Miss Lorena told me. "There's your room," she said pointing to a door down a hall leading from the kitchen. "I've got some book work to do and I'll see you later. If you need anything ask Josie."
"Yes ma'am." It was the best lunch I'd had in a long time. In fact it was the first lunch I'd had since I left Pleasant Valley. Normally on the trail I only ate two meals a day.
"Miss Josie, that was a right fine meal. Thank you," I said. When she turned toward me I asked, "Are there any tools and such around here? Thought I might try fixin those cabinets and the screen door. No need to sit around doing nothing and it's too early for sleepin."
"There's a box with saws and such in the barn Mr. Lowell," she replied laughin at him for calling her Miss Josie.
"Thank Ye." I took my horses to the barn, watered and fed them, and turned them into a couple of stalls. Picking up the tool box I went back to the house and worked on the things I'd mentioned. I fixed a few other things before Josie rang the supper bell.
It was early evening, about 4. The girls need to eat early so they'd be available for clients later on. Miss Lorena invited me into the dining room and pointed to a chair next to her. There were six girls already seated at the table. This time they were dressed for the evening in dresses with short skirts and low necklines. The skimpy dresses were their working clothes. That was something else I learned later.
After supper, Miss Lorena invited me to join them in the parlor where the girls would sit around waiting for clients. She had hired a piano player to entertain guests while they waited for their chosen lady. A well stocked bar was also available. Handing Clint a glass half filled with whiskey, Miss Lorena sat next to him. "Understand you did a lot of repair work on the house today. Thank you."
"You're welcome. Wasn't much but I don't like just sitting around waiting for bedtime. Thought I'd make myself useful while I'm here."
"That's something I'd like to talk to you about Mr. Lowell." Miss Lorena took a sip of her wine and looked at Clint for several seconds. "I'd like to offer you a job Mr. Lowell."
Clint was surprised. "I don't know nothing about this type of business ma'am. Don't know of what use I could be."
"I know about my business Mr. Lowell. That's all that's needed. I want you to be a sort of maintenance man. You can fix things that need fixing, like you fixed the pump in the kitchen. Anything you can't do, you can hire someone to do. Basically you'd be the house manager."
Thinking about staying in one place instead of roving around appealed to Clint. "I reckon I could do that ma'am."
"In addition, I'd want you to sit here in the parlor during our busy times. We don't have much trouble here, I won't allow it. But once in a while a client will act up. He might not like having to wait for the girl of his choice, or he might have too much to drink or he might refuse to pay for the services. If that happens I expect you to handle the man and resolve the situation."
"Reckon I can handle that too," he replied.
"I will pay you $70 a month. You can sleep in the room you'll be using tonight and I'll provide your meals. Will that satisfactory Mr. Lowell?"
Clint was surprised at the wages mentioned. Except for the money Jolly had put aside, $70 was more cash money than he seen in five years. "Miss Dunston, you just hired yourself a hand."
"Miss Lorena will do fine Mr. Lowell. I'm glad you accepted my offer. You can start work this evening." She looked him over for a minute and said, "Go to the barber, have your hair cut and take a bath. Then go to the general mercantile and get some better clothes. If you're going to sit in the parlor you must look respectable. Here's $5 for the barber and tell Mr. Mitchell at the store to put the clothes on my account. I'll expect you back in the parlor in two hours Mr. Lowell, if you please."
"Yes ma'am," Clint said. He went to the barn, got his horse and rode into town. Sure don't want to keep Miss Lorena waiting, he thought.
********************
Sam couldn't help but smile at the happy look on Clint's face as he told his story. "That job must have been a wonderful thing for a young boy from the back country," he observed.
"It was one of the best parts of my life, let me tell you," Clint replied with a grin. Still grinning he continued, "About a month after I took the job the girls found out I'd never been with a woman. I sure didn't tell them but they found out. Every one of those six ladies decided she was just the one to teach me the ways of the world."
Clint seemed pleased at the memory. "There was hardly a night that I didn't have company in my bed. I slept alone sometimes when a cattle drive came through town or on a really busy night but that didn't happen very often."
********************
"I'd been at the "house" for about two months" Clint said continuing his story. Before Miss Lorena mentioned what the girls and me was doing. One morning she came out to the barn where I was muckin out horse stalls. She stood and watched me for a couple of minutes.
When I saw her I stopped working. "Somethin I can do for you Miss Lorena?"
"I understand my girls have been adding to your education Mr. Lowell," she answered.
"Huh?" I asked.
She smiled and said, "One or the other of the girls have been warming your bed most evenings."
I got all red faced and finally stammered, "Yes em. I didn't know it was a problem."
"No problem Mr. Lowell. What the girls do on their own time is up to them." Miss Lorena paused for a few seconds and then said, "I know a young man's first time can be, let's say emotional, but I warn you don't get too fond of any one of the ladies."
"I don't understand ma'am."
"Don't fall in love with one of my ladies," she explained. "They're working girls and it's their job, and most times they're pleased, to make a man feel special and loved. But don't get caught up with that. You'll just end up hurt and angry."
It was sort of strange that she would say something to me, or maybe she knew but I'd started to get feelings for one of the ladies. Molly Dawson was her name. At 19 she was the youngest of the girls and I spent more time with her than any of the others. She was about 5' 4 and slender with red hair and bright green eyes. She had freckles across her nose and in other interesting places.
Miss Lorena's warning came too late. I was already half way in love with Molly. Don't know where it would have gone because about three weeks after Miss Lorena talked to me Molly left. Seems one of her regulars, a cowboy from a local ranch, was movin to California and asked Molly to marry him and go with him. She packed her things, kissed me goodbye and left without a how do you do.
I guess I was heart broke. Miss Lorena spent extra time talkin with me and spent one night in my room. I quickly got over Molly. I lived in that house for goin on four years and that was the only time she came to my room. The rest of the ladies did their part to see that I didn't feel too bad about Molly leavin. It wasn't any time at all before I hardly remembered Molly.
Miss Lorena was never anything but Miss Lorena to me; even after she comforted me about Molly. I called all the ladies by their given names but she was always Miss Lorena. I was always Mr. Lowell to her.
We never had much trouble with the clients but when we did it came in spades. The pudgy man who hit Miss Lorena the day I met her was one. Sometimes we'd get a cowboy or travelin salesman or a railroad man who would get a little rowdy but not often.
One fall evening the ladies were very busy. We had a cattle drive passing through, the railroad had ten or so men at the hotel in town, and four of our town regulars was in our parlor. A grizzled cowboy started arguing with one of the railroaders about who was next with one of the girls.
The cowboy pulled his pistol. "By God we'll just see who goes next," he yelled in drunken anger.
"Put it away Mister," I said standing with my hand on my gun butt. He turned and raised his pistol toward me. I drew and fired real fast, just like Jolly had taught me. Lucky for the cowboy I was able to pick my target and hit him in the shoulder. Marshal Tucker never came by the house to investigate.
It wasn't the only time I had to use my gun but it didn't happen very often. Mostly I could persuade the angry men to go outside; sometimes I had to teach them some manners.
********************
"Sam I lived in that house with Miss Lorena and the ladies for four years," Clint told the young reporter. "It wasn't always the same ladies you know. They came and went as the wind blew them."
"Did all of the ladies want to help out a young man," Sam asked with a smile.
"Pretty much. I think in four years there was only four or five of the ladies who didn't cotton to educating me." Clint grinned and added, "Not a bad average son, not a bad average at all. I guess I'd stayed forever but..."
The old man stopped and poured himself another drink. "One morning Miss Lorena didn't come down to breakfast. Miss Josie sent one of the ladies up to get her. We heard a scream and rushed upstairs. Miss Lorena was sorta propped up on her pillows. She looked real peaceful like but she'd passed away in her sleep."
The older man looked out over the valley for a few minutes. Sam waited for him to continue. It was several minutes before Clint went on with his story.
********************
"We buried Miss Lorena two days later. You'd a been surprised at all the people who came to the burial service. Not many women, besides our ladies, but several important men from town. There was even a representative from the railroad." Clint smiled. "Reckon she cast a large shadow." Then he frowned.
"Two days after we put Miss Lorena to rest, Marshal Tucker led a man to the house. He was pompous looking, sorta fat, with a serious face and wore a collared shirt and tie."
"Howdy Clint, ladies," Marshal Tucker greeted me and tipped his hat to the girls sitting on the porch. "This here is Joe Dunston."
"That's Joseph Dunston if you please Marshal," the dude said.
"Miss Lorena's son," the Marshal added.
I heard the ladies gasp behind me and I was durn near polaxed myself. Miss Lorena had never talked about any kin, much less a son.
"Well howdy Joseph. It's nice to meet you," I said walking down the steps and stickin out my hand. "Your Ma didn't tell us about you."
Dunston ignored my hand. "Now that I've seen the property I've decided to sell it. I have a good offer from the railroad; I believe I'll accept it."
"But what about the ladies Joseph?" I asked. "Where will they go?" I hated to leave but I'd been on the move when I came to Deming; I could be on the move again.
"It's Mr. Dunston young man and I couldn't care less about these...these...whores," he said with contempt.
That's when I knocked him down. "You son of a bitch," I yelled at him.
Marshal Tucker grabbed me and pulled me away from Dunston. "Settle down Clint." Then he smiled and said real low, "That's what they are after all."
"Maybe so but that don't give the horse's ass the right to talk to them like that," I replied.
"Marshal arrest that man. He attacked me and you're a witness," Dunston ordered.
"Mr. Dunston, I decide who gets arrested around here. And all I saw was you tripping over your own feet." Turning back to me the Marshal said, "Reckon y'all better get ready to move on. C'mon Mr. Dunston, you've done about all the damage you can do here. Ladies," he said tipping his hat again.
The Marshal said Miss Lorena had left instructions with him two months ago for him to contact Joseph if anything happened to her. "I'm sorry as hell to have to do this but y'all have to get out by the end of the week." He looked each of us in the eye and added, "I don't have a choice; Dunston got the judge to issue an eviction notice."
That gave us five days to figure out where to go. Four of the ladies took the stage west to find a new town to work in. One of them went back east, to a home she'd left several years ago. Lilly said that with her savings and the donation by Joseph that she had saved enough to open a millinery shop and get out of the whore business.
Me? I saddled my horse, packed the panniers on my pack horse and rode southeast again. I thought I'd give Texas a try.
********************
This time it was Sam that poured more whiskey into the Mason jars. Clint smiled as the boy handed him the half full jar.
"What donation by Dunston and why'd you pick Texas?" Sam asked. "I mean you knew more about the New Mexico area."
Clint had a big grin on his face that showed in his eyes too. "Reckon I can tell you. The, what do ya call it, oh yeah; the statute of limitations has run out. Joseph swore out an arrest warrant on me so I thought I'd better leave Marshal Tucker's jurisdiction."
"A warrant? On what grounds?" Sam asked.
"Miss Lorena never trusted banks much. She kept most of her money in a strong box. One of my jobs was to guard that box; I kept it under my bed. Joseph knew about his Ma's distrust of banks but it seems that when he took over the house after we left that strong box was lighter. I mean the box was still there, sitting open on the kitchen table, but the money was gone."
"How much money and what happened to it?" Sam was grinning too as he asked the question.
"Well...Let's just say that the ladies, Miss Josie and the house manager had a stake when they left. As I remember it worked out to about six hundred dollars each."
Clint chuckled and added, "Mostly in gold Double Eagle's it was. I thought it best to leave Deming and Luna County, New Mexico."
******************
A little over a year later I rode into Pecos, Texas. Pecos was a railroad town on the Texas & Pacific line. A lot of cattle drives ended up at the railhead. I hadn't been anyplace special, just drifted around for a spell. Between the money I'd earned at Miss Lorena's and my share of what was in that strong box, I was pretty well set and didn't have to work.
I stopped in Pecos for one night, figured I owed myself a soft bed, a good meal, and a visit to a saloon. The visit to the saloon was a bit longer than I intended. There was a few dance hall girls in the place and they reminded me of the ladies at Miss Lorena's.
The next day I didn't get on my way until mid morning. It was late afternoon when I realized I'd forgot to fill all three of my canteens. Guess the poundin headache I had when I woke up kept me from thinking straight. I saw a cabin and a barn not far off the trail and rode to it.
Riding up to a well in front of the house I sat on my horse until a man came out. "Be obliged if I could fill my canteens Mister," I said.
The man stared at me for almost a minute before he answered. "It can be a fer piece between water holes. Step down and drink your fill, then fill your canteens. I'm Zebadiah Thomas."
"Clint Lowell, Mr. Thomas," I replied as I dismounted.
We talked as I filled my canteens and watered my horse. I found out that he was having problems with the cattlemen cutting his fences as they drove their herds toward Pecos.
"If I didn't have to fix fences all the time we might make a better go of it. It's good land for growin things but every time a herd comes though the cattle stomp my crops in the ground. I don't understand why they can't stick to the trail out there. Don't have time to do all that needs doin." Thomas stopped and gave me a small smile. "Sorry when I get started I sometimes don't know when to stop. Where you headed Mr. Lowell?"
"Clint is good. Don't rightly know where I'm goin. I was run off my ranch up to Pleasant Valley Arizona four years ago and been driftin ever since. Cattlemen run me off but ifin they hadn't the sheep men would have. They both wanted my water hole."
"If you've a mind I can put you to work for a while," Zeb told me. I'll pay you $30 a month and found." Looking at my low slung pistol belt he added, "I'm hiring a farm hand not a gunfighter, understand?"



"I'd like the job Zeb. Like to stay put for a bit. But just so you understand, if the cowboys push me I'll push back."
Zeb offered his hand. "Reckon we can work together. Come over to the house and get washed up for supper. You can sleep in the barn."
He introduced his wife Lisa to me. "Sit down Mr. Lowell, supper is ready."
For the next two weeks I worked my tail off. Zeb hadn't been joking there was too much work for one man. The first thing I learned was how to mend barb wire fences. The rest of the work was pretty much what I'd done on our ranch.
One morning just after breakfast, Zeb stepped outside, stopped, and stared toward the south.
"What wrong Zeb?" I asked.
"Hear that? He asked pointing to the south with his chin. I listened and nodded. "It's a herd headin for Pecos. Sounds like they're comin right for us"
I went to the barn and saddled my horse. Strapping on my gun belt and putting my rifle in the saddle scabbard I mounted.
"Leavin are you?" Zeb asked.
"No sir. I'll go say hello and ask them to drive the cattle around your place," I answered with a grim smile. I put the spurs to my horse and rode to the farm's boundary fence.
I stopped my horse, pulled my rifle and rested the butt on my hip. Two scouts from the herd rode closer. "Howdy," I said. "Reckon y'all better go back and tell them drovers to change their direction."
"What'da mean Mister?" The biggest of the two asked.
"You're not drivin that herd across this farm."
The men looked at me for almost a minute then turned their horses and rode back to the herd. I lit a cigar and waited. Shortly the two scouts and an older man rode back.
"I'm Jeff Langer, this is my herd. What do you mean I'm not going to cross this land? This is open range."
"Not anymore Mr. Langer. Zeb Thomas has settled this farm all legal like. You'll have to find another way to Pecos."
"And where do you suggest I take my herd youngster?"
"Take em East or take em West or take em to Hell, I don't care. But you're not drivin across this farm."
"And you're gonna stop us, all by yourself," Langer said smiling. "Son, there's three of us here and another dozen back with the herd. Think you can stop all of us?"
"No sir, but if trouble starts I'll shoot you first. At this range I can't miss and would probably kill you," I replied staring him in the eye. "After that it won't make much difference to either one of us. Turn your cattle Mr. Langer."
The man on Langer's right said, "Aw Hell" and pulled his pistol. I dropped the barrel of my rifle and shot him out of his saddle. Like Jolly had taught me I'd picked my target. The man slowly sat up on the ground, holding his shoulder.
"Take your man and go Mr. Langer before someone gets killed," I ordered.
I stayed at the property line for another hour until I could see the herd passing to the west of Zeb's farm.
"Heard shootin," Zeb said when I returned to the farm house.
"Had to shoot a man to make em understand that they weren't gonna cross your land."
I stayed with the Zeb and Lisa until early fall. The last herd of the season had come and gone. I'd had another discussion or two with cattlemen but hadn't had to shoot anyone else. The word got passed to bypass the Thomas farm.
"Time for me to move on Zeb," I told him one evening after supper. "Been here long enough."
"You could stay Clint. I'd make you a partner if you did," Zeb offered.
"Obliged but I'm not a farmer and sittin in one place too long makes me edgy. I'll be movin on in the mornin."
*******************
"How old were you Clint?" Sam asked. He was writing in a notebook as Clint told his story.
"Reckon I was 23 or there about," he replied. "But as they say I was old beyond my years."
"Where'd you go after the Thomas farm? You stay in Texas?"
"Yep. Thought about going back to Arizona but figured I'd end up killing someone or being killed. Them killing Jolly and forcin me off the ranch still didn't set well with me. Decided I'd better stay in Texas."
"That's it? You decided you'd stay in Texas. That's not the whole story though is it?" Sam encouraged Clint to continue.
"No I guess not. I left the Thomas place and rode north by northeast for four or five days until I got to Odessa. Weren't in a hurry to get nowhere, you understand, so I didn't push hard and rode easy every day. Stayed there for a couple of months and then drifted on again. I rode south to...."
"Wait a minute Clint. What happened while you were in Odessa?" Sam asked. "I've done some research and I know you ended up owning some land there. How'd that come about?"
"Nosy little cuss aren't you?" Clint said grinning at the young writer.
"Reckon you could say that," Sam replied stressing his Texas twang. "What happened?"
Clint chuckled at the boy's put on accent. "Well, you see...."
********************
I rode into Odessa and treated myself to the three things I usually did when I came onto a town; a soft bed, a good meal or two, and a visit to a saloon. Wasn't a big drinker but I did enjoy my whiskey after days or weeks on the trail. Stayed in Odessa for three or four days and decided it was time to move on.
My money situation was still good; I still had most of the $600 that Joseph Dunston had contributed to my travelin fund and there was close to $2000 saved from my job with Miss Lorena. There was no need of me lookin for work just yet so I'd decided to roam around until I found somewheres I wanted to lite.
I was putting the supplies I'd bought at the general mercantile in my pack saddle when I saw a face I knowed. Walking down the wooden sidewalk was Miss Lilly, one of Miss Lorena's ladies. She was the one that headed back to her home. Guess she didn't make it.
Miss Lilly looked up as she passed me and stopped. She got a big smile on her face. "I didn't think I'd ever see you again. How are you Clint?"
"Just fine Miss Lilly. Thought you were going back east."
She stepped closer and replied, "I did go home but my folks didn't want me there. You know cause of what I'd been and so came back west."
"I'm sorry as hell it didn't work out for you Miss Lilly."
"I'm not. Coming to Odessa was the best thing that I could've done." Miss Lilly was all smiles. "I started that millinery shop like I wanted and I met my husband."
"That's just fine Miss Lilly, I'm happy for you." I thought for several seconds. "Don't reckon it'd be a good idea for me to meet him," I said with a grin.
Miss Lilly didn't return my grin. "He was killed last month."
"Sorry Miss Lilly. How'd it happen?"
She explained to me that her husband, Rafe James, had supposedly put the ranch up to cover a bet in a poker game. He lost. Rafe claimed his coffee had been spiked and said he hadn't put the ranch into the poker pot.
Royce Littleton was the man who won the poker game. He had witnesses that said Rafe called the bet and used the ranch as his stake. Littleton told Rafe and Miss Lilly that he'd give them one month to come up with the money. If they didn't he'd take over the ranch. Rafe had gone to the County Sheriff two days later, demanding an investigation.
"They found his body about two miles from our place," Miss Lilly said. "They said he was drunk, fell off his horse and broke his neck." She looked up at me. "Clint, Rafe didn't drink, he couldn't. One taste of alcohol made him deathly sick. And Rafe never fell off a horse in his life." Her eyes were hard and intense as she went on, "Littleton or his men killed Rafe as sure as I'm standing here and there ain't a thing I can do about it"
"How much do you owe?" I asked. Miss Lilly had been good to me and I thought maybe I could help her.
"Two thousand dollars and it might as well be the moon," she answered. "I can't get hold of that kind of money."
"Where do I find this Royce Littleton? Maybe he'll feel sorry for a widow woman and give you more time," I suggested. "Or maybe I can pay your loan for you."
"He'd have to give me a couple of years. I can't work the ranch and with what I make from the shop it'd take two years or more to pay him back. And I can't ask you for the money. Sides where would you get that much?"
"Never you mind Miss Lilly. You took good care of me and taught me a lot at Miss Lorena's. At least I can talk to Littleton. Where can I find him?" When she hesitated I added, "Don't look like you've got much choice."
"If you're gonna talk money, you need to see his lawyer, Justin Tyler. He's got an office over the bank down on the corner yonder."
"Y'all go on back to your shop," I told her. "I'll go talk to this Tyler and see what can be done. Meet you in an hour or so."
I rode to the bank, put my saddle bags over my shoulder, and climbed the outside staircase to Justin Tyler's office. Knocking on the door I went in. There was a big man, big as in fat, sitting behind the desk. This man sure ain't missed many meals, I thought. He looked to be about 50 and had a double chin and fat pudgy fingers.
"Mr. Tyler?" I asked and he nodded. "I'm a friend of Mrs. Lilly James. Like to talk to you about her debt, if I might."
"Not much to talk about young man," Tyler said. "Mrs. James owes my client Mr. Littleton $2000, due next week it is."
"Well I was wondering if I could pay her debt and get some kind of receipt saying she'd paid in full."
Tyler sat up straighter in his chair. "As long it's paid I can give you a receipt and a letter saying the debt has been paid."
"That'd make sure her ranch was free and clear again?" I asked. Tyler nodded. I sat the saddle bags on a chair and reached inside. Taking a leather pouch out I counted $2000 in bank notes and Double Eagle gold coins. "Sure makes my saddle bags a lot lighter," I said smiling.
Tyler had a strange look on his face. I think it was greed and pleasure looking at all those Double Eagles.
"Could I have that receipt and letter now Mr. Tyler?"
He shook himself. "Of course young man." He wrote a receipt for the $2000 and a letter stating Miss Lilly's debt had been paid in full.
"Thank you sir. I'll see that Mrs. James gets this right away." I left his office and rode over to Miss Lilly's shop. "Here you are Miss Lilly," I said handing her the receipt and the letter. "Your debts been paid in full and your ranch is safe." She thanked me and asked me to stay for a few days. I claimed I needed to get on the trail and left her. I made camp outside of town, changed into dark clothes and rode back to town in the late afternoon. Sitting on my horse near the bank I waited until it closed. After everyone had left I quietly climbed the stairs to Tyler's office again. Just before I stepped inside, I tied a bandana over the lower part of my face. It wasn't much of a disguise but I was hoping Tyler would pay more attention to my .44 pointed at his head than he did to me.
Tyler was still behind his desk. He looked up and stared at the barrel of my pistol. I walked over to the floor safe by his desk.
"Open the safe," I ordered deepening my voice. He stood, worked the combination, and pulled the small door out of the way. "Put the money on the desk." Tyler dug into the safe and piled several thousand dollars on the desk. "Whose money is it and how much is there?"
"Ten thousand," Tyler replied. "All but $200 belongs to Royce Littleton."
"Count out five thousand and hand it to me." He handed me the money and sat back down. "Tell you what Tyler, you tell Littleton you was robbed. I'll take this," I said holding up half the money, "and you keep the other half for yourself."
As I talked I tied Tyler's hands behind him and tied him to his chair. "Give me 4 or 5 hours before you report the robbery and keep five thousand for yourself. No one will know except me and I'll be long gone. If you report it sooner and I get caught so will you."
He nodded. I stepped closer and hit him with my fist over his eye. He yelped in pain.
"That'll leave quite a mark and make it look like you put up a fight," I told him. "Be smart and keep the money Mr. Tyler." I left a lot more quickly than I'd come. Riding out to my camp I picked up my pack horse and rode southeast toward San Antonio.
********************
"I learned later that Miss Lilly had the deed redone givin me half interest in the ranch," Clint said to Sam with a big grin. "Once I got settled she sent me my share of the profits every year. After she died, I sold the place to a youngster from back east who wanted to be a real Wild West rancher." The old man looked inside himself for a minute and then smiled. "Miss Lilly was quite a woman, she was."
Sam laughed until he had tears in his eyes. "You were a desperado weren't you Clint?"
"A desperado? Don't know about that. I never took nothin from nobody who didn't deserve it. I never shot nobody who didn't have it comin." Clint smiled and said, "The law might not of seen it that way though." He was quiet remembering back to what Sam called his 'desperado' days.
"How long were you in San Antonio?" Sam asked hoping to keep the older man talking.
"Took me a while to get there. I made a few stops along the way," Clint said. "Helped some cattlemen in Fort Stockton chase down some rustlers and stayed on for a spell."
"Chase down some rustlers? I thought you didn't like cattlemen."
"Particular cattlemen I don't. These weren't none of them." Clint grinned and shrugged his shoulders. "Anyways the pay was real good."
"You caught the rustlers for money? You were a bounty hunter like Tom Horn up in Wyoming," Sam said surprised at Clint's actions.
"Not like Horn. I never killed no one; just brought them or the cattle back." Clint paused for several seconds and quietly added, "Course the cattlemen hung em when I brought em back."
"How long a spell?"
"Huh?"
"How long were you at Fort Stockton?"
"A year, maybe a little longer. Then I stopped for several days in Sonora exploring those caves and caverns near town. All in all I guess it took me about a year and a half to make it to San Antonio," Clint explained.
"You sure didn't keep any kind of schedule did you?" Sam asked with a grin.
"No need. Didn't have any place I had to be. But I rode into trouble in San Antonio; I just didn't know it for a few days."
"What kind of trouble?"
********************
I got a room at a boarding house. I'd spent a lot of time trackin rustlers and such and figured I deserved to pamper myself a little. You know my old stand bys; a soft bed, good meals, and a couple of visits to a saloon. Was the third night at the saloon that trouble jumped up.
Knocking back my first whiskey of the evening I looked around the saloon. Sitting at a poker table was a man I never thought I'd see again. It'd been four or five years since I'd last laid eyes on him but Marshal Harland from Pleasant Valley was sittin in on the game.
Turning my back to the Marshal I thought, maybe I'll leave San Antonio sooner than I'd planned. Didn't know the situation back in Pleasant Valley but I did know that the Marshal and his deputies had been lookin for me back there. I didn't want him to find me here. If he tried to take me back or arrest me I'd have to kill him. I wasn't goin back to Arizona so the cattlemen or the sheep men could hang me on some trumped up charge.
I walked to the swinging doors to leave when I heard a loud voice say, "Clint Lowell. There's a reward poster out on you."
Slowly I turned; Harland was standing with his hand on his gun butt. "Hello Marshal Harland," I said. "What are y'all doin in Texas?"
"Ain't a Marshal no more. But it's still Mr. Harland to you boy."
"How can you arrest me if you're not the law?"
"Maybe I ain't the law but I can still collect the reward for bringin you in. Drop your gun boy and put up your hands," Harland ordered. Another man at the table stood to back Harland's play.
"Don't reckon I will Harland. I'm not gonna let you take me back." I stared at him and the other man for a few seconds.
Harland started to pull his pistol and his partner reached for his own weapon at the same time. Jolly had taught me well. Before he could clear leather, I shot Harland in the chest and quickly put a round into his partner. Both men fell to the floor. Not seeing any others with Harland, I turned and walked out of the saloon. Reckon my stay in San Antonio is about over.
I went to the boarding house, got my gear, went to the stable to get my horses and rode out of town at a fast lope. Maybe the witnesses in the saloon would say Harland drew first and maybe they wouldn't. Either way the fact that I was a wanted man with a price on my head didn't make me feel real easy stayin in San Antonio.
Late afternoon of the second day I rode into New Braunfels. It was a farming and ranching area with a lot of German settlers. Maybe I should just hunker down for a spell, I thought. I'd been there for ten days or so when the bartender at my favorite saloon, it was the only saloon in town, asked what I worked at. Looks like I need to get a job to keep people from wondering who I was, I thought.
"Looking for work," I told him. "My stake has about run out and I've laid around long enough. Got any idea who might need some help. I can run cattle or horses, know a bit about ranchin and can even mend fences." My stake was in real good shape but I thought it never hurt to work when I could. Who knows when the money would run out?
"Most of the ranches around here are full up far as I know," he replied. He looked thoughtful as he poured another drink. "Reckon you could talk to Mrs. Conroy out to the Circle C. Hear she needs some help with her place. Problem is she can't pay a full wage so most don't want to work for her."
"Well, I don't need much. Just a place to sleep, a meal or two and enough to buy a drink on payday. Where can I find Mrs. Conroy?"
"Take the north road out of town. Bout ten miles you'll come to a big rock butte. Take the trail to the left and the Circle C is another two or three miles." He looked at me and added, "She's a widow woman and from what I hear, she's a mite skittish. Took a shot at the last man who rode in unannounced so make sure you let her know you're comin in"
I checked out of the boarding house the next morning. Even if I didn't sign on with Mrs. Conroy I was gonna move on. Too many questions had started to be asked around town about the stranger who didn't have to work. About half an hour after I passed the rock butte I crested a rise. Down in a small valley, in a clearing I could see a ranch house, barn and corrals. Must be the Conroy place, I thought.
Following the wagon trail toward the house I stopped at the edge of the clearing. "Hello, the house," I shouted. Minding what the bartender had said; I didn't want to get shot.
The front door to the house opened and a young woman stepped out onto the porch. She carried what looked like a Winchester. "Who are you and what do you want?" The woman asked.
"Name's Clint Lowell ma'am. Looking for work but if you don't need a hired hand I'd like to water my horses before I ride on."
"Come ahead slow and keep your hands where I can see them," she ordered.
I rode toward the house at a walk keeping both of my hands on the saddle horn. The bartender said Mrs. Conroy was a widow so I didn't expect the young woman standing on the porch. She looked to be no more than 18 or so. She reminded me of Molly; the young working girl from Miss Lorena's who I'd been about half in love with. Mrs. Conroy had the same reddish blond hair with freckles across her nose. She was taller than Molly and had blue eyes.
"Clint Lowell, Mrs. Conroy," I said. "Folks in town said you might need a hired hand."
"Get down and water your horses. We'll talk a bit," she suggested.
As I led my horses to a watering trough, Mrs. Conroy brought a bucket pulled fresh from the well and dipper so I could drink too. "What kind of work can you do, Mr. Lowell?" She asked.



"I can work cattle, mend fences, train horses or just about anything else needed on a ranch."
"Where are you from? Where do you call home?"
"Well...I don't rightly have a home anymore, Mrs. Conroy. Guess you could say where I throw down my bed roll is my home." She raised an eyebrow at me. I don't know why her unasked question bothered me but I continued, "My step father was killed and I had to leave our ranch before the same thing happened to me. Been driftin for several years now."
"Where was your ranch?
"Arizona, Pleasant Valley to be exact."
"I've heard and read about the Pleasant Valley War," she commented. "Which side were you on?"
"We was sorta caught in the middle," I replied. "Our ranch had a real good water hole and neither side wanted the other to use it. So both sides decided they'd take our ranch to keep it from the others." I stopped and stared off at the rolling hills for a bit. "Didn't matter about Jolly, my stepfather, or me: they wanted the water hole. I left before I had to kill a bunch of them and before they could kill me. Back in '86 it was. That answer your questions Ma'am?"
"I'm sorry Mr. Lowell. I didn't mean to bring up memories of a bad time." Mrs. Conroy looked me over for several seconds. I guess my story of losing my step father and my ranch put her at ease a little. "Tell you what, stay for supper. We'll talk about a job afterwards." I hesitated and she added, "If nothing else you'll get a good meal out of it"
During supper I found out that Mrs. Conroy given name was Eleanor but most everyone called her Ellie. She stated in a sort of matter a fact way that she was a widow.
"How'd you lose your husband Mrs. Conroy, if it don't hurt you to talk about?" I asked.
"Jed was on a scouting trip looking for strays on the far side of the ranch. He must of gotten hold of some bad water or food because by the time he got back to the house he had Cholera. I tried to get him to let me go for the doctor but we waited too long. He died about three days after he returned home." Ellie paused for a few seconds and added, "He's buried on top of that hill yonder. It was his favorite place on the ranch."
"Sorry ma'am. Now it's me didn't mean to bring up bad memories," I replied.
"You didn't Mr. Lowell. I married Jed in an arranged marriage; arranged by my parents before they left for California. That was 2 years ago. Jed was about 10 years older than me but he was a good man and I liked him. Suppose I would have learned to love him as time went on." Mrs. Conroy gave me a little smile. "Like I said he was a good man but really didn't have a lick of sense. I told him to take more water with him but he didn't want to listen to a woman. Guess he should have."
"Yes em, I reckon he should have," I said.
"Where have you been since you left Arizona Mr. Lowell?"
"Been mostly driftin. Lived in Deming New Mexico for a few years but my employer passed away and the new owner shut down the business. That put me back on the trail again. Worked outta Fort Stockton for a spell then headed this way." I stopped and grinned at her. "Reckon you've got my whole history now Mrs. Conroy."
"Sorry to pry but I like to know about the people who are working for me," she said. "If you want to work I'll give you a chance. Pays $30 a month and found. Know it's not full wages for a hand but it's all I can do right now. I'll provide meals and you can sleep in the room in the barn. It was Jed's refuge when he and I fussed a bit and it's set up very comfortably. If you're still here come winter, you can use one of the bedrooms up to the house. If we get more than 50 cattle to market I'll pay you a bonus."
"Thanks Mrs. Conroy. I'd be right proud to work for you. I'll start in the mornin."
"You'll start right now Mr. Lowell if you please," Mrs. Conroy said. "There's firewood to be split, the top rail on the corral needs to be fastened down, and the gate needs work too." She looked at Clint to see how he took her orders. "The plenty of light to work by yet."
Clint smiled, tipped his hat and replied, "Yes em." He led his horses to the corral, unsaddled them and put them inside. Going into the barn he got some tools and started working on the corral gate. About an hour later Mrs. Conroy called to him to come have some coffee before bedtime.
For the next two months Clint did the normal chores around a ranch. He also moved the cattle to different grazing areas. It took him two days to ride the complete circuit of the ranch boundaries. During this time he learned the lay of the land, where the good water holes were, and what areas to avoid. There was one spot that was like a bog and several times he had to pull cattle out of it. That was a hard, nasty job and he usually ended up very tired and very muddy.
After saving the third steer in four days from the bog Clint said, "Mrs. Conroy, if it's all the same to you, the next animal that gets itself stuck in the bog I'm gonna shoot. You can deduct its value from my pay." He was laughing and kidding.
Mrs. Conroy looked at the sorry sight in front of her and laughed too. Clint was covered from his hat to his boots in the red clay mud from the bog. His horse was also mud covered and looked as tired as his owner.
"Mr. Lowell, we'll never build the herd if you run around shooting the animals that offend you," she replied with a big grin.
"Yes em, but I can surely think about it."
Clint found himself admiring Mrs. Conroy. His respect for her grew every day. Little girl was dealt a bad hand, he thought. But she don't wring her hands and complain; she just works and tries to make a life for herself. She may be young but she's all woman. But it was more than respect; Clint found himself thinking of staying put and giving up drifting.
For her part, Mrs. Conroy had developed a respect for the young man who worked for her. He's never said or done anything objectionable, she thought. There were men who would have tried to take advantage of a woman alone. Clint isn't one of them. She'd been alone for a long time and began to think of what it would be like if Clint decided to stay.
She was in the barn, repairing a bridle late one afternoon when Clint came back to the house. He'd obviously been wrestling another steer out of the bog; both he and his horse were covered in mud. Clint rode his horse to the watering trough and washed the animal down.
"There, that'll make you feel better," Clint said to his horse. He looked at the house, then around the barn area and stripped down to his birthday suit and washed himself. Finishing his bath he started toward his room in the barn, carrying his dirty clothes.
Mrs. Conroy hadn't meant to watch but Clint's lean, hard body drew her attention. As he started toward the barn she quickly returned to the house. She didn't want Clint to know she'd seen him washing.
Clint was saddling his horse the next morning before breakfast. Mrs. Conroy came out to join him. "Where you headed so early Mr. Lowell?"
"Thought I'd go up to Huaco Springs. There should be more cattle up there, I must have missed some strays last week."
"You know I think my herd is getting smaller instead of growing and it seems like it's always up by the spring that they disappear," Mrs. Conroy said. "Think I'll ride with you. Saddle my horse please while I change clothes." She hurried back to the house not giving him time to object.
Clint looked up as Mrs. Conroy came back a few minutes later carrying her Winchester and wearing men's britches. Now that's somethin you don't see every day, he said to himself. I knew she was a nice lookin woman but I sure didn't know she was so well put together. With her face and build she would have been one of the favorites at Miss Lorena's.
"Where's my horse Mr. Lowell?"
"Ma'am it might not be a good idea for you to go with me," he replied. "If you're missing cattle like you say we might run into some rustlers or a cougar or a bear or just about anything."
"All the more reason for me to go. If it's rustlers, I'll be able to claim my property. Now get my horse Mr. Lowell."
She don't leave much room for disagreeing do she, he asked himself. He went into the barn, saddled her horse and led it out to her. He saw Mrs. Conroy put her Winchester in the saddle scabbard before she mounted. Noticing Clint watching her she touched the stock of the rifle.
"Cougar, bear, or rustlers my Winchester can handle any of them," she said with a small grin. "Let's go Mr. Lowell, we're wasting daylight."
"Yes em." Clint followed Mrs. Conroy on the trail leading to Huaco Springs. Riding at a slow lope, it took them almost an hour to get close to the spring. About two miles from the spring Clint took the lead. She started to object but he stopped her. "I reckon I got a bit more experience than you do Ma'am. Best let me go first."
As they got closer to the spring, Clint saw horse tracks left in the soft ground. Dismounting he knelt and examined them. "Looks to be three maybe four riders not more than an hour old," he explained. Pointing he added, "They went off that away, drivin ten head or so." Looking around he spotted more sign. "Cougar tracks too, a big one. Reckon we got two kinds of trouble."
Clint mounted and followed the horse trail with Mrs. Conroy tagging along behind him. She'd noticed a change come over him when he found the horse tracks. He's changed from the polite and sometimes teasing young cowhand into a man with a cold hard look, she thought.
They had just passed the spring when a loud scream from a hunting cougar spooked their horses. Clint brought his mount under control but Mrs. Conroy's horse went crazy. The horse neighed in fear and reared up throwing Mrs. Conroy over its rump to fall heavily to the ground. She lay there and didn't move.
Clint pulled his nervous horse to a halt and hit the ground before the animal came to a complete stop. He rushed over to her, knelt down and lifted her head onto his lap.
"Ellie, Ellie, c'mon back," he almost pleaded. Clint was scared to death that Ellie was hurt bad. He ran his hands over her legs, arms, and the back of her neck checking for breaks. He realized now how much she'd come to mean to him. "Ellie? Ellie?" He repeated several times as he held her.
Ellie came to and heard Clint calling her. She looked into his eyes and saw the concern and something more. Was that love she saw? She put her hand up and touched Clint's cheek. "I'm okay Clint."
He put his arm around her and helped her stand. "Sorry Mrs. Conroy. Didn't mean to overstep my bounds ma'am," he said as he stepped away from her.
Ellie smiled at Clint, stepped closer to him and took his hand. "You didn't Clint." She put her arms around his waist and put her head on his chest.
Well I'll be, he thought as he hugged her back. Sure didn't see that comin, but it sure is a fine thing. The cougar screamed again and Ellie's horse bolted for home, leaving her a foot. Clint's horse was standing where his reins had been dropped. The horse was trained to ground tie and short of being attacked by the cougar he wouldn't move more than two or three feet away. Clint pulled his Winchester, levered a shell into the breach and faced the direction of the hunting cougar.
"There he is," Ellie said pointing to an overhanging tree limb. "Shoot him Clint." Clint lowered his rifle and shook his head.
Ellie looked at him, surprised that he didn't shoot. "Aren't you going to kill him?"
"No need. It's a she cat and she wasn't after our horses." Clint watched as the cougar climbed out of the tree and ran off into the woods. "Probably got a cub or two back in the hills somewheres."
"But she'll kill some of our cattle," Ellie objected.
"Don't think so. Cattle are a mite big for a cougar to take on. They might get a calf or two but they only kill for food and y'all can a stand losing a calf once in a while." Clint chuckled. "Besides I sorta admire them and you can't blame a cougar for being a cougar."
Clint mounted and offered his arm to help Ellie climb up behind him. "Bet we don't catch your horse until we get back to the barn," he said. "That animal sure was spooked." He took it slow returning to the ranch house; riding double wasn't the most comfortable way to travel.
Clint immediately took notice of Ellie's arms reaching around him. Every time the horse hit a rough spot she would hug him tighter. I could get used to this, he thought. But she don't need a man with a price on his head. Best I remember that I'll be movin on one of these days.
Two hours later they rode into the ranch yard and saw Ellie's horse was standing by the corral. "Decided to come back home did you?" She asked. She was upset that her horse had thrown her and ran away. "Who do you think those tracks belonged to?" Ellie asked as she put her prodigal son of a horse in the corral.
"Don't rightly know just yet. But I reckon they're the reason we're missin cattle." Clint thought for a minute. "Think I'll head back up there and see if I can follow them. The tracks were fresh and drivin cattle they can't be too far ahead."
"Let me saddle another horse and I'll come with you," Ellie offered.
Clint slowly shook his head. "No Ma'am you won't." Before she could object he continued, "It could get right nasty ifin I catch up with them." Ellie got a stubborn look on her face. "Ellie this is what I do. I can't do my job and watch after you too. Please stay here."
Ellie stared at him for almost a minute while he waited for her to agree to stay at the ranch. "You're planning on coming back aren't you Clint? I mean you told me after your last job at Fort Stockton you recovered the cattle, drove them back to your employer's ranch and rode off. You didn't even get paid, you just rode off. I wouldn't like that much."
"No Ellie, you ain't shuck of me just yet," Clint replied with a grin. "I'll be back with or without the cattle." He watched her answering smile and said, "Reckon I better get some trail supplies and head back to the springs."
Ellie helped him put the supplies in his saddlebags and as he started to mount said, "You come back Clint Lowell" He hesitated then Ellie stepped closer and hugged him. "Remember you promised."
He smiled down at her and answered, "Yes em." Clint mounted his horse, tipped his hat to Ellie, and rode back toward Huaco Springs. I'll bring her cattle back or the men that took them, he said to himself. Even if I have to bring the men back tied over their saddles.
Instead of riding directly back to the spring Clint put his horse into a lope and rode at an angle in the direction the tracks had been leading. After two hours he cut the trail about two miles northeast of the spring and slowed to a walk. The tracks were easy to see so he kicked his horse back into a lope and followed. It was coming on to dusk when he heard the cattle and saw a campfire through the trees. Clint slowed his horse then got off and walked closer.
Sitting around the campfire were three men. They looked like saddle tramps; dirty with worn out clothes. Their horses weren't much better. The big man looked to be about 40 and the other two a little younger; it was hard to tell with their dirty faces. Clint got close enough to hear the men talking. "Reckon we'll join up with the others tomorrow evenin," the largest of the men said.
"Figure we can cull another twenty head or so from the Conroy woman," another offered.
"Not if she drives her cattle down closer to the house," the last man cautioned.
"Even if she does, she can't stop us," the large man replied. "She don't got no help."
"That's where you're wrong Mister," Clint said as he stepped into the camp site. "Mrs. Conroy ain't alone anymore. She's got me for help."
The three men were startled and stood to face Clint. After several seconds the large man spoke. "Don't figure one man can stop us. Why don't you ride on son? You don't want no part of this."
"Can't rightly do that," Clint replied. "Mrs. Conroy hired me to help with her cattle. What kind of help would I be if I let y'all run off a bunch of them?" He looked at the big man's two companions as they started to step farther away and spread out. "Don't take another step you two. Stay where I can see you."
The big man sighed, stared at Clint and asked, "What's your name son?" The reason I want to know is I don't like killing a man without knowin his name."
Clint stared right back at him with fire in his eyes but he didn't lose sight of the other two. "That's brave talk for a man that's about to die," he responded. "Drop your guns or use them. Makes no never mind to me but I'm getting bored just jawin with you."
The big man reached for his pistol followed by the other two. There were several gunshots and a cloud of gun smoke drifted over the camp site. When the shots stopped the three rustlers were on the ground. Clint walked over and kicked their guns away from them. Only then did he look at his side and his bloody shirt.
He lifted the shirt to examine the wound. There was a crease running along his left side about an inch or so deep. Blood was oozing slowly out of the area. Reckon one of them got a mite lucky, he thought. Clint went to his saddle and got his canteen. He washed the wound and used part of his shirt tail to make a bandage.
That'll have to do for now, he said to himself. Clint knew his side would stiffen up and make riding painful. Better get these cattle headed back to the ranch while I still can ride. He walked to his horse and mounted. Looking back at the three dead men he said out loud, "Y'all don't deserve to be buried. Reckon varmints got to eat too."
Clint turned his horse, gathered the ten head of cattle, and started to drive them back toward the ranch house. The sun beginning to set, he thought. Better push these cattle a little harder. Clint was about half way back when he saw Ellie riding toward him. Dang woman didn't listen to me, he thought.
She rode around the cattle and joined him riding drag. "I told you to stay at the ranch," Clint said.
"You work for me Mr. Lowell so I don't take your orders," Ellie replied with a grin. Then seeing his bloody shirt she said, "Oh my God, you're hurt. How bad is it? Get down and let me look."
"Ellie ifin I get off this horse I may not get back on until tomorrow or the next day. Let's get back to the ranch and then you can tend to me."
It was almost full dark when they drove the cattle to join the rest of the herd in the pasture close to the house. Clint's was still oozing blood and he was getting weak. He almost fell off his horse when he and Ellie got back to the house. She helped him inside into one of the bedrooms and tended to his wound. As she worked over him, Clint told her about the run in with the three rustlers. Ellie worried about her cowboy until his fever broke and sometime after ten she fell asleep in a chair next to Clint's bed.
In the morning after making sure Clint was okay Ellie said, "I'm going to town to get the Marshal." He gave her a questioning look and she explained, "We need to report those rustlers and let him know where he can find them."
"I ain't had much luck with lawmen," Clint replied. "Not sure it's the best thing to do."
"We've done nothing but protect what's ours," Ellie added. "Besides the word will get around that you'll pay a high price for stealing cattle from the Circle C." She leaned over and quickly kissed him. "It's all right; I'll be back in a few hours. You stay in bed until I get back, you hear?"
It was nearly six hours later when Ellie rode up to the corral at a high gallop. Clint was sitting in a rocking chair on the front porch. Her horse looks about done in, he thought.
"Marshal Todd will be along in a bit," Ellie told him. She came over and made him lift his shirt so she could look at his wound. "Thought I told you to stay in bed."



"Yes em you did but I got tired of laying there like a pole axed steer and decided a little fresh air would do me good."
The Marshal rode up to the ranch house about an hour later. He was leading three horses with men draped across the saddles. He stopped in front of the Ellie and Clint on the porch. "Marshal this is Clint Lowell," Ellie said.
"Howdy Mr. Lowell," Marshal Todd said not dismounting. "Hear you had a run in with the Jones boys," he added pointing over his shoulder with his thumb.
"Don't know their names Marshal but I stopped three cattle thieves," Clint replied. "I gave them the chance to drop their guns and come back with me." He looked Marshal Todd square in the eye and told him about his run in with the three rustlers. "They didn't want to come."
"How's your wound Mr. Lowell?" The Marshal asked.
"Mite stiff right now but I'll be okay in a few days." Clint fingered the bandage on his side and asked, "There gonna be trouble about me killing those three?" He paused and added, "They didn't give me much choice Marshall. They pulled down on me and I fought back."
"From the way it looked out there appears to have happened just as you said. Besides the Jones brothers are well known cattle and horse thieves. But there aren't any warrants out on them so I couldn't arrest them." Marshal Todd smiled. "Won't be no trouble with the law. Y'all might have to tell your story to the circuit judge when he comes through but I doubt it. Fact is you probably did the ranchers around here a favor."
Marshal Todd looked around at the ranch for several seconds. Then almost as if he were talking to himself he said, "There was a wanted poster on a man named Lowell from over to Arizona a few years back. Talk about a shootout in San Antonio too." He turned and looked directly at Clint. "Course that warrant from Arizona don't matter here in Texas and from what I heard this Lowell fellar was just defending himself in San Antonio."
The Marshal nodded to Clint and tipped his hat to Ellie. "Ma'am," he said. Then added, "I'll let you know if you need to talk to the judge Mr. Lowell." He turned his horse and began the long ride back to town.
I reckon I'm healed up good enough to ride, Clint thought two weeks later. Time I was movin on. He hesitated for a minute then said aloud to his horse, "Every place I go seems I shoot someone or get shot at. That's no life for Ellie. She needs a man that don't have no warrants or paper out on him. If I stay someday somebody from Arizona or Deming, New Mexico will come lookin for me."
Clint chuckled a little and added, "Hell that don't even count Pecos, Fort Stockton, Odessa, and San Antonio. Thought I was getting away from trouble when I came to Texas." Guess I'll tell Ellie I'm leavin come mornin, he added silently to himself.
After supper that evening Clint looked at Ellie as she poured the after supper coffee. "Ellie, I'm gonna be leavin in the mornin."
Ellie was shocked. "I thought you liked it here Clint. I thought you liked me."
"I do, but I need to move on." Before she could say anything he continued, "You need a man that don't have a past comin after him. You need a man that can think of nothin but being with you. Ellie, I ain't that man. I've done some bad things in my life and couldn't make you pay for them."
Clint took Ellie's hand. "I care about you too much to have that happen to you. I'll be leavin in the morning."
Ellie put her head down for a few seconds. Looking up at Clint she said, "It's time for you to make a stand Clint. You been drifting for a long time; I don't know what you're afraid of but it's time to stop riding fences."
She stopped to wipe a tear from her eye. "I have feelings for you Clint but you won't let me get close to you. Time for you to let someone love you and you love them back. If your past comes after you we'll stand up to it together. Stay with me Clint; we can make a good life for ourselves."
He stared at her for a bit. "Ellie I can't. I'd never forgive myself if somethin happened to you because of the things I've done in my life. I'll be leavin at first light."
The next morning Clint put the pack saddle on one horse and saddled his mount. He stepped up onto his horse and looked at the house. Ellie didn't come out to say goodbye. Can't blame her, he thought. Clint turned his horse and rode out of the valley.
********************
Sam was quiet as Clint finished his story. "Don't mean any disrespect sir, I mean Clint, but how could you ride off and leave Ellie. You said yourself you cared for her, you said she needed help, and you said she loved you. How could you ride out?"
"Well son...You see I.... Look there," Clint said pointing to a car pulling up to the house. "There comes the family. Reckon you'll get to meet the woman that finally roped and hog tied me."
The big sedan stopped in front of the ranch house. An elderly, silver haired woman got out of the passenger side. Even Sam could see the beauty she had been in her youth. Must be about 70, he thought.
A tall whipcord thin man got out of the driver's side. If that's not Clint's son I'll be surprised Sam thought. He looks like Clint must have 30 years ago. The man had the same gray streaked brown hair that Clint showed and wore the same walrus type mustache. A younger version of the older woman got out of the rear door of the car. Her mane of reddish blond hair had a few gray ones in it and she wore it unfashionably long. It hung down her back almost to her waist.
As the three stepped onto the porch the older woman asked, "What kind of trouble have you gotten into now old man?" She smiled at Sam and beamed at her husband.
"I'm as innocent as a new born babe Honey," Clint answered with his own smile. Turning to Sam he said, "This is my wife Sam, Ellie Conroy Lowell." He chuckled at the look on Sam's face. "Ellie this is Sam Reybern. He works for that National Geographic magazine and they're doing a story about me."
"You said you rode off Clint," Sam accused. He faced Mrs. Lowell and said, "Excuse my manners. I'm pleased to meet you Mrs. Lowell."
Ellie extended her hand to Sam. "You're writing a story about my husband? What could be so interesting about this old scoundrel?"
"Well Ma'am, I'm doing a story about the Pleasant Valley Range War and Mr. Lowell is the last living person who was involved." Sam grinned and added, "But he's had an adventurous life."
"I'm sure he told you all about it too," Ellie replied laughing. She stepped over to Clint, leaned down and kissed him.
Clint reached out and patted her on the behind. "Time for supper woman. I'm hungry," he said.
"Yes sir," Ellie said. "Introduce our guest to our children. You will be staying for supper won't you Mr. Reybern?"
"Thank you Ma'am but I have to get back to my hotel room. I've got a lot of writing to do before I head back to L.A. And I need to call my editor and tell him the story has grown some."
"Well let me introduce you to our children before you leave." Ellie smiled and said, "They're part of Clint's story too."
"I'm Jerrod Lowell, please to meet you Mr. Reybern." He stepped forward and shook hands with Sam. "This is my sister Lorena."
Sam turned to look in disbelief at Clint and heard him chuckle. "Yes sir, I did," Clint said.
"It wasn't until two years after Lorena was born that Clint told me why he wanted to give her that name," Ellie said with a grin. "To be honest I thought it was a fine way to honor a woman that had helped my husband when he was very young and very alone."
Sam laughed. "Thank you Clint for your time and patience. It was a pleasure to meet you Mrs. Lowell and you too Jerrod and Lorena." He walked to his car, waved and drove back to New Braunfels. Got a lot of work to do on this story, he thought. Might just have to expand the story past the Pleasant Valley War.
"Nice young fellar," Clint said. "But he can't drink worth a damn." He reached for the bottle of Jack Daniels but Ellie took it from him. She looked at the nearly empty bottle, smiled and took it inside.
"I think you've had enough for today," she said and kissed him again.
"Dang woman, takes all the fun out of a good day," Clint complained. But his eyes were full of love as he watched his wife go into the house.
His children laughed at their parents and went inside to supper.
********************
Three months later Sam was once again at the Lowell ranch. As he stopped his car in front of the house Ellie came out to greet him.
"Howdy Mrs. Lowell. Don't know if you remember me, I'm Sam Reybern."
"I remember Sam. It's nice to see you again," Ellie said. "What brings you back to the Circle C?"
Sam smiled and answered, "I convinced my editor to do a story about Clint's life after his involvement in the Pleasant Valley War." Holding up a manuscript Sam said, "This is a first draft of the story and a book I'm writing. Thought Clint might go over it with me."
Ellie sadly smiled. "You didn't hear did you?" Before Sam could answer she continued, "Clint passed away last month."
Sam was surprised to hear that Clint, who he thought of as indestructible, had died. "What happened Mrs. Lowell?"
"Please call me Ellie. I think Clint would have liked that. To answer your question, nothing really happened except old age. He was fine that evening when we went to bed. Just before I drifted off to sleep Clint leaned over kissed me and said 'Thanks for saving me Ellie girl."
She used a handkerchief to dry her eyes. "I got up the next morning and fixed coffee. When he didn't come out of the bedroom I went in to wake him." Ellie sighed, "He looked peaceful with a smile on his face; like he was having a nice dream. But he was gone."
"I'm so sorry Ellie," Sam responded. "I sure did enjoy talking with Clint." After a few seconds Sam gave a little laugh and said, "He sure was an interesting man with an interesting life. I envy him."
Ellie nodded and smiled at the young man. "Reckon interesting is a good description of Clint Lowell."
Sam handed Ellie the manuscript. "If you would, when you find time maybe you'd like to read this over. If you like the story, I'd be proud to see that it gets published."
Ellie nodded and took the book. "What's the title?" She asked.
"Desperado," Sam answered.
She smiled and said, "Clint certainly was that."
The End
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Rafe Cassidy rode passed a pile of bleach white bones that had once been a steer. "If I don't find a water hole pretty soon I'm gonna end up as a pile of bones myself," he said aloud. Lifting his one canteen that still had some water in it he took a mouthful. Swishing the water around in his mouth he leaned far over in his saddle and plucked a leaf from an aloe plant. He squeezed sap out of the leaf and rubbed it across his parched cracked lips. The natural salve would help put some moisture back in them.
Turning in his saddle he looked back at the hoof prints that marked his trail across this waste land of the Llano Estacado. Damn high chaparral, he thought. The Staked Plains as they were called were nothing more than high desert. Most of the vegetation was Mesquite, tumbleweeds, Creosote bushes, and scrub brush with a few Palo Verdes dotting the landscape. There were also a few strands of Cottonwoods and Scrub Oak where springs or snow runoff from the mountains that ringed the plains came closer to the surface.
Closer to him, he looked at his pack horse. Poor animal's about done for; so am I he thought. If I don't find a water hole soon it might be best let the animal loose. Maybe he can find some water, graze a bit and make it.
He didn't know how close his pursuers were but he could feel them still back there; further behind every day but still following. "Must want me pretty bad to trail me into this God forsaken country," he told his horse. "I sure wouldn't ride across the Estacado if I didn't have to. Hell even the rattlesnakes give it a wide birth during the summer."
Reckon I better stop and let the horses rest a bit, he thought. Won't make much difference without water for them but with some rest Buddy might make it another day; Bowie was tired but still had a lot of bottom left in him. Rafe topped a small rise; it wasn't more than five or six feet high but in this flat land it seemed like a tall hill. His saddle bronc lifted its head and stared at a small stand of trees on the other side of the rise. The pack horse picked up his head too.
Rafe could feel his horse trying to veer toward the trees. "Okay Bowie, that's as good a place as any to rest," he said to his horse. "At least we'll get out of this damn sun for a spell."
Bowie was named after Jim Bowie, hero of the Alamo and Texas. Rafe and his family had lived in San Antonio for several years and the Texas patriot was still highly regarded even 40 years after his death.
He gave the horse its head and rode to the trees. The closer he got the more excited his horses became. Riding through the scrub trees toward the center of the stand Rafe saw the reason for their excitement. A small spring came to the surface in the middle of the trees. There was a shallow pool of water waiting for them.
A grin spread across his face and he sort of slumped in the saddle with relief. "Reckon we'll make it for a spell longer Bowie," he said as he patted his horse's neck. "Now I can't let you or Buddy drink too much too fast or it'll kill you. Understand?"
Rafe dismounted and carefully tied both horses to a cottonwood tree. He walked over to the water hole and stuck his head down into the water. Taking a couple of big drinks he filled his big Mexican sombrero with water and went back to the horses. He held the hat so his pack horse could drink. When the hat was about half empty he turned and gave Bowie his drink. He repeated bringing water to the horses three more times.
Rafe still had his Stetson tied with a piece of rawhide to his saddle horn. The very wide brimmed, high crowned sombrero was a better choice for riding in the sun on the desert like Estacado. He'd traded for the sombrero and food in a small unnamed Mexican village at the edge of the plains. The old vaquero he did business with gave him the sombrero when he learned where Rafe was headed.
After the last hat full of water Rafe soaked two bandanas and tied them across the horse's noses. Breathing the cool moist air would get some temperature relief into the horse's body a little quicker. It might keep them from foundering when he let them drink at the spring. He wet the bandanas several times as he unsaddled Bowie and the pack horse. Rafe rubbed the horses down with some buffalo grass that grew around the spring
"Okay Bowie, now behave," Rafe ordered his horse. "I'm gonna water Buddy first. He's a bit more done in than you are." The big horse nodded as if he understood. Rafe took the bandanas off the two horses and led Buddy to the pool.
He watered both horses being careful not to let them drink too much. Then he hobbled them and tied them with a long lead to some trees. This would let the horses graze on the grass growing around the spring without letting them get to the water again. Rafe took some of the aloe sap and worked it into a few cuts and scrapes on the horses that had been cause by the tough brush and cactus that grew on the Estacado.
"Ifin I don't tend to these cuts Bowie they could get infected and cause problems," Rafe told his big horse.
The horses were calmer now that they'd had some water and Rafe thought, now I can take care of me. He built a small shelter to hide the fire he lit. "No need to tell God and everybody where we are," he told Bowie.
Rafe took some the oats he carried for the horses, soaked it and some pieces of beef jerky in water. The oats and jerky softened and he boiled them with some wild onions to make a stew. It was the first hot meal he'd had for several days.
After finishing his 'feast', Rafe stripped out of his clothes. His shirt and pants were crusty with dirt and sweat. The shirt had big white circles under the arms and across the back. "Damn that feels good," he remarked after getting out of the foul clothing. "Feel like I had a dozen critters eatin on me the last few days."
Rafe took his pistol and walked downstream of the little pool and sat down in the runoff from the spring; washing the dirt and salt off his body. When he returned to the horses he got a relatively clean shirt a pair of denim work pants and his long johns out of the panniers on the pack saddle and got dressed. He returned his pistol, a Remington .44-40, to its hostler and strapped the gun belt around his waist again; he slid the weapon up and down in the hostler to make sure it would pull free if needed. "I've lost some weight Bowie," he said as he examined himself. "Reckon riding hard for days without eatin regular will do that."
Rafe was tall for the times at 6'2 and he normally weighed about 190. Being on the run had dropped his weight to around 170. He was whipcord thin with big hands and still as strong as a young bull. He was what some would call ruggedly handsome. The only flaw was a scar running down the right side of his face. On his first cattle drive when he was 15, Rafe had roped a steer that got itself trapped in a steep arroyo. He and his horse pulled the animal out and when Rafe leaned over to free his lariat the steer tossed its head and hooked Rafe. The wound wasn't serious but left a long jagged scar.
"First time I get a chance I'm gonna get a haircut," he said aloud to his horse. "Gonna have it cut real short like those Army fellars do. Can't stand it hangin down in my face."
His long dark hair was tied back with a piece of rawhide so it wouldn't cover his blue eyes. Rafe dressed and using his saddle as a back rest he relaxed after his meal and bath. Bowie would let him know if anyone or anything came close to the camp.
He pulled his Winchester '73from its scabbard and laid it next to him. The Winchester .44-40 and the Remington were both gifts from his grandfather on his 21st birthday. The pistol had ivory handles and the rifle had his name engraved on the side plate just below the loading gate.
Rafe remembered his grandfather laughing when he gave the guns to Rafe. "Won't be no doubt who owns those," his grandfather said pointing to his name on the rifle and the ivory handles.
As he drifted off to sleep, he thought about the last month and the reason for him being on the run.
********************
Rafe Cassidy was born and raised just outside of San Antonio. His Grandfather, William Cassidy had fought with the Texan army under Sam Houston at the Battle of San Jacinto in April of 1836. William had a brother, Jacob, who died defending Texas; another brother, Emmet, was killed at San Jacinto. Rafe's mother was Sarah Travis Cassidy; she was distantly related to William Travis who died at the Alamo. Others in Sarah's family had fought in the revolution also. The Cassidy clan was part and parcel of the Texas War of Independence from Mexico and Santa Anna.
Barrett Cassidy, named after William Barrett Travis, was a lot like his father William and raised his son Rafe to be the same fiercely independent type of man. Rafe was raised to stand up for what he believed in and damn the consequences. He had learned his lessons well.
In 1874, at the age of 22, Rafe left San Antonio for Fort Stockton. He had a good reason for leaving his home. Rafe had fallen in love with a young senorita, Juanita, but her father refused to let the two young people court. Instead Juan Mendoza arranged for the marriage of his daughter to a business associate.
Rafe was very upset and was going to confront both Juanita's father and her intended husband. His grandfather and his father stepped in and talked to the young man. William and Barrett admired and respected the Mexican people of San Antonio and their culture.
"You have to understand son this is their way of doing things," Barrett told his boy.
"We may not agree or understand it but we must respect the wishes of Juanita's father," William added.
Rafe was still fuming and paid little attention to the advice of his elders.
"What are you going to do when you see her father?" Barrett asked.
"I thought I could talk him into changing his mind about Juanita and me," Rafe answered.
"You won't change his mind boy," William replied. "Arranged marriages are part of the Mexican heritage. There isn't any way you'll change his mind." William paused and asked, "How does Juanita feel? Have you asked her what she wants to do?"
"She said she loves me but couldn't go against the wishes of her father." The youngster sighed and seemed to slump down in his chair. Then he sort of shook himself and stood. "Reckon I can't do anything, can I?"
His father and grandfather both shook their heads. "But if that store keeper hurts Juanita he'll answer to me," Rafe vowed. The two older men didn't argue with Rafe's bravado.
Rafe next saw Juanita in the general mercantile early on a Saturday morning three months later. He turned with the supplies he'd bought for the ranch and she walked into the store. Juanita didn't see Rafe at first and was talking to an older woman with her.
She don't look the same, Rafe thought. Her eyes used to sparkle and now they look dull and almost lifeless.
Juanita turned and saw Rafe. A big smile, quickly hidden, came over her face and her eyes lit up. The older woman had stepped to the back of the store. Juanita walked closer and said, "Buenos Dias Rafe. It's good to see you."
"Buenos Dias mi amiga. How are you Juanita?"
"I am well. We were friends weren't we Rafe?" She asked wistfully.
"Still are as far as I'm concerned Juanita."
Juanita smiled and started to say something but the older woman called, "Juanita, vengan a mi."
"Who's that?" Rafe asked not liking the looks of the woman.
"That's The Senora Ruiz. My mother in law," Juanita said with a frown. "I must go. It was good to see you Rafe."
Rafe nodded and watched Juanita rejoin Senora Ruiz. The Senora is sure givin Juanita an ear full, he thought.
Later that week Rafe was in the saloon, having a whiskey. He'd just driven 20 head of cattle to the stock yards and decided he deserved a drink before heading back home. He downed his drink and turned to leave. Three Mexicans block his way.
Rafe recognized the shorter man in the middle; it was Hector Ruiz, Juanita's husband. Those other two are here to back his play, he thought. The one on the right is a simple vaquero but the one on the left is a gun hand. His hostler is slung low and tied down.
"Senor Cassidy, I'm Hector Ruiz," the shorter man said. "Juanita's husband."
"I know who you are Ruiz," Rafe replied. "What do you want? Or did you come to buy me a drink?"
"You met Juanita in the general store on Saturday morning."
"Yeah, I did. It was nice to see her. Haven't seen her for quite a spell."
"You will refrain from talking to my wife again Senor," Ruiz ordered. Before Rafe could respond Ruiz continued, "Juanita goes to the mercantile every Saturday morning so you must do your business there at a different time."
Rafe chuckled and shook his head. He stopped chuckling and replied in a serious voice. "Senor I won't be told where and when I can do my business."
The vaquero looked at his employer but the gun hand never took his eyes off of Rafe. "You will do as I ask Senor or you will be chastised," Ruiz warned him.
"By this fellar here?" Rafe asked pointing to the man on the left.
"If necessary Ernesto will deal with you Senor Cassidy."
Ernesto was older than Rafe by ten years or so. He was tall and slender with delicate hands; a piano player's hands, or gun fighters. He wore his black hair long, tied in the back with a dark string fastened with a silver bolo tie. His gun belt was hand tooled with silver Conchos for decoration. It looked like a dude's outfit except for the hostler. It was well worn and showed signs of use.
"I am very good Senor," Ernesto said with a mocking smile. "Please listen to Senor Ruiz. I know of your family and admire them. I would not like to shoot you."
"Reckon we might as well step outside and get to it Ernesto," Rafe said with his own mocking smile. "As I said I won't be told what to do by Senor Ruiz, or you, or the Devil himself."
"No Senor Rafe. I will wait for instructions from my employer. But please don't test me. As I said I would dislike having to shoot you."
"You have been warned Senor," Ruiz said and turned to leave.
Later that day, Barrett asked his son about the run in with Ruiz.
"How did you hear about that?" Rafe asked.
"It's all over town about you and that Ernesto pawin at each other. What happened Rafe?" The young man told his father about the confrontation in the saloon.
"What are you going to do son?"
"I'll not be dictated to by Ruiz, or anyone else for that matter," Rafe replied. "I won't make a point of being at the general store on Saturday mornings but I won't shy away from it either."
Barrett nodded his head. He didn't have to like it but he understood his son's stance on the matter. If I were in his shoes I'd feel the same way, Barrett thought.
It was three weeks later that Rafe was in the store on a Saturday morning. Juanita walked in, again with her mother in law. This time she just nodded to Rafe but didn't approach him. Rafe returned the nod with a smile and left the store. He wouldn't back down from Ruiz or his man Ernesto but he didn't want to cause trouble for Juanita either.
Rafe had left his horse to be reshod. As he approached the blacksmith's Ruiz, Ernesto, and the second vaquero stepped into the street.
"I told you to stay away from Juanita, Senor Cassidy." Ruiz's face was red with anger. Ernesto stood with his arms folded and gave Rafe an insolent smile.
"Ruiz, all I did was nod good morning to her; I didn't even talk to her."
"I told you to avoid the mercantile on Saturday mornings," Ruiz said.
"And I told you I wouldn't be dictated to," Rafe responded.
Ernesto stood a little straighter and slowly unfolded his arms bringing his right hand closer to his pistol.
Looking at Ernesto Rafe said, "There's no need for this amigo."
The tall Mexican just shrugged his shoulders and looked at his employer. Rafe wasn't afraid of the gun fighter nor of Ruiz and the other vaquero. But he didn't see that a simple nod hello was reason enough for fighting. Taking a deep breath he tried one more time to avoid trouble.
"Senor Ruiz, I did no dishonor to Juanita or to you. I simply nodded hello to an old friend."
"So now that you have been confronted you will crawl away to avoid punishment. Like a coward in the night. Is that it Senor Cassidy?"
Rafe tensed and looked Ruiz in the eye. "I'm not crawling and no man calls me a coward." Looking at Ernesto for a few seconds Rafe continued, "Ruiz when I finish with your man here I will deal with you."
He lowered his hands to his side and said to Ernesto, "Let's get on with it."
"Please Senor, apologize to Senor Ruiz and give him your word you will do as he asks. I don't want to have to kill you," Ernesto requested.
The second vaquero straightened and started to move to the side. "Stay out of this Roberto," Ernesto ordered. "Senor Cassidy deserves to face the best."
As he gave the order to his companion, Ernesto's hand moved and pulled his pistol from the holster. He was very fast but Rafe was just as quick. Rafe drew his own weapon and the two men fired at the same time. Rafe was hit in the left shoulder and staggered a little. Regaining his balance he looked at the gunfighter.
"I told you I was good," Ernesto said pointing to Rafe's shoulder. Then he dropped his pistol and put his hand on the wound in his midsection. "But it seems you are just as good. My compliments Senor. Ernesto sagged and fell to the ground.
Rafe pointed his pistol at Roberto. "You want to play a hand in this Vaquero?"
Roberto shook his head and looked at Ernesto in disbelief. He had never seen the Jefe bested before. Roberto knelt to help Ernesto, leaving his employer to face this crazy Anglo. Ruiz's face turned white with fear as Rafe turned to him.
Rafe looked at Ruiz. He wanted so badly to punish this man but Ruiz was unarmed. "Next time I see you Senor you better be wearing a gun." Staring down at the wounded Ernesto he added, "Get a doctor for your man there. He don't deserve to die in the street." Rafe watched Ruiz hurry away toward the doctor's office and turned. He got on his horse and made it home before he collapsed on the front porch.
********************
At dusk Rafe got up and made a turn around the spring, listening and looking back over his trail for signs of his pursuers. If they made camp and didn't hide their fire he would be able to see it for miles. Of course if they made a cold camp or didn't stop at all he'd never see them in the dark. He ate the last of the oat and jerky stew and drank some more of the spring water. Then he checked on his horses, Bowie and Buddy. They already look better, Rafe thought as he led them to different trees so they could continue to graze on the wild grass.
He scratched Bowie behind his ears and thought some more about the events and actions that had led him to this oasis in the middle of the Estacado. "Dang near didn't make it back to the house," Rafe told Bowie. "Reckon I was too ornery to die." The big horse nodded and nudged Rafe to keep him scratching.
"That was a little before your time big guy. Dad and Ma got me into bed and sent a ranch hand for the doctor. Grandpa said he'd go, saddled his horse and kicked him into a gallop for town. Dad told me later that the doctor wanted to stay with Ernesto. Grandpa told the doctor that he was comin out to the ranch on his saddle or across it but he was coming."
Rafe chuckled remembering how mad the doctor was. "Grandpa could be persuasive when he wanted to be." He went back to his resting spot where his saddle laid on the ground.



"It was close to three weeks before Ma would let me get up and around much," Rafe continued explaining to Bowie. "Once she'd let me ride I headed for town. It was a Saturday morning and Ma raised hell but I wouldn't stay home. She said I was gonna get shot again if I forced Ruiz's hand. My Pa told her I had to go to town or else I'd been shot for nothing."
Rafe shook his head. "You know the first person I saw when I went into the saloon was Ernesto. He sure looked drug out. He'd lost a lot of weight and was as skinny as a rail. A few streaks of gray had grown in his dark hair and he looked to be ten years older than when we'd tangled."
********************
Ernesto looked up as Rafe entered the saloon. He tensed and then relaxed showing a small smile. Ernesto motioned to the bartender and had two glasses of whiskey poured and put on the bar. He nodded at Rafe and offered a toast with one of the whiskeys.
Rafe had seen Ernesto when he cleared the swinging doors to the saloon. He hesitated and almost stopped but then saw that his old enemy was unarmed and was offering a drink to him. Rafe walked over to Ernesto, took the offered whiskey and nodded. Both men finished the whiskey with one long drink.
As Rafe turned to face Ernesto, Roberto stood by the table he'd be sitting at. "You may sit down Roberto," Ernesto ordered. "Senor Rafe is not here for trouble."
"Si Jefe," Roberto replied and sat back down.
"I am forced to have a companion to protect me while I heal," Ernesto explained. Touching his mid section he said, "Your bullet did a lot of damage Senor. It will be a time before I am myself again."
"Wasn't my choice Ernesto. I told you that fight wasn't necessary."
"Yes you did and I agree with you but I was under orders from my employer."
"Why did you fight if you agreed that I hadn't done anything wrong or dishonorable?"
"As I said I was following the orders of my employer." Ernesto could see that Rafe didn't really understand. "I gave my word and accepted payment to do what Senor Ruiz required of me. My word is my life Senor Rafe."
"So do I have to worry about facing you again when you're healed up? Will Ruiz send you after me again?" Rafe asked almost dreading the answer. He didn't want to have to kill this man.
"No, I don't work for Senor Ruiz anymore," Ernesto replied. "He wasn't happy with what I told the Sheriff when Ruiz wanted to have you arrested." Rafe gave him a questioning look. "I told the Sheriff that you were defending yourself and that it was a private matter."
Ernesto chuckled. "I'm going back to my village of Reynosa. I think maybe my days as a pistolero are over." He paused and continued with a warning. "But Senor Ruiz is not done with you yet amigo. He has hired two gringo gun fighters. I'm sure he will send them to meet you and these men have no honor. They will not face you but attack from the rear or out of the night. Prepare yourself."
Rafe nodded and motioned for two more whiskeys. He toasted Ernesto and drank his down.
"What will you do Senor Rafe?"
Shaking his head Rafe answered, "I don't rightly know just yet. Gracias. Vaya con Dios amigo."
Rafe turned and left the saloon. He mounted his horse and rode back to the ranch; his shopping trip for supplies forgotten. He was very quiet when he entered the ranch house.
"Where's the supplies you went for?" Barrett asked. He could see something was bothering his son.
"Reckon I forgot them. Somethin came up," Rafe answered.
"What's put a burr under you saddle son?"
Rafe told his father about the meeting with Ernesto and his warning.
"Maybe I ought to have a talk with Senor Ruiz," Barrett offered.
"No Pa, you'll just end up shootin him. I've got to figure this out on my own."
That evening at the supper table Rafe surprised his family. "I'm gonna ask Juanita to head to California with me."
His mother, Sarah, was the one who responded first. "You can't do that to her Rafe." At her son's puzzled look she continued, "You can't dishonor her like that son." Rafe started to object but Sarah held up her hand to stop him.
"She may not like her life but she gave her word; to her father, to her husband, and before God." Sarah took Rafe's hand and said, "Even if she agreed to go with you she would come to resent you over time. It would eat at her until she couldn't stand to be with you."
Putting her hand on his cheek Sarah added, "You have to let her go Rafe. You have to get her out of your heart."
Rafe nodded and left the table. He told his folks he was going to check on the horses and went to the barn. The real reason was to think about what to do. Rafe loved Juanita but in his heart he knew they couldn't be together.
Looking up at the stars he said aloud, "Reckon it's time for me to leave home." The tension and worry seemed to lift and he felt at peace for the first time since the gun fight with Ernesto. "I'll tell the folks in the morning."
At breakfast Rafe told his family of his plans to leave. "It'd be simpler to shoot Ruiz but he never carries a gun and I can't shoot him in cold blood. And if I stay here Ruiz will keep sending men at me and I'll have to kill somebody or they'll kill me."
"When you leavin boy?" Grandfather William asked.
Rafe shook his head and gave a small smile. "Think I'll leave by the end of the week. Should give me enough time to put together supplies and such."
Sarah tried to hide the tears that came to her eyes. She knew Rafe leaving was probably the best thing but even at 22 he was still her baby. Wiping her eyes she left the kitchen.
"She'll be alright," Barrett said to Rafe. "It'll just take her a little time getting used to the idea that you're grown." Barrett cleared his throat and asked, "Where you headed?"
"Don't rightly know. Reckon I'll head west and see where I end up. Maybe California."
A few days before he was due to leave, William called Rafe down to the barn. "What horses are you planning to take son?"
"Thought I'd take Buddy and one of the stock horses as a pack animal," Rafe answered.
"Buddy's a good mount," William offered. "But I don't think he's got the bottom to get you to California. Hold on a second."
William went into the barn and returned leading a big horse. The animal was almost 17 hands tall, with a deep chest and strong legs. But the most striking thing about the horse was his color. He was a Palomino with a creamy gold color coat and an almost white mane and tail.
"This'in got plenty of bottom," William said as he handed Rafe the lead rope. "Take care of him and he'll take you to hell and back. He's my gift to you boy."
Rafe was speechless. He stepped closer to the horse and stroked his forehead. "Thank you Grandpa." The youngster didn't know what else to say and stepped to his grandfather and hugged him.
William hugged him back for a few seconds and then coughed and stepped away. "You'll need to have a firm hand with him for a bit until he gets used to you. But he'll do you proud."
At first light, two days later Rafe mounted "Bowie" and with Buddy as his pack animal left his home. Barrett, Sarah and William waved good bye to him. They were all thinking the same thing. "This may be the last time we see each other."
********************
"And that's how you got drug into this Bowie," Rafe said to the big horse. He laughed at himself, "Never thought of it before but if people could hear the way I talk to you and Buddy they'd think I was loco."
Rafe watered the horses again. Lot of makin up to do for all those hard days without, he thought. I'll do a little scouting at daybreak and if I don't see any signs of that posse maybe I'll spend another night at this spring. As he led the horses back to the trees he continued to talk to them.
"Headed for Fort Stockton. Course you both know that. Figured I could catch on with one of the ranches there. Thought it would be a good place to start a new life. The mild winters make for good cattle ranching. Maybe after a couple of years I could get my own little place.
But it didn't work out that way."
********************
It took Rafe near twenty days to ride the 300 plus miles to Fort Stockton. He didn't push his horses and rode easy; resting for a day or two here and there along the way. When he finally rode into the town he was surprised. Fort Stockton wasn't the sleepy little town he'd heard about a year or so ago.
The town was growing up. It had a railhead and a lot of cattle were shipped back east. Rafe could see by the number of saloons in one part of the town that the cowboys liked to let off a little steam at the end of the cattle drives. Be a good place to get into trouble, he thought.
Rafe picked a small boarding house near the livery stable for his temporary home. He planned to spend a couple of days resting up from the long ride and then see about getting a job on one of the nearby ranches. His father had told Rafe to look up Alex Springer; an old friend of Barrett's. Alex owned a small ranch about ten miles west of Fort Stockton on the edge of the Llano Estacado. Even if Alex didn't need a hired hand he'd know who did.
Alex didn't need another ranch hand. "I'm full up until roundup next fall," he said. "Why don't you stay at the boarding house for a day or two and I'll talk to a few other ranchers for you?"
Rafe took the next two days looking around Fort Stockton. He talked to the owner of the general store, the barber, and a bartender at one of the saloons. Maybe one of them will hear about a ranch needing a cowboy, he thought. Men talked to each other at the store or the barber's and in the saloon.
On his third evening in town he visited one of the saloons after supper. I deserve a drink after my ride, he told himself. Rafe had one drink and a short beer and left the saloon. No need to go crazy, he thought. As he came out of the saloon he saw a young cowboy standing by Bowie.
The man ran his hand over Bowie's chest and down his front legs. He put his foot in the stirrup and started to mount up. Bowie kept sidling away from the man making it hard for him to climb into the saddle. The big horse didn't like strangers.
"Something I can do for you Mister?" Rafe asked. He didn't like the cowboy handling Bowie without at least asking.
The cowboy stepped back as Rafe walked in between him and the horse. "Appreciate it if you didn't get on my horse," Rafe said with a cold voice.
"Nice animal. Just wanted to see how he sat before I bought him," the young man said.
"He's not for sale," Rafe answered as he calmed Bowie.
"Sure he is. Everything's for sale for the right price. You don't understand. I'm Jason Sheldon," the man said. My Pa owns the Lazy S ranch; it's the biggest place in these parts. So I can afford to pay top dollar. How much you want for the animal?"
"You're the one that doesn't understand. My horse isn't for sale at any price," Rafe replied. He turned his back on Sheldon and untied Bowie.
"I want that horse Mister and I always get what I want. Now quit being stubborn and name a price," Sheldon ordered.
Two other cowhands that had been waiting for Sheldon stepped forward. They could see that Rafe was upset.
"C'mon Jason," the older of the two said. "Man don't want to sell his horse. Let's get back to the ranch."
"Stay out of this Bill," Sheldon ordered. "I'm gonna buy this fellar's horse."
"You got more horses than you can ride at the ranch," the other man said. "The man don't want to sell his horse."
"I'll tell you again, my horse ain't for sale. Now let me be," Rafe warned. Before he could mount Sheldon grabbed his shoulder and turned him around.
Rafe knocked Sheldon's hand off his shoulder and pushed him away. Turning to the two cowboys he said, "You better get control of your friend."
Sheldon tried to take Bowie's reins and said, "I'm buying this horse whether you like it or not."
Rafe tried hard to keep his temper. He didn't like the man's attitude or his actions. When Sheldon reached for the reins Rafe hit him with a short right hand, knocking him to the ground. Sheldon looked up from where he was laying on the ground with a red face. He quickly stood and faced Rafe.
"Nobody lays hands on me and gets away with it," Sheldon said and reach for the pistol on his hip.
Rafe was surprised that Sheldon would take things to this level but it didn't slow him down. He quickly drew and fired. The young cowboy yelled in pain and dropped to the street. Rafe turned toward Sheldon's companions. They both held up their hands indicating they weren't involved.
Stepping over to Sheldon, Rafe kicked his pistol away. He knelt down and looked at Sheldon's wound. "I hit him in the shoulder. Best get the doctor and sheriff," he ordered the two men.
They picked Sheldon up and walked him toward the doctor's office. As they left the Sheriff hurried over to them and then walked over to Rafe.
"He drew on me," Rafe told the lawman before he could say anything. "I was just defending myself Sheriff."
Three men that had come out of the saloon spoke up. "That's right Sheriff. Jason tried to buy this fellar's horse," one of them said pointing to Rafe. "Man didn't want to sell and Jason forced the point. Jason drew first." The other two men nodded their agreement.
"What are you doing in Fort Stockton, Mr....?" The Sheriff asked.
"Rafe Cassidy Sheriff. I was hoping to find work on a ranch."
"Well Mr. Cassidy I suggest you find work someplace else," the Sheriff said.
"But all I did was defend myself Sheriff," Rafe protested. "Don't seem right to run me out of town for defending myself."
"I'm not running you out. I'm just giving you some good advice son. Reece Sheldon won't like his boy being shot.
"Maybe Mr. Sheldon will understand when he finds out what happened," Rafe said.
The Sheriff shook his head. "Don't matter that Jason was wrong and had it coming; Reece will want to even the score. I can probably stop any gun play here in town but I got no jurisdiction outside the town limits. You'd be on your own."
"Reckon I can take care of myself Sheriff."
"Maybe so, if Reece came at you one on one. But he'll bring help with him," the Sheriff explained. "He's got a couple of gun hands working for him and he'll most likely send them after you the first time you ride out of town. He might have them brace you in town and they'll claim self defense."
Rafe shook his head. Hell all I wanted to do was get a fresh start, he thought.
"Son, you ought to ride out before Reece hears about this." Pointing to the west the Sheriff suggested, "Ride for the sun boy; while you still can."
Rafe nodded, mounted Bowie and went back to his boarding house. I'm not afraid but if I stay I'll probably have to kill someone, he thought. Reece Sheldon doesn't sound like the forgiving type. Don't mind fighting but not over something as stupid as a spoiled brat. Think I'll move on.
Back at the boarding house he collected his gear, went to the livery and got Buddy ready to travel. He rode west out of Fort Stockton toward Alex Springer's ranch. It was full dark when he rode into the clearing in front of Alex's house.
"Hello the house," Rafe called still sitting on his horse. "It's Rafe Cassidy, Mr. Springer."
Alex Springer opened his door and stepped out onto the porch. "Little late for calling ain't it Rafe?" he asked with a grin. "Get down and come on in."
Rafe stepped down and joined Alex on the porch. "Mr. Springer I've got a problem." He quickly explained about the run in with Jason Sheldon. "He drew on me Mr. Springer but the Sheriff said it wouldn't matter to his father. He said Reece would send men after me."
He stopped for a few seconds and then continued, "I'm not afraid Mr. Springer. I can take care of myself. But I don't want to kill someone over something like this. That's why I'm movin on."
"Okay Rafe, I understand. Reece Sheldon has run rough shod over this whole town for a long time. What can I do for you?"
"Would you send a telegram to my folks and explain what happened? Tell em I'm okay but on the run for a spell. I'll let em know when I get settled somewheres."
Alex nodded. "I'll ride in tomorrow and send the wire for you. Where you headed Rafe? You could stay for the night and get a start early?"
"No sir but thanks. I think I better hit the trail. Sides I wouldn't want the Sheldon's to come down on you if I was here. Reckon I'll head west for Arizona or California."
"You'll have to cross the Llano Estacado if you head due west. Be careful that's a nasty piece of land," Alex warned.
Rafe mounted Bowie, tipped his hat at Alex and left at a slow lope.
********************
"Reckon spendin all that time huntin when I was younger wasn't wasted," Rafe said to Bowie at daylight. He held up a rabbit. "Caught this fellar in the snares I set last night."
He skinned and cleaned the rabbit and put it on a spit over the low fire. Rafe added a few small branches to the fire and turned the spit. Bowie snorted and pawed the ground. "Don't look at me like that. I can't eat grass like you two."
After eating the rabbit, Rafe watered the horses again. Looks like they're about recovered from the hard riding during the last two days, he thought. Bowie was feeling better and danced a little as Rafe led him back to a different tree. The big horse pushed his head against his human wanting his ears scratched.
He made a warm mash out of the oats and fed the horses. "Sorry about having to run y'all for as long as I did but we were outnumbered too bad to stay and fight."
********************
Rafe rode Bowie at a fast walk after he left Alex Springer's place. When the full moon came up it gave enough light for him to ride a bit faster. He would ride at a slow lope for 20 minutes or so and then slow back to the fast walk for half an hour.
His plan was to ride due west from Fort Stockton through Van Horn and on to the Rio Grande. Then he wanted to follow it north to El Paso. From there he would ride north by northwest to Arizona. It was a little longer this way but he could stay along the edges of the Llano Estacado.
Rafe made his first stop at daybreak. He was going to rest his horses for an hour and then ride until midday. It was going to start getting hot and he would stop until dusk before starting west again. Rafe had just finished watering the horses when he saw about six riders in the distance coming hard.
He was on one of the high hills on the border of the desert like land and could see for many miles. Damn, didn't think they'd get after me this quick, he thought. They're sure not worried about tiring out their horses. The men had their mounts a full gallop. They stopped and walked the horse for a short time as they checked for Rafe's trail. A couple of times they had to look around to find the trail in the hard ground. Then they would continue riding hard.
Rafe had no doubt that the men were following him. "Course they don't have to worry about their horses," he said to Bowie. "They can take all the time they need to get back after they catch me. Well boys looks like we won't get that rest after all."
He tightened the saddle cinch on Bowie and the pack cinch on Buddy. The men across the plains were at least two hours behind him so he felt there was no need to panic and start running his horses. Rafe calmly mounted and put Bowie on the game trail down the hill.
As Rafe came down onto the plain he found a rock shelve that extended for miles. They'll figure I'm heading for Van Horn, he thought. But they'll have a hard time trackin me in this rock shale. I got to cross the Llano anyway might as well start today.
He pulled a copy of a map done by the Army back in '69 from his saddle bags. Reckon I can throw them off the trail if I turn northwest toward Pecos and then on into New Mexico, he thought. Rafe looked up at the rising sun and knew it was going to be a hot day; especially out on the Llano plain. "It'll be a four or five day ride in this heat, ifin I don't want to kill my horses," he said aloud. "Think I'll ride for a couple of hours and find a place to hole up until night. There'll be a Comanche Moon tonight and I can ride in the dark."



Two days later he found the spring and decided to hole up for a spell.
********************
"Reckon we've laid around long enough," Rafe told his horses after another full day at the spring. He filled all three of his canteens, watered the horse one last time and at dusk headed out. "Should ride into Pecos about midday Bowie. I'll get you boys some real grain and me a decent meal when we get there. We'll rest for a night and then it's on to New Mexico."
Rafe wasn't far off with his time estimate. He was almost to Pecos when he got to thinking. If Sheldon's men got to Van Horn they'll realize I wasn't headed that way, he thought. They could send telegrams to other towns in these parts to see if a man on a Palomino had ridden through.
"Now it wouldn't be too smart to let them see us together would it Bowie? I doubt they'd recognize me but you stand out a bit," Rafe told his horse as he patted his neck. "Tell you what, we'll ride around Pecos and find a wash or a gulley or somethin to hide you in. I'll ride Buddy into town, get some supplies, and see if anyone is lookin for us. " Rafe chuckled as the horse shook his head. "Don't worry I'll bring you back some grain and molasses as a treat."
Rafe found a deep wash at the bottom of a small hill and hid Bowie in a stand of Palo Verde. He hobbled the horse and tied him off to one of the trees so he could graze on the sparse vegetation. Rafe fed Bowie the last of the oats and gave him water. Bowie was less likely to raise a fuss now that he was fed and watered.
Riding slowly Rafe entered Pecos. He bought a feed bag of oat mash for Buddy from the livery stable, put it on the horse and tied him to the hitching rail in front of a saloon. The horse could eat while Rafe had a meal in the saloon and listen to the men gossip like old women. As he sat at a table eating a boot tough steak the town Marshal came into the saloon.
The Marshal made a circuit of the room, leaned against the bar, and got a beer. Then he saw Rafe sitting at the table. He walked over and sat down across from Rafe. "Mind if I join you?" The Marshal asked. "I'm Tom Stoddard, the Town Marshal. And you'd be?"
Swallowing a piece of the chewy steak Rafe answered, "I'm Sam Talbert Marshall."
"Are you passin through or you gonna stay a spell?"
Rafe looked at Stoddard before he answered. The man was short and squat but he had an air of confidence about him. He'd be a hard man to cross Rafe thought.
"Just passin through," Rafe replied. "Headed down back home to Odessa."
"Names Talbert you say?" Marshal Stoddard asked with a sarcastic tone. Rafe nodded. "Got a telegram from Sheriff Joe Harris over to Fort Stockton; we've been friends for close to 20 years you know. Said a fellar got into it with the son of Reece Sheldon, the big he bull in those parts. Said this fellar had to shoot the boy in self defense." The Marshal looked at Rafe to see his reaction.
William Cassidy had taught his grandson how to play cards and to keep a poker face. Rafe put that lesson to good use and didn't react to the Marshal.
"Joe said this fellar was dealt a bad hand but that he, Harris I mean, couldn't do anything about it," the Marshal continued. Said he advised this fellar to leave town."
"That's an interesting story Marshal. But it's got nothing to do with me," Rafe said.
The Marshal ignored Rafe's statement. "Joe said this fellar, name of Rafe Cassidy, had a scar on the right side of his face. Said he was riding a big Palomino stallion and carried an ivory handled Remington." Looking into Rafe's eyes the Marshal observed, "Now I didn't see no Palomino tied up outside Mr. Talbert but I did see a sorrel that looks like he's been travelin hard." Pointing to Rafe's pistol he added, "But that there is a ivory handled six shooter. Not to mention that scar of yourn. "
Rafe looked around to see if anyone else had heard the Marshal. He tensed and was about to stand and leave. The Marshal held up his hand and motioned Rafe to stay seated.
"Reason I'm tellin you all this Mr Talbert, is so you can keep a look out for this fellar on the Palomino. That Reece Sheldon has put a $500 reward out for him. Saw the telegram posted at the telegraph office myself. It's also posted in most of the businesses in town. Thought if you spotted him you might make yourself a lot of money." The Marshal took a drink of his beer and stared at Rafe for a few seconds.
"It's for sure that others are gonna be looking for this fellar; $500 is more than a year's wages to most." Looking around the Marshal lowered his voice. "If you was figuring on stayin a spell you might want to change your mind Mr. Talbert. Maybe head on home to Odessa."
Three cowboys standing at the bar were watching the Marshal and Rafe closely. They would stare at Rafe and then talk among themselves. Marshal Stoddard stood.
"Let me show you the road to Odessa Mr. Talbert," the Marshal said in a loud voice. Loud enough that the three cowhands could hear him. "You'll have daylight for another 5 or 6 hour and you can get in a lot of miles before night fall." Stoddard could see the three men relax.
"Believe we threw those three in the saloon off your trail," Stoddard said softly to Rafe as they left the saloon. "At least for now anyway."
"Thank you Marshal."
Out in the street Marshal Stoddard made a suggestion. "I understand you can't head back east and those telegrams said you was headed west. Were me I'd ride northwest to New Mexico. Maybe up to Roswell. That trail is across the Estacado but with nobody chasin you and ridin easy you can make it in 10 days or so. You can head west from there." Marshal Stoddard shook hands with Rafe and added, "Course that's just an old trail hand's opinion. Take it easy Rafe."
Rafe rode east on the trail to Odessa and stopped at a Mexican store and cantina on the outskirts of Pecos. He picked a few supplies and continued east until Pecos was out of sight; then he turned back toward the gulley where he'd left Bowie. He switched his saddle back to the big Palomino and put the pack saddle back on Buddy. Rafe headed northwest toward New Mexico and Roswell.
********************
Marshal Stoddard was right, Rafe thought as he rode into Roswell. It was ten days on the trail. He rode to the livery and stabled his horses. Before he put them in their stalls he unsaddled and washed them down. They had a lot of alkali dust on them.
"Give em a good corn mash Mister," Rafe ordered as he paid the stable hand. "We've come a long way and got a long way to go. Those two are my best friends in this world so take good care of them for me."
"Gonna be here long Mister?" The livery man asked. "If y'all gonna stay for a few days, I'll put your horses in stalls that open into the corral. That way they won't be cooped up in a small space." The man smiled. "Being they're your best friends and all."
"How much extra will this concern for my friends cost me?" Rafe asked with an answering smile.
"Extra dollar a day for the pair ought to handle it, Mister....?"
Rafe caught himself about to give his real name. No need to advertize that I'm here, he thought. "Talbert, Sam Talbert. Reckon I'll be here for a couple of days so go ahead and put them in the bigger stalls. I'll settle up with you when I leave." "I'm Jake, Mr. Talbert. I'll take good care of em for you," the livery man said. He turned to put Bowie and Buddy into their special stalls. "Bad Lands Café down the street yonder serves a right nice supper if you're hungry."
Rafe nodded his thanks and walked to the café. "Reckon I deserve a good meal too," he said aloud.
A big jolly woman met him at the door as he entered the café. "Have a seat anywhere you like young man. I'll be right with you," she said.
Rafe sat down and the woman brought a cup and coffee pot to his table. She sat the cup in front of Rafe filled it and said, "Steak, fried potatoes, corn on the cob, and apple pie are the special tonight. Or I can fix you something else."
"The special will be fine ma'am," he answered with a grin. She reminds me of Ma, he thought. Waiting for his supper he thought about his folks and got a little homesick.
He'd made arrangements with the livery to sleep in the loft and after supper he returned to the stable. Rafe could have afforded better accommodations but thought he'd better save as much of his stake as he could. He had close to $300 given to him by his family before he left home. There was also a bank draft for one thousand dollars from his Grandpa. Another gift to help Rafe start his new life. It's a long way to California, he said to himself. Reckon I'll hole up for three or four days and let Bowie and Buddy rest up. Won't hurt me to take it easy for a spell either.
Rafe had just sat down in the café for the third night in a row. Emma the waitress and owner came over to the table with coffee and told him the special of the day. As he finished his supper of pork chops, corn, and potatoes a big man with a star on his chest sat down at his table.
The lawman was close to 6' 4 with a big body to go with his height. He carried a short double barreled scatter gun known as a coach gun. It was usually used by armed guards on stage coaches and freight wagons.
"Howdy. I'm Henry Johnson the Town Marshal," he said with a smile and laid his shotgun on the table in front of him. Rafe nodded but didn't offer his name.
"Got a story to tell you son," Marshal Johnson continued. "Jimmy tolt me about a interesting telegram he got today."
"I don't know a Jimmy or about any telegram Marshal," Rafe replied.
"Jimmy's the operator at the telegraph office," Johnson explained ignoring Rafe's comment. "Anyway he said he got a telegram from Pecos talkin about a Rafe Cassidy passin through there. It described this Cassidy and his horse pretty good. Said the man rode a cream colored Palomino. Said he had dark hair and was sorta tall. Also said he had a scar runnin down the right side of his face."
The Marshal gestured at a biscuit on Rafe's plate. Rafe nodded and Johnson picked it up and took a bite. Emma brought the Marshal a cup of coffee and went back to the kitchen.
"The message was to a Ralph Colbert. He's sort of a bounty hunter and hired gun that works out of Roswell sometimes. Seems some man named Reece Sheldon is offering $500 for the capture and return of this Cassidy to Fort Stockton." Johnson paused and shook his head. "Cassidy must of done something pretty bad to have a private citizen offer a reward for him."
Rafe still didn't respond to the Marshal but he did lean back in his chair to free up his pistol and his gun hand. He picked up his cup of coffee with his left hand and took a drink. "Could be that this private citizen has a vendetta against this Cassidy fellar," Rafe offered.
"Don't lean too far back in the chair son," Marshal Johnson said as he slowly put his hand on the butt of scattergun on the table. "You might fall over and hurt yourself."
Rafe looked the Marshal in the eye and after several seconds relaxed. Johnson nodded. "I know you're Cassidy and I know you've been here for three days." At Rafe's surprised look he added, "I like to know what's goin on in my town."
Johnson raised his empty cup to Emma. She came and refilled both cups and went back to the kitchen. "Like I said I know you been here a spell but I think it's time for you to ride on." Rafe started to speak but Johnson held up his hand.
"I don't want no trouble in my town. You don't have the looks of a man that'll just let Colbert take you back. Innocent people in my town could get hurt if you two face off. I ain't gonna have it. Ride on son. Please."
"You could tell this Colbert to leave Marshall," Rafe said with a little anger. "I've done nothing to be run out of town."
"Now don't get on the prod with me. I intend to talk to Colbert later tonight over at the saloon and give him the same suggestion." Johnson took a drink of his coffee. "Look Cassidy, I won't make you leave but if you and Colbert tangle and someone in town gets hurt I'll arrest whoever is left standin. I don't think you'd like the jails in New Mexico."
Rafe sat for about 30 seconds thinking about the Marshal's request. "Why are you warning me Marshal? This is the third time a lawman has done that."
"Can't speak for the others but I don't like people takin the law into their own hands," Johnson answered. "If there was a warrant on you, I'd arrest you and send a telegram telling em to come and get you. But I have a hard time lettin some rich rancher decide that he's above the law."
Emma brought two pieces of pie to the table surprising both men. "You boys look much too serious. Have some pie and relax," she ordered with a smile. Both men nodded and took a bite of the apple pie.
"I'll leave in the morning Marshal," Rafe said. "I was planning on movin on anyway. But..."
"But what Rafe?"
"If Colbert or anyone else tries to take me back, I'll defend myself," Rafe answered. Johnson nodded. "I'll leave at daybreak," Rafe added.
As Rafe saddled Bowie the next morning, Marshal Johnson rode up to the livery stable. "Thought I ride with you for a spell," he said. "I talked to Colbert last night and he said he was leavin too." Johnson chuckled but said in a serious voice, "Don't want you two crossin paths this morning."
"Where you headed?" Johnson asked as they rode toward the edge of Roswell.
"Reckon I'll head to California," Rafe answered. "Never been there and I hear there's good land for the settlin. Thought I'd get a job with one of the ranches and maybe end up ownin my own place one of these days."
"Oh hell," Johnson said. He pointed with his chin toward a man sitting on a horse waiting for them just outside of the town limits. "That's Colbert; reckon he decided he'd brace you outside of my jurisdiction."
Johnson rode in front of Rafe and confronted Colbert. "Thought I told you to let it be Colbert."
"Marshal I followed your orders and didn't start anything in town," Colbert replied. "But you got no say out here." Turning to Rafe he ordered, "Reece Sheldon wants you back at Fort Stockton Cassidy. Drop your pistol and your rifle boy and come peaceful."
He's a hard one, Rafe thought as he looked at the man that wanted to take him to Sheldon. Reckon Colbert's about my height but he's probably got thirty pounds on me. Wears his pistol tied low on his hip; Yep he's a gun hand alright. This man won't back down.
Rafe guided Bowie out from behind the Marshal. "Don't reckon I'll let you take me back Colbert. You that hard up for money that you got to do Sheldon's bidding?"
"Man's gotta make a livin and I don't cotton to pushin cattle," Colbert answered. "I'll tell you one more time put down your guns."
"Gettin killed ain't much of a way to live Mister," Rafe replied.
Colbert pulled his pistol but his horse shied at the sudden movement. Bowie was better trained and didn't move as Rafe pulled his Remington and shot Colbert. The man fell over the rump of his horse to the ground.
Marshal Johnson had watched the fight. He got off his horse and looked at the man on the ground. Colbert had a wound in the middle of his chest. "Reckon he was dead before he hit the ground," Johnson said. "Good thing his horse acted up Rafe."
"Didn't make a difference Marshal. I'd already cleared my holster before he brought his gun up." Rafe rode closer and shook his head. "He was dead the minute he came out here to face me."
"Bit of braggin there don't you think?"
"No sir. My grandpa William taught me to shoot. He was a pretty good gun hand and a lawman before he met my Grandma."
"You're William Cassidy's grandson?" Johnson asked. "Hell I heard tell about him when I was grownin up in DeWitt, Texas. Didn't they call him Pistol Bill when he was the Bexar County Sheriff?"
"Yes sir they did," Rafe said with a smile. "Called him that because he wore two guns and wasn't afraid to use them."
Johnson looked down at Colbert's body. "Y'all head out Rafe. I'll take care of this."
"Would you do something for me Marshal?" Johnson nodded. "Send a telegram to my folks in San Antonio and let them know I'm okay and that I'll write them when I get settled somewheres."
Johnson nodded again and Rafe mounted Bowie. He touched his hat brim in a salute, turned westward and continued his ride for the sun.
To be continued.
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"Would you do something for me Marshal?" Henry Johnson nodded. "Send a telegram to my folks in San Antonio and let them know I'm okay and that I'll write them when I get settled somewheres."
Johnson nodded again and Rafe mounted Bowie. He touched his hat brim in a salute, turned westward and continued his ride for the sun.
********************
Rafe Cassidy rode until midday when he found another stand of cottonwoods on the flat Estacado that stood out like a beacon and stopped to rest his horses, Bowie and Buddy. He'd been holding the horses at a slow lope for half an hour at a time for most of the morning then slowed to a walk for half an hour to rest the horses some. This little oasis didn't have a pool of free standing water like the last one but the sand around a big rock was very wet. He used his metal eating plate to dig a large hole which slowly filled with water.
Unsaddling both animals Rafe wiped the sweat from their coats and let them drink. The water was dingy and sandy but it was fine for the horses. Rafe took a drink from one of his canteens. A little later he fed the horses some grain and then let them graze.
"We'll stop for a couple of hours and then ride until dusk," he told his horses. They continued to graze and ignored him. "You two sure ain't very talkative," Rafe said with a grin.
While the horses grazed, Rafe put a bandana over the spout of one of his canteens. Then he used a coffee cup to fill his canteen. The cloth bandana filtered out most of the sand and dirt so the water, if not clean, was drinkable.
About an hour later, first Bowie and then Buddy raised their heads and looked east. Rafe noticed the horse's interest and pulled his Winchester. I reckon another bounty hunter could be on my trail, he thought. Rafe walked to the edge of the stand of cottonwoods and looked back over the trail.
The land was so flat that he could see a couple of miles or more before the shimmering heat waves obscured his vision. He saw one rider coming at a fast trot. As the figure got closer Rafe recognized Marshal Johnson.
Rafe stepped into the open and waved. Johnson rode over and dismounted. "Can't offer you coffee Marshal, I'm running a cold camp." Holding out his canteen he added, "But I can offer you some slightly gritty spring water."
"No thank ye. I've got two canteens of good water of my own," Johnson replied. "Came out to give you some news."
"What news?"
"Seems like your running days are over." Johnson chuckled at the puzzled look on Rafe's face. "Reece Sheldon has more problems plaguing him than you. Seems he was throwin a wide loop and got caught brandin other people's cattle and runnin them to market."
"Couldn't happen to a nicer fellar," Rafe said with a small grin. "I don't have much sympathy for the Sheldons."
"He's was sent to the Texas state prison in Huntsville. Now Reece ain't in any position to pay a reward for you. The state attached all his property." Johnson offered Rafe his canteen and as he drank the Marshal continued, "His son, Jason is it, sent out telegrams callin off the reward. Guess he doesn't want to have to pay out the $500 from his own pocket."
"Reckon the fight upset Reece more than the boy," Rafe said and shook his head. "Never can tell about folks."
Johnson looked at the youngster for a minute. "You know you can head back to Fort Stockton now ifin you want."
Rafe shook his head. "Fort Stockton was just a layover for a spell."
"Well you could go back home then," the Marshal suggested.
"No sir I can't. If I go home I'll be right back in the fightin."
"Sorry Rafe, I don't understand," Johnson said. "You got no one chasin you now. Why can't you go home?"
Rafe looked down for several seconds. Then he told the Marshal about Juanita, her father, and Ruiz. "If I go back Ruiz will keep sending men after me. I'll end up killing him or getting killed and my family would get involved. Grandpa and Pa wouldn't let anyone run roughshod over me." Rafe chuckled and added, "Nor would my Ma. And she'd be the one they'd have to worry about."
He raised his head and looked at the Marshal. "I'm not a coward and I'll fight when I have to but the only way to stop Ruiz hiring men to come after me would be to kill Ruiz. And if I do I still won't have Juanita." Sighing Rafe added, "So I'll make a life for myself somewheres else.
"Where will you go son?"
"West, I reckon. Hear there's good land in California," Rafe answered. "Maybe I can find a place of my own." He shook hands with Marshal Johnson. "Thanks for your concern and thanks for bringing me the news. You've been a good friend Henry. Now you take it easy gettin back to Roswell. Don't want to ride your horse into the ground."
"I'm in no hurry now. You take care of yourself Rafe." Johnson handed Rafe one of his two canteens, mounted, and rode back toward Roswell.
********************
Rafe rode at an easy clip as he headed west. He had no one following him or on his trail so he wasn't in a hurry. Rafe still hadn't decided on his final destination. Every day he thought a little less about Juanita and more about what was over the next rise or might be at the end of the trail.
He rode southwest from Roswell to Ruidoso skirting the Llano Estacada. Ruidoso was surrounded by mountains in the middle of Lincoln County. It was beautiful country and a good place to raise cattle. But Rafe heard about the trouble brewing between two men named Murphy and Tunstall. There was gonna be fighting between the Murphy-Dolan faction backed by Sheriff Brady and John Tunstall who had Billy the Kid and others riding with him. No need for me to get involved, he thought and continued west.
Rafe crossed the Magdalena Mountains and his trail cut the Rio Grande. He was finally out of the Estacada and into a more hospitable land. He caught up with a wagon train traveling along the river and hired on as a guard. The wagons were headed to a little settlement called Show Low in Arizona. Three large families and eight wagons made up the group. The families had joined together and bought a large ranch just outside of Show Low.
What they need is a nursemaid, Rafe thought on the fourth day of the journey. I've never saw so many folk that know so little about horses and wagons. It was slow going for the wagons as they made their way over mountains and learned what was needed to travel a long distance by wagon. By the second week on the trail things got better and their trip went a little faster. The wagon train was making twelve to thirteen miles a day.
It was coming on to mid October before the wagons arrived in Show Low. The wagon master offered Rafe a job on the ranch but Rafe didn't want to ride in cold country. Even though Show Low was more like the high plains Rafe had been told about the cold freezing weather in the surrounding mountains. Show Low got little rain or snow from the mountains but did get cold winds that swept across the flat land. Sounds like a northern back home in Texas.
One member of the families, who had been on the original scouting trip to the area, suggested Rafe try Prescott Arizona. "The area has several cattle ranches and the weather isn't as severe as Show Low," the man told him. "There's a ranch called Eagle's Nest about a day's ride out of town that's always lookin for good hands. I met the owner a couple of years ago. Man named Randal; look him up if you get there."
Rafe thank the farmer and the man continued, "Be careful comin down off the Mogollon Rim this time of the year," the rancher told Rafe. "It's five thousand feet and can be tricky if the weather turns bad. I'd say the best way would be to head west to General Crook's Trail and follow it down to the Verde Valley. You can rest up at Camp Verde and then head due north to Prescott."
********************
General Crook's Trail meandered along the high bluffs of the Mogollon Rim. Sure glad I followed Crook's Trail, Rafe thought as he came down out of the mountains into the Verde Valley. Got lucky the weather held. Would have been real interestin in the rain or snow.
Sure is pretty country, Rafe said to himself; but it'd be damn cold in the winter. Lots of snow too I bet. Weather's a lot warmer down here in the valley, more like the hill country back home. He pulled his horses to a stop in front of the Camp Verde livery stable and dismounted. He arranged food, water, and a stall for his horses.
"Know a place I can stay for a night or two?" Rafe asked the stable hand.
"Depends on how fancy you wanta get Mister. The hotel is a fine place from what I've heard. There's a couple boarding houses or if you're not picky you can sleep in our loft." The man smiled and added, "Course there'll be an extra charge for the use of our loft. Four bits will cover it."
Rafe returned his smile. "Reckon if the stable's good enough for Bowie and Buddy, ought to be good enough for me." He handed the man the money for the horses and his 'bed'. "Now if there's no charge can you tell me where I can get a good meal?"
"Café down yonder serves a good supper."
Rafe finished his supper and went next door to the saloon for his first drink of whiskey in over two months. I sure do deserve this, he thought as he drank. Reckon I better stay put for a while and rest Bowie and Buddy. Won't do any harm to rest me either.
I left home in late May and now it's October, he continued thinking. Never thought I'd be on the trail for that long; or cover as much ground as I have. I'm not a coward. Could have stayed put at home but I'd be always shootin someone or gettin shot at. My family would have gotten involved in the fightin and I still wouldn't have Juanita. Could have stayed in Fort Stockton but it seems just plumb loco to have to fight over some stupid spoiled son of a rich rancher.
Rafe got a second whiskey. Better make this the last one tonight or I'll start feelin sorry for myself. He looked down the bar and saw an older man leaning against it with a bandage on his leg that ran from his knee down to his ankle. The big man had a beer in front of him and two crutches leaning next to him.
"How you gonna work the roundup Everett?" The bartender asked as he gave the man a fresh beer.
"Don't rightly know," Everett answered. "Molly and Emma can do some of the work but I need a good wrangler to help out." He took a small drink of his beer. "But it's so late in the season most all the cowboys have already signed on to a ranch. There's nobody to hire."
Rafe thought as the men continued to talk. Reckon I could winter here and head out come spring, he told himself. Workin a roundup along with my stake should get me through until spring. Rafe walked down the bar toward the older man.
"Excuse me sir," Rafe said. "I couldn't help but overhear you talking. I'm Rafe Cassidy and I'm looking for a job. Gonna winter in Camp Verde and could use the money. Been working cattle and horses since I was twelve or so. I know which end of a steer to rope and which end to slap with a lariat."
"I'm Emmett Riley," the man said. "I reckon two Irishmen ought to get along. Tell me a little about yourself Rafe. Where you from?"
"Just got in from Show Low. Rode guard for a wagon train from Socorro New Mexico," Rafe explained. "Didn't want to winter up in those mountains so I came down here."
"That's a far piece Rafe. You from Socorro?"
"No sir. I was in Roswell before that," Rafe answered.
"That's near 350 miles," Emmett said almost in wonder.
"Closer to 400 miles," Rafe said. "Mr. Riley there are some things about me you should know."
"All right son. Tell me your story," the older man replied.
Rafe told Emmett about Juanita and why he had to leave San Antonio. He continued his story telling Emmett about Fort Stockton, the Sheldon's, and Reece Sheldon putting a price on his head. Finally he explained about Reece going to prison and his son calling off the bounty.
"I had to kill a man that tried to take me back to Fort Stockton," Rafe said. "Too bad the bounty wasn't canceled before that. I just thought you oughta know who you're hiring." He paused and added, "You can telegraph Marshal Johnson over to Roswell Mr. Riley," Rafe suggested. "He'll vouch for me."
Riley looked over the young man in front of him. Emmett considered himself a good judge of men. I think this one seems to be a good bet. "No need Rafe," Emmett said. "You didn't have to tell me about your troubles. The fact that you did, tells me the type of man you are."
Motioning to the bartender Emmett said, "Give us a couple of beers here Charley. Do believe I've found the wrangler we need."
Rafe and Emmett saluted each other with the mugs of beer.
"I'm stayin in town tonight. It's hard to ride with this leg, even in a wagon. Come out to the R Bar R with me in the morning and we'll talk about a job for you. If you don't like the place or the pay you can have a good lunch and come back to town."
"R Bar R Mr. Riley?" Rafe asked.
"That's the name of our place out west of town," Emmett explained. "And callin me Mr. Riley or sir just don't fit. Name's Emmett."
Early the next morning Rafe, mounted on Bowie followed Emmett's wagon out of Camp Verde. They took what Emmett called the river road and headed west of town.
"Sure is a good looking animal you're riding Rafe," Emmett said admiring Bowie.
"He was a gift from my grandfather when I left home," Rafe replied patting the big horse on the neck. "That the Verde?" Rafe asked.
The Verde River was lined with cottonwoods, a few white oaks, and the first sycamore trees Rafe had seen since he left San Antonio. The land stretching away from the river toward the mountains was lush with bushes and grass. Great clumps of buffalo grass also dotted the landscape. Good range land for cattle, Rafe thought.
"Yep, that's the Verde," Emmett said. "Looks peaceful enough now but in the spring with the snow melt from up on the Rim it gets real rambunctious. Not safe to cross it during the spring. That's one reason most of the town is built on the uphill side of the river."
"Yeah, the San Antonio River back home is the same way," Rafe replied. "Course we don't have mountains up close like you do here about."
About eight miles along the river there was a big cottonwood tree growing next to a rock outcropping. They turned north at the tree and went another three miles before they got to Emmett's ranch. The house backed up to the base of a tall rock butte. The house would be protected from the cold North winds coming down off the Mogollon Rim. Two women came out of the house to greet them as they stopped.
Must be the Molly and Emma I heard Emmett talkin about, Rafe thought. At first glance the women looked to be sisters. One was older and told the younger one to help Emmett down off the wagon. She may be older but not by much, Rafe thought.
"Hi Daddy. I'm glad you're back," the younger woman said.
"Hello Emma," he responded. "Help your old father down will ya?" He used Emma's shoulder to steady himself and climbed off the wagon. "Hi Honey," he greeted the older woman. "Y'all do okay while I was gone?"
"We did fine," she replied. "Hope you didn't spend too much time in the saloon last night."
Emmett chuckled and turned to Rafe. "Why is it that when you marry a woman she thinks you ought to give up all the things you enjoyed when you was single and running free?"
Reckon I was wrong about them being sisters, Rafe thought. He smiled at the obvious love between Emmett and his wife. He shrugged his shoulders. "Don't rightly know Emmett but my Ma rules the house too. Pa said he thought he was done takin orders when he got out of the army."
"This is my wife Molly and our daughter Emma. Ladies this is Rafe Cassidy. He's looking for a job and a place to winter," Emmett said. Smiling at the women he added, "Just so happens we have need of a wrangler until my leg heals."
The family resemblance between Molly and Emma is easy to see, Rafe thought. Molly's about 5' 6, she's slender but looks strong. As Molly brushed her strawberry blond hair out of her face he could see her green eyes. Emma's just a younger version of her mother, Rafe continued his thought. Her hair's a little darker but she's got the same eyes. He surprised himself with his next thought. Eyes that could bind a man to her.
"Welcome to our home Rafe," Molly said.
"Emma, why don't you give Rafe the five cent tour of the ranch?" Emmett suggested. Turning to Rafe he said, "When y'all get back Molly will feed you that lunch I mentioned and we'll talk about the job."
Nodding, Emma went to the corral and got her horse. Motioning to Rafe she rode to the west of the house. It was more than a half an hour before she spoke.
"This is the west boundary of our place. It runs from the foot of that mountain yonder down to the Verde," Emma informed Rafe. "Pretty much the same on the east side of the ranch."
"How much land do y'all have?" Rafe asked.
"We've got a deed for a thousand acres. Got grazing rights on another thousand on to the west and across the Verde," she answered. Emma turned her horse to return to the ranch house. She stopped while Rafe sat on Bowie and looked over the land. "You comin?" Emma asked.
Rafe looked at Emma for a few seconds. "I do somethin to make you mad Miss Riley?"
"No. I'm sorry, it's not you. I can do all the work but Daddy thinks I need help." Emma stopped and gave Rafe a small grin. "I don't think he realizes his little girl is full grown."
"Herdin cattle is tough work." Rafe held up his hand as Emma started to argue. "Not saying you can't do it but two people would make it easier."
Emma turned her horse, put him into a lope and headed back. Rafe shook his head and grinned. " Don't think I convinced her," he said aloud and followed her.
"You can wash up at the pump out back," Emmett said as Rafe dismounted in front of the ranch house. "Then come on in and we'll see if Molly remembers how to cook." Molly swatted at Emmett's shoulder and went back into the house.
"That's the best meal I've had since I left home Mrs. Riley," Rafe said as he finished eating. "Thank you."
Molly nodded and Emmett said, "Let's talk about the job Rafe. Normal pay is $40 a month and found."
"Daddy I told you I can do the work," Emma interrupted. "We don't need to hire anyone." Turning to Rafe she added, "No offense intended Mr. Cassidy."
"None taken Miss Riley. How do you plan on doing the ropin and brandin all by your lonesome?"
"I plan to sink a snubbing post into the ground. You know what that is I assume; like we have in the corral. I'll rope the steer and drag it over and take a turn around the post. Then I'll tie him off and heel rope the steer and pull it to the ground. When he's down I'll put the branding iron to his hide." Emma smiled as she finished; sure that she'd solved the problem.
Rafe gave her a smile. "Sounds real complicated Miss Riley. You plan to leave your heel horse to hold tension on the line without a rider do you?" Not waiting for an answer he continued, "I've had a lot of cow ponies but never seen one that could think on its own."
Emma puffed up, ready to argue. "Plus you'll have to gather all the cattle near the snubbin post or you'll have to dig holes all over the ranch movin that post. Even if you got the brandin done before the snow comes, how are you gonna get them to market? Takes more than one person to drive a herd of any size."
"The boy's right Emma," Emmett said. "Using a post won't work with cattle. And branding takes more than one person. He's right about the cattle drive too."
"Three should about do it I think," Rafe offered. "Miss Riley you and I can herd the cattle, rope and tie them and Mr. Riley can put the hot iron to them."



"But Daddy can't ride and it'll be too hard on his leg to work all day," Emma protested.
"He won't be ridin, we'll bring the cattle to him and the brandin iron," Rafe explained. "Emmett can rest a bit in between cattle."
"I can help and let Emmett rest a bit," Molly said. Seeing the look on her daughter's face she added, "Don't look so shocked Emma. Your father and I ran this ranch for quite a spell before you came along."
"Reckon with all this talk you're gonna take the job Rafe," Emmett said.
"Been thinkin along those lines Emmett," Rafe replied. "With your permission Miss Riley," he said with a mocking grin.
Emmett coughed to ease the tension between the young people. "We'll give you $60 and found to work the round up, do the branding, and help take the herd to market. How's that sound Rafe?"
Rafe looked at Emma until she dropped her eyes before he answered. "I believe I'd like to work for you Emmett."
********************
"I've worked harder Bowie," Rafe said aloud. "But I sure can't remember when." He was using a curry comb on the big horse after another day of roping and branding. "You've done a good job big fellar but I'll ride Buddy tomorrow and give you a rest."
The Palomino shook his head. "Don't argue with me," Rafe said and scratched Bowie's ears. "Buddy's gettin fat and needs to work a bit or he'll forget that he's a horse. Sides we're gonna be cuttin cattle out of the herd tomorrow and he's a mite faster off the mark." Rafe put Bowie in the corral and walked toward the ranch house for supper.
The Riley's, all three of them, and Rafe had been hard at work for the last seven days. Rafe, Emma, and sometimes Molly would round up the cattle. He was surprised at the women's skill on horseback. Rafe and Emma worked very well together. They cut out the calves and other cattle that needed branding and drove them to the area where Emmett was waiting with the hot irons. Throwing a lariat around a steer's horns, Rafe and Bowie would drag the animal as close to Emmett and the branding fire as he could. Emma would rope the steer's hind legs and the two horses pulled in opposite directions until the steer fell to the ground.
Emmett would rush in and apply the red hot branding iron to the steer's side. Then he loosened the ropes holding the animal and released it. Rafe and Emma would go rope another steer and they'd do it all over again. Emmett seemed to handle his part of the job just fine in spite of his broken leg.
During this period of almost back breaking work, Rafe and Emma became much closer. They began to talk a lot as they waited for Emmett or Molly to finish branding the cattle. Emma would walk to the barn with Rafe to check on the horses. Sure beats sleeping on the trail, Rafe thought. Then he chuckled to himself. Emma talks more than Bowie or Buddy too.
Rafe had asked Emmett how he broke his leg after the first day's work. "Just plain bad luck," Emmett replied. "I was drivin a few head of cattle down from the mountains on the west end of the ranch toward the Verde. A cougar let out a hunting cry which spooked my horse and he threw me. It spooked the cattle too and they turned to run from the cougar and one of them stepped on my leg." Emmett smiled, "Hurt like the dickens it did."
"Wondered why you're running white face Herefords instead of Longhorns or cross breeds," Rafe sorta asked Emmett.
"Well, I'll tell ya," Emmett replied smiling. "My neighbors thought I was loco to raise Herefords. Said they weren't sturdy enough." He nodded at Rafe and said, "They told me I should stick with Longhorns or cross breeds too. But just because I'm an old cow hand don't make me dumb." Emmett poured another cup of coffee.
"Herefords are plenty tough if they're kept fed and if they don't have to travel on long drives to the railhead. We've only got ten days or two weeks to either Flagstaff or Phoenix instead of a month or more like some of those ranches in Texas and New Mexico have."
Rafe nodded his understanding and smiled. Got to admire a man who can see a better way to do things, he thought.
"Both trails have good water and grazing along the way to boot," Emmett continued. "Herefords don't eat any more than a Longhorn, give you more weight on the hoof, and bring more money at market too. Granted Longhorns can stand the weather and long trail drives better but we don't have to put up with either one. Winter here in the Verde Valley is pretty mild as compared to other places." Emmett smiled and leaned back in his chair.
"One more thing," Emmett offered. "Herefords aren't as mean and ornery as Longhorns. They'd break a leg tryin to keep from stepping on you where a Longhorn will lower its head and run over you. Make's a world of difference when you're herding cattle."
"Reckon you know what you're doin," Rafe said. "I've worked Longhorns and wasn't lookin forward to the next few days."
It had been the evening of the second day and Emma was watching Rafe take care of Bowie. "You were right you know," she said. Rafe turned to look at her. "I couldn't have done all the work by myself."
Rafe nodded and smiled at the young woman. "Oh I don't know. You can be downright stubborn sometimes. Don't think you'd have got it done before snow fall but I bet you would've got it done."
"My, my. Was that a compliment Mr. Cassidy?" Emma asked chuckling.
"Just an observation Miss Riley," Rafe answered with his own laugh.
Now, as Rafe went to wash up, Emma was waiting for him with a clean towel. "Wash behind your ears please Mr. Cassidy," she said with a teasing grin.
"Yes em, I sure will."
After supper as Rafe drank a last cup of coffee he looked at Emmett. "How's Emmett holdin up Molly?"
"I'm right here Rafe," Emmett said.
"Oh, Daddy you wouldn't say anything if your leg was falling off," Emma butted in.
"He's doing pretty fair," Molly offered. "I make him skip every third steer or so. Seems to help."
"Will y'all quit talkin about me like I'm not here?" Emmett asked in an exasperated tone.
Molly ignored him and continued, "There's no swelling and no sign of infection." She reached over and patted her husband's hand. "Now if he'll pay attention to what I tell him he'll be okay."
"I give up," Emmett said.
"Why do you ride different horses for different jobs Rafe?" Molly asked.
"Well if we have to cut the calves or particular cattle from the herd I use Buddy," Rafe replied. "He's smaller, very quick on his feet and makes a good cutting horse. Bowie is bigger and stronger but a mite slower as far as switchin directions real fast; I use him to rope and drag the steers over close to the fire.
Five days later the round up and branding were done. They had cut the cattle intended for market from the herd. Emmett decided to rest the horses and people for a couple of days before starting the drive to the railhead.
He stood and walked to a kitchen cabinet and pulled out a bottle of whiskey. "One drink won't hurt us and we deserve it" Emmett poured two big drinks and handed one to Rafe since the ladies declined. "Here's to the end of the roundup," he said and raised his glass.
"And to the cattle drive," Rafe added. Rafe and Emmett drank with appreciation.
"How many head are you plannin to sell?" Rafe asked. "And where are we takin em?"
"Thought we'd take a hundred head this trip," Emmett replied. "We're a little short on drovers so that'll be about all you three can handle." He smiled at his wife; this was the first she'd heard about her going on the drive. "You helped round em up and brand em, might as well see it to the end Molly girl."
"I suppose you're going to sit here in comfort waiting for us," Molly teased.
"No, I'll be drivin the chuck wagon. Fact is I'll probably be on point most of the trip." Emmett smiled at the expression on Molly's face. "Ridin in a wagon got to be easier that brandin 1000 pound steers. I'll be fine Molly."
"So where are we headed?" Rafe asked again.
"Normally we'd head up to Flagstaff. But it's gettin late in the season and weather could roll in. The trail to Flagstaff is hard enough without an early snow storm. It's all uphill until you get on top of the Mogollon. It'd be best for us to head downhill to Phoenix. It's a little farther but we shouldn't have a problem with weather and the trail is a mite easier so we should make better time." Emmett paused and added, "Price on cattle might be a bit higher in Flagstaff but we'd probably lose several head. No, Phoenix is the best place for us."
Emmett turned to Rafe and asked, "What do you think?"
"You know more about the country around here better than me," he replied. "And I think you're right, with only three drovers a hundred head is about all we can handle."
Nodding Emmett sat back in his chair with a big grin. He was well satisfied with his plan.
"Not to give you a big head, but I think you're right about makin the drive down hill too," Rafe added.
********************
Emmett got down from his chuck wagon and opened the gate to a holding corral at the rail head in Phoenix. Rafe, Emma, and Molly pushed the herd into the pen and Emmett closed the gate. It had taken eleven days to drive the herd from Camp Verde to Phoenix.
They would have made the drive in nine days but the first of the winter storms blew through the area. The rain was like sheets of water coming out of the sky. It filled the arroyos and washes with water. The drovers bunched the herd up against a rock butte to wait out the storm. The drive was delayed for a full day until the water had receded enough to cross the low lands.
For a full day Rafe, Emma, and Molly rode two man shifts around the cattle; taking turns to get some rest. The shifts were for two hours but Rafe rode almost ten hours that day. The cattle were a little jumpy because of the weather. As the wranglers rode they would talk in low tones or sing softly to calm and quiet the herd.
That evening Rafe came into camp for one of the few rests he'd taken that day. Emmett handed him a hot cup of coffee and a plate of food. As Rafe ate, Emmett switched his saddle from Bowie to Buddy. The horses needed rest too.
"They're catchin hell up to Flagstaff," Emmett said pointing north.
Over the mountains in the distance Rafe could see the angry black clouds. There's snow in the high country, he thought.
As if Emmett had heard Rafe's thought he said, "They're gonna get maybe a foot of snow up there. If the wind picks up, it'll be like a blizzard." Emmett chuckled and smiled at Rafe. "I sure am a smart hombre to come south instead of drivin the herd north."
Rafe returned the smile and nodded agreement.
********************
Now the drive was over as Emmett closed the gate. "Reckon I'll go get our money. We can have supper over to the hotel and stay there tonight." Looking at his companions he added, "I think we deserve a good meal, a glass of whiskey, and a soft bed."
"We'll decline the whiskey," Molly said getting a nod from Emma. "But the meal and soft bed would be a blessing."
Molly and Emma went to the hotel to arrange for rooms and Rafe went with Emmett to the cattle buyer's office. At supper Molly asked, "You haven't told me dear, how much did we get for our cattle?"
"Price was good this time, $22 a head. We didn't lose any cattle comin down the mountain so we had one hundred head. I've got a bank draft for $2200," Emmett answered. "Not a bad result for the drive."
He looked thoughtful for a minute. "Animal's fur usually grows heavier if it's gonna be a hard winter and from the looks of the beaver's in the Verde and the few deer I've seen, signs show it's gonna be a mild winter. Without a hard winter the cattle will get fat and sassy so we'll make an early drive in late spring next year and then another in the fall."
Turning to Rafe he added, "Course we hope you'll be there to help us Rafe. That is if you want to stay on pass the winter."
Rafe smiled, first at Emmett and then at Emma. "I've no plans of movin on unless y'all throw me out."
Emma's face lit up as she returned Rafe's smile. She seemed very glad that Rafe was staying.
"Reckon we'll head back to the ranch tomorrow morning. Now we have to go uphill but without havin to drive cattle we should be home inside of a week."
********************
On the evening of the fifth day the R Bar R crew made camp like they had the previous four nights. "We've made good time," Emmett said after supper. "The trail will flatten out some now and if we push a little we should be home by nightfall."
"I'd rather sleep in my bedroll in the bunk house than spend another night on the trail," Rafe said. "I think the horses want their own stalls too."
"Speaking for us ladies it will be nice to take a bath and get out of these work clothes," Molly laughed. Emma nodded her agreement.
After supper Rafe asked Emma if she'd like to go check on the horses with him. Emmett and Molly smiled as they left the campfire.
"I really don't think Rafe's going to leaving anytime soon," Molly said. She smiled and pointed to the young couple walking close together.
"Emma, I know it sounds funny livin at the ranch and all, but I'd like to call on you all proper like," Rafe said in a low voice. "I've gotten right fond of you."
"You won't have to go far to call on me what with living in the bunkhouse and all," she teased. Emma took Rafe's hand and said, "I'd like it very much if you called on me."
The crew started at first light the next morning and topped the last of the high hills that surrounded the Verde Valley around 10 AM. "It's all downhill from here," Emmett said.
Rafe has ridden Bowie over to a big rock that had a vein of quartz running through the granite. Nothing special, Rafe thought as he examined the quartz, but it sure is pretty. He'd dismounted and was trying to break off a sample of the quartz to give to Emma. The big rock hid him from view.
As Emmett finished speaking four men wearing bandanas tied over their faces rode out of the tree line. They stopped in front of the chuck wagon and pulled their guns.
"Reckon y'all got a bit of cash after sellin your cattle," the biggest of the men said. "We think you ought to share with us."
Emmett pulled the team to a stop and reached for his rifle. Molly and Emma had been riding beside the wagon and moved their horses closer.
"Just let that rifle be Mister," the bandit ordered.
"Don't rightly see how y'all earned a share of our money," Emmett said in an angry voice.
"Emmett," Molly said trying to calm her husband.
"We'll earn our share by takin it from you. If you behave that's all we'll take," the outlaw said gesturing at Molly and Emma.
One of the others said something in a low voice to the leader. He nodded and said, "There was four of you when you started up the mountain. Where's your wrangler that rides that fancy horse?"
"I'm right here you son of a bitch," Rafe answered.
Rafe had seen the men ride out of the trees and knew they weren't coming for a visit. He left Bowie ground tied and crept around behind the robbers. All four men turned and saw the young cowboy standing beside a big Ponderosa pine with his Winchester trained on them. When the men turned, Emmett quickly picked up his own rifle.
"Drop your guns," Emmett ordered.
The leader looked at Rafe and then at Emmett. "Don't think we will. If shooting breaks out your ladies there might get hit. I don't think y'all want that. We'll just mosey on and leave you folks be."
As the men started to turn their horses Rafe said in a cold voice. "Don't move Mister." Glancing at Emmett he asked, "What do you want to do Emmett? Should we let them ride out or take them to the sheriff at Camp Verde?"
Before Emmett could answer the man on the end snapped a shot at Rafe. The man cocked his pistol to fire again and Rafe shot back. The man was knocked off his horse and Rafe swung his rifle toward the others. There was another man on the ground; the other two were spurring their horses down the mountain. Rafe ran to Bowie and mounted. As he started to follow the road agents, Emmet yelled to him.
"Rafe hold up," Emmett ordered. "There's two of them." He could see Rafe hesitate and added, "We need to get Molly and Emma safe at home and get this man to the sheriff." He pointed at the man who was holding his shoulder.
Emmett climbed down off the wagon and approached the wounded man. He picked up the fallen pistol and looked at the man's wound. The man was holding his shoulder and groaning. "You're not hurt bad. Shut up," Emmett told him and slapped the man's head.
Damn missed my shot, Emmett thought. Meant to hit him in the chest. He walked over the other man and saw a bullet hole in the middle of his forehead.
"Rafe didn't miss though," Emmett said to himself. "This'ins dead Rafe," he said out loud.
"I know," Rafe replied as he rode Bowie back to the wagon. "Should'a let me follow them Emmett. They'll just come back on us or jump somebody else." He rode closer to Emma and asked with concern, "You all right Emma?"
She smiled, reached over to touch Rafe's hand, and nodded.
"If they come back we'll deal with them," Emmett said. "Help me get this fellar tied up and onto his horse."
They tied the man's hands behind him, put him on his horse and tied the horse's reins to the back of the chuck wagon on a short lead. Molly tended the outlaws wound when they got back to the ranch. Emmett's bullet had gone completely through the man's shoulder. After the bleeding was stopped, Emmett tied the man to an iron hitching ring set in the side of one of the stalls.
"That ought to hold him until morning," Emmet said. "We'll take him to the sheriff when I go to the bank."
********************
"Hello Emmett what can I do for you?" Sheriff Rawlings asked as Emmett and Rafe came into his office about midday. Then he saw the man with a bandage on his shoulder and his hands tied in front of him. "Why'd you bring Jim Morrison in?"
"He and three other men tried to rob us yesterday on our way home from Phoenix," Emmett explained. "Two of them got away but two didn't. We buried the other one up on the ridge."
"That attempted robbery is outside my jurisdiction," Rawlings said. "I can't hold this man."
"Then we'll make a citizen's arrest Sheriff," Emmett told him in disgust. "I know enough about the law that you have to hold him for the circuit judge."
Rawlings stood and escorted Morrison into a cell in the back. "His brother Tom ain't gonna be happy about this," he cautioned Emmett. "The one you buried must have been the other brother Bill."
"Don't much care how he feels," Emmett replied. "He pulled down on my wife and daughter. If it hadn't been for Rafe I reckon I wouldn't be here. Maybe Molly and Emma wouldn't be sittin out in the wagon either." Emmett looked into the Sheriff's eyes. "Morrison better worry about me."
"You won't do anything Sheriff?" Rafe asked in disbelief.
"According to the law I can't," Rawlings replied. "There ain't no warrants out on Morrison." The Sheriff added, "Don't like it much but that's the law. I can hold Jim until the judge gets here and if Tom shows up, I'll warn him to leave y'all alone. That's about all I can do."
Emmett and Rafe went back to the wagon and the women. "We better keep our eyes open for a while according to what Rawlings says." Turning to Rafe he said, "You didn't sign on for a war son. I'll understand if y'all want to ride out. No hard feelings either."
Rafe looked at Emmett and Molly and smiled at Emma. "If it's all the same to you Emmett, I'll stay around for a spell. Remember I told you my story when we met." The rancher nodded and Rafe continued, "Well I'm tired of runnin. At least this time I'll have a good reason to fight."
"Reckon we should go over to the bank and deposit this draft and get on home," Emmett said.



Two weeks later Rafe rode to Camp Verde for supplies. He'd talked Emmett in to staying back at the ranch with the women. As he saddled Bowie, Emmett objected to staying behind.
"Didn't want to say nothin in front of Molly and Emma but we don't know where Tom Morrison is," Rafe said. "His brother is in jail waitin for the circuit judge and like you said we need to be careful."
"Don't like it none but you're right," Emmett agreed. "You're the logical one to go to town what with my leg and all." He put his hand on Rafe's shoulder. "But you be careful boy. I don't want to have to explain to Emma that something happened to you."
Rafe had loaded his pack animal with the supplies and decided to have a beer before heading back to the R Bar R. The main doors to the saloon were closed against the colder weather that had rolled into the valley the week before. He entered the saloon and walked over to the potbellied stove sitting in the corner near the end of the bar. Rafe stretched out his hands toward the stove to warm his hands.
The bartender, Charley, saw Rafe coming and drew a beer, setting it on the bar. Rafe nodded his thanks and took a big drink.
"It's a good thing I don't live in town," Rafe said. "I'd be in here all the time. This is good beer Charley."
Charley smiled and then leaned across the bar. "There's two fellars been talkin about gettin some kind of revenge on you and Emmett. I caught their names; one of them Tom Morrison."
"What do they look like?" Rafe asked.
"See for yourself. They're sittin at that back table yonder." Rafe turned and looked. "The big one's Morrison, the other's name is Barlow. "Should I send for the Sheriff, Rafe?"
"Reckon you should," he replied. "I'm gonna have a talk with Morrison and if things get squirrelly we'll need the undertaker too."
Rafe finished his beer and walked to the table in the back of the room. The two men watched as Rafe came closer. He stopped and faced the two men sitting there.
"Reckon you'd be Morrison," Rafe said. He recognized the man as the leader of the bandits. "Heard you was lookin for me."
"And just who might you be youngster?" Morrison asked with a sneer on his face.
"Name's Rafe Cassidy. I was ridin with the Riley's when you tried to rob them." Morrison tensed. "I had to shoot your brother up on that ridge."
Morrison and his companion slowly stood up. The other man stepped back away from the table with his hands raised to shoulder height, showing he didn't want any part of the trouble that was coming.
"I'm gonna avenge my brother on you and then go out and take care of Riley," Morrison bragged. "I might even enjoy myself with his women."
"You'll be dead before you get to the door Morrison," Rafe warned in a cold hard voice. "I think you better come with me to see the Sheriff."
Morrison didn't wait for Rafe to finish speaking; he reached for his pistol. He was trying to point the gun toward Rafe when he felt the first bullet. A second one followed a split second later and he fell onto the table and slid to the floor.
Rafe's attention was on Morrison and he didn't see the other man draw his weapon and fire. Hit in the leg Rafe started down but snapped off a shot. His aim was the better of the two and he hit the man in the chest. The man dropped his pistol, coughed, and collapsed.
Pulling himself up into a chair, Rafe tied his bandana around the wound in his leg. Then he stood and limped toward the door. Charley ran over to help but Rafe waved him off.
Sheriff Rawlings entered the saloon. "You all right Rafe?" Rawlings asked as he looked over at the two men on the floor. "Here, sit down. You can tell me what happened."
"Morrison and his man drew on me and I killed them," Rafe said heatedly. "You wouldn't help us when we told you about the robbery." Rafe gave the Sheriff a hard stare. "So don't be gettin in my way now Rawlings."
Rafe continued out the door and mounted Bowie. "Let me get the doctor for you Rafe," Charley said from the doorway.
Shaking his head, Rafe turned Bowie toward the ranch and rode out of town.
Bowie stopped in front of the ranch house and waited for his human to get down. Rafe was hunched over in the saddle barely conscious. When he didn't move Bowie whinnied loudly.
Emma came out to investigate the noise and saw Rafe. "Mommy, Daddy, Rafe's been hurt," she yelled back into the house. She ran down the steps and up to Bowie. Molly joined her and together they got Rafe down off the big horse. They carried him into the house and as soon as he was settled into one of the bedrooms Emmett told Emma to go take care of Rafe's horse.
"He'd be real upset if Bowie wasn't unsaddled," he told Emma to get her to leave.
Molly used scissors to slit Rafe's pant leg so she could tend to his wound.
********************
This ain't the bunkhouse, Rafe thought when he woke up. He looked around the room and knew he was in the main house. Lifting the quilt that covered him to look at his leg he saw the bandage around his thigh; it looked clean and fresh. Rafe also saw that he was naked.
Emma came bouncing into the room. "Bout time you woke up," she said with a big smile.
"How long I been out?"
"Today's the fourth day since we got you into bed. Doc Sweeny and Charley came out with your pack horse and said he couldn't do anything more than Mommy had already done." Seeing the worried look on Rafe's face she added, "Doc said you'd be fine in a month or two."
"Who undressed me and put me to bed?"
"Well, Mommy and me..." Emma stopped and giggled as Rafe's face got red. "Like I said, Mommy and me got you to the bed and she slit your pants leg so she could tend to you. Then we..." She stopped again and smiled. "Then we called Daddy and he undressed you the rest of the way."
Rafe chuckled. "Thanks Emma. Y'all takin care of me means a lot."
"Guess your gonna be with us for a while," Emma said in a happy voice. "Doc said it be at least two months before you could ride much."
"Emma," Molly called. "You come and let Rafe rest for a while. You'll get to see him later."
"Yes em," she responded. Turning back to Rafe she said, "I'm glad you're gonna be okay." Emma leaned over and her long hair covered his face. She added softly, "And I'm glad you're gonna stay with us and stay with me." She kissed Rafe, smiled, and left the room.
Rafe put his fingers up to his lips. Reckon I'm never gonna get to California, he thought.
Best write the folks and tell them I found a real decent place to settle. Best tell them about Emma too.
The End.
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**********************
"But Your Honor," the attorney complained. He was representing the husband, John Elliott, in this divorce case
"But nothing counselor," Judge Lowell responded. "Your objection is overruled. Make another objection, present some evidence or sit down."
Bill Simpson looked back at his client, shrugged his shoulders, and sat down.
Mrs. Elliott's attorney, Dennis Johnson, stood. "Your Honor, we would like to submit....."
"Sit down Mr. Johnson. I believe I have the pertinent information." Judge Lowell looked at his notes. "Let's summarize shall we and cut to the chase. Mrs. Elliott has sued for this divorce and Mr. Elliott had filed a counter suit."
He leafed through a few pages on a legal pad. "It seems that Mr. Elliott and one Miss Jane Taylor were involved in a sexual affair. Mrs. Elliott, through her attorney, has submitted photos, video and audio discs as evidence. Miss Taylor also testified that she and Mr. Elliott were, shall we say, an item. Are we all together so far," he asked. The question was more rhetorical than an actual question.
"Yes Your Honor," Mr. Johnson answered.
"It was entrapment Your Honor," Mr. Simpson objected. "My client was out of town at a business conference. He was alone, missing his wife and drank too much. Miss Taylor met my client in the hotel lounge and seduced him." Simpson paused theatrically. "Mr. Elliott admits his fall from grace and has apologized and tried to explain to his wife that it was a onetime indiscretion."
"That is correct Mr. Simpson," Lowell said. The lawyer started to smile and the Judge continued. "That's right as far as it goes. However, this entrapment came after Mr. Elliott told Miss Taylor that he wasn't leaving his wife as he had promised her." He nodded at Mr. Johnson.
Johnson stood and put another large envelope on the bench in front of the Judge. "This additional report from the private investigator was done for a period of five weeks prior to the incident at the business conference," Johnson said. "It will prove that this was an ongoing affair and a single instance as stated by Mr. Elliott."
"So that'll put to rest the charge of entrapment, don't you think?" Lowell asked. He gave Simpson and his client an evil grin. Looking directly at the plaintiff the Judge said, "Mr. Elliott you broke your marriage vows, you broke your marriage contract, and you broke your wife's heart. You will pay sir."
Lowell reached down and picked up the proposed property settlement. "Did you agree to this settlement Mrs. Elliott?"
"Well....I don't have much choice sir."
"Why is that Mrs. Elliott?" Lowell asked. She hesitated, cleared her throat and hesitated some more. "Let me guess Mrs. Elliott. Your husband said that if you didn't agree he would draw this divorce action out forever and you can't afford to pay a year or more of legal fees."
Mrs. Elliott looked at her attorney. He was trying to hide a smile, nodded at her and nudged her to answer.
"Yes Your Honor," Mrs. Elliott replied. 'That's almost word for word what John told me."
"I thought so," Lowell said mostly to himself.
Turning back toward Elliott and Simpson Lowell ordered, "Stand up please gentlemen. I'll give my ruling now. Pay attention Mr. Elliott." He paused for several seconds. "Mr. Elliott you will continue to make the payments on the house that you shared with your wife until such time that she decides to move. When and if she does leave, the house will be sold and the proceeds divided equally or if you want the house you can pay her half the fair market value."
Elliott's face began to turn red and he looked at his attorney. Simpson put his hand on his client's arm and shook his head.
"In addition, you will continue to make the lease payments, pay the insurance, and maintenance on Mrs. Elliott's car; a 2009 Mercedes ML-350 I believe," Judge Lowell ordered. "The lease has three more years to run. At that time Mrs. Elliott will have to make other arrangements for transportation."
Elliott's face deepened in color and he sat back down. Simpson's face turned a little pale but he continued standing.
"Your savings, checking, money market and other investments will be split equally between you and your wife Mr. Elliott. Oh and Mr. Elliott, don't' try to empty those accounts, I froze them this morning." Lowell smiled grimly and added, "We didn't want something to mysteriously happen to those monies now did we?"
Elliott slumped down in his chair. For all appearances he was a broken man.
"Mrs. Elliott I understand from Mr. Elliott's petition that he demanded the return of your engagement ring. He said it belonged to his grandmother; you will have to return the ring to him." Turning back Lowell said, "Last item Mr. Elliott. You will pay alimony of $5000 a month to Mrs. Elliott for a period of ten years or until such time as she remarries. You will also pay the attorney fees for Mrs. Elliott and the court costs. Do you have any questions gentlemen?"
John Elliott stood and looked daggers at the Judge. He was a cocky, arrogant man and no one had ever treated him the way Lowell had. Before he could say anything his attorney whispered in his ear.
"After splitting the assets you'll still have nearly a million dollars," Simpson whispered. "Don't piss this Judge off. He'll take the rest of it from you too."
Elliott looked at his attorney and then at Lowell. He nodded and said sarcastically, "No sir, no questions. I understand."
"Don't take an attitude with me Mr. Elliott," Lowell admonished. "You're the one who broke the vows you made before your family, friends and before God. You are the guilty party here. Mr. Simpson I will expect a signed property settlement as I've outlined on my desk by end of business tomorrow."
Turning to the court reporter he asked, "Betty will you type up the transcript of these proceedings and messenger a copy over to Mr. Simpson's office this afternoon please? Add the cost of the messenger service to the court costs for Mr. Elliott. That's it, we're adjourned."
Johnson and Mrs. Elliott smiled at Judge Lowell. "Thank you sir," Mrs. Elliott said.
"You're welcome Mrs. Elliott. Mr. Johnson let me know if you have a problem getting that property settlement decree."
"All rise," the bailiff ordered as Lowell left the courtroom.
"Jesus Christ," Elliott complained. "Lowell was brutal."
"I told you that we would have a hard time when I saw he was presiding on the case," Simpson replied. "We didn't stand a chance when that report hit his desk. If it had been the one time liked you claimed you still would have taken a hit but not this big. Face it John, you screwed up big time and now you're going to pay for it"

**********************
Judge Randal Talbert Lowell entered his chambers. He took off his judicial robe and hung it on a wooden clothes tree. Almost falling down into his chair he ran his hand over his face. Maybe I should resign, he thought. I could go back to being a working attorney or I could teach maybe. There's got to be a better way, he said to himself.
Randal was too young to retire, he was only 52. His once dark hair was streaked with silver in places. The neatly trimmed beard and mustache were salt and pepper in color. At 5' 10 and 175 pounds he actually weighed less than he did when he graduated from college. This was the result of his wife of 28 years putting him on a healthy diet and forcing him to exercise.
The bailiff stepped into the Judge's chambers. "You okay Judge?" He asked with a concerned tone. He'd noticed the sad, tired look on Lowell's face as he left the courtroom.
"Yeah Percy. Just feeling sorry for myself," Lowell answered.
Percy Jacobs was well over 6 ½ feet tall and his body was very large. At first glance he appeared fat but if you bumped up against him you quickly changed your mind. He was as hard as a granite boulder. Everyone called him P J except for Lowell. No one else was close enough or had the nerve to call the big man Percy.
"Mrs. Elliott was sure happy," Percy offered with a big smile trying to cheer the Judge up. "She came in thinkin she was gonna get next to nothin. Instead it was her husband got the shaft and she got the mine. I thought Mr. Elliott was gonna have a heart attack." Percy chuckled and when Lowell grinned back it changed into a full belly laugh.
"What's botherin you Judge? I think you did good today."
"I thought when I became a Arizona State Superior Court Judge* I'd be presiding over felony criminal cases or major lawsuits. Instead all I get are divorce petitions." Lowell sighed and then gave Percy a small smile. "I wanted to make a difference. I wanted to do something worthwhile."
"Judge you do make a difference and I think keeping families together or protecting people is worthwhile," Percy said. "Course I'm just a bailiff but that's what I think."
He looked at Lowell for a few seconds. "I was in the attorney lounge last week and heard two of them talkin. One said that if he saw you were the judge on his case and his client had been cheatin on the marriage he advised them to reconcile with their spouse. He said that a cheatin spouse didn't stand a snow ball's chance in hell if you were the judge."
Percy laughed and asked, "You know what they call you don't you?" Lowell shook his head. "They call you the Hanging Judge," Percy said with a big smile. "They say you hang a cheatin spouse out to dry. They say if you could give jail time to em you'd lock em up and throw away the key."
Lowell had to smile at Percy's statement. "Guess I do come down hard on the cheaters. Well hell, they deserve it. Okay Percy you did your job. I'll be here tomorrow ready to go." He stood and touched Percy's shoulder. "Thanks," he said.
Percy smiled, nodded and left the chambers.
Randal Lowell came by his dislike of wayward spouses honestly. His own son, Robert, had cheated multiple times on his wife, Sandy, until she couldn't take it anymore and filed for divorce. Sandy had moved across the country to live with her parents and took her two children with her.
Lowell and his wife, Mary, had helped raise the kids while Robert worked and Sandy went back to school to finish her degree. Now they seldom saw their grandchildren and only got to talk to them once a month or so. It was a pain in his heart that he couldn't watch them grow up and be part of their lives. Robert left town shortly after Sandy moved. Lowell and his wife hadn't seen their son for close to three years. Randal and Mary had several discussions about how they went wrong raising their son. They never came up with an answer to that question.

**********************
"All rise," Percy said in a loud voice. "The honorable Randal T. Lowell presiding." After Lowell sat down behind the bench Percy said, "You may be seated."
Bill Simpson and his client, a Mr. Jerry Williams sat at one table and Thomas Schilling and his client, Mrs. Marci Williams, sat at the other. Lowell listened to the accusations and counter accusations of both parties for several minutes. In his mind Schilling made a tactical error when he put Mrs. Williams on the stand.
"To reiterate Mrs. Williams, you deny that you are having or had a sexual affair of any kind," Schillings asked.
"Yes I do. I love my husband but he's been listening to gossip and rumors spread by people that don't like me," she answered. "They're trying to destroy our marriage because they're jealous of our happiness."
Lowell looked over his notes, the paperwork, and evidence filed by the attorneys. "Excuse me Mr. Schilling," he said. Turning toward Mrs. Williams he asked, "Are you aware of the penalties for perjury Mrs. Williams?"
She looked in confusion at her attorney. "Your Honor, I object to the question sir," Schilling said.
"It's a simple question counselor." Turning back to Mrs. Williams he said, "If you lie under oath to this court you can be punished; even sent to jail. How long depends on how mad I am. Now, do you wish to change any part of your testimony?
"Certainly not," Mrs. Williams replied before her attorney could stop her. "I've told the truth."
"Do you know a Jeremy Stewart Mrs. Williams?" Lowell saw the shocked look on the woman's face. "You may step down Mrs. William," Lowell ordered.
"But Your Honor, I haven't finished my questions," Schilling said.
"Yes you have Mr Schilling. Mr. Simpson call your witness please," Lowell ordered. "Let's get this farce over with."
"The plaintiff calls Mr. Jeremy Stewart to the stand Your Honor."
Mrs. Williams' face turned almost white when the witness made his way to the stand. She quickly started talking in whispers to her attorney.
"I told you not to lie about the affair on the stand," Schilling whispered back. "I tried to warn you about Judge Lowell but you wouldn't listen. Now you'll see what I was talking about."
Jeremy Stewart testified that he and Mrs. Williams had an ongoing affair for six months until a month ago. He said they would get together once a week when Mrs. Williams was supposed to be having a drink with her friends after work. Stewart also said that he had overnight visits at her home when her husband was out of town. He offered some photos he'd taken on a couple of different occasions.
The more Stewart talked the further down in her seat Mrs. Williams sank.
"Do you wish to see the pictures? Should I enter them into evidence?" Simpson asked Schilling and Mrs. Williams. Both shook their heads. "Your witness," Simpson said and sat down with a smile on his face.
Schilling sighed and replied, "No questions Your Honor."
"Jerry it didn't mean anything. I love you. You were gone and I was weak and lonely," Mrs. Williams protested looking across to the table where her husband sat.
"Jesus Christ Marci," Jerry responded. "My trips are just overnight. How lonely can you get in one night?"
"Quiet in my court," Lowell ordered and banged his gavel. "Let's finish this mess up shall we?"
Lowell finally looked up after rifling through his notes again. "I find for the plaintiff and grant a divorce to Mr. Williams on the grounds of Irreconcilable Differences. Personally sir, I would have used adultery as the reason for filing but you're a bigger man than I."
He nodded at Williams. "This property settlement is a joke," Lowell said and ripped the document in half. "Mr. Williams will get the house and furnishings. He's the one that worked and paid for it all anyway. He may decide to live there or sell it. If you sell it you will give 30% of any profit to your ex-wife. You both earn about the same amount so there will be no alimony. Mr. Williams gets the savings, checking, and all investment accounts."
Lowell watched and smiled inside at Mrs. Williams' reaction. "Unfortunately I can't get you out from under everything Mr. Williams. You will pay Mrs. Williams $1000 for each year that you were married; I believe that's $5000. You have six months to make that payment sir."
Turning toward Mrs. Williams Lowell asked, "You remember I asked you about perjury Mrs. Williams? I should sentence you to some time in our county jail." He paused for several seconds. "But I don't want the citizens of this city to have to spend their tax dollars on someone like you. You're free to go. Court's adjourned."
"Mr. Williams, a word please," Lowell said. Williams walked over to the bench. "This suggestion isn't from a judge but from another man. You're upside down in that house. Let it go back to the bank and get out from under it. "Unless of course you want to live there. Just a suggestion son."
"No, I didn't want that monstrosity to begin with," Williams replied. "There was just Marci and me in that six bedroom house. My wife just had to keep up with her friends so we bought it and I've regretted it ever since." Williams smiled, "Now I can get rid of it. Thank you Judge Lowell."
Lowell nodded and as he left the courtroom he heard Schilling say to Mrs. Williams, "I tried to warn you about the Hanging Judge."

**********************
Randal must have looked extra pensive or serious or down in the dumps when he got home. His wife greeted him when he joined her in the kitchen with the one drink a day he allowed himself.
"Hi Tally, how was your day?" Mary asked teasing him. "Tally" was a nickname based on his middle name of Talbert which he hated. Mary used it sometimes when he got too serious.
Randal chuckled. He knew what Mary was trying to do and he couldn't help but respond. "Another day, another divorce with a cheating spouse. Doesn't anyone keep their marriage vows anymore?" He smiled and asked, "Do you know what the attorneys call me?"
"The Hanging Judge, isn't it?" Mary asked. At his surprised look she added, "Percy told me the last time I came down to meet you for lunch. He said that most of them dread coming before you."
"Hell of a thing to be known as," Randal said. "Wouldn't mind the nickname if I was working criminal cases."
"Well, have your drink and if you're a good boy you can have a cigar after dinner plus some desert later if you want," Mary said with certain look and kissed him. "Now go wash up, dinners almost ready."

**********************
"Julie Thomas vs. James Thomas for dissolution of their marriage. Mr. Thomas has filed a counter suit for divorce. Come forward and be heard," Percy called out.
A young woman and her attorney sat to Lowell's left; a young man and his representative sat to his right. Lowell read some pre trial notes, making the four people wait for him.
"Your Honor, I'm Theodore Stamos representing the plaintive Mrs. Julie Thomas."
"Just a minute young man. I'll let you know when I want you to talk," Lowell responded.
Stamos sat down embarrassed at Lowell's rebuked. The other attorney, Sam Collins, smiled but kept his mouth shut. He'd been before Judge Lowell before. Collins knew not to try any grandstanding or legal shenanigans with this judge.
Finally Lowell looked up. "Counselors just sit there and be quiet. I will talk to and question Mr. and Mrs. Thomas and I don't want you interfering. I should really recuse myself from this case but I'm not going to do so." He saw the puzzled look on the young people's faces.
"That means I should disqualify myself and not preside over your case for personal reasons which might lead to a conflict of interest," Lowell explained. "I know people in both your families and some will say I can't or won't give you an honest ruling. I'm going to ask you both some questions. After I'm done if either of you think I haven't been fair, I'll see that you get another judge to hear your case."
Looking at the two attorneys he added, "That goes for you Mr. Stamos and Mr. Collins. If you think I've overstepped my bounds you may request a different judge. Understood?"
The two attorneys said, "Yes Your Honor."
The Thomas's just nodded.
"Mr. and Mrs. Thomas please step in front of the bench," Lowell requested. The two young people did as he asked. "Now, I'm not going to swear you in," Lowell said. "But please tell the truth. We can't get anywhere if you lie. Okay?"
They both nodded surprised at the informal way their divorce hearing was going.
"May I call you by your given names?" They both nodded. "How old are you?" Lowell asked. He knew from the documents but he was trying to put the young couple at ease.



"I'm 25," James said.
"I'm 23, Julie answered.
"How long have you been married?"
"Our third anniversary is next month," Julie replied.
"Good. Now Julie, why did you file for this divorce?" Before she could answer Lowell looked at James. "Please don't interrupt James. You'll get you say after Julie is finished. I promise."
"Well...." Julie began. "James called me and said he had a business dinner to go to and wouldn't be home until much later. A friend of mine saw him going into an elevator at the Hyatt with a blond woman. He was holding her by the arm and they were laughing and smiling. Then when the credit card bill came the next month, there was a charge for a room at the Hyatt on that same night. And..."
"Okay, that's enough for now Julie," Lowell stopped her. He could see that she was getting mad all over again. If his plan was going to work he needed both of them in a logical state of mind.
"Is that your friend sitting in the front row Julie?"
"Yes, that's Sally," Julie answered.
"Sally would you stand up please," Lowell requested. She stood and Lowell said, "Same rules for you. I'm not going to have you sworn but please tell the truth." Sally nodded. "Would you tell me what you saw that evening please?"
"I was in the lounge at the Hyatt with some people from work," Sally said. "I was leaving and I saw James with an older blond woman waiting in front of the elevator. When the doors opened he took her arm and they went into the elevator. They were smiling and just before the door closed I saw James laughing."
"I see. Did James put his arm around the woman or hug her? Did he kiss her or show any other signs of affection?"
"No sir. But they were smiling at some comment the woman had made and he took her by the elbow," Sally replied.
"Thank you Sally. You may be seated." Turning to James he said, "Okay James now it's your turn."
"I came home the night the credit card bill came in the mail, and Julie started screaming at me. She waved the bill in my face and accused me of sleeping with someone. I didn't know what she was talking about and tried to get her to explain. But she was so mad she wouldn't listen to me. After about twenty minutes I'd had enough and I left. She wouldn't even let me...."
"Where did you go James?" Lowell asked trying to defuse the young man's anger.
"I drove around for a while and then got a motel room. I was going to go home but I didn't want to face Julie yelling at me again."
"When did you talk to her again?" Lowell asked.
"Well I called her at her work the next day about lunch time. I thought we could meet for lunch and talk," James replied. "But she yelled at me some more and then started crying. So I stayed at the motel for a couple of days. I did call her to tell her where I was staying."
"And what did she say?"
"I never got to talk to her. Her friend Sally said Julie didn't want to see or talk to me." James took a deep breath. "I tried several more times for the next week but couldn't talk to her. Then I was served with divorce papers at my job."
Lowell turned back to Julie. "Why did you file for divorce without talking to your husband? I'm not criticizing, I just want the facts."
"Sally and some of my other friends said I should file," Julie said. "They said it would scare him, make him confess, and he'd never do anything like that again. They said then we could get on with our lives."
"And how did that work for you?" Judge Lowell asked. At the same time he frowned at Julie's friend. Sally put her head down and her face got red at the silent rebuke from Lowell.
"It didn't," Julie replied with tears in her eyes. "I called James to get together and discuss our problems but he refused to talk to me. His receptionist told me that she wasn't allowed to forward my calls to him." Julie was crying by now. She sniffed a couple of times and added, "Then I was served with divorce papers too."
"Why did you file James," Lowell asked. "I mean you said all you wanted to do was talk to Julie so you could explain about that evening at the Hyatt. Why didn't you take Julie's calls?"
"Some friends at work told me I should file too; just to protect myself." James took another deep breath and let it out with a whoosh. "I was really mad that Julie wouldn't let me explain. Hell I was mad because she even accused me of screwing around." He turned toward Julie. "You should know I love you too much to do something like that."
"Please talk directly to me James," Lowell instructed. "So explain to me what happened at the Hyatt and who is this blond woman."
"That's Mrs. Tanner. She and her husband Bill were the people I had dinner with. We were talking about my company doing a big project for them. Their trip was a last minute decision and they asked me to book a room for them. They reimbursed me for the charge on my credit card." In spite of Lowell's instructions, James looked and talked directly to Julie.
"What about the smiling and laughing, taking her arm, and escorting her into an elevator?" The Judge asked.
"Mr. Tanner had gone up to their room to get a file for me but he couldn't find it," James said. "He called Mrs. Tanner and asked her to come up and find it for him." James turned to face Julie. "We were laughing because she said he couldn't find his head if it wasn't attached. I took her by the elbow as we went into the elevator. It just something gentlemen do for ladies."
Julie had gotten some tissues and was trying to dry her eyes. "Why didn't you tell me this before James? Oh, sorry Judge. Would you ask him why he didn't tell me?"
Lowell smiled at the young wife. "James?"
"You wouldn't....Sorry," he said and turned back toward Lowell. "She wouldn't let me Judge. Every time I tried to say anything she'd just yell louder. She told me to shut up when I tried to talk. Then she wouldn't take my calls or return my messages." James hung his head. "When I was served with divorce papers, I guess I went off the deep end. I counter sued and then it was me that refused to talk to her."
Lowell nodded and sat back in his chair. "You both may return to your seats," he told the young people. He waited for them to rejoin their attorneys.
"Do either of the counselors feel I've been unfair or partial to either party?" Lowell asked. Both attorneys shook their heads no. "Julie and James do you feel that I've given both of you a chance to have your say?" Both Julie and James nodded.
"Good," Lowell said. "I suppose I owe you all an explanation as to why I've conducted this hearing in the way that I have." He got nods from everyone including Sally sitting in the front row.
"I received an invitation to play golf with a couple of old friends a few weeks ago. These men and I have known each other for better than 30 years; ever since college to be exact. One of those men is the Chief of Detectives of our police department; that's your Uncle Bob, Julie. The other friend is the President of our Chamber of Commerce; that's your father James."
Both of the young people were more than surprised that Judge Lowell even knew their relatives much less consider them good friends.
"As much as I liked taking their money on the golf course, the real reason for the invitation was to discuss you two and this divorce," Lowell said. "Both of them are concerned about you. They said you both were stubborn, pig headed, and have anger issues." Lowell looked directly at Julie and then at James.
"After hearing from both of you today, I'm inclined to believe your families are right. I know hindsight is 20 20 but Julie you should have at least questioned James instead of attacking him. You also should have been calm enough to listen to what he had to say."
He turned back to James. "And you young man, should have continued trying to explain to your wife. You let your own anger and pride get in your way. Were it me I would have camped out on Julie's doorstep until she had to step over me or listen to what I had to say. I would have gone to her place of employment and raised so much hell that she would have talked to me just to avoid the embarrassment."
Lowell smiled at the youngsters. "I know that's easy for me to say after the fact but it doesn't mean it isn't true. What I see here are two young people who love each other very much. I see two young people who received bad advice from well intentioned friends." Lowell stopped and looked over the top of his reading glasses at Sally.
He waited several seconds to let what he'd said sink in. "I'm not going to grant this divorce at this time. Both Julie and James are directed to attend anger management classes. You will meet with those people for a minimum of six weeks. You may attend together or separately but you will attend. At the completion of those sessions if you still want a divorce I will grant it. That is my ruling. Court's adjourned."
"All rise," Percy ordered as Judge Lowell stood to leave. He came from behind the bench and stood between the two tables that held the co plaintiffs and co defendants.
"As I said earlier counselors if you or your clients feel my handling of this action was not fair and impartial, present your briefs for appeal by end of business tomorrow," Lowell ordered. "I'll see that they're fast tracked and get you another hearing within a week."
"I don't think that will be necessary Your Honor," Sam Collins said. He pointed to Julie and James who were in each other's arms; hanging on for dear life. "I think, in this case, your way was the best way to go sir."
Lowell smiled, first at the sight of Julie and James and then at Collins. "Are you trying to butter me up Mr. Collins?"
"No sir. I'm stating a fact. Results are what counts and we got the right results today," Collins replied.
Lowell nodded and walked over to the young couple. They turned to face the Judge. "A piece of advice Mr. and Mrs. Thomas; not from a judge but from a man that's been married for almost 30 years; and happily so I might add. The one phrase you need to remember is 'talking is better than fighting'. Follow that and you two will last as long as Mrs. Lowell and I have."
He turned and went to his chambers. This time his step was lighter and he had a smile on his face. He hung up his robe, sat down and gazed out his window. The smile was still on his face when Percy came in.
"The Wisdom of Solomon Judge. That's what you had today," Percy laughed. "Yes sir the Wisdom of Solomon."
Lowell laughed at his bailiff. "Not quite Percy. I had an ace up my sleeve. James Thomas Sr. told me what his boy had told him. I contacted Mr. and Mrs. Tanner and verified the boy's story before I got Julie and James in front of me. Now I owe Judge Gilbert a favor. He was the one that drew this case and I persuaded him to let me handle it."
"Don't care. Not many Judges would have care enough to get involved." Percy paused and smiled again. "You remember what you said the other day? That you wanted to make a difference. Well you sure made a difference for those two youngsters. And I don't think another Judge in the Superior Court would have done what you did. Yes sir, the Wisdom of Solomon for sure. Good night Judge."

**********************
It was a different Randal Lowell that came home that evening. Instead of plodding into the house slumped over, he stood tall and strode with force and purpose. His eyes instead of being a little sad and guarded were bright and intense. The mood surrounding Randal for the last few days was solemn and introspective. Now he was smiling and extroverted.
"Woman of the house," Randal called laughing as he walked toward the kitchen. "Your husband is home. Where's my drink?
He began to tell Mary about his day before he even got to the kitchen. When he stepped around the doorway he snapped his mouth shut and his eyes opened wide in surprise.
Mary stood in the middle of the room holding his drink; that wasn't what surprised him. She was dressed in an apron that tied around her neck and stopped four inches above her knees. She wore the apron and nothing else except for high heels. It'd been some time since he'd seen her dressed or undressed like that in the afternoon.
"Your drink My Lord," Mary said and laughed at the look on Randal's face. "Dinner will be ready in a few minutes Sire."
He took the offered drink, drained it and sat the glass on the countertop. "Dinner can wait," Randal responded. Bending at the waist he picked Mary up, put her across his shoulder in a firemen's carry, and started down the hallway to the bedroom.
Mary laughed and struggled kicking her legs up and down. "Put me down you brute. Dinner will be ruined," she protested through her laughter.
"Let it," Randal replied. He playfully swatted the nude backside of his wife and continued to the bedroom.
Later that evening, much later, they were at the kitchen table having a dinner of sandwiches and soup. Mary's pot roast had been burned beyond recognition. Randal was dressed in a pair of baggy shorts and T shirt. Mary was wearing a lightweight robe and a smile.
"It's been a while since I've had my husband really here," she said with a grin. "Nice to have him back."
"Nice to be back," Randal admitted as he stared at the wall. "I guess I have been moody the last few weeks. But I had a case today that sort of made up for all the sleaze balls and cheats I normally see." Turning his eyes back to his wife he added, "Today I made a difference. A real difference in a young couple's lives."
"I know," Mary said. "Percy called and told me about the Thomas case and what you did." She stood, walked over to Randal's chair and sat down on his lap. "I'm so proud of you honey. To quote Percy, you done good Judge."
As they hugged with Mary's head on Randal's shoulder she said, "But I don't know about this Wisdom of Solomon business though."
Randal grinned. "The Thomas case is responsible for a major part of my good mood but my next case is responsible for the rest of it."
Mary leaned back to look at Randal's face. "Don't keep me waiting. What new case?"
"The next case is a major lawsuit between a group of tenants and an absentee slum lord. Should be very interesting," Randal said with a grin.
"I feel sorry for whoever is in the wrong there," Mary replied. "The Hanging Judge is hot on the trail. God help them."
The End
Note:
I've included this definition for the Superior Court in my state. Some states may have a different name or duties for this court.
Woodmanone
"The Arizona Court System is an official, public forum, which was established to adjudicate disputes, and to dispense civil, administrative and criminal justice under the law.
SUPERIOR COURT also known as the General Jurisdiction court handles the following types of cases.
* Most serious criminal offenses—felonies
* Family issues—divorce, custody, and delinquency
* Case involving care and protection of minors and protection against spousal abuse
* Civil matters, domestic relations and major lawsuits
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********************
Captain Reginald Collingsworth Smyth sat at the desk in his home office in Devonshire, England. It was early spring in 1894 and he had a decision to make. The results didn't really bother him but the execution was troubling. He had received orders to report for duty in South Africa. The Boers and the Zulus were rebelling against English rule and the empire had decided to augment the troops already in place.
Smyth's orders weren't the problem; he was eager to go as it meant a promotion to Major and this posting would further his rise up the ranks. He was a career army officer and hoped to be a general one day. But first he had to do his duty and pay his dues as it were. Therefore the posting to South Africa suited him very well.
The problem was his 12 year old daughter Margaret Rose. His wife Mary Katherine had died when Margaret was 8. For the last four years Smyth had "farmed" his daughter out to relatives and friends. Smyth would visit his daughter when he had leave from his duties but did so mostly to get sympathy from his relatives so they would continue to raise the girl for him. He also sent money once a month to whoever had the young girl. Not because he worried about the care Margaret received but it made it easier to get someone to watch over her.
The Captain really didn't care that much for Margaret; in fact he resented his responsibility to her. He had only married to further his chances for promotions by presenting a stable home life to his superiors. Smyth felt that Margaret's presence held him back and placed a strain on his chosen career. In truth, Reginald Smyth was a pompous ass that cared for no one and nothing but himself and how to get ahead in the army.
That's what I'll do, he thought as an idea had popped into his head. I'll send Margaret to my sister in law, Mildred, in America. She lives in some God forsaken place called Peoria in the Providence of Illinois. I'll send her a telegram today.
Margaret was an intelligent youngster. She was always at the top of her class in school in spite of moving from household to household as the hospitality of her cousins, aunt and uncles ran its course. Each place she stayed she was required to help with the household chores. Margaret didn't mind; it made her feel like part of the family and the home where ever she stayed.
Margaret had been at her current "foster" home the longest. She was living with a cousin, Florence Teasdale. Florence was several years older than Captain Smyth and lived in a large cottage in a middle class neighborhood. She lived alone and had enjoyed having Margaret stay there. The problem that arose was that Florence was moving to Perth Australia within the next six months to live with her son, his wife and their three children in Perth. Margaret once again would be for all intents and purposes homeless. There wasn't room for the young girl who was an orphan in everything but name.
I think I remind Father too much of Mum, Margaret thought. Why else would he have me live with others instead of with him? I've lived with almost everyone Father knows at one time or another; some more than once. But I guess now he will find us a place to live and we'll be together.
Margaret was correct in her assumption that she reminded her father of his departed wife but not for the reasons she thought. It was true that Margaret bore an uncanny resemblance to her mother. She had the same long dark hair, the same blue eyes and the same almost flawless porcelain like complexion of her mother. Margaret had inherited her father's height and build as she was well formed and tall for her age. She also had her father's calculating, almost cold, mind. If a problem or crisis arose she would solve the problem or handle the crisis without emotion. At least until the situation was taken care of.
Three weeks later Captain Smyth came to see his daughter. Margaret hadn't seen her father for about three months but it didn't make any difference. In the way of all children she was overjoyed to see him. She loved him and had missed him.
"Margaret I've been posted to South Africa," Reginald said by way of greeting. No "hello daughter or love", no "good to see you"; not even a dutiful hug, just his announcement. "You will be going to live with your Aunt Mildred and her family in America. Pack your things; your ship sails from Bristol the day after tomorrow."
"Can't I go with you Father?" Margaret asked hopefully. "How can we see each other if you're in Africa?"
"No my girl, you can't come with me. There are no accommodations for a family at the outpost. I will write to you monthly and when I return to England I will send for you."
In fact, as a Major, Smyth could have brought his family. He had been assigned an apartment that would allow him to bring his loved ones. The Army knew that to keep the officers happy and morale high they needed their families with them if possible for the months of hard duty. In fact Smyth simply did not want to be bothered with his daughter. He quickly got Margaret packed with most of her worldly possessions which fit into two large suitcases and a small overnight bag.
They boarded the train to Bristol early the next morning. Arriving in the port city Captain Smyth arranged lodging for the evening. Margaret didn't know it but it would be the last night she would ever spend in England.
Just after sunrise the Captain escorted Margaret to a pier. The Empress of India, a passenger ship, was sailing for New York City in America on the morning tide. He gave his daughter her ticket for steerage and a large leather wallet that contained Margaret's birth certificate and his sister in law's name and address. In the wallet Smyth had put $50 in United States currency; he'd made the money exchange at his bank before leaving for Bristol.
Reginald Smyth gave Margaret a half hearted hug, kissed her cheek and turned her over to the care of the Purser who was in charge of getting the passengers on board the vessel. He walked away never once turning back to see his daughter waving goodbye with tears in her eyes.
The ship would carryover 500 hundred people. There were 50 First Class berths, 118 Second class, and on this voyage 312 passengers in steerage. The First Class had private state rooms equal to any expensive hotel in England. Second Class traveled in smaller but still private state rooms. The passengers traveling steerage would share part of the cargo hold.
There were no staterooms; just a great open expanse. Each family or group would "stake out" a section of the deck as their own. The four bathrooms placed in each corner of the hold would be shared by all 312 passengers without regard to sex. First Class dined in a special VIP section of the main dining room while Second Class used the rest of the room. A galley had been installed on the fantail for the use of the steerage passengers. They in steerage cooked their own meals using their own supplies on the fantail. They either ate on deck in good weather or down in the hold if the weather turned bad.
Margaret stood in line, waiting to board the ship. First Class would board and then the Second Class passengers would follow. Neither of those groups would have to wait for the lowly steerage travelers to get out of their way. Steerage passengers would board last and be directed to the cargo hold. They would only be allowed on the fantail of the ship as it left port.
No standing at the rail waving goodbye to friends and family, no paper streamers thrown to celebrate the adventure, and no champagne for a toast for calm seas and a smooth voyage. Basically it was "stay out of the way" and "know your place" for the ones traveling steerage. They were treated better than livestock but not by much.
The young girl was deep in thought as the line started to move onto the ship. Margaret was sad to leave her father, her friends and England but she was a little excited to be going to a new country. A shout broke into her thoughts and brought her back to the gangplank. A young man of about 18 was running down the gangplank yelling and gesturing. It wasn't until he got closer that Margaret understood what he was yelling.
"Catch it please. Could someone catch that blasted ticket please," the young man yelled as he ran back toward the pier.
Margaret looked up and saw a piece of paper floating on the swirling sea breeze. As it passed over her head she reached up and snagged the object out of the air just before it could go over the side of the gangplank into the water. As the young man got closer, Margaret turned to him.
"Is this what you were chasing?" She asked holding the object out to him.
He smiled and took the offered paper. "Sure and you're an angel sent to watch over this dumb farm boy." His voice had the lilt of Ireland and his brogue was so thick you could cut it with a knife. "I'm Sean Riley and I thank you young Lass. He bowed and said, "Idiot that I am I didn't hold on to my ticket when the wind came up. Without it I would have been standing on the dock watching as you sailed away."
Margaret couldn't help but smile at Sean's accent and his expression of gratitude. "You're welcome, I'm glad I was able to catch the wayward thing."
"And what is your name? I should know the name of my savior." Looking around Sean asked, "Where is your family? I would like to thank them also for raising such a fine colleen."
"I'm traveling alone to meet my Aunt in America," Margaret replied. "My father is an army officer and he's been posted to South Africa so it's off to America for me."
Sean hid his surprise at her statement. What kind of man would send his young daughter half way around the world alone? He asked silently. Sending her to a strange new country with no one to protect or take care of her. To my way of thinking her father needs a lesson in being her father. Looking at Margaret he had to admire her poise. She's not afraid and seems sure of herself, Sean continued his thought.
"You still haven't told me your name lassie."
"I'm Margaret Rose Smyth," was the answer.
"Well you'll not be alone on this sailing. Me and my friend there will be your protectors, guides, and at your beck and call," Sean said with another bow. "But Margaret is too old and too big of a name for a wisp of a girl like yourself. I think I'll call you Rosie."
"Rosie?"
"It's a fine name and fits you well. It seems to me that you're facing your adventure with a rosy outlook." Sean paused and asked, "Are you sure it isn't a little of the Irish in you Rosie?"
Margaret, now Rosie, had learned to gauge and judge people very well. It was a talent that came in handy moving from household to household the way she'd been doing. She laughed at the young Irishman and judged him to be trustworthy.
As they were talking the line continued to move. The Purser and his assistants directed the steerage passengers to the fantail. The people bunched up on the side of the aft deck closest to the dock; trying to spot friends and family that had come down to see them off.
"Do you have anyone to wave goodbye to," Sean asked. Rosie shook her head. "Follow me my lass, we'll have the pick of the best spots in our cavern. Let the others wave at the dock; it won't matter because the ship is still leaving. We'll set ourselves up as lords and ladies we will."
Sean grabbed one of Rosie's suitcases, handed the other to his friend Jamie and led her to the hatch closest to the fantail. There was a passageway leading below decks. They continued to make their way down until they reach the birthing section of the cargo hold. Looking around Sean quickly picked out a spot and placed Rosie's bags at two corners of a square and his and Jamie's rucksacks on the other corners. Their "claim" was about 10 feet on a side.
"That should be enough room for a lady like yourself," Sean said to Rosie. "The facilities are right over there and the up passageway is just beyond. It's like having the finest stateroom on the ship. Don't you think Rosie?"
Sean looked over Rosie's shoulder for a few seconds. "Be right back milady," he said and hurried over to the down passageway.
Rosie watched as he walked over to an elderly woman who was looking around in a confused manner. Sean bowed and said a few words to the woman who smiled at the young Irishman. He picked up her bags and led her back to the staked out portion of the room.
"This is Mrs. Day-Lewis," he said to Rosie and Jamie. "She's traveling to meet her daughter in America. It's her first trip on the ocean and I thought she would make a good addition to our merry band." Sean turned to Mrs. Day-Lewis and completed the introductions. "This Margaret Rose Smyth, better known as Rosie and this is my friend and comrade Jamie O'Fallon."
The newly formed family began to sort out their belongings and pick spots to sleep. Sean and Jamie left but returned in about an hour. They carried several life jackets, two cots and six blankets with them. Rosie quickly ran to help them. Setting the load down, Sean and Jamie soon had the cots assembled. They also laid the life jackets down in two rows of four each and covered them with blankets.
"Ladies I give you your boudoir," Sean told them with a bow. "Not as fancy as a First Class stateroom but it beats sleeping on the deck."
"We even got pallets for Sean and me to sleep on," Jamie said. It was the first time he had spoken.
Sometime during the afternoon Mrs. Day-Lewis became Mum to Sean, Jamie, and Rosie. She had been fussing over the young people most of the morning. The name change just seemed to fit. Mum was the one that cooked the midday meal and directed the others on how to clean up. Mum was the one that secured two more life jackets to use as pillows. And that evening Mum was the one that insisted the young people take a bath as well as they could.
Just before lights out Mum patted Sean on the shoulder. "You picked a good spot Sean. We're close to the up passage to the deck so we get fresh air as long as the hatch is open. You've got us close to the bathrooms and we don't have far to go or have to wait in line very much." Mum smiled and ruffled Sean's and then Jamie's hair. "I won't mention how you found beds for us, you Irish rascals."
"No Mum I think the less said about the sleeping equipment the better," Sean replied with a big grin. "But if you see a redheaded Purser's assistant looking for someone, give me a warning will ya?"
The Empress of India was making good time through calm seas. She had three masts that held very large sails which drove her through the waves at a good clip. The Empress also had two engines which turned two large propellers. With both means of propulsion working together the Empress would make port in New York in ten to eleven days. It was fast time for a ship of her size.
The second night at sea Sean was awakened by the sounds of a scuffle and a muted shout. He sat up and saw a man struggling with Rosie. It was obviously a thief as he held one of the girl's suitcases in one hand. He was standing behind Rosie with his arm around her and his other hand over her mouth. As Sean jumped up yelling, the man screamed and pulled his hand to his chest. Rosie had bitten him.
He dropped the case and turned to run but Sean caught him and began to beat on the thief. The cursing of the thief and the yelling as Jamie joined the fight woke some of the "neighbors and they added their voices to the din. The young men soon had the ruffian on his stomach. Jamie had to stop Mum from administering more punishment as the man lay on the deck.
Hearing the noise the night watch ran into the hold and quickly took the thief into custody. Mum dealt with the sailor and explained the situation. "You'll spend the rest of the trip in the brig," the sailor said as he hustled the man out of the hold.
"Ye best not be letting him out either," Sean yelled at the retreating men. "If I see ya again boyo, I'll likely throw you to the fishes."
The rest of the voyage was routine except for a 24 hour period when the Empress fought her way through a small storm. It wasn't a severe storm but the rolling of the ship caused sea sickness in many of the passengers huddled in the hold. Several of them voided their stomachs which led to others doing the same which led to ever more following suit. The noise made by the sick ones and the odor in the hold was intense.
Mum had been on the fantail as the storm approached from several miles away. She swiftly cooked up a brew and took it below to her adopted family. "Drink this," she ordered handing her charges cups of liquid. "It will keep you from becoming sea sick."
"What's in it?" Sean asked as he cautiously smelled the contents of his cup.
"Never you mind what's in it Sean," Mum replied. "But all of you drink it down. I don't want you to suffer the way some of these people are," she said pointing to the others in the hold. Whatever was in the concoction, it worked. Neither Rosie, Sean, Jamie or Mum became sea sick. They were able to help some of the more unfortunate passengers.
After the storm had passed Rosie asked, "Mum where did you learn to make that, well let's call it a tea? You said you'd never sailed before."
"My daughter, Bessie, wrote me about her boat trip. A lady in the cabin next to hers made the brew for her and her children. So Bessie sent me the recipe when we knew I was going to join her."
"Well thank your darling Bessie for us when you see her please," Sean said. "Without her 'tea' we would have been in a bad way."
It was the morning of the eleventh day when the Empress of India sailed into New York harbor. The newly formed "family" had no more problems during the voyage. Now they stood on the aft deck watching the Statue of Liberty glide by.
"There is the finest lady in the land," Sean said staring at the Lady Liberty. He had tears in his eyes.
As they were docking at the pier Sean asked, "Where's your Bessie live Mum."
"Bessie lives right here in New York," Mum answered. "She and her husband will be on the pier to meet me and help me through the business of entering this wonderful new country. How about you and Jamie? Where are you headed?"
"I have a friend in San Antonio Texas that is sponsoring Jamie and me. He has arranged work for us with the stockyards there. Texas is where the cowboys come from you know." Sean laughed. Maybe we'll become cowboys or even cattle barons."
Sean turned to Rosie. "And where are you headed my fine lass?"
"My Aunt lives in a city called Peoria. From what I'm told that's in Illinois," Rosie answered. "Once I get through the lines here I'll have to take a train to Chicago and another from there to Peoria."
Sean took Rosie's hand and kissed it like a gentleman would. "Rosie, my darling, it's been a pleasure knowing you. May St. Patrick guard you wherever you go and guide you in whatever you do. And may his loving protections be a blessing to you always."
"May God hold you three in the palm of his hand Rosie Smyth and Sean Riley and Jamie O'Fallon," Mrs. Day-Lewis said. "It's time to say goodbye. They are letting us off the ship now."
The First and Second Class passengers had disembarked and now the passengers from steerage were allowed to leave the ship. The area around the gang plank was separated from the rest of the dock by a sturdy fence. There was a man standing on the pier directing the steerage passengers to their points of entry.
Those with family members waiting for them or with sponsors were directed to one end of the docking area. The rest of the passengers were directed to the opposite end and through a large gate in the fence. There ferries waited to take them to the processing center on Ellis Island.



At Ellis they were ushered into a large warehouse type of a building to begin the process of entering the United States. The group of over 300 people was directed to areas that had large letters in alphabetical order hanging from the ceiling. Following instructions given by men in uniform, the immigrants line up under the first letter of their last name.

********************
"Name?" The officious looking man behind the counter asked in a bored voice.
"Rosie, I mean, Margaret Rose Smyth." She had become used to the name Sean had given her and had to switch back to thinking of herself as Margaret. It had taken Rosie over five hours to get to this point in the process. She had undergone a physical examination, another exam into her mental state and questioning about her destination within the United States. Letters from her aunt, her father, and from Reverend Jacobs back in England vouched that Rosie would have a home to go to.
The Immigration Officer looked up when he heard the young girl's voice. His face softened from the stern look it had held before. My Molly is about the same age as this one, he thought.
"Where is the rest of your family Miss Smyth?"
"I'm traveling alone sir," Rosie answered. "My father is in the Army and was posted to South Africa. So I came to America to live with my Aunt.
"What is your aunt's name? Is she here to meet you?" The officer's thoughts echoed those of Sean Riley's. What kind of father would send his daughter on this long voyage by herself, he asked silently.
"Mildred Rollins is my aunt, she lives in a city called Peoria in the Providence of Illinois," Rosie replied to the question. "My father told me to take a train to Chicago and then another one to Peoria. She will meet me at the train station."
The officer smiled and said, "That's the state of Illinois. We call them states over here." After checking her birth certificate and the letters in her possession he spent several minutes writing. When he finished he handed Rosie some official looking papers with a government seal stamped on them and several signatures.
"Those are your entry approval papers Miss Smyth. Keep them safe and don't lose them," he suggested. He turned and yelled over his shoulder at another officer. "Jim, cover for me will ya. I'm gonna take my lunch break."
"Sure thing Don."
"I'm Donald Kelly," the officer said as he came around the counter. "I have a daughter about your age. Why don't you come with me and I'll show you which ferry to take back to the city." Outside Donald walked Rosie to an area where ferries waited. "Take one of these across the harbor; there's no charge back to the city. It will let you off at Pier 39. From there take the Red Line trolley."
Don looked at Rosie to make sure she understood so far. "You'll need to go to Penn Station. Asked the conductor and he will show you where to transfer to the Penn Station trolley. At Penn Station ask any of the ticket clerks which train to take to Chicago. Understand Margaret?"
"Yes I do Mr. Kelly," Rosie answered. "Thank you for your help."
"Do you have money for the trolleys and a train ticket?"
"Yes sir." She pulled out her folded leather wallet and showed him her money. "My father gave me $50 in American money."
"Put that away girl," Don ordered looking around to see if anyone had noticed. He reached into his vest and pulled out a cloth bag with a drawstring that contained his smoking tobacco. Don emptied the tobacco on the ground, put a few coins into the bag, and pulled the string tight.
"The Red Line will cost 10 cents and another 5 cents for the transfer to the Penn line. I put that and a little more in the bag," Don said with a smile. "Keep your money on your person so pickpockets and thieves can't get to it.
He kneeled down to Rosie's level. "It's a brave lassie you are Margaret Rose. Good luck to ya." With that Don turned and went back to the processing center. Hope she makes it okay, he wished.
Rosie watched Kelly walk away for a few seconds and then turned and boarded the ferry that would take her to her new life.
Arriving at the dock back across the harbor Rosie showed her papers to a guard at the gate and entered New York City. There were a few carts along the walkway that sold food. She stopped at one and paid 10 cents for two meat filled pastries called knishes. Rosie walked as she ate. Those are very good, she thought as she finished the second one. Of course I was so hungry that almost anything would have tasted good.
Rosie saw a sign that read "Red Line Trolley" and stood under the sign waiting. Shortly a horse drawn trolley pulled to a stop in front of her. She boarded, paid the fare, and asked for a transfer as Mr. Kelly told her.
"Will you please tell me where to get off to catch the Penn Station trolley?" She asked the conductor.
"Now sure I will, young Miss," he replied. "Going on a train trip are you?"
"Yes sir. I have to go to Chicago and then on to Peoria to live with my Aunt."
"It's young you are for takin such a long trip on your own."
"Yes sir, but I have to do it." Rosie had a determined look in her eye.
"Well lass, just sit here in my place," the conductor said offering her his seat behind the driver. "I'll not let you miss your stop."
The conductor motioned for Rosie about 20 minutes later. "This is your stop Lass. Right over there," he pointed to a waiting area and sign in the middle of the street, "is where you take the Penn Station trolley. Just hand them that transfer as you board and it'll take you to your train as quick as you please."
"Thank you sir." Rosie waved goodbye and walked to the waiting area.
"Good luck to you Lass," the conductor said as she left. I'd not want to get in that one's way even though she's just a child, he thought as his trolley pulled away. She'd run over you like a runaway freight train is my thinking.
Rosie again asked for help from the conductor on the Penn Station trolley. He promised to make sure she got off at Penn Station. Riding the Red Line and now Penn Station trolley, Rosie couldn't believe the tall buildings and the number of people she saw on the streets. The city was all hustle and bustle like nothing she'd ever seen. Bristol had been all hurry and running around but it didn't have the tall buildings.
She was staring at a huge building with "Museum of Natural History" carved into the stone over the door. That's the biggest building I've ever seen, she said quietly to herself. There are others around here that are taller but that one covers a very large piece of ground. As she looked back into the trolley, two boys sat down in front of her.
"First time in the big city?" One of the boys asked and the other one giggled. The two boys were dressed in torn and dirty clothes. They had smudges of dirt on their faces and hands.
Rosie turned away and didn't look at them.
"What you got in those suitcases girly? Maybe something you'd like to share with us now."
"Leave me alone please," Rosie said.
One of the boys reached for her suitcase but before he could put his hands on it the conductor grabbed him by the scruff of the neck. He grabbed the other boy's shirt front and forced them both to the door. Not waiting for the driver to slow down the conductor threw the two ruffians off the trolley. Rosie saw them tumbling and rolling along the ground for several yards.
"I hope they broke their bloody necks," Rosie's rescuer said. Turning to her he said, "They'll not bother you again Miss. Not on my trolley they won't.
The trolley soon began to slow down and finally stopped in front of another huge building. "Here's your stop young lady. Step lively now, we have a schedule to keep," the man said as he helped her with her suitcases.
"Thank you for helping me," Rosie said. The conductor tipped his hat, the trolley moved away and Rosie continued on her journey.

********************
Rosie entered Penn Station and stopped inside the entryway. She had never seen such a big open space in her life. The processing center on Ellis Island had been big, she thought. But you could put that room and half of another one in the great room of the train station. After a few minutes staring she found signs showing the arrival and departures of the trains. She found the notation for the next train to Chicago.
Walking to a ticket window she asked, "How much is a ticket on the Chicago Limited leaving in one hour?"
"$10 dollars little Miss," the woman clerk replied.
Rosie nodded and left. She made her way to the restroom and in the privacy of a stall opened her clothes to extract the wallet from its hiding place under the waist of her bloomers, took out $12 and returned the wallet. Rosie buttoned her clothes and went back to the ticket window.
"The Chicago Limited please," she requested and handed the clerk $10. Receiving her ticket she asked, "Is there someplace I might get a bite to eat ma'am?"
"There are food carts and shops along the passageway to the tracks," the clerk answered.
Rosie decided to return to the restroom, clean up as best she could, and put on fresh clothes. She hadn't had a bath for two days and she'd had her clothes on since the previous night. Rosie washed herself and looked for something clean to wear.
Cleaner at least and feeling better she lugged her suitcases with her and went down the passageway toward the train platform. She saw a man selling freshly made sandwiches from a push cart. His sign proclaimed "New York's Finest Hoagies $1". Rosie thought it was a princely sum for some bread and filling until she watched him make one for a customer. The sandwich was of monstrous size. It was a small loaf of bread about 12 inches long sliced long ways and spilt open. It was filled with three different meats, two kinds of cheese, onions and peppers.
Rosie bought one of the "Hoagies" and sat on a nearby bench to eat it. She was only able to eat about a third of it and wrapped the rest in the waxed paper it had come in. Rosie put what would be two more meals in her night case and waited for the Chicago Limited to board.
About an hour later the conductor called for passengers to board the Limited. I'll "stake out" this seat, as Sean says, Rosie thought remembering her traveling companions of the ship. The two person bench type seat she chose was at the back of the car facing forward and by a window. Rosie placed her suitcases and night case against the wall below the window and sat next to them.
A short time later the conductor came through the cars taking tickets. "How far is it to Chicago sir?" Rosie asked as she handed him her ticket.
"Name's Sweeny young lady. It's close to 800 miles," he replied. "792 miles to be exact." Seeing the confused look on Rosie's face he asked, "You're British right? I can tell by your accent." Rosie nodded. "Then you use kilometers I guess. Let's see I've got some notes here in my book somewhere."
He leafed through a notebook he took from his coat pocket. "Ah, here we are. A kilometer is approximately 1 1/2 miles." Sweeny took a stub of a pencil, found a blank page and begin to calculate. "792 times 1 1/2 is..."
"1274 and a half kilometers," Rosie said.
Sweeny looked at the young girl. He finished his own hand written calculations. "That's exactly right, Miss," he said amazed that the young girl did the figuring in her head. "That's pretty good young lady," he said smiling. "If I need anything else figured out on this run, I'll come to you. What's your name?"
"Rosie Smyth," she answered. "If you don't mind another question, how long will it take. I have to get on another train to Peoria, Illinois."
"We'll arrive tomorrow afternoon at 1 PM, assuming we don't get held up along the way. Take us about 25 hours." Sweeny took the ticket from a couple across the aisle and turned back to Rosie. "The Limited will average 35 miles per hour, what with stops for coal, water, and picking up passengers and freight. In between stops we'll get up to 50 mph."
Rosie concentrated for a few seconds. "Average speed of 56 kilometers an hour. That's very fast."
"Not really," Sweeny said. "I made a nonstop run from New York to St. Louis on an express once where we average almost 60mph. Now that was a trip I tell you." Sweeny laughed at himself. "But you're not interested in that. We'll stop three times between here and Chicago and be at each stop about an hour. That'll give you and the other passengers a chance to stretch your legs, excuse me Rosie, your limbs and maybe use the facilities. But we'll have you in Chicago in plenty of time to catch your train. Never you worry about that."
He started toward the next car but turned back. "If you need anything Miss, just whistle and I'll come a running."
Rosie felt the train jerk, once and then again. The train started to move taking her on this leg of her journey. When she had boarded the Empress of India she had been sad and a little afraid. At the start of this part of her trek she was excited. Rosie looked forward to meeting her Aunt Mildred for the first time.
As the Chicago Limited made its way west through the city the height of the buildings decreased the farther they traveled from the heart of New York. Soon the train began to pass small towns, villages, and came to the farms. It was one great expanse of land stretching from horizon to horizon.
Once in the countryside she began to realize the expanse of the new country. To her the farms seem to be very large and the distance between towns was immense. The train slowed as it made its way over hills and mountains covered in trees and would speed up in the valleys in between.
It's 1274 kilometers to Chicago, she thought. I remember from school that Great Britain is only 550 kilometers from north to south; if you add in Scotland it's still less than a 1000 kilometers. This is a big country and I haven't seen half of it.
After leaving the city the Limited traveled passed farms and small towns and Rosie was almost awe struck.
"Sure is pretty country," Sweeny said stopping beside Rosie on his way to the front of the line of passenger cars.
"Yes sir. I can't believe how big it is," Rosie said.
Sweeny smiled at the young girl. "You act and talk older than 12 Miss Rosie. That's meant as a compliment."
"Thank you Mr. Sweeny. I guess I've had to grow up faster than other girls."
"Oh, why is that?" The conductor asked.
Rosie explained how she'd had to live with different relatives for the last 4 years while her father was serving in the Army. She told him about moving from one household to another and the infrequent visits from her father.
"Now I'm going to live with another relative. I hope it's the last move I have to make," Rosie finished.
"I hope so too," Sweeny said. "I'll say a prayer for you at church this Sunday." He hesitated for a second and then reached out and patted her on the shoulder. He cleared his throat and said, "It's back to work for me."
The train stopped just before sundown and took on coal, water, and passengers. Then with a great blowing of its steam whistle, the Limited headed west through the dark night. The train stopped once again just at dawn and then began the final run into Chicago.
"Makin the turn around the lake," Sweeny said. "I keep forgettin you're not from around here. That's Lake Michigan I'm talking about."
"One of the Great Lakes," Rosie replied. "We studied them in geography class.
"We'll be passing Lake Michigan on the north there but you'll get a better view as we get closer to Chicago," Sweeny told her. After a few seconds he asked, "So what do you think of America so far?"
"It's so big. Much bigger than England." Rosie looked out the window for several seconds. "And I like the weather, it's bright and sunny. Back home we have rain or mist about four days a week."
The train whistle made one long blast followed by two shorter ones. "Got to go back to work," Sweeny said. "Good luck to you Rosie." He turned and walked away. In a loud voice he called out, "Chicago, Chicago is the next stop."
The Limited huffed and puffed and shuddered to a stop at the Dearborn Station. A porter came to Rosie before the train had quit moving. "Mr. Sweeny sent me to help with your luggage Miss," he said. "Is this all your belongings?" At Rosie's nod he picked up her suitcases and said, "Follow me Miss."
He led Rosie out of the railcar and onto the platform. Pointing at the depot he said, "You can get your ticket for Peoria right in there."
Rosie knew she should tip the porter for helping her and reached for the drawstring bag of coins that Kelly had given her back in New York.
The porter held up his hand to stop her. "No need Miss. Mr. Sweeny took care of me." He bowed and walked away.
Rosie smiled and thought, I've been very lucky on this trip. First Sean, Jamie, and Mum on the ship and then Mr. Kelly in New York. And now Mr. Sweeny. If all the people in America are like them it will be a wonderful place to live. She picked up her suitcases and walked to the depot.

********************
Rosie saw the ticket counter across the great hall of Dearborn Station. Using the same tactics that she had in Chicago she asked the price of a ticket to Peoria. Then she went to the restroom and got the money from her hidden wallet.
She returned to the ticket counter. "A ticket to Peoria please."
"Which train?" The ticket agent asked.
"I don't understand. What do you mean which train?"
"There's one leaving in 30 minutes that arrives in Peoria at 5 PM. Another train leaves at 4 that will get into Peoria at 8:30. Which one do you want?"
"The first one please," Rosie answered and paid for the ticket.
"Best hurry Miss. The Peoria Express is already boarding and they'll leave as soon as possible." As Rosie hurried to the boarding platform the agent watched her go. "A very confident young lady that one is," he said. "Next," he called out.
Rosie boarded the train and barely had time to find an empty seat before she felt it jerk and start to move. Once again she put her belongings on the seat next to the window.
"Just in time aren't you? Ticket please."
Rosie looked up and saw the conductor smiling at her. "Yes sir." She handed him her ticket and when it was returned she turned to watch Chicago speed passed.
"First time riding with us Miss?"
"Yes sir. I'm from England and I'm going to meet my Aunt Mildred in Peoria."
"Well now, a visitor from across the Atlantic. Welcome to America. I'm Ted Collins, your conductor. If I can be of any help please call on me." Collins made sort of a half bow and continued through the passenger cars collecting tickets.
The Peoria Express huffed and puffed its way through Chicago and turned southwest toward Peoria. They began to pass farms and small villages. The farms were freshly planted and the crops had just started to poke their heads above the soil. Rose was again amazed at the scope and size of this country. She watched for a few minutes but her tiring day caught up with her. She leaned against her suitcases, her eyes closed, and the rhythm of the big wheels on the track put her to sleep.
Collins walked by the sleeping Rosie and smiled. "Our bold traveler is all tuckered out," he whispered.
Almost four hours later Collins gently shook Rosie's shoulder. "Miss time to rise and shine. We're coming into Peoria," he said in a soft voice.
Rosie gave him a sleepy smile and stretched. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and looked out the window. Peoria wasn't as large as the huge New York City or Chicago but it was still the biggest city she'd ever seen except for London.
The Express slowed and finally stopped. Rosie gathered her things and stepped down onto the platform. River Station read the large sign over the door of the depot. She entered the depot and looked for a woman that might be her aunt. Rosie walked over to the ticket agent.



"Excuse me sir. I'm supposed to meet my aunt, Mildred Rollins. Do you know her or has someone been asking about me?" Rosie asked and then giggled. "Sorry, my name is Margaret Smyth."
"I don't know Mrs. Rollins," the agent replied. "And no one has been asking for you. But your train is early so your aunt is probably on the way. You can wait for her over there," he offered pointing to several pew type benches in the middle of the depot.
"Thank you but I think I'll wait outside. It's such nice weather." Rosie went out of the depot and sat on a bench against the building.
Rosie waited for over two hours but her aunt never came. Just before sunset she reentered the depot and went over to the agent. Reaching into her night case she took out a piece of stationary that had her aunt's name and address on it.
"Could you tell me how to get to this place?" She asked and showed the agent the note.
"Your aunt hasn't shown up yet?" He asked and looked at the address. "You can hire a carriage at the livery across the way. It'd take you right to the door."
Rosie shook her head. She didn't want to delve into her meager funds any more than she had too. "Can I walk there?"
"This address is about a mile outside of the city and its three miles to the edge of town. Long walk carrying two suitcases Miss."
Rosie sighed. She was disappointed that her aunt wasn't there to meet her and felt a little frustrated because she thought when she got to Peoria her journey would be over. Now she still had over six kilometers to go. For the first time since watching her father leave her in Bristol she felt like crying.
The ticket agent watched the emotions play across Rosie's face. He saw the weariness and disappointment in her eyes.
"You could take a trolley to the edge of town Miss," he suggested. "It would be a 10 cent fare but then you'd only have a mile to walk." He went to the door. "The trolley stop is right over there. They run about every 20 minutes."
Rosie nodded her thanks, picked up her suitcases, and walked to the trolley stop. As she waited she wondered why her aunt hadn't met her. Was something wrong? After thinking about Rosie joining her did she change her mind?
"No need to worry until I have to," she said softly. She did the conversion calculations in her head and added. "I've come over 6400 kilometers to get this far. Another 6 won't stop me."
She boarded a trolley that had "End of the Line" on a sign across the front of the car. The trolley made several stops, picking up passengers and letting them off before arriving at its final destination; the end of the line. The short 3 mile trip had taken almost an hour. Rosie asked and got general directions to her aunt's house from the trolley driver. She walked the last mile, or in her mind 1 1/2 kilometers of her incredible journey in 20 minutes.

********************
An elderly man, sitting on the porch of a house near the road, confirmed that Rosie was headed the right direction. She had been looking around not sure of where she was when he called out to her.
"You lost little girl?" The old man asked in a loud voice. He motioned for Rosie to join him. "Maybe I can help you find your way."
He looks like someone's grandfather, Rosie thought as she approached him. To confirm her thought, three children came running around the house; playing and chasing each other and laughing so hard they could hardly run.
"You brats get into the house," the old man told them with affection in his voice. "Your Momma's gonna skin me for letting you play instead of doing your schoolwork. It's getting dark anyway. Go on now."
All three children responded with, "Yes Grandpa." The oldest, a lad of 8 or so, turned back just before entering the house. "I won't let Mama skin you Grandpa," the boy said, hugged his grandfather and joined the others in the house.
"Dang kids gonna make me old before my time," he complained. "Now where are you headed girlie?"
Rosie smiled at the comment about getting old; the man had to be at least 70. She wasn't fooled by his complaint either. There was love in the man's voice.
"I'm looking for Mrs. Mildred Rollins," Rosie replied. "She's my aunt and I've come a long way to see her."
"You must be Margaret Rose. You've come to live with her. Your aunt's been talking about nothing else for the last two months." He stuck out his hand, "I'm Charles Goodman, your aunt's neighbor. Just call me Grandpa Charley; all the young ones do."
"Where is my aunt's house?" Rose asked Grandpa Charley.
"It's that way about another quarter of a mile," he answered pointing along the road. "See those lights? That's your aunt's place." He smiled at Rosie's excitement. "If you wait until my daughter gets home, I'll walk over with you.
"No thank you Grandpa Charley. After all the time traveling I don't want to wait." Rosie returned to the roadway and picked up her suitcases. She hefted the bags in her hands and stepped out at a lively pace.
"I never knew Aunt Mildred was rich," Rosie said as she walked up the pathway to the big white house. "Back home only the landed gentry have a house this fine."
The house was just a typical large farm house like thousands of others in America's Midwest. But it was a mansion compared to the row houses Rosie had grown up with in England. It had two stories with lots of windows and was painted a brilliant white. The land around the house was being farmed but Rosie found out later that her uncle hired out the farm on shares. He had a very good job working for the city of Peoria.
Rosie set her cases on the large front porch and knocked on the door. She could smell something delicious cooking which reminded her she hadn't eaten since getting on the train back in Chicago. Rosie could hear the footsteps of someone coming to answer her knock.
"Finish setting the table Jonathan so we can eat when your father gets home," a woman's voice said. The door opened and a matronly looking woman looked out at the young girl. "Can I help you child?"
"Aunt Mildred it's me Margaret Rose," Rosie said with tears in her eyes and voice. "I'm your niece."
"My goodness child, you're a day early," Mildred said opening the screen door for the girl. "We were going to meet the morning train from Chicago. Never mind, come here to me," she ordered and pulled Rosie into a hug.
Rosie had tears running down her cheeks as she surrendered to Mildred's hug. She couldn't help herself. The little wisp of a girl had traveled such a long way, on her own, with limited funds that once she felt safe she broke down a little.
Mildred pulled Rosie tighter to her and stroked the child's back as she cried. "Never you mind Margaret, you're home now." The woman finally pushed Rosie back a little and looked at the girl. "You're the image of your mother."
Rosie smiled and let Mildred pull her into the house. "You must call me Millie; Mildred is just for formal occasions," Aunt Millie said and laughed. "Course there aren't many formal occasions out here you know. What should we call you? Margaret, Maggie, Rose or is there another name you like.?"
"If it's alright Aunt Millie could I be called Rosie?"
"Rosie it is then. I'm sure there's a story behind the name. You can tell us after supper."
"Supper?" Rosie asked not familiar with the term.
"Oh that's right. You British call it dinner don't you?" Millie smiled. "So do some of the highfalutin people in the city. Out here it's supper and that means it's time to eat. Come Rosie you must be starving."
Millie showed Rosie to a wash basin by the pump in the kitchen. "You can wash up here and then come into the dining room. We'll eat as soon as your Uncle Ted gets here."
"I'm here woman," a large man said walking into the kitchen. "Put the food on the table." He stopped when he saw Rosie. Turning to Millie Ted said, "This must be Margaret; she looks just like Mary Katherine."
"Rosie this is my husband Theodore." Looking at her husband she said, "And for once in your life you're right. This is Margaret Rose Smyth, my sister's girl. But she likes to be called Rosie."
Ted walked to Rosie and took her hand. "Welcome to our home Rosie. We've been looking forward to you joining us."
"Thank you sir," Rosie said and did a small curtsey.
"No need to call me sir young lady. Call me Uncle Theodore or Uncle Ted; just don't call me late for supper." He released her hand. "Now let's eat. You can tell us about your adventure after supper."
A young man of 17 entered the kitchen. "Rosie this is our son Jonathan," Millie said.
"Pleased to meet you Rosie," Jonathan nodded at his young cousin. "I'd like to hear about England after you get settled."
Later all four of them helped clean up and do the dishes. They went into the living room to hear about Rosie's journey.
Rosie told them about her father putting her on a boat to America. She detailed the trip across the ocean explaining about her traveling companions and how Sean had given her the name Rosie. She told of her experience at Ellis Island, getting a trolley to Penn Station, the train ride to Chicago, and on to Peoria.
"I've been fortunate for I've had someone helping and looking out for me almost at every turn. Sean, Jamie, and Mum on the boat, Mr. Kelly at Ellis, the conductors on the trolleys, Mr. Sweeny and Mr. Collins on the trains." Rosie paused for a few seconds. "I would have done it without them," she added with a firm voice, "but they all made it a lot easier for me."
"We'll say a prayer for them at church on Sunday," Ted promised. "Not it's late and I still have to work tomorrow. So I'll say good night."
"I'll be in as soon as I get Rosie settled into her room," Millie told him.

********************
Rosie quickly became one of the Rollin's family because Millie and Ted treated her like a daughter and not a visiting niece. She thrived and blossomed because she had someone that really cared for and loved her. Rosie was able to start at the same secondary school that Jonathan went to and he watched over her and protected her like a sister until he graduated. By that time Rosie was well liked and accepted by the other students.
She still slipped once in a while and referred to distances, measurements, and weights in the English metric system, but she was getting more comfortable with the American way of things. Grandpa Charley down the road adopted Rosie just as he had every other child in the area. He had been to England as a young man so he and Rosie spent several Saturday afternoons talking about places they both knew.
Aunt Millie made sure that Rosie learned how to cook. Many a Sunday supper was cooked by Rosie to give Millie a break. Once she asked Uncle Ted where he was going on a Saturday morning. He was going fishing and invited her along.
Rosie learned that she enjoyed fishing but not the gentleman's way with a fly rod and the constant casting and retrieving of the line. She liked to take a cane pole, some worms, and a small picnic to a spot on the river where the water lazily flowed past a huge log. Rosie would drop her line in the water and read a book while waiting for the fish to partake of her offering.
Secondary school was an eye opener for Rosie. In an American history class she thought it was almost funny the way history was written; depending on which side the author was on. Back in England the history books told a story of ne'er do wells and ungrateful rebels that caused the uprising in America. In her American history book, it was a Revolution to overthrow tyrannical rule. Same result, but different stories about how and why it happened.
Rosie graduated at 17 and quickly found a job as a ticket agent for the railroad. She was one of the first female agents. She would walk with Uncle Ted and they would take the same trolley to work. They also rode home together at the end of the day.
On her 18th birthday, Uncle Ted invited a young man who worked with him to Rosie's party. Phillip Stewart was 22 and had a bright future with the city of Peoria. It was the first of many meetings which led to their marriage.
Rosie had always felt loved and wanted living with Millie and Ted but now she and Phillip had their own home. "Guess I'm starting another adventure," she told Aunt Millie the night before her wedding.
The Stewarts moved into the city but still came to Ted and Millie's for Sunday supper every week. One year after their marriage Rosie gave birth to the first of six children. One child died just three days after she was born but they raised the other five with love and a firm hand.
"Thank God I had to come to America," Rosie told her husband on several occasions.

********************
"Phillip put the cake higher on the side board please," Rosie requested. "You know how the grandchildren are; they'll eat all the icing before we've had a chance to serve it"
"Yes dear," Phillip answered. "It's Rosie's 50th birthday and you'd think I'd never throw a birthday party for her before," he muttered. "Besides I think it's funny with all the kids running around with icing mustaches."
Someone knocked loudly at the door. "That can't be the children this early can it?" Rosie asked her husband.
"Well answer the door and you'll know for sure," Phillip replied as he put the finishing touches on the decorations.
Rosie opened the door to see an old man with a cane standing on the porch. "Yes, may I help you?" She asked.
"Hello Margaret Rose. I'm your father," Reginald Smyth greeted her. "Don't you know me girl?"
The years had not been kind to Colonel Smyth. He had retired 15 years earlier. Now at 80 the once tall, straight standing, dark haired man had aged and aged badly. Smyth was stooped over and walked with a cane. His once strong body was thin and his skin was a sickly white.
Rosie knew who it was at first sight in spite of the drastic changes in the man. The last memory she had of her father was watching him walk away from her as she stood on the pier waiting to board a ship for America. He hadn't even turned to wave goodbye. Yes she knew who the old man was.
"Hello father," she said in a cold voice. "What do you want?"
"I'm sick girl and I've come to seek help from my daughter. Can I come in?"
"One moment father. I'll be right back," Rosie told him and closed the door. She went to a kitchen cupboard and took down the flour canister where she and Phillip kept the household cash.
Phillip came into the kitchen. "Who was at the door?" He asked. Before Rosie could answer he asked, "What's the money for?"
Rosie was visibly upset and didn't answer her husband. She returned to the front door with Phillip trailing behind her. She opened the door and faced her father.
"I haven't heard or seen you in 40 years. You were going to write to me every month but I didn't receive one letter, not one. You were going to send for me when you finished you posting to South Africa; I'm still here. You didn't care for me when you left me on the dock in Bristol all those years ago. You didn't want to be responsible for me."
Rosie stopped to take a deep breath. Phillip had stepped to her side when he saw how upset she was.
"Now here you are, wanting me to take care of you. Well I don't care for you just like you didn't care for me back then. I don't want to be responsible for you just like you passed me off to Aunt Millie." Rosie stepped closer to her father and extended her hand.
"Here's $50 just like you gave me when you put me on that ship. Now we're quits, go away." Rosie stepped back inside the house and slammed the door on the man that had abandoned her.
Phillip stared at Rosie with surprise. He knew she had a temper, he'd felt more than once over the years, but she was as mad as he'd ever seen her. "What...?" He started to question her.
"Later dear," she interrupted him. "When did you say the children would be here?"

********************
Margaret Stewart lived in Peoria with her beloved Phillip for the rest of her life passing away at the age of 89. She left a legacy for her decedents. A legacy of bravery, to believe in yourself, and to never shy away from new adventures. Margaret was a great lady. God Bless Her.
The End
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********************
"You're not working this case and that's an order," Captain Pete Mallory said with a bit of anger. "Quit bugging me about it"
Mallory was the Police Captain in charge of Precinct 16. Detective First Class Rollie Chambers was the man the order was directed at. Rollie and Captain Mallory were close. Pete was Rollie's boss but more importantly his friend and mentor.
"But Captain, I can help," Rollie objected. "I've got descriptions of their attacker from two of the victims. You know they refused to talk to anyone until I interviewed them. I can help," he repeated.
"Sit down," Mallory invited. It was more of an order than an invitation. He turned and drew two cups of coffee from the never empty urn on the table behind his desk and handed one to Detective Chambers. "You're too close to it Rollie." He held up his hand to stop Rollie's protest. Mallory looked at Rollie with compassion. He knew his detective's history with rape cases and understood why Rollie put his body and soul into each one that he worked.
"The last three rape cases you've worked on you've gone overboard putting in 16, 18 hours a day," Mallory said. "You're going to burn yourself out if you're not careful and I can't afford to lose one of my best detectives." The Captain smiled and added, "Yes I said one of my best detectives; but don't let it go to your head."
A sad look came over Mallory's face. "I know that you're still hurting over Susan's death but that was four years ago. You need to get over it and move on."
Rollie sat up straighter in his chair. Looking Mallory in the eye he said, "I'll never get over it Pete. And I don't intend for any other husband, boyfriend, or significant other to feel the way I do." Rollie took a deep breath. "God damn it Pete, let me work this case."
Mallory stared at Rollie for several seconds. "Go work on that Grand Theft Auto case and let me think on it. I'll let you know in a day or two."
"You know as well as I do Pete that if we don't catch the guy in the first 48 hours the odds of us doing so get smaller and smaller," Rollie protested.
"Okay, okay. I'll think about it and let you know before the end of shift today," Mallory said. "That's the best you're gonna get right now. Get back to work."
"Thanks Captain," Rollie replied.
He went back to his desk in the middle of the huge squad room. Rollie pulled the file on the case in question and started going over the descriptions and statements of the victims. One of the young rape victims reminded him of his wife. Same long brown hair, same big brown eyes, and the same little button of a nose. Or what would have been a button nose; it was broken and swollen in the picture. She had two black eyes and the discoloration made her look like a raccoon. But at least she was alive.

********************
Rollie Chambers met Susan Taylor when he stopped her to give her a speeding ticket. She'd been driving her fire engine red Miata 55 MPH in a 25 zone. He quickly gave chase in his patrol car as she whizzed by him. After he pulled her over he purposely made her wait while he used his radio to run her plates and get his ticket book. Rollie slowly walked up to the passenger side of the convertible. A couple of motorcycle cops had been hit by passing cars recently while writing tickets. If I go down it's not going to be because I was hit while doing a traffic stop, he thought.
He had been assign to a patrol car just three months ago. Rollie had applied to the Police Academy the day he graduated from high school. Wanting to be a policeman was something he'd dreamed about since he was twelve years old. Now, at 25, he'd been a "cop" for seven years. Rollie had taken the exam to become a detective last month. He hoped to take the next step in his police career in the near future.
Every year the Police Department gave exams that would begin an officer's climb in the ranks. Exams for Detective, Sergeant, Captain, and others were necessary for advancement. There were a limited number of slots open for each rank and passing an exam or even getting a very high score didn't guaranty promotion. Each candidate was ranked by the test scores and personal interviews. Then their name was added to the promotion list. After that it was a matter of your name reaching the top spot on the list.
Rollie took the test for detective more on a dare from his friend Pete Mallory than anything. He was happy being a patrolman. But Pete had made it sound like Rollie couldn't pass the exam anyway so why bother. Rollie had aced the test and got the second highest score in that year.
For her part Susan only saw an impediment that kept her from getting to her meeting. She watched in her side mirror as the patrolman slowly went about his business and began to walk toward her. "He's a good looking guy," she mumbled in spite of her wish to get going. About 6' 1with an athletic build. Bet his dark hair is wavy under his hat. As the office got closer she could see his piercing blue eyes.
By the time he got to Susan waiting in her car, she was squirming in her seat. She was late for a meeting with her thesis counselor at college. "I'm late for a meeting so maybe we could speed this up," Susan said smiling at the young patrolman.
"Should have left home earlier," Rollie replied. "Then you wouldn't have to do 55 in a 25 MPH zone. License and registration please."
Susan's smile slipped away as she got her driver's license from her purse and the registration from the center console. She handed Rollie the two items with somewhat of an angry gesture. Rollie clipped the license to the top of his ticket book and started writing, ignoring her anger.
She's 23. Two years younger than me, he thought. Good looking too in a sort of girl next door way. Pretty long light brown hair and she got those big brown eyes that a guy could get lost in. Rollie keep glancing over at Susan as he wrote. Says on the license she's 5' 9 and 120 pounds, he said to himself. Good, she can wear high heels when we go out. I like a woman to wear high heels.
"Here you go Miss Taylor," Rollie said handing back her documents. Holding the ticket book out to her he showed her where to sign. "This isn't an admission of guilt; it simply says you'll appear on the court date if you decide to contest the charges. I gave you a break and listed your speed at 40 instead of 55. That'll save you about $50. Don't make me regret giving you a break. Slow down."
Rollie gave her a copy of the citation. "I'm not allowed to call you or ask you out. Police ethics you know. But I put my card with my precinct phone number and cell number with your paperwork. There's no rule against you calling me Miss Taylor." Rollie smile at her, nodded, and walked back to his car.
"You expect me to call you after you gave me a ticket," Susan said loudly as he walked away. "Giving me a ticket isn't very romantic you know." Now she had a small smile on her face.
"The ticket is the law. I didn't have a choice." Rollie grinned, "The romantic part is between you and me. Call me please." He continued on to his car. Who knows maybe she'll call, he thought as he watched her pull away at a much slower speed than previously.
Three days later he was surprised and pleased when Susan called him on his cell as he got off duty.
Without identifying herself she said, "You know you cost me $50 plus court costs."
Rollie chuckled as he recognized her voice. "I didn't cost you anything. You were the one speeding. In fact I saved you money. The fine could have been $100 plus costs."
"Well I think you owe me at least a couple of drinks and maybe even dinner tonight," Susan replied.
"Well as a policeman I did promise to protect and serve. I guess a drink and or dinner could be thought of as serving." He waited until she stopped laughing. "Should I come by for you or do you want to meet somewhere?"
"The service should include door to door transportation. Pick me up at 7. My address is...."
"On Butler," Rollie interrupted. "I know. Remember I read your driver's license. See you at 7." He hung up hearing her laugh again as he did.
That evening was the start of a fast paced romance. Rollie and Susan, Susan and Rollie; if you saw one the other was close by. They spent an evening camping out by the old quarry. Around their campfire they talked about their thoughts, beliefs, and dreams. Around 2 AM they went skinny dipping and spent the rest of the night in each other's arms.
After several dates and a few sleepovers they talked about more important things than what kind of music they like, do you prefer cake or pie, and what's your favorite movies. During their talks on the phone and when they were together they found that they shared many of the same beliefs, ideas, and goals. Susan agreed with Rollie assertion that you were responsible for your actions and their repercussions. Neither thought that an unhappy childhood didn't give you the right to be a bad person or do bad things.
They also agreed that family should be the most important thing in your life. Susan wanted at least three children and wasn't opposed to more. Rollie wanted to be a father; the number of kids didn't matter to him. One or two or ten, it's all the same he told her.
The only logical result of their dates and talks and sleepovers was marriage; which happened about six months after that first date.
For the next ten months Susan and Rollie were as happy as two young working adults could be. Rollie's schedule was very flexible and changed every three weeks or so. Because of his schedule and Susan working on an advanced college degree they made the most of their time together.
Their friends laughed at how close the two newlyweds were. One of Rollie's fellow cops kept inviting him to play poker one a week. About the fourth time Rollie thanked him but turned down the invitation, he asked Rollie why he didn't want to socialize with his work mates.
"It's not that I don't want to have some fun with you guys," Rollie answered. "I like you guys very much but I'd rather spend the time with Susan. Our schedules are so screwed up we take every chance we can to be together."
It was a trying but wonderful time for the two youngsters. Right up until Bradley Thomas came into their lives.
Thomas was a small man. More than one person said that with his small beady eyes, his wild mop of blond streaked dark hair, and his skinny build he looked like a ferret or a weasel. Whatever his size, whatever he looked like, he destroyed Susan and Rollie's happy life.
He attacked and raped Susan one night as she left a late class. Susan said later that she felt an arm go around her neck as she bent over to put her key in the door of her Miata. Some kind of cloth with a strange smell was pressed over her nose and mouth. She told the investigators that she passed out shortly afterward.
Susan had been found just off the parking lot in a row of decorative pine trees by another student. By the time she woke up she was in the ER. After treating her injuries, a rape kit was used to collect DNA evidence. Susan had several bruises on her thighs, a broken eye socket, a broken nose, and both her lips were split.
One of her nurses asked the attending doctor, "She'll be okay won't she? She's such a pretty young girl."
The doctor nodded his head. "Physically she'll be fine. The eye socket will heal without surgery and we've set her nose so that'll soon be okay. The rest are just cuts, contusions, and bruises." He stopped and looked at the wild look in Susan's eyes. "I don't know about her mental state; this is a hell of a shock to her. I think she should get into therapy or a support group as quickly as possible."
Rollie's patrol cruiser made a power slid up to the door of the ER. He was out of the car before it stopped moving and headed inside to find his wife. He'd heard the radio call giving the description of an assault and rape victim and then asking for an ambulance.
The doctor saw the young policeman charge into the hospital and went to meet him. The patrolman identified himself.
"Your wife will be okay Officer Chambers," the doctor said. He went on to detail Susan's injuries. "She'll be sore for several days and the bruising will be extensive but Mrs. Chambers will make a full recovery."
"Thank god," Rollie replied. His knees got weak and he had to sit down in a nearby chair. Taking a deep breath to steady himself he stood up. "Thank you Doctor, thank you very much. Can I see my wife now?"
"I'll have the nurse take you to her." He motioned for one of the ER nurse's. "One suggestion Mr. Chambers, get your wife into a support group or to a therapist as soon as she leaves the hospital. Rape is very traumatic for most women and they usually need professional help to get through it." The doctor put his hand on Rollie's shoulder. "I'll have the nurse take you to see your wife now. Call me if I can help in any way."
As he turned away the doctor muttered to himself. "What kind of animal could do this to a woman? If the police catch this psychopath I hope they lock him away for the rest of his life."
Rollie was able to take Susan home the next day. He spent the first two days with her taking personal time from the force. Susan seemed to get better so he went back to work. Rollie arranged with Captain Mallory to work the day shift for the next month. He wanted to be home with Susan during the night.
Susan at first resisted seeing a therapist but finally agreed to meet with one. She met with Jessica Talbert twice a week for a month and talked to her on the phone almost every day. The bruises faded and the swelling around her eyes went away. The therapy seemed to help and slowly Susan became more like her old self. She was still a little high strung and nervous but she was getting better.
In the mean time a city wide man hunt had been going on. The police knew that Bradley Thomas was Susan's attacker. Thomas had been implicated in another rape and attack four months earlier. He'd had an iron clad alibi but his DNA was now on file with the police department. He left his DNA behind in Susan as evidence.
Even though Susan was one of their own, the police had other crimes to handle so the man hunt slowly petered out. Every day at roll call for three months, the officers were reminded to be on the lookout for Thomas but after several weeks their attention had moved on to other problems in the city.
Rollie looked forward to being able to make love to his wife but he didn't want to push her. Susan began to snuggle up to Rollie when they went to bed. At first she would just put her foot on his leg or lay her hand on his shoulder. One night she asked Rollie to just hold her.
The Chambers' life was getting back to normal. Susan was smiling and joking with Rollie more often and the haunted look in her eyes had disappeared. They still hadn't made love but were looking forward to it. Susan had gone for a three month follow up visit. During the visit she told the doctor that she felt like she was coming down with the flu.
"We'll take some blood and run some tests," the doctor said. "Probably just a virus but we'll check it out. You can come back next week for the results."
The results of the blood test were devastating. It took Susan close to thirty minutes to make the fifteen minute drive home from her doctor's office. Her mind was spinning and she had trouble concentrating. Several times people honked at her because she just sat at an intersection after the traffic light had changed. Susan pulled into her parking space at her and Rollie's condo.
She entered her home leaving the front door wide open and went into her kitchen. Susan sort of folded onto a kitchen chair and stared at the wall for several minutes. Finally Susan stood and went into the small guest bedroom that they used as an office and study area for her. She tore a sheet of paper out of a notebook and wrote a short note.
Susan put the note in an envelope, took it into the master bedroom, and propped it up on the night stand on Rollie's side of the bed. Then she walked into the bathroom. Opening the medicine cabinet Susan took out the bottle of Oxycontin pills the doctor had prescribe for pain after the attack on her.
There had been 15 pills in the prescription but Susan had only taken two; she didn't like the way they made her feel. Susan got a glass of water, lay down on the bed and took the 13 remaining pills. Tears were running down her cheeks as she dropped the prescription bottle on the bed next to her.
That's the way Rollie found her when he got home from work.
He looked at the open front door in surprise and rushed into the apartment. "Susan, Susan! Where are you?"
Rollie check the small living area, kitchen and went down the short hall to their bedroom. He saw Susan and knew she was dead. Slowly he walked over to the bed and sat down next to her. Rollie picked up the bottle and read the prescription. He held Susan's hand and cried.
"Why baby?" Rollie asked choking on his tears. "You were getting better; we were getting better." Then he saw the envelope on his night stand. He walked around the bed, opened the envelope, and read the note.
Dear Rollie,
Please forgive me but I can't face this anymore.
Jessica has been a big help and I've been slowly getting better. My mind felt clearer and I wasn't in such a fog anymore. I was looking forward to making love with you again and holding you as you held me for so many nights.
You are the best thing that ever happened to me and I often thank God that I was speeding that day. Maybe I was speeding toward my one true love. I guess so because that is what you are; my one true love.
When I went for my three month follow up I wasn't felling very well. My doctor said he thought I had a mild case of the flu and took my blood to test. He called me today and asked that I come in to discuss the results of the test. I thought it was strange that he couldn't tell me over the phone.
When I got the results I understood why he wanted to see me in person. There is no easy way to say this. That animal, that fiend Thomas that raped me gave me HIV. It wasn't bad enough that he almost took my sanity but now he has taken my life.
My doctor told me that testing positive for HIV doesn't mean it will develop into full bloom AIDS but I can't take the chance. A life time of worrying about a mistake or an accident when we make love isn't something I can live with. What if you became infected too because you showed me how much you love me? I couldn't live with that.
So instead of waiting and praying that it doesn't happen I'm taking this way out. Please forgive me and think of me sometimes.
I want you to mourn me, mourn us, for a while and then get on with your life. You are too fine a man to be alone. Someone else needs the love and caring that you can provide.
But remember I will be waiting for you.
I love you Rollie. Thank you for being mine.
All my love forever.
Susan
Rollie called Pete Mallory and explained what Susan had done. He was lost and didn't know what to do.
"Stay put Rollie," Pete said. "I'm on my way.
Mallory told his wife, Mary, what had happened and she joined him to go take care of Rollie. While driving Mrs. Mallory made several calls. Arrangements had to be made and she took over. Pete listened to the calls. When she finished he reached over and took her hand, brought it to his lips, and kissed it.



"Thanks Honey," he said. "That'll take care of Susan, now we need to take care of Rollie.

********************
"Hey Rollie, are you reading that file or trying to memorize it?" Frank Wends asked. He was also a Detective working out of Precinct 16. "You been staring at it for better than 30 minutes."
"Not trying to memorize it Frank, just trying to get a feel for the perp from the incident reports." Rollie grinned at Frank. "It's called being a detective. Course you wouldn't know anything about that," Rollie teased.
"Well it don't take me 30 minutes to read an incident report," Frank defended himself. "Bunch of us are stopping at Riley's for a couple of beers. Come join us. I'll even buy the first round."
"Thanks, but I need to get home. Couple of projects I need to finish. See you tomorrow Frank. Don't drink too much now; your wife will have your hide if you go home blitzed."
Frank and two other detectives waved good bye and left the squad room.
"Damn that victim's picture sure brought back some memories," Rollie said in a soft voice. "I guess it's because she was beat up just like Susan."

********************
Susan Chambers was buried three days after her death. As the grave side service began, Rollie put a picture of he and Susan sitting at a campfire on top of her coffin. Rollie had used a tripod and the time delay feature of the camera to get in the frame with his wife. It had been on one of their camping dates at the old quarry.
Pete Mallory stood next to Rollie during the service. Most the Precinct is here, Pete thought. If you ever planned to break the law in Precinct 16, now would be the time to do so. He looked at Rollie and was surprised that the young husband wasn't crying. His eyes were dry and Pete didn't see sadness in them. What he saw was rage.
After the service Rollie thanked everyone and turned to Pete. "I'm gonna take compassionate leave for a couple of weeks," Rollie said. "I need some time to myself."
"Take whatever time you need Rollie," Pete replied. "Give me a call if you need anything."
When Rollie got home he lay down on his bed and took a nap. He woke at 10 PM, ate a sandwich, and got dressed. He put on some old jeans and a sweat shirt. The weather had turned a little chilly so the bulky sweatshirt didn't look out of place and it hid his service weapon on his hip; a 9MM Berretta 92. Rollie got into his 10 year old beat up pickup and left his condo.
There was a section of his city that Rollie only saw while on duty. The area once known as the De Baliviere Strip was home to upscale restaurants, night clubs, gentlemen's clubs and even a speak easy during the 1920's. Now it was a rundown area with several flea bag hotels, sleazy bars, and flop houses. There were also several abandoned buildings; old row houses that no one had lived in for years, closed warehouses, and empty store fronts. It was an area that the police patrols were always two officers.
For the next week, every night, Rollie would frequent the bars, flop houses, and hotels. He was searching for anyone that could help him find Bradley Thomas. He knew that his fellow detectives, the uniformed patrol officers, and just about every cop in the 16th had looked for Thomas with no success. Rollie's plan was to do things a little differently.
The police have rules that must be followed during investigations. They could try to get individuals to give them information by using persuasion, bribery, or helping a person out of an existing problem; but there was a line that they couldn't cross. Rollie didn't plan to follow those rules and there wasn't a line he wouldn't cross to find Thomas.
Rollie asked around and found a guy that at least knew the name Bradley Thomas. After some persuasion, consisting of Rollie putting the barrel of his pistol in the informant's ear and cocking the weapon, he gave up his information. He said there was a man called Denny that hung out in a certain bar. He bragged and talked about being friends with Thomas and saw him every couple of days or so. Rollie let the hammer of his weapon down and put it away.
"If I find out you warned this Denny, I'll be back to see you again," Rollie threatened.
The eighth evening of his search he heard Denny talk about meeting a friend later to get high. Denny said Brad had given him the money to score Crystal Meth for the two of them. He said that Brad was on the down low because the cops were looking for him."
"Why are the cops after him?" The second drunk said.
"Brad raped and robbed a girl over at Central College a few months ago. He said if stayed low for another month or so the cops would have to close the case as unsolved and he could make his way out of the city."
Rollie paid closer attention when he heard "Central College". That was the school that Susan had gone to. He waited patiently and followed Denny when he left the bar. Rollie tailed the man to a rundown hotel. He watched Denny walk past the desk, down a long dark hallway to a room in the back.
Denny knocked on the door and entered the room. Rollie waited for two or three minutes and kicked in the door. Denny and Bradley Thomas were heating the Crystal Meth in a spoon so they could shoot up. Rollie's abrupt entrance caused them to drop the spoon and the drugs.
"You, Denny. Get the hell out of here," Rollie ordered as he pulled his weapon. "Don't look back, don't come back."
Denny nodded and left as fast as he could. Thomas started to follow him.
Rollie pointed his pistol at him. "Have a seat Bradley. We're going to have a little talk."
"Who are you and what do we have to talk about?" Thomas asked. Now he was shaking; both from fear and from the beginning of withdrawal symptoms. He needed a fix.
"We're going to talk about Susan Chambers," Rollie said. "You know, the woman you attacked and raped at Central College a while back."
"You a cop?"
"Yeah, I'm Detective Chambers. Susan was my wife."
Bradley's eyes got big and he started to sweat. "I ain't sayin nothin without a lawyer," Thomas vowed. "I know my rights; you gotta give me a lawyer. I ain't talkin until I got a lawyer."
"You ass. Do you think I care about your rights after what you did to my wife?" Rollie motioned for Thomas to sit back down. "Did you know you're HIV positive you piece of crap? You infected my wife and when she found out she killed herself."
Thomas went white when Rollie said that. He knew that he would be lucky to get out of that room alive. There was a large steak knife on the table in front of him that he and Denny had been using to divide the packet of Chrystal Meth. When Rollie turned his head, Thomas grabbed the knife and started toward Rollie.
"I hoped you'd do something like that," Rollie said as he turned back toward Thomas. He let Thomas take two or three steps and shot him. Rollie kept pulling the trigger until the slide locked open after all sixteen rounds in the Berretta had been fired.
"You won't rape any other woman," Rollie said. He used his cell phone to call 911. "This is Detective Chambers. I'm at the Conrad Hotel on 7th Street, room 135. Send a patrol car and an ambulance. There's been an officer involved shooting and a fatality so you better get a shooting team over here too. I'll be waiting in the lobby."
Rollie had to turn over his Berretta to the Inspector from the shooting team. The gun would be fired in the lab to match the bullet with the ones found in the shooting victim. It was normal operating procedure. Rollie was also told to report to the Internal Affairs Department the next morning.
As he walked into IAD, Peter Mallory met Rollie. "Don't get in front of this Pete," Rollie warned. "This could turn out bad and I don't want you to get involved."
"But Rollie, I can help," Pete protested.
"Please stay out of this. If IAD really wants me there's nothing you can do but get them down on you too." Rollie put his hand on his friend's shoulder. "It doesn't matter much what happens to me. Thomas won't rape and infect any more women and now I can sleep at night."

********************
"Detective Chambers, I'm Inspector Adams. We've got a few questions for you."
Rollie nodded. "I thought you might Inspector. Go ahead."
"You're entitled to have a Union Rep or attorney present you know."
"Don't need either one," Rollie said. "It was a good shoot."
"I have to inform you that we'll be taping your this meeting." Rollie nodded his understanding. "Tell us what happened." Adams held up a folder. "I've read your report but I'd like to hear your statement. Reports are usually so dry and officious." Adams smiled to show he was a good guy.
"Like I wrote in the report, I got a tip from an informant that this Denny character had talked about knowing where Thomas was. I spotted him in a bar and followed him to the Conrad." Rollie pointed at his report. "Denny went to room 135 and knocked. While he was waiting I saw he had a large zip lock bag a third full of a white substance. He was a known Meth user. That gave me probable cause to enter the room."
"Would you like some coffee or something Rollie?" Adams asked. "Talking can be thirsty work."
Rollie shook his head and continued. "When I forced the door, I saw Denny and Bradley Thomas and identified myself as a police officer. Both men started moving. My attention was on Thomas as he had a warrant outstanding. I guess I lost track of Denny and he ran passed me and escaped. Maybe I will have some coffee if you don't mind."
He really didn't want coffee but he thought it would piss off Adams. He was right. Adams couldn't hide his displeasure at the interruption but he got the coffee for Rollie. He nodded for Rollie to continue.
"Where was I? Oh yeah. Denny ran out the door. Thomas picked up a large knife from the table and came at me. I warned him to stop but he kept coming. I was forced to shoot him. Then I call Emergency Services. You guys showed up and took my weapon and here I am."
Adams turned off the tape recorder and leaned back in his chair. "Just between us Rollie, was it really necessary to shoot Thomas? I mean the guy didn't weight 150 pounds."
"My intention was to arrest him," Rollie answered. "But he attacked me with a lethal weapon. I had no choice." Rollie's justification of his actions was straight out of how to write a police report.
"Okay, but was it necessary to shoot him 16 times?" Adams smiled and shook his head.
"Thomas was a Crystal Meth addict. You know as well as I do that most of them don't feel pain and are extremely strong. I hit Thomas twice and he kept coming. So I kept shooting until he went down. I didn't count my shots."
Adams nodded. "That's bullshit and you know it Rollie. But this interview is over. I'm clearing you and you can go back to work. But between you and me, I know you executed Thomas." Adams paused for several seconds. "If it had been my wife, I would have done the same thing."
Rollie nodded and stood to leave. As he got to the door Adams said, "You need to see a therapist or get some counseling Rollie. What happened to your wife would drive most men crazy. That's not official, just my suggestion. Good luck Detective Chambers.

********************
Adams was a pretty good guy, Rollie thought still at his desk leafing through the report on the two rape victims. He could have made it a lot tougher on me. Course Pete was the one that came down hard on me. I can remember how mad he was at me when I came back to work.

********************
Rollie returned to work the week after the Thomas shooting. He'd no sooner sat down at his desk when Pete Mallory called him into his office.
"Good morning Pete, it's good to see you and it's good to be back," Rollie said as he entered the office.
"That's Captain Mallory and this is official business Detective Chambers. Close the door and sit down."
"Yes sir Captain Mallory." Rollie sat down and looked at his friend. I've never seen him so mad, Rollie thought. His face is red and you can see that vein in his forehead throbbing. If he's not careful he'll have a stroke.
Mallory sat on the edge of his desk in front of Rollie. "Just what the hell were you thinking? Charging into that room like John Wayne. You should have waited for back up." Rollie started to respond and Mallory held up his hand.
"Don't give me any of that fairy tale that you wrote in your report. You could've been killed." Mallory took a deep breath and calmed down. "Rollie I know you're still hurting. But there are other people that care about you. I don't know why but I'm one of them."
"I'm sorry Captain Mallory."
"One Captain Mallory a week is enough," Pete replied.
"All I could think of was finding Thomas after the way Susan died." Rollie looked out the window for several seconds. "I guess I became a little obsessed."
"Okay, let's put that to rest now," Pete said. "But I'm going to order you to do something you won't like," he said with a grin. "You will attend counseling or see a therapist. You can come back to work but you will get some help or I'll suspend you."
"But Pete, I don't need....."
"No argument Rollie. I'm serious. You will see a Police Department approved therapist. Any questions?" Pete continued before Rollie could answer. "Good. That's all, get back to work." Pete motioned Rollie out of his office. "But I want to know who you're going to see by the middle of next week. That gives you ten days."
Three days later Rollie still hadn't looked for a therapist. It wasn't that he meant to disobey his Captains orders but he was in the middle of a GTA crime ring. Someone was systematically stealing very expensive cars. Rollie and Detective Frank Wends had a theory that it was one group. Frank and Rollie had agreed that the cars were being stolen, taken to a chop shop, and dismantled for the parts.
"You can get more for the parts than for the whole car," Frank lectured at a roll call one morning. He laughed and added, "This is one time that the sum of the parts is greater than the whole."
Rollie was the only one that laughed with Frank. Guess you had to be there, Rollie thought.
Frank and Rollie spent the day following up and developing leads. They were getting close to finding out who was behind the rash of auto thefts but didn't have anything solid yet.
On his way home after his shift, Rollie heard a radio call about a stolen car on his scanner. The car was in a high speed chase with a police cruiser. The stolen car, a new Camaro, had too much speed and horsepower for the patrol cars to keep up.
They're on Dillard, Rollie thought. That's two blocks in front of me. Dillard's a narrow two lane street with cars parked along the curbs on each side. Maybe I can get there and block the street. At least long enough for the patrol cars to catch up.
He gunned his old truck and it shot forward. His truck looked like a beater but underneath the beat up body was the heart of a race car. The old truck had a powerful V8 engine that had been modified to extract the last ounce of horsepower. Its transmission was something you normally found in NASCAR.
Rollie got to Dillard before the fleeing Camaro and parked his truck sideways completely blocking the street. He got out of his truck and stood behind the front end with his 9MM drawn.
The Camaro skidded to a halt only 20 feet from Rollie. The driver jumped out with a pistol in his hand and ran at Rollie firing his weapon. Rollie returned fire, hitting the man with his first three shots. The thief kept firing and kept coming at the man blocking his way. Rollie fired ten times before the man fell to the ground.
"Hell, not again," Rollie said softly. He knew he'd be before IAD once again.
Normal procedure was followed after the shooting. A shooting team questioned Rollie at the scene, they took his weapon, and he was instructed to report to IAD the next morning.

********************
It was 8 AM when Rollie was called into Inspector Adams' office. "We've got to stop meeting like this," Adams said. "People are starting to talk."
He laughed at the shocked look on Rollie's face. "It's okay Rollie. This is just red tape. I have the shooting teams report, your report, and the reports from the patrol officers that were chasing the car. It was a justified shoot. You probably saved some citizen from being in the way and getting hurt." Looking down at a report Adams added, "It's no wonder that perp didn't stop when you shot him. He was so high on Crystal Meth that he could've flown without a plane."
Adams motioned to a chair and Rollie sat down. "You have anything to add to your report?" Rollie shook his head. "Okay consider this interview over. You're cleared to go back to work." Rollie nodded and stood to leave.
"Can I make a suggestion before you go?" Adams asked. Not waiting for Rollie's permission he said, "Get a different weapon. That issue 9MM just doesn't get the job done when you're up against crack heads, Crystal users, and some of the other garbage out there."
"The 9MM is police issue Inspector Adams," Rollie replied. "I thought we had to carry it or the .38 revolver."
"As much as I've seen you lately I think you can call me Steve," he said with a smile. And you do have to carry a police issued weapon if you're a patrolman. But as a Detective you can carry almost anything you can qualify with." Steve saw the confusion on Rollie's face.
"Damn administrative types," Steve said. "They give a youngster a Detectives badge and tell him to go out and solve cases but they don't give him a full orientation on his duties. They leave that up to the precinct Captains. They also don't advise you of your rights as a detective; one of which is to carry a weapon of your choice."
Adams reached into his desk drawer and pulled out his weapon. "This is what I carry. It's a Colt 1911 .45 and when you hit a man with it they go down and stay down. None of that crap like what happened with that car thief." He pulled the magazine and ejected the shell from the camber and handed the Colt to Rollie.
After a minute or so Adams took his weapon back, opened the slide, and slid a cartridge into the chamber. Then he replaced the mag. "Let's go down to the range in the basement and you can try it out."
A very large Sergeant met them at the door as they entered the indoor shooting range. He walked over and shook hands with Steve Adams, grinned, and asked, "Finally decide to come down and let me teach you how to shoot?"
"I shoot better blind folded than you do with your eyes open," Steve replied returning the Sergeant's grin. Turning to Rollie he said, "This Sergeant Jacob Tully. Former Master Gunnery Sergeant in the United States Marines. He retired from the Corp about four years ago. Tully this is Rollie Chambers."
"You're the guy that stopped that psycho car thief." Tully shook hands and added, "I read the report. You fired ten rounds and the only ones that didn't hit the perp were two that hit the door as he got out of the car firing at you. Good shooting."
Rollie looked at Tully as they shook hands. The Sergeant was the stereotypical retired Gunnery Sergeant. Tully was about 6' 3 with a barrel chest, a very erect posture and big arms and hands. His hair was salt and pepper; cut so short that his scalp showed through. Tully was a poster boy for former Marines; except for one detail. His right leg was missing below the knee.
Tully bent over to pick up a piece of paper on the floor and his pant leg rose showing his prosthetic leg. The Sergeant saw Rollie glance at his leg and grinned. Rollie tried not to stare but Tully was used to people looking at the metal and plastic device that replaced his lower leg. "Works damn near as good as the real one and it don't itch none," Tully said with a grin.



Embarrassed Rollie apologized for staring. Tully waved off the apology. "You'd have to be dead or dumb not to be interested in something new to you. Don't worry about it Detective."
"Tully took retired from the Corp after 20 years but couldn't stand sitting at home," Steve informed Rollie. "He joined our police force and became the oldest rookie in the department's history; he was 36 at the time.
"If you put in 20 in the Marines does that means you enlisted when you were 16?" Rollie questioned.
"Yeah, I was big for my age and told them I was 18," Tully answered with a grin. "I also had a fake birth certificate and driver's license. Couldn't see the sense in waiting around for two more years. Joining the Marines was what I'd wanted to do since I'd been twelve. I wasn't much of a student, not motivated you see, so as soon as I could get the phony papers I joined up."
"I'm the one telling this story," Steve said with a laugh. "Anyway just to keep his hand in, Tully joined the National Guard shortly after completing his probationary period with the department. His unit was activated about ten months later and he went over to the sand box; that's where he lost his leg."
"My body had an adverse reaction to an exploding IED," Tully offered. "You know an Individual Explosive Device. Some gomer dropped one off a roof right on top of my squad." The Sergeant stopped for a few seconds staring off into space. "Lost two men and my leg that day." Tully smiled grimly and added, "The gomer lost his life: I put a round into his head when he peeked over the edge of the roof to see how his bomb had worked."
Steve patted Tully on the shoulder just once and Rollie nodded his admiration for the Sergeant.
"So Tully came back home after a stint in VA hospitals and wanted his job back," Steve continued his story. "The department tried to get him to retire, even offered full disability and a pension, but Tully told them as long as he could walk he wasn't disabled."
Turning to Rollie Steve said, "There's a federal law that says a company has to give a person his job back. The offer of a pension got the department off the hook as far as that went. But there are a few former Marines in positions of power in the department, our commissioner for one, and they saw to it that Tully was reinstated.
Steve and Tully laughed as they remembered the uproar. "Rather than manning a desk in some precinct or administrative duties Tully asked to be put in charge of the shooting range. That's where this broken down old Gunny Sergeant has been ever since."
Rollie stuck out his hand and shook with Tully again. "Thank you for your service Sergeant; both for 20 years in the Marines and for your National Guard duty."
Tully made a noise like he was clearing his throat, embarrassed by the emotions that the young detective brought out. "Numb Nuts here didn't mention that I teach tactical shotgun methods and do some sniper training for SWAT now and then." He smiled and then laughed. "I'm not just a pretty face you know."
"Back to business Gunny. I've been telling Rollie that if he carried a heavier weapon he wouldn't have to worry about Meth heads continuing to come at him after the first couple of rounds," Steve said. "Thought I'd let him try my 1911 on for size."
"Good weapon but it takes a little getting used to," Tully replied. "Let go over to the shooting bays.
Tully provide shooting glasses and special hearing protectors called 'cans'. "These headphones are electronically activated," he explained. "You can hear someone when they talk but the loud report of a weapon firing is shut out."
Rollie fired several rounds from Steve's Colt. "Got a lot of recoil don't it?"
"Yeah it does," Tully replied. "Some people just have to be old school," he said pointing his thumb at Adams with a smile. "Now me, I carry a .45 also," he said pulling his sidearm. He dropped the magazine, ejected the round from the chamber and handed it to Rollie. "This is a Glock 21C. Most of the recoil and blowback is vented out of these ports on the top of the slide. You can hold on target for your second shot a lot easier."
Rollie hefted the Glock. He looked at Tully and at his nod replaced the magazine and worked the action being careful to keep the weapon pointed down range. Rollie fired six shots at the paper target hanging ten yards away.
"That's very nice; he said and placed the pistol on the counter in front of him.
"It also carries 13 rounds as compared to 8 in the 1911," Tully told him. "There's a lot to be said for the 1911, but with new times comes new technology."
"Then why does the department issue 9MM instead of .40 cals or .45s?" Rollie asked.
"I guess they're following military guide lines," Tully replied. "The 9 has less recoil so supposedly an officer can get back on target easier. It fires a smaller bullet but at a higher muzzle velocity so it's supposed to be as effective. Not necessarily true but that's what they say."
"That's not the only reason," Steve said. "The force issues you a weapon with 50 rounds a month, right? The 9MM is cheaper as is the ammo than a .40 ca. or a .45, comparatively speaking. So it cost the department less to provide a weapon and ammo that if you carried almost any other weapon."
"Why a .45 Tully? Rollie asked. "Why not a Magnum?
"First Magnum's are not police department approved. They will do the same thing as a .45 but they're even harder to hold on target. Talk about recoil." Tully laughed and shook his head. "I saw a young Detective shoot a .44 Magnum, you know like Dirt Harry used." Rollie and Steve nodded that they knew the movie. "The kid thought it would be cool to carry a .44 but didn't know much about that type of weapon. The recoil threw it up and into his face. Had to get three stitches over his eye where the barrel hit him." Tully doubled over laughing. "Funniest thing I ever saw."
Catching his breath he asked, "You ever watch Star Trek?
"Huh? Well ya, hasn't everybody?" Rollie answered.
"Remember their weapons? Phasers they called them. They had two settings; kill and stun." Tully pointed at Rollie's 9MM. "Your 9 is a .45 on stun. You might bring em down but they could get up again." He paused and looked Rollie in the eye. "Steve's right kid; with the people you've been running into you need to carry a .45," Tully advised. "Okay, I'm done preaching. Who's buying lunch?"
Rollie bought a Glock 21C after lunch and qualified with it under Tully's tutorage later that afternoon.

********************
And that's how I came to carry this, he said to himself as he patted the Glock on his hip. So far I haven't had to use it; thank God. He looked up from the files he was studying and saw Captain Mallory staring at him. Oh hell I've got to get going on this therapist bull, he thought. Pete looks like he meant what he said.
The phone on his desk rang and he picked it up. "First Squad, Detective Chambers," he answered.
"Detective Chambers, I'm Jessica Talbert. I was Susan's ....."
"Susan's therapist, yes I remember," Rollie interrupted. After a few seconds of silence he asked, "What can I do for you Doctor Talbert?"
"A Captain Mallory called me yesterday. He said he was your friend as well as your boss and that you'd been ordered to see a therapist. The Captain asked that I be that therapist; considering my experience with Susan and indirectly you too."
"I knew Pete wouldn't let it slide," Rollie mumbled. "I'll call you Doctor Talbert if I decide I want to see you."
"Rollie, I'm sorry, I mean Detective Chambers he told me to tell you that if you didn't come to see me he would make an appointment with the first name on the departments approved list." Jessica paused and said, "Let me help you. If nothing else you'll get Captain Mallory off your back."
A grumbling Rollie said "All right you've got yourself a patient."
"Good. Would tomorrow at three fit your schedule?" Doctor Talbert asked. "My office is at 16...."
"I remember where your office is. See you at three," Rollie said and hung up. He got up and went to Pete Mallory's office.
"Got my first appointment with a therapist tomorrow at three," Rollie told him. "It's Doctor Talbert. She said you asked her to call me. Why?"
"Yeah, I did ask her to call," Mallory answered. "The why is because you weren't going to do what I told you to do. At least not until you forced me to suspend you. Now I don't have to suspend you."
The first meeting between Rollie and Doctor Talbert was not very productive, at least in Rollie's mind. He'd walked into the reception area at 2:45 and was told to take a seat by the receptionist. It almost 3:15 before Doctor Talbert opened her door and invited him into her office.
"I'm very sorry for being late" she said. "My last patient... well let's just say he was having a rough time of it today."
She motioned offering Rollie a seat in front of her desk. "Now we can concentrate on you."
Rollie had met Jessica Talbert once before while Susan was seeing her. He'd offered to come to one or all of the sessions if it would help his wife. Doctor Talbert turned down his offer and requested that he not question Susan about their talks. He agreed and never asked or talked about it unless Susan brought it up. True or not, he always felt that if he'd been in on some of the sessions Susan might not have committed suicide. Because of that feeling his attitude wasn't the best as far as the doctor was concerned.
"It's nice to see you again Rollie. May I call you Rollie?" Dr. Talbert asked.
"May I call you Jessica?" Rollie responded.
She looked at Rollie for several seconds and gave him a little smile. "If it will make you feel more at ease, please do."
Her response was not what Rollie expected. "Look Dr. Talbert, I don't know why I'm here. I'm fine; just overworked like the rest of the Detective squad. I want to be honest with you. The only reason I'm here is because Pete, Captain Mallory, ordered me to see a therapist."
"What happened to calling me Jessica?" She asked and then continued before he could answer. "I know you are here under duress but you are here so let's make good use of the time." Jessica gave Rollie a bigger smile.
"Captain Mallory, who sounds like he cares, is worried about you. After talking to him I believe he has some legitimate concerns." Jessica interrupted Rollie before he could speak. "As exampled by your dealing with Bradley Thomas."
"Thomas was high on Crystal Meth and attacked me," Rollie explained.
"The Captain told me that the shooting was deemed justified but in his mind you executed Thomas."
"Two shots didn't stop him so I kept shooting until he did stop. End of story," Rollie said defending his actions. "If he'd let me arrest him he would still be alive."
"It wasn't so much that you shot Thomas that bothers Mallory, it's the way you took leave and then hunted him down." Jessica consulted a legal pad that held some notes she'd made while talking to Captain Mallory. "He said that the whole department had searched for Thomas for three months and couldn't find him. But during a two week compassionate leave you tracked him down. Mallory said you must have gotten your information in a way that, well he said it wouldn't have been allowed by the courts."
Rollie gave Jessica an evil grin. "Prove it Doctor." He paused and said, "I'm done talking about Thomas. If you've got anything else then move on or I'll leave."
The two stared at each other for about 10 seconds and Jessica finally dropped her eyes. She wasn't giving in to Rollie but he was agitated and on the defensive. If she was going to help him, he had to feel that he'd won this confrontation.
For the rest of the hour they talked about general things. Things like why Rollie had become a police officer.
"Growing up I was taught that if I was ever lost or ever in trouble to find a cop to help me," Rollie said. "To me a policeman was a friend and someone that would help me. I wanted to make a difference in people's lives not just make money."
"That's an understandable reason Rollie," Jessica commented. "In my opinion a very good reason."
The young Detective saw Jessica glance at the clock on the wall. He smiled at Jessica and stood up. "Our time for this session is up Doctor. When do you want to meet again?"
She laughed. "I would like to see you at least twice a week. Today's Tuesday, could you come back Thursday at the same time? I promise not to keep you waiting next time."
"That works," Rollie replied. "See you Thursday." Before he got to the door Jessica gave him an order.
"Rollie, don't bring your pistol to the next session. Leave it at home, at work, or in your car please."
He looked embarrassed, nodded, and left the doctor's office.
Rollie was sitting at his desk the next morning when Pete Mallory called Rollie into his office. "I know you just started but how's your therapy going Rollie?"
"Doctor Talbert told me not to talk about our sessions Captain Mallory. You'll just have to wait for her report. If that's all Captain, I've got work to do."
Mallory nodded and motioned Rollie out of the office. "The boy's pissed at me for making him go to therapy," Mallory said to his office wall.
At his next session, he lifted his coat to show that he was unarmed. Jessica laughed and asked him to sit down. The next hour was more generalities. There was nothing with a lot of depth and nothing very intense. Jessica was building a foundation so that Rollie would trust her.
The third meeting was when the gloves came off.
"This week we need to discuss some real issues Rollie," Jessica said. "Let's talk about the reason, that after three months, you decided to look for Thomas by yourself."
Rollie sighed. This woman is like a pit bull, he thought with a little admiration. When she gets her teeth into something she won't let go.
"Do our meetings come under Doctor/Patient confidentiality?" Rollie asked. "Will anything I tell you get back to Pete or the Department?"
"Anything we talk about is privileged information Rollie," Jessica answered.
"But you can tell the Department that I'm not fit for duty, just not why. Is that it?"
Jessica stood, walked around her desk, and sat in the chair next to Rollie's. "Yes, I'll have to give them my opinion. And as you say I can't tell them why." She leaned forward in her chair. "Rollie if, and I say if, you have problems I hope we can correct or solve them before it comes to that. Okay?"
Rollie looked at Jessica. I can understand why the guy that was in here before me didn't want to leave, he thought. She's a damn fine looking woman. Whoa where did that come from? He asked silently.
Jessica stood, walked over to a couch, and sat down. Motioning to Rollie to join her she said, "Let's make this more like a talk instead of a doctor's visit. Come get comfortable."
He watched her walk to the couch. I was right; she is a good looking woman. Rollie's trained detective's eye and his trained girl watching eye cataloged her charms. She must be about 5' 9 and weighs 130 or so with an athletic build. She looks like a runner or a swimmer. Rollie knew from his scrutiny that she had long auburn hair and laser like blue eyes. Plus she's got freckles; he told himself surprised that he'd missed that before.
Rollie mentally shook himself as he joined her on the couch. Remember she's not a friend, he thought. Not exactly an enemy but not a friend...yet. The thought that she could possibly be more than his doctor surprised him too.
"Rollie," Jessica said and stopped to see his reaction. He smiled and nodded. "Why after three months did you go on what could be called a search and destroy mission? Was it because Susan died?"
"She didn't die," he responded heatedly. "Susan was killed by that piece of crap just as sure as if he'd put a gun to her head and pulled the trigger. The son of a bitch deserved what he got. I just wish I could've made him suffer the way Susan did." Rollie hesitated and added softly, "The way I did."
Rollie's mind went back over the three months after Susan was attacked. At first she didn't want anyone to touch her, not even him. Progressing to the chaste kisses on the cheek and then on the lips when he went to work. Finally she let him, even wanted him to hold her at night. Many nights he held his wife in his arms as she whimpered in her sleep.
He smiled to himself. Then she started getting better. Susan lost the haunted look and began to laugh and joke with him again. The kisses, while not overly passionate, became more like ones between a man and his wife, like ones between lovers. Rollie knew by Susan's actions that she was ready for them to make love and very soon. Then she got the results of her blood test. Rollie hung his head and let the tears fall.
"That's all right Rollie," Jessica told him. "Let it out so we can put it to rest."
He looked up unaware that he'd voiced his thoughts. Must be beginning to trust her, he said to himself. To Jessica he said, "I'll never be able to put it to rest. I'll remember how she died, killing the hope I had, we had, for our life together."
Rollie stood, walked to the water cooler and got a cup of water. "You asked why after three months I went after Thomas." Rollie repeated Jessica's question from the first session. "Because that's when Thomas finally killed her. He tried when he attacked her but it took three months for him to get the job done. That's why I went after him. That's why I did whatever I had to do to find him. And that's why I went into that hotel room alone, without back up."
Rollie stopped for a few seconds getting control of himself. "You said this was privileged so I'll tell you the truth. I went into that room praying Thomas would give me an excuse. But it didn't make any difference, he wasn't leaving, at least not alive. How do you like that for an eye for an eye scenario Jessica? I planned on killing Thomas; there was never a thought of taking him in."
"It's like you said Rollie, the Department will have to prove it," Jessica said and touched his arm. "But they'll have to do it without my help. The Department pays my fees but my loyalty is to you."
He smiled at her and patted her hand on his arm. I feel better, he thought.
Jessica quickly pulled her hand free. "What happened with the stolen car incident?"
"Still digging huh Doc? That whole situation was a fluke."
Rollie explained his thinking and what happened right up until the shooting. "The idiot came out of the car shooting at the police officers. Then he turned and fired at me." Rollie shook his head, not as sad or as intense as he'd been talking about Thomas but not happy either.
"My first two shots hit the door of the Camaro. The third shot hit him in the leg; he didn't even flinch. He just kept coming at me and shooting. It took seven more shots to put him down." Rollie looked over at Jessica. "The guy was so high on Crystal Meth; he didn't even know that he'd been shot."
Jessica got up and got herself a cup of water because she wanted Rollie to calm down a little. "Is that when you started carrying the Glock?" She asked. Rollie looked surprised. "I know my weapons. My father wanted a son and what he got was me. He taught me to hunt, fish, and enjoy the outdoors."
"Yeah after that shooting I bought the .45 Glock. I hope I don't have to use it but if I do the perps will stay down when they're hit."
Rollie and Jessica met twice a week for one month. Their meetings became less confrontational as Rollie started to trust Jessica. Rollie was at his desk on Tuesday morning, trying to think of an excuse to get out of that afternoon's session with Jessica. He was working on a missing persons case. Rollie and the other detectives knew that if you didn't find someone in the first 48 hours chances were you never would. Alive anyway.



Someone sat down in the chair next to his desk. Rollie looked up from the file he was reading and was surprised at his visitor. Jessica Talbert sat there with a big smile on her face.
"Come with me please," she requested. She stood, crooked her finger at Rollie and walked to Captain Mallory's office. Rollie followed her.
Now what? He questioned himself. His thoughts ran in circles. Maybe she's going to tell Pete I should take some time off, maybe she's going to tell him I shouldn't be a cop anymore. No, she would have said something at our last session. Rollie entered the office and Jessica closed the door behind him.
"Hello Doctor Talbert," Pete greeted her.
She nodded in greeting. "Captain Mallory, I'm here to give you my conclusions and opinions concerning Detective Chambers." Jessica turned to look at Rollie for a few seconds.
"And what have you found Doctor?" Pete asked.
"I think Detective Chambers is a dedicated police officer. He really cares about helping people and in his own words 'making a difference'. Sometimes he can become obsessive in doing his duty but it's only because he does care so deeply."
"What about the Thomas shooting?" Pete asked and looked at Rollie.
"I think he was obsessed with finding the man that attacked and in his mind killed his wife," Jessica replied. "I also think it was a normal reaction, especially from a man whose life was and is being a good officer."
Rollie started to speak but Mallory said, "You just stand there young man." He smiled and added, "This is between us grownups." Turning back to Jessica he asked, "What happened with Thomas? What did Rollie tell you?"
"What Detective Chambers told me is privileged information between a doctor and patient." Mallory started to argue but she held up her hand to stop him. "I can't and won't tell you what was said in our sessions; about the Thomas case or anything else. I will tell you that whatever demons were pressuring Rollie have been laid to rest. If, and I say if, he stepped over the line it's something that won't happen again. At least that's my conclusion."
Jessica turned to look at Rollie again and then back to Mallory. "In the future Detective Chambers will probably work too many hours on any rape or assault cases against women. But that's understandable...and commendable."
She handed a written report to Mallory. "In my professional opinion Rollie should be allowed to continue doing what he does best. Make a difference." For the first time since entering Mallory's office she smiled. "That's my story and I'm stickin to it," she said. "I'll send my bill to the Department." She turned and left the office.
"Well you made quite an impression on Doctor Talbert Rollie," Mallory said. "Quit standing there gawking and get back to work."
Rollie left the office and caught Jessica at the elevator. "Thanks Jessica. Your opinion means a lot to me."
"I still think you have a few issues that we could deal with. If you need to talk give me a call." Jessica smiled again and said, "No charge for follow up visits Rollie."
"How about we make the first follow up visit over dinner tonight," Rollie suggested. "You know sort of a celebration of my graduation."
Jessica put her hand on Rollie's arm and smiled. "Rollie it's normal for a patient to develop feelings for their doctor. I was able to help you confront your loss and anger when Susan died. Because of the emotional things we've discussed and you've come to feel a romantic attachment to me. But your feelings aren't real; they're just a side effect of our relationship as doctor and patient. It would be unethical for me to have a social interaction with you. I'm sorry but it wouldn't be a good idea."
Rollie listened to Jessica's dissertation quietly. When she finished he gave her a sad little smile. "You're the doctor but you're not as smart as you think. You're right; you did help me through a bunch of garbage that was clogging up my mind. You helped me find a way to live with Susan's death and not lose myself in the process. And I thank you for your help."
He touched her hand on his arm. "But you're wrong about me. I know what I feel and it isn't gratitude. You may not admit it because you think it's unethical but we made a connection. One that was more than just a doctor/patient relationship. Remember what I've said; you can bet one of these days I'll make that follow up visit and it won't be for counseling." He leaned over and kissed her cheek surprising her. "See ya around Doc."

********************
"Earth to Rollie. Hey kid wake up," Frank Wends said with a laugh. "Your phones ringing."
Rollie shook himself back to the present. Man, I was lost in a time long ago and far far away, he thought. It's been six months since I've seen Jessica and over a month since I've talked to her. He picked up the phone.
First Squad, Detective Chambers," he said.
"Chambers this Major Taylor at the Special Victims Unit. You got a minute?"
"Yes sir. How may I help you?" Rollie answered. When a Major in the Department wanted a minute of your time, you made sure he got it.
"We're setting up a special task force to go after this rapist. Some think the same guy did all five of the attacks and some think it's a group of two or three that are getting their kicks. Either way we're putting our best on the task force. I'd like you to join us."
"There are others with more experience than me sir," Rollie replied. "Wouldn't they be more useful? Besides I'd have to check with Captain Mallory before I would know if he can spare me."
"Mallory just left my office and it was him that suggested I add you to the force," Major Taylor said. "He said you were the only one that got the latest victims to talk. Said you're the one that got the description out of them. That true?"
"Yes sir."
"How'd you do it Chambers? We had officers, both male and female, talk to them and nothing. I personally had a female detective question them. She got nothing. How'd you do it boy?"
"Well I ...." Rollie hesitated. He didn't want to point a finger at other officers working the case.
"Out with it Chambers," Major Taylor ordered.
"I didn't question the victims sir, I just talked to them," Rollie answered. "Everyone was going at it trying to get info so they could catch the guy. They felt sorry for the girls but their focus was the perp. I made the focus the girls. Reassured them that it wasn't their fault, told them they'd make it through to the other side." Rollie took a deep breath. "I told them about my wife Susan and how she got past what happened to her. I did leave out the part about her death. Didn't think it would help."
"Mallory was right. You got a feel for this. You'll be point man on the investigation. That all right with you Rollie?" The Major wasn't sure the young officer would take the job and he waited for Rollie's answer.
"Who'll be the commander sir?" Rollie asked. There were a lot of good detectives in the Department but this task force would need a special commander. One who wasn't married to doing things by the book and could think outside of the box.
"I thought since you would be lead that Pete Mallory would make a good commander. That suit you Rollie?"
"Yes sir," he replied with enthusiasm. "Pete, I mean Captain Mallory, will make an excellent commander. Count me in sir."
"Good. Pete's on his way back to the 16th and he'll fill you in on the other team members," Major Taylor said. "Oh, I forgot to mention; we're gonna have a psychiatrist working primarily with you. Some one that can do a profile on the perps. You know give us ideas on the type who, what, how and most importantly why. It works for the FBI so I guess we can make use of the tactic too."
"Yes sir. If I can ask, who is this profiler?" Rollie asked.
"I think you've already met.
Her name is Doctor Jessica Talbert."
To be continued
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********************
Detective Rollie Chambers knocked on the condo door and waited. He could see someone looking out the peep hole and he held up his badge. There was a sound Rollie didn't recognize then he heard the dead bolt being opened and the noise that a security chain makes as it's unhooked. The door finally opened.
"Hi Miss Collins. Remember me?" Rollie asked. "I'm Detective Chambers."
The last time he'd seen Sarah Collins her nose and eyes were swollen and discolored with bruises. The injuries had been the result of a beating and rape. She looks a lot better now, Rollie thought. The swelling was completely gone and the sickly colors of the bruises were almost unnoticeable. You can't really blame her for locking her place up like a bank vault; not after what happened to her.
"Hi Det. Chambers," Sarah replied. "Sure I remember you."
"May I come in and talk to you for a few minutes? I promise I won't take up a lot of your time."
Sarah hesitated, nodded, and stepped back opening her door. As Rollie followed her to the small living room he noticed a heavy steel crossbar that Sarah used to secure her door in addition to the dead bolt and chain. She led Rollie to a small living room and offered him a chair. "You want something to drink Detective? I'm gonna have a glass of wine."
"No I'm good. On duty and all that. But even if I wasn't, wine just puts me to sleep," Rollie offered. He was trying to put Sara at ease. She was tense, her movements jerky and quick. Her eyes couldn't seem to find a resting place and she moved them around almost continuously.
"You look better than the first time we talked. You don't look like a raccoon anymore," Rollie said with a smile.
Sarah looked surprised at his statement and then started to giggle. The giggle turned into full blown laughter. The laughing spell lasted for several seconds. She stopped, took a drink of her wine, and relaxed for the first time.
"Thanks," she said. "Everyone is being so careful not to say anything that might upset me. No one will talk about my face or the scar on my arm or even why I was gone from my job for two months. They treat me like a china doll that they're afraid will break."
"I just call them like I see em," Rollie replied with a smile. His comment had been deliberate because he'd wanted to push her out of the shell she'd put up.
Sarah laughed again. "What can I do for you Detective?"
"I want to talk about the guy that hurt you." Rollie looked at Sarah hoping she'd help.
"You know when it happened, the ra....the rape I mean, all the other policemen and women asked about the man. They asked questions that almost made me feel that I deserve what happened to me." Sarah took a sip of wine and looked Rollie in the eye. "You're the only cop that seemed to be concerned about me. Not about that psycho but about me."
"I was worried about you and sorry you went through the attack," Rollie replied. "Still am for that matter. If you can talk about that night, remember anything more, it might help catch him." He sat back in the chair and said, "Maybe I will have a little wine. It's almost quitting time anyway."
Sarah brought him a glass and poured half a glass out of the bottle on the table.
"You're stronger now," Rollie said. "Maybe something you tell me will help us catch him. Maybe you can help stop him so he won't do what he did to you to another woman."
"Why did he do it Detective? Why me?" Sarah's store of bravery and control slipped and tears began to run down her cheeks. "I don't dress sexy, or flirt a lot, or chase after guys. Why did he pick me?"
"I can't answer your questions Sarah. Not yet but I will find out," Rollie said with a strong voice. "I'll find this scum and find out why he did those things to you. And make him pay for doing them. I give you my word."
Sarah got a tissue, dried her eyes and blew her nose. "I believe you will Det. Chambers."
Rollie waited for her to regain control. "You didn't do anything wrong. You didn't do anything to deserve this," he reassured her. "We have a psychiatrist doing profiling for us. You know what that is?"
Sarah nodded. "There was a program on the History Chanel that explained what they do. It seems almost like magic."
"It's not magic," Rollie said with a grin. "Doctor Talbert can put together bits and pieces of evidence and draw conclusions that the rest of us may miss. Anyway she says that rape isn't about sex, it's about control and humiliation. So it didn't matter how you dressed or acted or where you went."
Rollie and Sarah talked for almost an hour. She had remembered some additional things about her attacker but hadn't wanted to talk to the police again. Sarah gave Rollie a better description. She remembered that the man was short, stocky, and very strong. He spoke with a rough gravelly voice. Sarah hadn't seen his face because he wore a ski mask but she did remember that his eyes were dark and close set.
Back at the office Rollie typed up his notes and gave copies to the other two detectives in the task force, Captain Mallory, and Jessica Talbert. Detective Frank Wends and Doctor Talbert read the notes at the same time.
"How'd you get this much information from the Collins girl?" Frank asked. "Nobody else could get much more than her name and address from her."
Jessica spoke before Rollie could answer Frank. "Most officers and detectives think of the women as victims that can help them solve a case. To Rollie they are people that need help; that's his first priority. It's only after he does what he can to help them in that first interview that he tries to get information about their attacker."
Turning to Captain Mallory she suggested, "That method could be utilized by everyone in this squad."
"Whatever you're doing it works," Pete Mallory said with admiration. He sort of pushed Rollie's shoulder and smiled. "The forensic report is in from that last attack. Go over it and we'll have a sit down with the whole crew tomorrow morning."
Pete and Frank walked away, leaving Jessica and Rollie by themselves. It was the first time in the three weeks since the task force had been formed that they were alone. Before that they hadn't spoken for almost a month and hadn't seen each other since Rollie's therapy with Jessica had ended.
"How have you been Rollie?" Jessica asked. "I've seen you around the squad room but this is the first time we've been able to talk."
"I'm good Doctor Talbert," he answered with a grin and a bit of sarcasm. "We talk every day in our meetings don't we?"
Jessica smiled a little at his sarcasm. "You know what I mean. First time we've had to talk on a personal level."
Rollie got a more serious look on his face. "You made it plain that you didn't want anything personal between us Jessica. I'm just trying to get on with my life, like you suggested."
She was concerned at the tone of his voice. He sounds angry and hurt. "Rollie, I didn't mean......"
"Take it easy Doc," Rollie interrupted. "I haven't gone off the deep end or anything. I'm not obsessing about you." He smiled. "But I told you back then and I'll tell you now, my interest in you had nothing to do with a patient/doctor infatuation. You're intelligent, easy to talk to, guess that comes in handy in your job don't it? I think the thing that attracts me the most is that you care about people, you really care." Rollie grinned and added, "Of course the fact that you're damn good looking doesn't hurt either."
I'm blushing, Jessica thought. I haven't blushed since high school. "Rollie I...."
"Later Doc. I've got a couple of forensic reports to wade through." He walked back to his desk but stopped and turned about half way there. "We'll talk again Doc. Personally I mean. I haven't given up just yet."
At the morning meeting Captain Mallory had a few words. "We've had five rapes in the last six weeks. That's why Major Taylor set up this task force. So for the duration, no more slap and tickle, no more grab ass in the squad room. We've got a tough job and not much time to do it. Jessica why don't you take over?"
Jessica briefed the task force on her assumptions. "This isn't an exact science. My ideas aren't cut in stone but they will give us areas and ideas to look into. If anyone has a thought or something they think is relevant speak up. We can use all the brain power we can get. Everybody with me so far?"
The entire task force was present. Det. Jones, Call, and Wends sat at one table. Captain Mallory and Rollie sat at another and Jessica stood in front of a large dry erasable board on the wall. There were pictures of the victims, descriptions of suspects, and other information written or attached to that board.
"Thanks to the description Det. Chambers managed to obtain from the last two victims," Jessica pointed to two pictures grouped with the other three victims, "We have the suspects M.O. and a good idea of what he looks like." She stepped to the side and said, "Rollie, I mean Det. Chambers, fill us in please."
We're gonna be spending more time with each other for the next few weeks than we do with our families," Captain Mallory said. "I think we can go by our given names." He turned and looked at Jessica. "Okay with you Jessica?"
She nodded and Rollie stood. He made his way to the board and picked up one of the special markers that were used to write on it.
"The descriptions weren't identical but there were enough similarities to give us a good idea on our perp. The suspect is about 5' 6 to 5' 8 and stocky. Sarah Collins is 5'10 and said the guy was shorter than her." He pointed to a picture of another young woman, "Julie Summers is 5'4. She said the guy was a little taller than her." As he talked he wrote each piece of information on the board.
"All of the victims said he was very strong with big forearms and hands. He's using handkerchiefs, towels, or some other piece of cloth saturated with chloroform to subdue his targets. So far he's worn a type of ski mask over his head but Sarah saw some dirty looking blond hair sticking out from under the mask. He's also wears a turtle neck sweater or sweatshirt. Sarah said his eyes are dark, close set, and look like a pigs." Rollie paused. "Of course her description of the eyes could be colored because of her hatred," he said with a small sad smile.
"Both Sarah, Julie, and the other victims that would talk said he had a gravelly type voice; like he needed to clear his throat. Julie noticed that he has a scar on his neck when his turtleneck pulled down as they were struggling. The scar looks like a rope burn from the way she described it."
Rollie put down the marker. "I think the same man attacked and raped these five women. There've been other attacks recently but they don't fit the M.O. That's all I've got so far." He stepped back to his chair and sat down.
"I think Det. Chambers, I mean Rollie, is correct," Jessica said taking over the meeting again. "I'm not sure how many of you have worked rape cases," she looked around and saw all of them raise their hands. "Then you should know that rape isn't about sexual gratification. Rapists want to control their victims. They want to make the victims to show fear and humiliate them."
All of the detectives, including Captain Mallory, nodded at her assessment. "Rapists have different reasons for attacking women but usually it comes down to getting back at someone. Not necessarily the women they attack; maybe someone from their past." Jessica walked over to the description written on the board. "Our perp, I mean suspect..." she corrected herself.
"That's okay Doc," Det. Jim Call said with a big smile. "You're one of us now. You can use cop talk." Everyone including Jessica laughed.
"Okay I think our perp," Jessica smiled, "wants revenge. One of the women, Julie I think it was" she turned to Rollie and saw him nod knowing what she was going to say. "Julie Summers said she heard the guy say something like 'it's time for payback'. That indicated that he's out for revenge."
"Why does he beat the women so bad?" Det. Sam Jones asked. "I can understand him hitting them but this guy beats the hell out of them."
"It all goes back to him wanting to control his victims," Jessica answered. "Even when he has them helpless he strikes them to show he can do whatever he wants. The attacks have gotten more violent with each one. The first victim just got a black eye; the last one was severely beaten and was in the hospital for several days." She hesitated. "The perp is escalating the physical side of his attacks. We need to find and stop him before he kills someone. This isn't very professional but this guy is a sick puppy."
"Now you're talking like a cop Doc," Call said again getting a laugh from the group.
"Okay party time is over, let's get to work," Captain Mallory said as he stood. "Rollie I'd like for you to interview the other three women. You seem to be able to draw them out. Maybe we'll get lucky and get something to go on." He looked at Wends, Jones, and Call. "You three go back and canvas the areas where the attacks took place. Maybe someone remembers something they didn't tell the patrol officers."
Rollie was staring at the pictures on the board. He was rubbing his ear lobe, a habit he had when he was deep in thought. "Damn," he said softly. "We've missed it." The turned and called out, "Before you take off there's something we've forgotten."
Jessica, Captain Mallory, and the three detectives turned to look at Rollie.
"We've been so busy with descriptions, statements, and suppositions about the rapist that we didn't look at it from the other side," Rollie told them. "Why these women? Do they have anything in common? Their work, their looks, what they like to do, where do they spend their free time. We've got a decent description, we know his M.O. and how he dresses. But why did he attack these particular women."
"I should have thought of that," Jessica admitted. She was embarrassed.
Captain Mallory consoled her. "This is your first time profiling. We've had experience so we should have thought of it, so don't beat yourself up. Get all the files, victim information, and interview reports and let's go over them again." He saw Jim Call sigh.
"You got a problem Detective Call?" Mallory asked.
"No sir, it's just that I was going to meet my girl for dinner."
"Well you go on Call. But these women aren't going out to dinner or meeting for drinks," Mallory said pointing to the pictures of the five victims. "They're not going out at all. Most of them are holed up in their homes; afraid to walk out the door. So you go on and enjoy your evening," Captain Mallory said sarcastically.
Call hung his head. "You're right Captain, I'm sorry. I'll get right on the reports."
Mallory nodded and went back to his office. A little later the group could hear him shouting into the phone.
"I don't give a damn what the bean counters said," he yelled. "As long as my people will do it, we'll work all the overtime necessary." Mallory listened for a minute. "Tell them to let their wives walk around after dark. We've got a rapist out there whose next attack could be fatal for the victim."
He listened again for several seconds. "I'm tired of the fuckin brass sitting on their fat asses and telling me how to do my job. And if y'all don't like it you can fire me when this is over. But until then I'm in charge of this task force and we're gonna do whatever's necessary to catch this bastard." He slammed down his phone and sat down.
"I don't think that phone's going to work after that," Rollie said with a grin. He walked to Mallory's office door and asked, "Trouble in paradise Boss?"
"Nothing I can't handle," the Captain said. "But you guys better catch this asshole pretty quick. My butt is on the line."
"Yes sir Captain," Rollie replied with a smile. Then he got a serious look on his face. "Warm up the holding cell; I'm gonna have a visitor for you real soon."
Rollie returned to the squad room. Everyone, including Jessica, was staring at Mallory's office. "Frank you and the others get on the canvassing," he said taking the lead. "I don't have to tell you how to do your jobs. Be polite but be insistent; get us something. Jessica will go with me to interview the other three victims. We'll meet back here tomorrow morning and see what we've got."
"Me? I don't have any experience with interrogations," Jessica protested.
"It won't be an interrogation, we're just going to talk to them," Rollie replied. "That's what you do isn't it? Talk to people?"
Jessica looked unconvinced but nodded.
In the car Rollie continued. "Women will tell other women things they wouldn't begin to talk about with a man, that's why I want you along. You can be a sympathetic shoulder for them." They stopped at a traffic light and Rollie turned toward Jessica. "Tell them you're a rape counselor, tell them you're part of a support group but don't tell them you're a psychiatrist. People, especially victims of physical assaults, freak out when a shirk wants to talk to them. Understand?"
"Better than you know," Jessica replied. "Even some of my patients are leery or don't trust me for a couple of session." She smiled and asked, "Remember Rollie?"
He returned her smile. "Don't remind me."
Twenty minutes later they pulled up in front of Sally Bankston's house. She'd been the first victim of their suspect. They didn't know she'd been first until other attacks with the same M.O. came to light. Sally had been interviewed by another detective but not by someone from the task force.
"Rollie knocked on the door, waited several seconds and knocked again. He could hear someone on the other side but the door didn't open. He held his badge and identification to the peephole.
"Police Miss Bankston," he said to the door in a calm but forceful voice. "I'm Det. Chambers and this is Jessica Talbert. We're following up on the attack you suffered. I'd like to talk to you if we could."
Several seconds passed and then the door opened and a young woman's face appeared. The door stopped because of the security chain that was still engaged.
"I don't want to talk about it anymore. Leave me alone please."
"We're trying to catch the man that did this to you Miss Bankston," Jessica said. "Perhaps you've remembered something that could help us."
"No I don't remember anything more than I told the first officers that questioned me."
Rollie could tell that the woman was becoming agitated. I've got to diffuse the situation, he thought. "Miss Bankston, I'm just going through the motions here," he told her. "The real reason I came by was to see how you're doing." He chuckled and added, "I have to pretend that I'm doing an investigation to keep my boss off my back."
Sally closed the door, removed the chain, and stood in the opening. "Why would you do that?" She asked. She sounded surprised and a little suspicious of Rollie.
"Miss Bankston, my wife was attacked and raped too," Rollie told her. "I know from firsthand experience how a woman can feel after something this horrible happens. I was there to help my wife but," he looked down at a folder, "According to the information you gave us, you're all alone. Your only family is a sister that lives on the west coast and she hasn't been to see you."
Sally nodded. "Yeah, her husband didn't want her to leave him and the kids to come back to see me," she said. "Some sister huh?" A tear rolled down her cheek.



Rollie handed her his handkerchief. "I can't even think of how hard this has been on you. I thought maybe I could help."
"Thank you Detective, Chambers was it?" Sally asked. "You're the first police officer that's showed real concern for me. I mean they took care of me and got the paramedics but their interest seemed to be what information I could give them about my attacker."
She handed Rollie's handkerchief back. "How is your wife Detective? Is she doing okay?"
"No, she died a short time after the attack," Rollie said. His voice was thick with emotion. It wasn't an act; Susan's death and the way it happened still bothered him. He'd learned to accept it but he still felt the loss and sadness with her gone.
Sally noticed Rollie's reaction. "I'm sorry. Please come in. I'll go over it again; like you said maybe something will help."
Sally, Jessica, and Rollie sat in the living room and talked for over an hour. They went over the incident and things that Sally remembered. There wasn't any additional information but it was obvious that Sally felt better after talking to Jessica and Rollie.
As Rollie and Jessica were leaving, he stopped at the door. Handing Sally his card he said, "The number at the station is on there and so is my personal phone. If you remember anything or need me for something call me please." He smiled and added, "We survivors have to stick together you know."
Sally returned his smile and put her hand on his arm. "Thank you Rollie. I promise I'll call if I need help."
"Well we didn't get anything we didn't already know," Jessica said when they got to the car. Looking at Rollie she said, "But we, I mean you, certainly helped that young woman. You did good Rollie. I think she's going to be okay now."
The next house they visited looked abandoned. The yard was overgrown with grass and weeds, there were a few newspapers on the front porch, and the windows didn't have any curtains on them. As Rollie knocked on the door an older woman walked over from next door.
"You looking for Debby?" She asked
"Yes ma'am. I'm Det. Chambers," he answered showing her his badge and ID card. "This is Dr. Talbert. We hoped to talk with Miss Dawson."
"About her being attacked I guess." At Rollie's nod she said, "Damn shame it was. Debby's a nice girl."
"Do you know where she is?" Jessica asked.
"Back east someplace. She wasn't out the hospital for more than two weeks when a moving van pulled up in front of the house. That's the only time I saw her. She'd been staying with friend. Debby told me she was going back home."
"Did she leave a forwarding address or phone number or anything?"
"Nope. She said there was nothing here she wanted or wanted to remember. Thanked me for being a good neighbor and left."
In the car Jessica said, "We can get the info and track her down."
"No reason to. If she left like that she probably wouldn't want to talk to us anyway," Rollie answered. "We'll go see the last one on the list. She's the one that seemed the strongest from the situation reports taken by the other officers."
"Miss Cooper, Diane Cooper?" Rollie asked the young woman behind the counter. They were in the perfume department of the largest store in the city.
"Yeah, I'm Diane Cooper. Who are you?"
A big difference between her pictures and her in real life, Rollie thought. Of course one of the pictures showed the results of several punches to the face. This woman isn't sad or scared; she is just plain pissed off.
"I'm Det. Chambers and this is Jessica Talbert a police consultant." He held out his badge and I D to the young woman.
Miss Cooper actually took the badge and I D wallet from him and actually looked at it, comparing the picture to Rollie. "Okay, what do you want?"
"We were hoping you might agree to talk to us about the attack," Jessica said.
"If you have a lunch break coming we could talk then or after you get off if that would be more convenient," Rollie told her.
"You're different," Miss Cooper said. "Not many police would be concerned in what was convenient for me." She nodded in approval. "Let's go to the break room; less interested ears in there."
They followed her to the break room and sat at a table. "Miss Cooper..." Rollie began.
"You can me Diane. I think we'll probably be talking about some pretty personal stuff."
After forty minutes of talking there was one additional piece of the puzzle revealed.
"The asshole put that rag over my face and it knocked me out," Diane said. Rollie nodded and she added, "But I wasn't completely unconscious. After he hit me a few times and when he was ripping my clothes off I heard him say 'Wait until the guys at Benny's hear about this one".
"Don't know what he meant and I passed out right after that."
Rollie sat up straighter in his chair. "That's the first we've heard about that. Are you sure he said Benny's?"
"I'm sure. I didn't remember it until you came to my counter. It just sort of popped into my head," Diane said in amazement.
"You've been very helpful Diane," Jessica said. "Thank you."
Rollie nodded in agreement. He was excited; they had a direction to follow now instead of stumbling all over the city.
"Do me a favor please," Diane requested. "When you catch the bastard give me five minutes alone with him will ya?"
Rollie smiled and then laughed. "I almost wish I could do that Diane. I'd like to see how he looked after you got done with him."
They drove back to the station. As they got out of the car Rollie started laughing. Jessica looked at him in surprise.
"Diane's going to be fine," he answered her unasked question at his laughing. "She's a tough woman. The perp better hope we find him before she does. I don't think he'd like meeting Miss Diane Cooper again."
They checked the squad room and found that the other members of the task force had left for the day. Good, Rollie thought. The boys, hell even the Captain, is on overload. We can all use a night off.
"No need of hanging around," Rollie said to Jessica. "We can go over our news at the meeting tomorrow morning." He hesitated for a few seconds. "I guess I'll go to First Squad and get a burger and a beer. Would you like to join me?"
"First Squad?" Jessica asked. "What's that?"
"It's a cop bar." He saw her confusion and explained. "A cop bar is just that. It's a place that a lot of off duty officers go for food and a drink or two. First Squad is owned by Ted Crowe. He put in 30 years on the force and then pulled the pin." Rollie laughed hard. "Ted was retired for about a year when his wife, Donna, told him to get a job, develop a hobby, or take up golf. Just go do something. She said if he didn't get out from under her feet that she wouldn't be responsible for her actions."
Jessica smiled and then giggled.
"We were all at a dinner one evening shortly afterwards. Donna said she'd married Ted for better or worse but not for lunch every day. Three days later they bought a little neighborhood bar and grill. They renamed it First Squad because Ted had been a member of the first squad when he retired." Rollie and Jessica stopped at the elevator. As he pushed the button he added, "Ted says that he should have retired with 20 and got into the bar business earlier. He says if he has any more fun, it would probably be against the law."
The elevator doors opened and they started for the ground floor. "So would you like to have the best burger and coldest beer in town?" Rollie repeated his invitation.
"Rollie, we've already talked about this," Jessica replied. "I can't date one of my patients."
"Two things Jessica. First this isn't a date. We just finished a very long day and I'm hungry. If you were Sam or Jim or even Frank I'd invite you to join me. Well, maybe not Frank; he drinks like he's got a hollow leg. Anyway people who work together sometimes have dinner and a drink together."
She waited for him to continue. When he didn't she prompted, "You said two things. What's the other one?"
"You're not my doctor anymore. I stopped being your patient when you cleared me for duty."
The elevator stopped and the doors opened. "If you don't want to go to dinner because you don't like me or my company, well that's one thing. But I think you don't trust yourself. Like I told you before I think we made a connection; not a doctor/patient connection but a man/woman connection." He turned and walked toward the exit. "First Squad is on 7th just north of Olive. Join me if you want, if not I'll see you tomorrow."
He doesn't give up does he? Jessica said to herself as Rollie walked away. I can't see him socially, he's my patient. He's not your patient anymore; a little voice in her head told her. And anyway it couldn't hurt for two colleagues to have dinner together.
It's like I've got an angel on one shoulder and a devil on the other arguing about what I should do, she thought. She made her decision and in her mind's eye she watched as the little devil walked over and kicked the angel in the butt and off her shoulder. Jessica hurried to her car; she didn't want to keep Rollie waiting too long.
Rollie waived at Tina the bar maid at First Squad as he walked to an empty booth along the back wall.
"The usual Honey?" Tina asked smiling. Rollie nodded and continue to the booth.
Tina set a beer in front up him just seconds after he sat down. "Burger will be read in ten," she said and patted his arm.
Rollie nodded his thanks and took a drink. Tina was on the short side of 50 but looked fifteen years younger. She had long red hair, freckles across her nose, and lively green eyes. Tina was Irish and had the temper to prove it. Not many of the cops and none of the civilians, including the owner Ted, would mess with her. The few that argued with her did so at the risk of getting throw out on their butts.
Damn those jeans had to be sprayed on, he thought as he watched Tina go back behind the bar. It doesn't help that she wears those low, low cut tops either. For a few seconds he watched her bending down to refill the beer cooler. Then he laughed at himself.
"Dream on little man," he said softly to himself. "Tina doesn't date cops. Says she's been there, done that, and bought the damn T shirt. Too bad, I could use a little TLC from an experienced woman."
A shaft of light shown across the bar as the front door was opened and held that way until the person could see into the dark interior.
"Come in or go out, but shut the damn door," Ted yelled.
Rollie looked up as the door closed and got a surprise. Jessica Talbert was walking toward him.
"Don't look so surprised," Jessica said as she sat down. "You pushed all the right buttons to get me here and you know it. If I didn't know better I'd think you've been reading some psych text books."
Tina brought Rollie's burger to the table. She sat the plate down, put her arm across his shoulders and leaned against him.
"Who are you and want do you want to drink?" Tina asked as she rubbed Rollie's shoulder.
"I'll have a shot and a beer," Jessica answered.
"Tina this is Doctor Jessica Talbert," Rollie said. "We work together."
"Oh, you're that shrink that's workin with the task force," Tina responded. "Never see a doctor so good lookin." She smiled and squeezed Rollie's hand. "You keep your hands off my fellar here." Tina laughed and went back to get Jessica's drinks.
"Little old for you isn't she," Jessica asked with a raised eyebrow.
Rollie laughed. "Tina won't date cops, even if I was so inclined. Her husband was a motorcycle patrolman for twenty years. He was killed by a drunk driver about a month before he was due to retire." Rollie stopped to take a bit of his burger. "Tina's sort of adopted all us orphaned cops and takes care of us. That includes chasing off undesirable women."
"She thinks I'm undesirable?" Jessica sputtered. Then she stopped when she saw Rollie laughing at her.
"Here's your drink Honey," Tina said as she sat the whiskey and a beer in front of Jessica. "Y'all want somethin to eat? We don't got truffles or caviar or anything fancy like that but we got the best burgers in town."
"A burger sounds good Tina. And I don't want your fellar here so don't worry." It was Jessica's turn to laugh at Rollie.
Tina laughed and lightly punched Jessica on the shoulder. "Ya, right kid," Tina replied sarcastically. "One deluxe burger comin up," she repeated the order and walked away exaggerating the sway of her hips.
Jessica drank the shot and followed with a big drink of her beer. Seeing the look on Rollie's face she said, "My dad belonged to an athletic club. When I turned 21 I used to go with him on Friday nights for the fish fry and shots and beers."
They finished their burgers and ordered another beer; Jessica passed on another shot. Rollie peeled at the label on his beer bottle and finally decide to brace Jessica with his idea.
"I need you to back me up when I approach Captain Mallory with my idea," he said.
"What idea?" Jessica didn't like the look in Rollie's eyes.
"I want to go undercover and hang out at Benny's, the bar that the perp mentioned when he was doing Diane. Maybe I can get a handle on him if I blend in with the crowd."
"It'd be very dangerous Rollie," Jessica protested.
"I've been undercover before. Besides most of the people in the place will be bar flies and power drunks," Rollie explained. "I'm not trying to be a hero but this is our best lead so far."
"Why can't Call or Jones do it? You're a pretty big guy and you'll stand out in that crowd. And that could be a bad thing."
"Jim or Sam are capable enough but...," Rollie paused and smiled at Jessica, "But we developed that lead. We should get to follow up on it."
"I'll think about it tonight," Jessica promised.
They finished their beer and stood to leave. "Now that wasn't too hard was it Doc? I mean I didn't pour out my heart to you or anything."
Jessica laughed. "See you in the morning."
Rollie watched her walk away. Tina's right, he thought. I've never seen a doctor that looked that good. He walked by the bar and threw a couple of bills on the bar for Tina.
"Thanks Honey. Where'd your lady go?"
"Jessica had to go home, early day tomorrow. And she's not my lady, we just work together."
"Maybe not yet but she will be," Tina said with conviction. "I saw the way she watched you. I bet you a bottle of Jack Daniels that y'all get together in the next month; five weeks tops."
"Are you sure you want to do this?" Jessica asked as she and Rollie rode up in the elevator.
He nodded and said, "We've got to do something before that bastard attacks another woman."
The task force, including Captain Mallory, was waiting when Rollie and Jessica came into the squad room.
"Rollie brought to my attention that there's something we've missed," the Captain said. "What we haven't looked at yet is the connection between the victims." He turned toward Rollie, "It's your case detective, take over. I'm going to get on the phone and make nice with the bean counters."
"You in trouble Captain?" Rollie asked.
"Not yet. Major Taylor got em off my back for now. He's running interference for us." Mallory looked at Rollie and added, "I'm okay but you guys need to find this guy. Taylor's got his butt on the line too."
Rollie returned to the squad room and stepped in front of the evidence board. He quickly went over the interviews that he and Jessica did the previous day.
"Not much additional info but Diane Cooper gave us a lead." Rollie smiled remember how feisty the young woman was. "I'll get into that later." He looked at the other detectives. "We been so intent on interviews, canvassing, and getting the task force set up that we missed something. Guys, and lady," he said nodding at Jessica, 'we should have seen what connection if any there is between the victims. If we find connections it will help lead us to our guy."
"Damn, how did we miss that?" Sam Jones said. "It's the first thing we should have done.
Rollie nodded in agreement. "Okay so let's correct the problem. Everybody take a file, make notes, and then exchange for another file. Keep it up until you've read all five reports. Then we'll compare our notes."
Shortly after lunch the squad gathered in front of the board again. None of them had taken a break, they'd all ate at their desk and worked through lunch.
"What have we got Jessica?" Rollie asked. She'd been correlating and comparing the notes made by the detectives.
"Our victims are between 20 and 24, Caucasian, with light brown or dark blond hair. They have the girl next door could be a cheerleader good looks. And they were all attacked on or near a college campus." Jessica paused to let everyone take in the information.
"Sarah Connors, Sally Bankston, Julie Summers, and Debra Dawson are students at one of three colleges in the area. With the exception of Miss Dawson, who moved back with her folks, we talked to all of the women. Sarah and Julie are full time students. Debby and Sally were going working part time and going to school part time."
"What about the Cooper woman?" Jim Call asked.
"Patience is a virtue Det. Call," Jessica answered with a smile. "Diane Cooper was returning from visiting her twin sister at her sister's dorm on the night she was attacked. Notice she'd been on a college campus too. The rapist is targeting college coeds. For whatever reason, he's got a vendetta against these types of women."
"Why college girls Doc?" Frank Wends asked. "I mean a college campus usually has people walking around at any hour. Why would our guy take a chance like that?"
"I can't answer why he chooses coeds but we know he does," Jessica replied. "One other interesting bit of information, all of the attacks took place within two miles of a bar called Benny's."
"Why is that so interesting Doctor Talbert?" Captain Mallory asked as he rejoined the team.
"Rollie." Jessica said and motioned him to the front of the room.
"We talked to Diane Cooper and she told us something she'd forgotten. She said that just before she passed out, while the guy was tearing off her clothes, he said 'wait until the guys at Benny's hear about this'. From that we think that our man hangs out at this Benny's. It's not far from the three colleges in a rundown part of town."
"Tell them your idea Rollie," Jessica prompted. She hoped Captain Mallory would put a stop to Rollie's dangerous plan.
Rollie looked daggers at her; he hadn't wanted to brace the Captain with his plan until he'd given it some fine tuning.
"I'd like to go undercover and spend a few evenings at Benny's," Rollie said. "Maybe I can get some information or over hear something or if I'm damn lucky find our suspect." He looked at the Captain trying to gauge his reaction. "If nothing else I might at least get a name or something."
"Run it down for me Rollie," Captain Mallory requested. "How do you plan to get close to our guy?"
"Well sir, I thought I could just sit in the bar, scope out the customers and listen," Rollie answered. "I can't use a partner because two new guys in the bar would make the customers jumpy. If I identify the suspect I'll arrest him."
"Let's see," the Captain said. "You'd be going in without backup, you'd identify the rapist, and you'd arrest him. Is that about it Rollie?"
"Yes sir, maybe I'll get lucky."
"Just like you got lucky with Bradley Thomas maybe," Captain Mallory suggested.
Rollie tensed for a second and stood. "Captain it's not like that."
Mallory looked into Rollie's eyes and sighed. "I believe you Rollie but your idea is full of holes. It's too risky. There are a lot of what ifs in it." The Captain thought for several seconds. "I'm not saying no but it won't fly the way you outlined it. My primary objection is you having no back up. Think about it some more, come up with a different plan, and come back to see me." He returned to his office.



"Thanks a lot Jessica," Rollie said as he turned to her. "I wasn't ready to talk to the Captain yet."
"I'm sorry," she replied not hiding her sarcasm. "But you said you wanted my help talking to Captain Mallory. I thought we could discuss your idea better if you actually talked to the Captain." Jessica looked sweet and innocent but had a wicked gleam in her blue eyes. "Damn it Rollie, this idea is just too dangerous without back up."
Rollie looked at Jessica, then into Mallory's office and back at Jessica. "You two have given me an idea," he said. "I've got to run an errand. No stay here Jess," he ordered, "I'll be back in about an hour or so."

********************
Three days later when Jessica entered the squad room she saw Rollie in Captain Mallory's office. They were in what appeared to be a heated discussion. Finally the Captain nodded, Rollie smiled and left the office.
"The stake out is a go Doc," he said.
He's excited and ready to go undercover, Jessica thought. He doesn't seem to care about the risks involved. Rollie saw the look on her face.
"Doc, we've got to do something. We've got to stop this bastard before he attacks another woman." Rollie took her hand. "I know this could all go sideways but it's the best lead we've had. Please understand Jessica. I'm not trying to be a hero and I don't have a death wish but I don't want another woman to have to go through what our five victims have." He released her hand and in a softer and lower voice he added, "What Susan went through." "And lastly what I went through."
Jessica looked into Rollie's eyes and saw the hope and the intensity there. He's going to do this, with or without Mallory's approval or mine, she thought. The only thing I can do is get on board or get out of the way.
"Okay Rollie. I do understand. But promise me that you'll be careful." Now Jessica put her hand over his. I've worked too hard on you and I hate wasting good work," she added with a smile.
"Is that because you were my doctor or because you're Jessica?" Rollie asked returning her smile.
"We'll talk about that when this is over Rollie," Jessica replied with a smile. "I promise."

********************
"I tell you that last gal was really sweet," Collin said to his drinking buddies. "She put up a fight until the chloroform put her under. Had the best body of the bunch."
The two men with him laughed and slapped him on the back. "Are you gonna get another one?" One of the men asked.
"Not sure just yet," was the reply. "Maybe let things die down a little first." Collin took a drink. "You know the cops formed a special task force to try and catch me don't you?"
Both men nodded and laughed. "They're never gonna catch you Collin."
"Nope. I'm too smart for them. They're tryin to figure out who and why and they never will. Hey Jim," he yelled at the bartender. "Give us another round down here."
The derelict staggered into Benny's and took his usual spot at the end of the bar. He waved at the bartender. Jim poured a shot of rot gut whiskey and drew a large draft beer, walked to the customer and sat them down in from of the bum. The bartender picked up the bills the bum had dropped on the bar. Jim didn't hang around to talk with his customer. The other times the bum had been in over the last week or so it was obvious all he wanted was his drinks; he wasn't interested in idle talk. The bar fly would repeat his order about every hour or so. Another reason the bartender didn't hang around was that the bum had a very bad case of body odor. It was apparent that he hadn't bathed or washed his clothes in some time.
That pair of jeans and shirt haven't seen a washing machine in a long time, the bartender thought. And that long rain coat may never have been cleaned. It's got stains from who knows what all down the front. I bet if he took it off it would stand in the corner all by itself. Damn shame. He's a big guy and could be decent lookin if he wasn't all shrunk down because of his drinking.
Another new regular entered the bar and took his usual booth about half way down the wall. The really big man walked with a decided limp. His right pants leg was cut off about half way between the knee and his ankle and the reason for his limp was easy to see. From knee down he had a prosthetic device instead of a leg.
"Peg-Leg" as the bartender thought of him didn't talk much either. He would order a pitcher of beer and drink slowly until it was gone. Some nights he added a shot or two of whiskey. At least he seems to have had a bath sometime in the last week or so, Jim thought. Don't know where he came from but he's seen the elephant a time or two I bet.
Collin and his two friends continued to talk, getting louder with every drink. Jake, one of Collin's friends asked, "Why are you doin this? I mean I've never heard of you doin something like this before."
"Yeah Collin, why?" Bert the other man asked.
"You remember my brother Brad don't you?"
Jake nodded his head. Bert thought for a few seconds. "Brad Thomas was your brother? I never put you two together."
"Brad attacked a woman over on the college campus one night," Collin told them. "He was broke and needed a fix, so he thought this gal would be an easy mark. But then my idiot brother got carried away and raped her."
Collin stopped to order another drink. Before he continued Jake pointed to the man in the booth and the other one at the end of the bar. "Think you ought to be talkin so loud with strangers around?"
"Those are just two bar flies. I've seen em in here for the last two weeks or so. They don't matter." Collin knocked back his whiskey and chased it with his beer.
"Anyway Brad was HIV and he gave it to the bitch. Seems her husband was a cop. He leaned on a couple of people and found out where Brad was holed up. You remember Denny? Used to run with Brad. The cop found out and followed Denny to that flea bag hotel Brad was stayin at."
"Holly shit," Jake said.
"Denny said that the cop broke into the room and started shootin at Brad," Collin continued. He said that when the shootin started he was able to sneak out of the room and get away." Collin paused for a few seconds. "That's what he claimed just before I stuck a knife in his eye for leading the cops to my brother where he was killed."
All three men downed their drinks and ordered another round.
"But that doesn't explain why you're doing all this," Bert said.
"I decided I'd punish this cop, Detective Chambers is his name, for shooting my brother by raping women to show him that he don't mean shit. That's why I choose women at colleges; just like his wife. Every time he sees a report on my attacks he'll think about his wife."
"What if they catch you?" It was Jack's turn for a question.
"If they do, I'll take care of it with this," Collin answered as he pulled back his shirt to show a 9MM pistol stuck in his belt. "I'll show that son of a bitch Chambers that I know how to shoot too."
Collin and his friends hadn't noticed the derelict from the end of the bar walking toward them and when they did they thought he was headed for the restroom which was down a hall behind them. When the bum stopped close to them, they turned to look at him.
"Collin Thomas, Police. You're under arrest for the attack and rape of five women," the bar fly said loudly.
The guy that confronted them wasn't like the derelict that had been sitting at the end of the bar. This man stood tall and spoke in a commanding voice. He also had a large handgun pointed at them. Jack and Bert backed away leaving Collin to face the cop.
"I'm Detective Chambers Thomas. Remember my name?" The office had an evil grin on his face. "Payback's a bitch and then you die."
Collin reached for his weapon but before he could get it out Rollie slapped him beside his head with his Glock. As Collin fell to the floor Jake and Burt ran for the front door.
"Hold it right there," the big man from the booth ordered. He stood holding a large pistol on the two. "If you run, you'll just die tired. Why don't y'all just get down on the floor right now?"
Jake and Bert hit the floor and their hands were quickly secured behind their backs with zip ties. "I'm Sergeant Tully you piss ants. You're under arrest so just lay there real quiet like."
"We didn't do anything," Jake complained. "Why are you arresting us?"
"Cause you're guilty of being stupid. You deserve to go to jail for hanging around with scum like Thomas," was Tully's answer.
He turned and saw Rollie with his knee in Thomas' back as he put handcuffs on him. Then he saw Rollie pull his pistol and stick the barrel to the side of the prisoner's head.
Rollie turned Thomas over so he could see his face. "I'm going to kill you right here Thomas. You hear?" Rollie's voice was filled with hate. "Just like I did your brother."
Tully started toward Rollie. He was determined that his young friend wouldn't ruin his life by stepping over the line. Before he got there he heard Rollie laugh.
"Guess you're not as mean as you thought Collin," Rollie said pointing to the front of the prisoner's pants. Collin had pissed in his pants in fear.
"Tully come get this piece of crap out of my sight," Rollie said stepping back from Thomas. "He's not worth me going to jail for."

********************
"So what now," Jessica asked as she sat down at Rollie's desk.
It was two days after the arrest. The reports were finished, the suspect was in custody, and now the courts would take over. Rollie and the task force had done their jobs; they found and stopped the "Campus Rapist" as the media had been calling the attacker.
Rollie leaned back in his chair. "I'm going to get the best steak in town and a glass of Jack Daniels and relax. After that I'm going home to take another shower. I can't seem to feel clean enough."
"Well you didn't bath or shave for eight or nine days," Jessica said laughing. "It may take more than one or two showers to get the smell out of your nose and your mind."
"Care to join me for a steak?" Rollie looked at her and smiled. "You know I could also use some help washing my back." Rollie raised one eyebrow in a question.
Jessica saw the smile and the questioning look that Rollie gave her. Maybe he's right. Maybe his feelings are more than just a patient for his doctor.
"Okay Rollie, I'll join you for a steak and a beer," Jessica replied. "We'll discuss the other as we go along."
The End
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********************
Detective First Grade Rollie Chambers stood to leave the small office. He'd just spent 40 minutes talking about his plans to resign from the St. Louis Police Department.
"Are you sure this is what you want to do Rollie?" Captain Pete Mallory had asked. "You're too young to retire. You've got a good career started with the Department and could become one of the movers and shakers you know."
Pete Mallory was Rollie's boss, mentor, and most importantly, his friend.
"Retire, resign, quit whatever you want to call it, I've got to go Captain....Pete," Rollie said in answer to his soon to be ex-superior's question. "I can't take the bullshit anymore."
"That's part of the job for us peons," Pete kidded. "You get used to it and go on and work the cases."
"Maybe you or Det. Call or Wren or even Major Taylor can do that but it's not for me." Rollie looked at his friend for a few seconds. "You and the Major got all the crap about the cost of the task force. We did what the rest of the Department couldn't do; we caught a man that raped and beat five women."
Rollie snorted in degust. "And all you got was the bean counters bitching about the cost of the overtime we put in. No, job well done or atta boys; just complaints about the money we cost." Rollie pointed his finger at the Captain. "And the same movers and shakers you talk about sat back on their fat asses and said nothing. Hell even the Commissioner didn't defend us. We made them look good and they whine about money. I can't and won't take it anymore Pete. I'm done."
"This wouldn't have anything to do with the psych evaluation you went through about the Bradley Thomas case would it?" Pete's voice was soft and low like he was almost afraid to ask the question.
Bradley Thomas had raped Susan Chambers and infected her with the HIV virus. Susan had taken her own life rather than take the chance of passing it on to her husband Rollie. Rollie spent 10 days looking for Thomas and found him in a rundown flea bag hotel in the inner city. Thomas resisted arrest and charged Rollie holding a large knife; he was killed in his attack. There were questions about Rollie putting sixteen 9MM rounds into Thomas.
"You'd think after four and a half years and me working on the task force they'd get over the fact that I shot a rapist that attacked me." Rollie was exasperated
"It wasn't that you shot him; it was that you shot him 16 times," Pete explained.
"I told you, Thomas was on Meth and the first three rounds didn't slow him down at all. And I'll be damned if I was gonna stand there and be a chopping block just so some idiots in the psych department can feel good about letting me work." Now Rollie was getting mad at having to defend his actions all over again. "So I shot until he stopped."
"You know as well as I do that the doctors wanted to find out how you felt about Bradley's brother Collin being the "Campus Rapist". And how did you feel about Collin saying he attacked those women because you killed his brother."
"Those asses asked me if I felt responsible for Collin raping those girls," Rollie said almost exploding. "Can you believe that crap?"
"What did you tell them, after you told them to go to Hell?" Pete saw the look Rollie gave him. "Yeah Doctor Johnson called and complained about your language."
"I told them that whatever Collin did, he did because he was a piece of garbage," Rollie replied. "I told them that if it wasn't about his brother he would have found some other reason to attack those women. And I told them that the only regret I had was not being able to send him to join his brother."
"Can you blame them for thinking you might be a dangerous person after that?"
"I can blame them for a lot. All those damn psychiatrists work out of a book. They spout their psycho babble to show how smart they are and they have no idea what the real world is like."
"What about Jessica Talbert?" Pete asked. "You think she's like them?"
"Jess is different."
"Why is she different?"
"Because she cares. She's not interested in showing how smart or educated she is, she's not really interested in the money; she's just wants to help people."
"Do you really feel that way or is it because you're sweet on her?" Pete smiled and asked, "How are you two getting along now that you're not working together every day?"
"We're dating now and then; sort of taking it slow," Rollie replied with a smile. In a voice too low to hear he added, "She's something special and she's worth waiting for."
"It's sort of strange the way you two got together," Pete said. Rollie nodded thinking back to the first time he'd met Jessica.
Dr. Jessica Talbert had been the therapist for Rollie's wife after Susan had been attacked and raped. She and Rollie had talked several times while Susan was in therapy. When Susan committed suicide Jessica approached Rollie to help him with his grief.
They hadn't seen each other for several months after Rollie finished his therapy sessions. He had grown to admire Jessica and wanted to get to know her on a personal level. Rollie had talked to Jessica several times after his therapy but she wouldn't go out with him. She felt it was unethical to date a former patient. Aside from the ethical question, Jessica was also concerned about Rollie's true feelings and motivation so soon after his wife's death.
Then Jessica was hired as a consultant, sort of a profiler, and assigned to the task force hunting a rapist that had attacked five women. She had worked on a daily basis with Rollie and the other detectives.
Rollie went undercover and tracked down and arrested Collin Thomas aka "The Campus Rapist". To celebrate Rollie invited Jessica out for a steak dinner. She finally accepted one of his many invitations and Rollie was slowly overcoming her concerns about dating a former patient.
Rollie brought himself back to the present. "To answer your question, my decision doesn't have anything to do with the evaluation. Don't get me wrong Pete, there are a lot of good men, good cops, in the brass but right now the political correct, don't make waves, worried about their careers, brass hats are in charge. I don't want and I won't I put up with them any longer."
Pete Mallory had known Rollie for several years by now. Rollie would listen to the opposite side of a debate and several times had changed his mind or adjusted his thinking. But once he came to a decision it was hell to get him to change and Pete knew the young detective had made up his mind.
"What are you going to do?" Pete asked his young friend.
"Not sure right now," Rollie answered. "You know my folks left me their house and some money when they passed away, so I don't have to work right away or for years if I'm careful."
Pete nodded and waited. He knew Rollie had something in mind. The boy wasn't one to not have a plan.
"I might try the private investigator road for a while or I might get into security for some company," Rollie added. "I'm not sure just yet."
"When are you leaving son?"
"I thought I'd finish out the next shift rotation. That'd give you about six weeks to bring someone on board. I've got three weeks' vacation accrued and nine personal days coming. I'd like to take the personal days and the vacation after shift rotation. I'll officially resign after that. So you've really got about three months before I'm out of your hair." Rollie hesitated and added, "Course if I'm in the middle of a case I won't leave until it's solved."
"Okay, but until then I'm still your boss," Pete said with a grin. "Get back to work."
"Thanks Captain." Rollie returned the grin and walked toward the door.
"Rollie?" The Captain called. You can always change your mind you know."
Rollie nodded and went to his desk, picked up a file, and started the long process of investigating a crime.
Pete Mallory watched his young friend for several seconds, picked up the phone, and punched in a number. A receptionist answered and he asked, "Is she in? This is Captain Mallory."
"Hi Pete it's nice to hear from you," Dr. Jessica Talbert said by way of greeting.
"Hello Jessica." They talked about routine things like how have you been, what's new and how's your family. The question about family came from Jessica. Her parents had died while she was in college and she had no other relatives.
"Okay Pete what can I do for you?" Jessica asked. "As nice as it is to talk to you, you're not one to call for no reason."
"You're a very astute young woman. I called to talk about Rollie," Pete admitted. "Has he told you about resigning from the Department?"
"Yes, we talked about his resignation at dinner last night."
"That must have been a good time. So what do you think about it?"
Jessica hesitated, not sure if she should discuss Rollie's plans with anyone. Then she laughed at herself. This wasn't a case of doctor/patient confidentially; it was a just one friend being concerned about another friend.
"Rollie is, well I won't say burned out, but he's really tired of all the political maneuvering in the Department. It's affecting his motivation and work ethic. As a psychiatrist, I think he's right to get away from it; at least for a while."
"What about as his girlfriend?" Pete asked.
"As his friend," Jessica pointedly didn't use the term girlfriend, "I support him in his decision." She paused and said, "I know how hard this is for Rollie and for you but he's got to get away from all the crap, as he calls it, before he explodes. This is the best thing for Rollie." And for Rollie and me, she said to herself.
"So I guess I can't count on you to try to talk him out of quitting can I?"
"Nope, I think he's got a good handle on his feelings and right now those feelings tell him to get the hell out of Dodge."
"It was nice talking to you Doc, even if I couldn't get you on my side," Pete said with a smile in his voice. But the next request was serious. "Keep me informed on how he's doing will you? You know he won't call me if he had a problem so you call me if I can help with anything."
"Yes sir, Captain Mallory sir," Jessica replied with a laugh. "See ya Pete." Jessica hung up and leaned back in her chair.
Girlfriend huh, she thought. I guess maybe I have passed from friend to girlfriend. Jessica chuckled and said aloud, "And that's okay by me."

********************
Rigazzi's was its usual busy place. It is considered the best of the restaurants in the Italian neighborhood called "The Hill" on the near west side of St. Louis. The area had been a destination point, a refuge, and a gathering place for Italian immigrants since the mid 19th century. In less politically correct times it was known as "Dago Hill". The Italian restaurant has an interesting and diverse clientele. Rigazzi's was just south of Forest Park and on any night you could see men in suits and tuxes with their companions in floor length and formal gowns enjoying dinner after a night at some high society doings. There were usually players, men or women, from softball, flag football or bowling teams also enjoying good food and cold beer. Mixed in were dating couples and families with Mom, Dad and all the children. Rigazzi's had been a landmark for generations of hungry people since 1957, no matter their social standing.
Antonio Rigazzi, the owner of the famous restaurant, had met Rollie while he was still a patrolman for the St. Louis Police Department. On a stormy hot typical summer night in St. Louis, two young ignorant thugs had mugged and tried to rob Tony of the day's receipts as he left the restaurant after closing. Rollie came around the corner in his patrol car just as one of the men started to hit Tony with a short wooden club.
"If that club connects you're going to jail for armed robbery and assault with a deadly weapon," Rollie said as he stepped out of his cruiser.
The men turned and saw Rollie with his pistol trained on them. Tony got up from the sidewalk and with a big right hand knocked the man that had held the club to the ground. Rollie stepped between the irate victim and his other assailant. He arrested the two would be robbers and called for a paddy wagon to escort them to the city jail.
"I'm Antonio Rigazzi, I own this place. My friends call me Tony." He was smiling and shook Rollie's hand in gratitude. "Come for dinner tomorrow night Officer Chambers," he suggested as he leaned over to read Rollie's name tag. "Bring your wife or girlfriend. It's on the house; I owe you one."
Rollie saw a man that didn't fit the stereotype of the Italian restaurateur. Tony was taller than Rollie at 6' 3 or 4. His wide shoulders narrowed down to this waist giving his torso a "V" shape. Rollie noticed that his forearms and hands below the shirt sleeves were large and muscular. Tony did have the coal black slicked back hair of a young Italian, but his eyes were a piercing green. His chin was blue with a beard that no matter how many times a razor was used would never quite go away. All and all a very impressive young man.
"Thanks but we can't accept gifts," Rollie said. "But I will bring my wife to your place. I've heard good things about the food and the service."
The first evening that Rollie didn't work he took his wife Susan to Rigazzi's for dinner. As soon as Tony saw them come in he took over. He escorted them to the chef's table just off the kitchen and personally served them. After the best Italian dinner Rollie ever had he asked for the check.
"No, no Officer Chambers, no check for you," Tony said. "It's not much but it's my way of saying thank you for stopping those two last night."
"Thank you Mr. Rigazzi but I can't do that. As a police officer I shouldn't accept gifts."
"My friends call me Tony, I'd be honored if you did too. And if I want to buy dinner for a friend, it shouldn't matter what he does for a living," Tony replied. "That's all this is; a gesture from one friend to another." Turning to Susan he asked, "You won't let him hurt my feelings now would you Mrs. Chambers?" Susan laughed along with Rollie and shook her head.
"Good. I'll say a prayer for you at St. Ambrose during Sunday mass," Tony said as Rollie and Susan got up to leave.
On their way out there was a large plastic water cooler bottle with a sign asking for donations for the St. Ambrose Catholic Church Youth Program. Rollie caught Tony's eye and put a twenty dollar bill into the bottle. Tony nodded his thanks and understanding.
Years later when Susan died, Tony closed his place then organized and set up the after service visiting at Rigazzi's because Rollie was in no condition to think of it. He provided food and drink for what was essentially an Irish wake. It's the last thing I can do for my friend Susan, Tony thought as he watched Rollie accepting the condolences of the many friends and acquaintances.

********************
Now it was six years later Tony watched as Rollie finished his second helping of Mostoccioli with meat sauce. He walked over to the table where Rollie and Jessica sat.
"When are you gonna order an entrée instead of one of the all you can eat specials? Tony asked with a pretend frown and a fake Italian accent. "You're gonna put me out of business." He turned and said, "Hello Jessica."
"Hello Tony," Rollie replied with a smile. "I'm unemployed now so I have to get the most for my entertainment dollar." The men shook hands the way old friends do.
Tony pulled a chair closer to Jessica. "When are you gonna let me take you away from this big guy?" It was just a way to tease a friend. Tony was happily married and was devoted to his wife. But like most men he could appreciate Jessica's good looks and that's all it was, a man's appreciation of a beautiful woman.
Jessica was 5' 9 with a slender but athletic body. She ran every morning to keep that trim build. Her long auburn hair cascaded down her back almost to her waist. Those blue eyes could bore holes in your soul, Tony thought. She looks like she could still be in school.
Jessica laughed at Tony's teasing. "I don't think Adrianna would like that too much do you," Jessica teased back.
"No, you're right. My wife has no sense of humor," Tony said. "I guess I'll have to love you from afar." He hesitated for a few seconds and turned back to Rollie. "Wait, what do you mean you're unemployed?"
"I resigned or retired or quit, whatever, from the Department," Rollie answered. "Today was my last day so Jess and I came here to celebrate."
"What are you going to do now?"
"Nothing, I'm going to sit back, relax and let the rest of you peons work."
Tony looked at his friend and could see he seemed more relaxed than he'd been the last time he was in Rigazzi's. "Good for you Rollie. You already look less tense." Tony stood and said to Jessica, "I'll buy your dinner tonight beautiful lady. It's the least I can do since you won't run away with me. I'll even throw in ole what's his name's here too. "Come back and see us soon." Tony walked back toward his kitchen.
Rollie and Jessica waved good bye to their friend and walked out to Rollie's car. On the way back to her apartment Jessica stared at Rollie's profile as he drove. Tony's right, Rollie does look more relaxed, she thought. And it's only been a few hours since he quit.
They got out of the car and walked to Jessica's door. Rollie pulled her close and they kissed several times and for several minutes. He leaned back and asked, "Any chance for a last cup of coffee?"
Jessica smiled and stepped away from him. "I don't believe its coffee you've got on your mind Mr. Chambers." She leaned in and gave him a quick kiss. "I have early rounds at Washington U Hospital tomorrow morning and I doubt your cup of coffee would be finished anytime soon. Talk to you tomorrow Rollie, thanks for dinner."
Jessica gave a little wave and entered her apartment. Rollie waited until she closed the door and he heard the dead bolt being thrown. They hadn't made love yet but Rollie didn't mind waiting, too much. She's worth waiting for, he thought as he drove home.

********************
Ten days later Rollie returned to his condo from his morning run to find a classic '56 Cadillac Eldorado convertible parked in his driveway. He was dripping wet from the very humid summer weather. It's got to be Tony, Rollie thought. To prove the point, Tony got out of the car as Rollie came up the drive.
"Thought you only drove that on Hill Day," Rollie teased his friend. He was talking about the annual block party on The Hill that celebrated the Italian heritage of the families that lived there.
Tony gave a small smile. "I need to ask you a favor."
Rollie motioned Tony to follow him into the condo. Tony accepted a cup of coffee and looked around Rollie's place. Nice place, Tony thought. The apartment was one of four in a huge old house built in 1874 by a railroad tycoon and faced Tower Grove Park. The homes surrounding the park were built by the leading business men, financiers, and wealthy people of the time and reflected their success.
When Rollie's parents sold their farm and moved to St. Louis they stayed at a friend's house while they looked for a place to live. During a drive around Tower Grove Park they saw a "For Sale" sign on the dilapidated old house. Like many in the area the property had fallen into disrepair. Rollie's father and mother were simple people but that didn't mean they were dumb. They saw a business opportunity and purchased the two story building and grounds. Using the profit from the sale of their farm they quickly began work renovating the home into four very large apartments with separate entrances.



Three of the apartments were leased out; most of the tenants were what was called "Yuppies" at the time. One of the ground floor "condos" was their home for many years. When they passed away they left their home and business to Rollie. He still lived in the same apartment.
The condo had two bedrooms and a bath down a hallway on one side of the apartment with the master suite on the other side. They were separated by what would be called a great room in a house. The kitchen, dining area, and living/family room was all one big open space. Fourteen foot ceilings and ten foot windows along one wall let in a lot of light.
Rollie quickly took a shower and returned to the kitchen table. He got a cup of coffee for himself and sat down. "I don't know why I bother taking a shower; in this heat and humidity; ten minutes after I'm dressed I'm all wet again." He took a drink of coffee, added a little sugar and tried it again. Satisfied with his coffee Rollie looked at Tony.
"What do you need Tony?"
"You're not working right? You're not a cop anymore right?" Tony asked. Rollie nodded his head. "I've got a friend of a friend that needs a...well, an investigator. I thought you having been a Detective First Grade maybe you could help."
"Help with what." Rollie was a little suspicious of the friend of a friend scenario.
"You know Bartolo Rossi?" Rollie nodded. "He's my gumba, known him since the second grade. His wife's uncle has a problem. When Bartolo told me about it I thought of you."
"What's the uncle's name?"
"Frank Rossi," Tony replied.
"Frank Rossi! The Frank Rossi?" Rollie exploded. "Isn't he the brother of the boss of the Rossi crime family?" Rollie didn't wait for Tony's answer. "I don't do favors for those people. Up until a couple of weeks ago I arrested them."
"No, No, Rollie. It's not like that," Tony protested. "Frank's daughter has been kidnapped. He can't really go to the cops, considering who he is and the note from the kidnappers warned him not to. Also if other people in the rackets, his competitors, found out about this they would consider it a sign of weakness and go after Frank's family. He wants to keep his people out of it as much as possible." Tony added. "Frank said his men are great at busting through doors but he needs someone to find the door first."
Tony waited for further objections and when Rollie didn't make any Tony added, "Come to my restaurant tonight and meet Frank. See what he wants before you decide. If you don't like it walk away. But if you can help it'd be worth a lot of money."
Rollie got the coffee pot and refilled the cups. "Money won't enter into it if I decide to help him, but I can't tonight. Jessica and I have tickets to The Muny." Rollie thought a day's delay might resolve the problem and get him out of the middle.
"I'd consider it a personal favor if you'd at least talk with Frank," Tony said. "Maybe tomorrow night?"
Rollie stared at the table for almost 30 seconds before adding, "Okay Tony I'll meet him, just as a favor to you. Tomorrow night 7:30 at your place."
"I'll call and see if that's good for Frank," Tony said.
"He wants me, he'll be there," Rollie replied in a hard voice. "If not let him find somebody else. And I'm not saying I'll do anything but I will listen to him."
The Muny is an outdoor venue located in Forest Park providing theatrical productions, usually musicals during the spring and summer months. Forest Park was opened in 1876 and at the time was on the western border of St. Louis. Of course the city had grown around and further west of the park and it now resembles Central Park in New York City. The Muni offers a chance for the elite of St. Louis to see and be seen. Conversely it is also a great place for normal people to go on dates and even for families to spend an evening doing something besides watching TV.
Later that night, after the show, Rollie and Jessica were sitting in a little coffee bar reliving their evening at The Muny. They had seen a very good stage production of "Seven Brides for Seven Brothers." Jessica watched as a woman wearing a fur wrap over a floor length gown and a man in a tuxedo sat at a nearby table. Rollie just smiled and shook his head.
"It has to be 85 degrees and she's wearing a fur stole," Rollie chuckled. "She must have a cold cold heart."
"Rollie, be nice," Jessica protested but laughed with him. She took a sip of her tea.
"Are you really going to work for a mob boss?" Jessica asked with concern.
"I might help him with a problem, but I wouldn't say I'm going to work for him." Rollie explained the situation than Tony had described. "If a young girl is in trouble I'll have to see what I can do." He looked at Jessica. "Can you understand I have to help her if I can? That's just my way."
Jessica smiled. "Rollie Chambers, The Crusader, saving young damsels in distress." She put her hand on his arm. "You always worry about others don't you? It's one of the things I admire about you Rollie." Jessica grabbed Rollie's hand.
At 7:30 the next evening Rollie entered Rigazzi's. He saw Frank Rossi and another man sitting in the VIP booth near the back wall. The second man's back was to him but as slowly he walked toward them Rollie recognized the second man. It was Vito Rossi; head of the St. Louis crime family. Every major city in the country had a crime syndicate that was the guiding force behind drugs, prostitution, gambling, loan sharking, and a host of other illegal activities. The mob, organized crime, the Mafia, or the Cosa Nostra as they were known; the names all meant the same thing. Vito Rossi and to some extent his brother Frank were the head of that syndicate in St. Louis. They were dangerous and powerful men.
"Detective Rollie Chambers," Vito greeted him. "Please have a seat and get something to eat. Try the beef medallions in wine sauce; Tony made them special for us."
Rollie stood for almost ten seconds before he sat down. "I'm not a detective anymore, I'm just a civilian. And I'm not here to socialize."
"I know. We heard about your...shall we say discontent with the hierarchy of the St. Louis Police Department." Vito's smile would freeze most men in their tracks. It was the smile of a hungry shark. "I'm....."
"Vito Rossi, head of the St. Louis family," Rollie interrupted. "I know who you are Mr. Rossi." He accepted the espresso that the waiter brought and took a small sip. "Let's cut through the bullshit Mr. Rossi. You can't intimidate me, you can't buy me, and you damn sure can't recruit me. Just so we understand each other, I agreed to talk with Frank out of respect and friendship for Tony." Turning to Frank Rossi, Rollie asked, "What's the problem you need my help with?"
Frank turned his head to look at his brother. Rollie said, "I agreed to talk to you Frank, not your brother. Now why do you want my help?"
"I don't think you understand Chambers," Vito said.
"It's you that doesn't understand Vito. You don't come into this." Rollie looked back at Frank. "Frank?"
"Please Vito," Frank said to his brother. Turning back to Rollie he answered, "My oldest daughter, Angela, has been kidnapped," Frank answered with a sigh. He handed Rollie a piece of paper. "This is a copy of the ransom note I got in the mail two days ago."
Rollie picked up the note and read:
We have your daughter. Put $250,000 in small bills in a duffle bag. Call 555-1616 and leave a message when you have the money. We will contact you with further instructions.
Do not contact the police or the FBI or you will never see your little girl again.
"I called the number yesterday and told them I have the money," Frank said dejectedly.
"Nothing since then?" Rollie asked. Frank shook his head. Rollie continued with his thought. "Sort of funny. I mean who ever this is must know you almost carry that kind of money in a rear pocket. Why would they wait to give you instructions on where to make the drop?" Rollie studied the note for a few seconds. "I need a copy of the original envelope too."
Frank and then Vito shrugged. "You're right; I can get that kind of money from my own backup fund."
Rollie said "Burner phone, a throwaway eh? Bought at Radio Shack and untraceable." Frank nodded.
"Tell me about Angela," Rollie requested.
"She's 19, a student at Washington U, and is a Daddy's girl," Frank answered. "I guess I've been over indulgent with her, but what the hell.
"Does she live at home while she's going to school?"
"I lease an apartment near the campus for her. Her friend Greta lives there with her."
"She ever been in trouble? You know drugs, alcohol, or anything?"
"No, she's always been a good kid. Oh a few little things, like skipping school a few times; things like that. Nothing serious, like any teenager."
"Does Angela have a boyfriend? Someone special?"
"She dates a little but no one special." Frank sighed. "I talked to Greta and she said Angela usually goes out with a group of kids"
"Excuse me for a minute," Rollie said. He got up, went to the bar, and ordered a large draft beer; it was a stall for time as he thought. Returning to the booth he asked, "You or your men talk to anyone else?"
"No. Vito wanted to send some of the guys to track her down but I was worried that the people who've got Angela would panic. They could hurt her if they got scared."
Rollie drank his beer and looked at the Rossi brothers. The two were obviously brothers. Vito and Frank were Sicilian and had dark hair and eyes. They also had the stocky build typical of men from that island. The difference between the two was the eyes. Frank's were large, showed intelligence and right now were full of pain. Vito's eyes were small and closely set. They had a laser like quality about them and also showed intelligence. But where Frank's showed pain, Vito's eyes had the look of a large predator on the hunt.
Rollie was sure that if Vito or his men found the kidnappers there would dead bodies turning up in different parts of the city. The problem was that type of action might get Angela killed too. Every time one of the men started to speak Rollie held up his hand to stop them. He was surprised that Vito obeyed his gestures. After two or three minutes, Rollie took a deep breath.
"Okay, I'll look for Angela," Rollie said. "But," he added as Frank started to speak. "But, I've got one condition. It's cut in stone and non-negotiable."
"What condition?" Frank asked.
"Keep your people out of this. I don't want them following me or talking to people I've talked to. I don't want them talking to people I might want to talk to. I don't want them involved at all. If I need something from you, I'll call."
Vito started to speak and Rollie spoke first. "Cut in stone Vito." The crime boss nodded, he didn't like it but he nodded..
"I need a recent picture of Angela and as much information about her life since she started at Washington University as possible"
Frank opened a briefcase sitting next to him, extracted a folder, and pushed it across the table. Rollie opened the folder and saw four or five pictures of a pretty girl with long black hair. The pictures were both facial shots and a couple of full body shots. She must take after her mother, Rollie thought. Angela has the coloring of her father but at 5'10 she's three inches taller than Frank. There were also several typed pages with a description of Angela, her class schedule and a list of her usual friends.
"Pretty sure I was going to take the job weren't you?" Rollie asked with a small hard smile.
"The way to be successful in business or life is to be prepared," Frank replied. "No I wasn't sure you would help. Considering who I am and what you used to do for a living I thought it was a long shot but I didn't want to waste time if you decided to take the job."
"Where did you get the list of friends?"
"Greta was very helpful getting information for me," Frank answered. "Er...Greta sort of works for me. Sort of a companion to Angela you see."
"Sort of works for you?"
"I pay for her schooling and give her a little on the side to keep an eye on Angela." Frank paused and added, "Angela doesn't know about Greta working for me."
Rollie shook his head. "You did say you were prepared didn't you." Frank nodded and looked a little embarrassed.
"Okay, when this is over, when Angela is home, I'll send you my bill. Doesn't matter if you pay the ransom and she comes home or I find her and she comes home. I'll send you a bill for my time and expenses. Agreed?"
"What do you want for your time?" Vito asked.
"I get $400 a day. Three days minimum." Rollie was winging it; he had no idea what private investigators charged. "But I only charge you when I'm actually working on the case."
"That's a lot of money for a day's work," Vito said.
"You're kidding me right?" Rollie asked frowning. "Your niece has been kidnapped, you're ready to pay out a quarter of a million dollars and you're going to quibble over my fee. Remember you asked for my help, I didn't come to you. That's the deal, take it or leave it"
"Okay, okay. Don't get your panties in a bunch. I was just saying."
"Let me explain something to you Mr. Rossi," Rollie said sarcastically. "I'm not doing this for you or Frank or for the money. I'm going to find your daughter because right now she's alone and afraid and needs help. Her world has collapsed around her. That's it plain and simple." Rollie stood finished his beer and said, "I'll be in touch." He left Rigazzi's and didn't look back.
Vito watched as Rollie walked away. "Asshole," he muttered.
"Maybe so, but right now he's our asshole," Frank replied. "We both know his reputation. If anyone can find Angela, Chambers will."
"And when he does we'll be right behind him," Vito swore. "No one disrespects the family like this. NO ONE."
The next morning Rollie went to the County Sheriff's Office to apply for a concealed carry permit for his pistol. As he was filling out the application, Deputy Sheriff Toby Smith walked by and saw Rollie.
"What the heck are you doing Rollie?" Tobey asked. He and Rollie had worked on several cases together. On the first case Toby had been in the lead pursuit car chasing a car thief. Rollie had blocked off the man's escape route and when the thief came out of the car shooting, Rollie returned fire and put the man down.
"Howdy Toby." Rollie stood and shook hands with the Deputy. "I've resigned from the Department and I'm going to do some investigations and maybe some security work so I need a CCW."
"I heard you left. Gonna be a PI like the Magnum or Rockford huh? Get all the pretty girls and interesting cases too I bet," Toby teased.
Rollie laughed with his friend. "Probably some insurance investigations and if I'm lucky setting up security for a VIP visiting St. Louis."
"You finish the application?" Toby motioned for Rollie to follow him. "No need for a bunch of that red tape considering. Let's take it in to the boss and see what we can do."
"What are you gonna be carrying Rollie?"
"A Glock 21C."
"A .45, wow a real stopper huh," Toby said.
"You remember what happened with that car thief." Toby nodded
"I hit him eight times before he went down. He was so high on Crystal Meth I don't think he ever felt the first four or five rounds. That's when I changed to the Glock. If I have to shoot someone they'll go down with the first one or two hits."
The Sheriff signed the application for Rollie. "You've been carrying a gun for years so you don't need a training course. We can get your fingerprints from the Department." He handed Rollie the approved certificate and said, "Just take that to the DMV; they'll put an endorsement on your driver's license and you're all set."
"Thanks Sheriff," turning to the deputy he said, "Toby, I appreciate your help." As he left the Sheriff's department he thought, now I'm legal to carry a gun. He chuckled and said to himself, "Course I would have carried the Glock anyway."
Rollie got back to his condo and picked up the file Frank Rossi had given him. As he read through it again, he also thought about what Frank had told him. Frank made the call to tell them he had the money but he hasn't heard from the kidnappers, Rollie said to himself. He was so involved in thinking about the case that when his cell phone rang, it startled him.
"Chambers," he answered.
"Rollie, I got a call from the kidnappers," Frank said. "They want me to bring the money to them next Monday."
"Did they tell you where?"
"No, they said they'd call me back Monday morning at 8 and tell me where to meet them."
"Call them back. They probably won't answer but leave a message. Tell them you don't feel comfortable walking around with all that money. Tell them you've hired someone to do the meeting for you. Got that?"
"Yeah, call them back and tell them I've hired a guy to bring the money to them," Frank repeated. "Who?"
"Me, I want to be there. Today's Thursday. I've got four days to find your daughter," Rollie said.
"What if you don't find her?"
"Then I'll be the one taking the money to them," Rollie answered. "Call Greta and tell her I'm coming to talk to her."
"She might have classes today; I'm not sure of her schedule."
"Tell her to skip class but be at the apartment when I get there. She works for you, tell her to be there." Rollie suggested. "I'm leaving now. Should be there in less than an hour." Rollie hung up without saying good bye.
Walking to his car he punched a number into his cell phone. "Tully," he said when the call was answered. "Can you get away for a couple of hours?"
"Yes sir, Detective First Class Chambers. Oh wait make that Citizen Chambers, I forgot you're one of them now," Tully replied. "What's up?" He asked in a more serious tone.
"I'm working on a kidnapping case and want another set of eyes and ears," Rollie explained. "I'm on my way to you so meet me out in front please."
"Okay see you in twenty."
"You still got that pair of pants with the leg cut out at the knee that you wore undercover with me? Rollie asked. "If you do wear them. See you soon."
Marine Master Gunnery Sergeant, retired, Jacob Tully was a Sergeant in the St. Louis Police Department. He was in charge of the Department's shooting range. Tully also taught tactile skills to the officers of the Department. He'd lost his right leg below the knee while on deployment with a National Guard unit in Iraq. His lower leg had been replaced with a state of the art prosthetic leg made of titanium and carbon fiber. Tully always said it was as good as his real leg and didn't itch as much.
Sergeant Tully was waiting on the curb when Rollie pulled up. He quickly jumped into the cab of the truck and Rollie peeled rubber getting away.
"Thanks Sarge," Rollie said.
"No problem. But why the cut off pants leg?"
"We're going to talk to the roomie of the kidnapped girl," Rollie replied. "I want her nervous when I talk to her and people are usually nervous around people with handicaps; like a prosthetic leg. Especially a big ugly former Jarhead who looks ominous. You know frowning, flexing his muscles, looking mean. Think you can handle that Tully?"
"You are a devious young man Rollie Chambers," Tully said with a big grin. "I can do the ominous part but I'm too pretty to look mean."
Many of the older homes around Washington University were stately and large. It had been and to some extent still was an upper crust neighborhood. The houses were usually two story brick buildings with large lots. Many had been renovated into apartments for students of the University.
"Nice digs," Tully said as they stopped in front of a building set back off the street. Angela and Greta's apartment was one side of an older home that had been made into a duplex. It looked like a very nice house, not your normal student's abode.



Rollie knocked on the door and a young, slender, blond woman answered. "Greta Reynolds?" Rollie asked. The girl nodded and he said, "I'm Rollie Chambers. I'm working for Frank Rossi to try and find out what happened to Angela."
"Frank said you'd be coming by," Greta replied.
"Can we come in?"
"Oh I'm sorry. Yes come in"
"Did you have to miss any classes to meet with me?"
"Yeah, a Poli Sci class,"
"Poli Sci?"
"Political Science," Greta explained. Her voice sounded a little angry.
"You upset at having to ditch class to talk with me Miss Reynolds? You know I could call Frank and tell him you'd rather go back to class if you like."
Greta's face got pale. "No, No, it's okay. I can get the lecture notes from one of my friends." She took a deep breath. "How can I help you, Mr. Chambers did you say?" She had recovered her poise and was treating him like one of the hired help.
Rollie smiled to himself and nodded. "Yeah, and this is Tully. He works for me."
Tully just grunted in greeting and walked around the apartment looking sinister. Greta stared at his leg for a few seconds and turned away.
"You seem nervous Miss Reynolds."
"Wouldn't you be nervous if your roommate was kidnapped from your apartment? I mean it's just her and I living here. I could be next."
"Angela was taken from the apartment? I didn't know that."
"I'm just guessing. I don't know for sure where she was." She looked nervous.
"Why did you say she was taken from here then?"
"I assumed it was here. She was here when I went out to dinner with a friend and she was gone when I got back."
"You didn't find it unusual that Angela was gone when you got home?"
"No, I thought she'd gone out herself. It wasn't until the next afternoon that I began to worry and called Frank."
"You waited until the next afternoon to call her father?"
"Yeah. I thought maybe she'd stayed overnight with a date."
"What time did you leave for dinner and when did you get back?"
"We left about 7:30 and returned after 11PM."
"Who was this guy you went to dinner with?"
"Al Woodster. He's in my second hour Econ class."
"You told Frank that Angela wasn't seeing anyone special."
Greta walked to the small kitchenette and got a bottle of water. "She wasn't dating anyone but that can change overnight you know? After all this is a college campus and people hook up all the time."
While Rollie was talking to Greta, Tully walked around the apartment. He didn't pick up anything but did stop for a second look at a couple of things plus he was gone from sight occasionally. He just kept walking around and frowned at Greta several times. Greta's head turned back and forth between Rollie and Tully, not sure she was comfortable with the big man snooping around.
"Here's my cell number Greta. Would you please call me if you think of anything else?" Rollie handed her a card, motioned to Tully and left the apartment.
Rollie and Tully got back into his truck. Parking in front of the shooting range Rollie made a call.
"Hi Jess. Come to my place for dinner tonight will you?"
"Rollie, we've talked about this. I'm not ready to spend the night at your place," Jessica said with a chuckle.
"No, not that," Rollie protested. "Well maybe that, if you insist but I'm working on a case and I'd like your input. Okay?"
"Okay," Jessica agreed. See you at 7."
"You come too please Tully."
The big man nodded and got out of the truck.

********************
Rollie Chambers, Jessica Talbert, and Jacob Tully were in Rollie's apartment after finishing a pizza and a couple of beers. During the meal, Rollie had explained to Jessica the kidnapping of Angela Rossi.
"Did you notice anything unusual in Greta's place Tully?"
"Greta said it was just her and Angela living there right? She lied. There's a man's clothes in her closet and the dresser drawers. A man's razor and shaving cream were sitting on the counter in the bathroom. She looks like a white wine type and there was a half full bottle of Wild Turkey on one of the night stands."
"Anything else?" Rollie asked with a smile. "You didn't get the guy's name did you?"
"First names Brad," Tully replied with a straight face. At Rollie's surprised look he added, "There was a crumpled up note on the floor from Greta. It said "Hey Brad" and went on to explain that she'd had to run to the bookstore and would be right back."
"I should have just sent you and stayed at home," Rollie said with a big grin.
"You told me to be observant so I ominously walked around grimacing and observed," Tully said as he chuckled.
Getting serious again Rollie said, "There's something else that bothers me about this whole deal."
"What's that?" Jessica asked.
"First the kidnappers send a note by snail mail. Then when Frank calls the next day to tell them he's got the money, just as they ordered in the note, then they wait for a few days before they contact Frank again. Now they're waiting until Monday for the money."
Jessica looked at Rollie for a few seconds digesting what he'd said. "Why does that bother you?"
"No self respecting kidnaper would give the police or Feds or in this case the Rossi's that much time. Usually kidnappers want the money right now; the sooner the better." Rollie looked at his two companions and said, "I think we're dealing with a bunch of amateurs. I think that when Frank got back to them right away they didn't know what to do. That's why the hold up; they had to figure out a place for the money drop. Like I said, amateurs."
"I worked a couple of kidnappings before I went over to the sand box," Tully offered. "That was always the problem trying to work the case; you didn't have time to investigate because of the deadline set up by the kidnappers. Mr Chambers, I think you're right sir."
"Knock off the sir bit," Rollie replied with a grin. "I work for a living." Tully laughed at the old military joke.
"What do you know about Angela?" Jessica inquired.
Rollie tossed her the file on Angela and summarized the info as Jessica read it. After a couple of minutes reading Jessica looked up as Tully started to talk.
"I talked to a couple of guys I know in the Juvenile Division," the big Sergeant said. "Angela isn't the 'angel' that her father claims. "She been arrested several times; all for minor stuff like shoplifting, joy riding, and a couple of civil disobedience beefs. Angela has been very outspoken when the police arrested her or took her in. It seems like little Miss Perfect doesn't believe she has to play by the rules like everyone else because she's Frank Rossi's kid."
"Jess what's your take on Angela Rossi," Rollie asked.
"She's from a family with a lot of money and influence. Angela doesn't believe she's the same as other people and should have special privileges. According to the facts in the file her father divorced her mother and left her broken and destitute. I believe that she dislikes, maybe even hates, her father and her uncle. After all Vito stood by and let Frank ruin her mother." Jessica stopped for a few seconds. "All and all, Angela is one messed up young woman."
"Okay gang, let's wrap this up," Rollie said. "Tully I'll probably need your help again." Tully nodded, waved goodbye and left.
"Thanks Jess. I'll talk to you tomorrow."
"What no attempt to get me to stay with you?" Jessica asked with a big grin. "Who knows, you might talk me into that cup of coffee you wanted the other night."
Rollie groaned and shook his head. "I need to go see Greta again. There are a couple of inconsistencies in her story and I want to push her a little. It's only 9 and she should still be awake."
"I'll go with you," Jessica offered. "Can't let you go off after some young coed you know."
Rollie smiled and headed for the door. They made a very quick trip back to Greta's duplex. As they got out of his truck in front of the duplex, Rollie heard a woman scream.
"Get back in the truck Jess," Rollie ordered as he ran toward the building. The front door to the apartment was open and he stepped inside.
He saw a short, squat man holding Greta by the throat. "Where is she bitch? I'm not going to ask you again."
"Let her go Leo," Rollie commanded. "Don't' make me tell you a second time.
Leo Pirelli worked for Vito Rossi. He was what would be called a "soldier" by the family and a "hood" by the rest of society. Leo was a "made" man which meant he'd killed someone doing his job for his boss.
Pirelli turned his head to see who was giving him orders; he didn't let go of Greta. When he recognized Rollie he said, "You're not a cop anymore, so don't threaten me."
"No I'm not a cop anymore but that makes me more dangerous," Rollie replied. "I don't have to worry about your "Miranda Rights" or my superiors or some smart ass attorney. I can just kick your ass for the fun of it. Rollie had an evil grin on his face. "And that's not a threat, it's a promise. Let the girl go Pirelli."
He took his hands off Greta's throat and the girl sagged to the floor. Leo reached inside his jacket. Rollie reacted by instinct, pulled his Glock 21C, and pointed it at the hood.
"That hand had better be moving real slow when it comes out from under your jacket or you're gonna have a very bad day," Rollie told Pirelli. "Now nice and easy pull out your weapon with two fingers and drop it on the floor."
Leo did as he was told. "Mr. Rossi isn't gonna be happy when I tell him you interfered."
"Mr. Rossi isn't going to be happy when I tell him to go to hell." Now get out." Leo started to pick up his gun. "Leave it," Rollie ordered. "I'll see it gets back to Rossi."
Leo hesitated, saw the look in Rollie's eyes and shrugged. He slowly walked past Rollie and left the apartment.
"Are you alright Greta?" Rollie asked as he helped her to the sofa. "Should I call the paramedics or something?"
"No, I'm okay. Just scared to death is all." Greta crossed her arms in front of her and sort of rocked back and forth on the sofa.
"What did Pirelli want and why was he choking you?"
"He asked me who Brad is, how he knows Angela, and where he is. When I told him I didn't know where Brad was he grabbed my neck." The young woman shuddered. "I thought he was going to kill me."
"I'll ask the same questions. Who's Brad and how is he involved in Angela's disappearance?"
Greta shook her head and looked down at the floor.
"Vito Rossi must be a mite upset with you Greta or he wouldn't have sent Pirelli to see you," Rollie explained. "You can tell me or expect another visit from one of Vito's men. And this time I won't be here to stop him. Your choice."
Heaving a big sigh Greta answered, "Brad's sort of Angela's boyfriend; he lives here off and on. But not all the time. He and Angela are trying to get money from her father so they can get away from here, maybe go to Europe with her friends."
"She wasn't really kidnapped was she? This whole thing was a scam to extort money, right?" Greta nodded. "Where are they Greta? I need to find Brad before Rossi's men do. They won't hurt Angela but they'll put Brad into the Mississippi River with chains and weights tied around his neck."
"I don't know." At Rollie's disbelieving look she added, "I really don't. Brad was supposed to call and tell me where to meet him and Angela but I haven't heard from him. So I called his cell. I still haven't heard from him." Greta gasped and went white. "Maybe Vito's men already found him."
"No, at least not yet. Leo wouldn't have been here trying to scare information out of you."
"Do you know where Brad and Angela are going to use for a money drop on Monday?"
"Monday?" Greta said in disbelief. "I hadn't heard about Monday. The plan was to stretch this out for a couple of weeks to make Frank more willing to give up that much money."
"Apparently your friends have cut you out of the loop," Rollie suggested to Greta. "I think you've been dropped by the side of the road."
"Rollie?"
He turned and saw Jessica standing in the open doorway. Rollie motioned her in. "Thought I told you to wait in the truck," he said with a grin.
"I saw a very angry man leave and I had to make sure you were okay," Jessica defended her being there.
"I'm fine, tell you about it later." Turning back to Greta Rollie said, "Okay, you can't stay here. You can stay at my place until we finish this."
Greta faced showed what she thought about staying with Rollie. But before Greta could object Rollie added, "I don't mean it like that and it's just until this situation is solved. It'll be the safest place for you."
"I'll stay with you Greta," Jessica said. Then she laughed at Rollie. "Guess you're going to finally get me up to your apartment."
In a low voice almost to himself Rollie said, "Not what I had in mind."
Greta packed a few things and rode with Rollie and Jessica to Rollie's condo. He showed her the guest bedroom and got her settled in. Greta rejoined them in the living room.
"Call or text Brad and tell him that Vito's men came looking for him," Rollie instructed. "Tell him what happened there. And tell him he'd better call or you'll tell the Rossi's about the whole deal."
"What if he doesn't call back?" Greta asked timidly.
"He will. For one thing he won't want you to give any info to Vito or Frank's men," Rollie assured her. "When he calls set up a meeting at some place he'd feel safe. Tell him you need to hide too. If he gives you any static tell him you're not going to get hurt for him and Angela." Rollie paused and asked, "Why did you get involved with this scam? What were you supposed to get out of it?"
"I graduate next month and wanted to get away from Frank. He was beginning to talk about me doing other things for my money; sexual things, things I didn't want to do." Greta blushed. "Angela and Brad were going to give me twenty five thousand dollars out of the $150,000 they got from her father. Then I could move to another city and start over."
"The ransom note demanded $250,000 not $150,000 Greta. I think you've been used." Rollie watched as Greta realized she been scammed too. "Make the call."
Rollie waited until Greta made the call and watched as she also sent a text. He nodded and said, "I'm going to see Frank and Vito about their men."
"What can you do about it Rollie?" Jessica asked. "They're powerful men and play by their own set of rules."
"They haven't found Brad or Angela or they wouldn't have gone at Greta so they'll want me to keep looking. If they don't listen to me I'll quit and they can go to hell."
Jessica looked at Rollie with a small smile. "No you won't. You can't quit if there's a girl in trouble; it's just not you."
"Think you know me pretty well do you?" Rollie returned her smile. "Guess you're right. This kidnapping scam sounds like it's gone in a different direction than Angela planned. Sounds like it's gone sideways on her. She could be in real trouble." He crossed to where Jessica sat, leaned down and kissed her.
"I'm glad you're here Jess," Rollie said with a grin. "For whatever reason. I'll be back in a couple of hours." He turned and left the apartment.
Rollie walked toward his truck and saw Tully leaning against the front fender. "What are you doing here Tully?"
"Jessica called me when she heard the scream and you went into Greta's place," Tully answered with a grin. "When I got there you'd already left."
"So how'd you know I would come home?"
"People always underestimate my intelligence because I'm big and have some gray hair. I deduced that you'd head for a safe haven." Tully chuckled. "Well that plus Jessica called me when you were showing Greta her room. But I did figure you'd go see Rossi about his men interfering. You've never been the flavor of the month with the Rossi's; thought you might need some backup."
"Shouldn't be a problem, Franks just wants to find his daughter," Rollie said.
"Vito is the alpha wolf in that pack. Frank's almost as bad and he'll follow Vito's lead. They might not like you running off their man." Tully smiled again. "Ergo, I'll come along to persuade the Rossi's to behave."
"Okay, get in the truck Tully. Damn! Just what I need, a beat up old Gunnery Sergeant." Rollie motioned toward his truck and they both got in. Just before Rollie pulled away from the curb he softly said, "Thanks Tully."
"You welcome Private Detective Chambers sir."

********************
It was just past 10 PM when Rollie pulled up in front of the big house where Frank Rossi lived. Vito's place was next door. Rollie followed by Tully walked up to the big wooden double doors. He didn't bother with the bell but beat loudly on the door with a clenched fist.
Leo opened the front door and Rollie pushed past him into the entryway. Tully followed, shutting the door behind him; pushing Leo aside. Leo growled and reached for the gun under his coat. Tully grabbed his wrist with a big hand and applied pressure. This time Leo groaned with pain.
"Frank," he yelled. "Chambers and that big one legged Sergeant forced their way in."
"What the hell?" Rossi exclaimed looking first at Rollie and then at the large man with him standing in the entry way.
"Let's talk Frank," Rollie said. "Why don't we have a seat?"
Frank led Rollie and Tully into the living room. Vito was already there. Leo joined them and started toward Rollie but at a low word from Vito, sat down.
"Good the gangs all here," Rollie said. "I won't have to repeat myself." He motioned for Frank to have a seat. "I told you when you asked for my help that I didn't want your guys involved. But Vito you just had to send your gorilla to Greta's. Now I'm telling you for the last time, keep out of it. If you want my help, keep out of it"
Rollie could see that Leo was dying to get to him. Looking him in the eye Rollie tossed Leo's gun to him. "You might need this the next time you beat up a 22 year old girl."
Leo growled and in spite of Vito's orders came around the coffee table at Rollie. His arms were opened wide trying to grab Rollie in a bear hug. Rollie let him get close and hit him with a hard left hard followed by a short straight right. Leo went down backwards onto his butt. Rollie heard a noise behind him and turned.
A second hood had entered the living room and rushed at Rollie. Unfortunately for him he met Tully in a most painful way. The second man was lying face down on the hardwood floor.
"He slipped," Tully said with an innocent grin. "God's truth, he slipped."
As Leo struggled to his feet he shook his head to clear it. "That's enough Leo. Sit down," Vito ordered in a voice that had to be obeyed by the soldier.
"No keep coming Leo; I want to knock you on your ass again," Rollie taunted. "I can't stand a man that beats up and manhandles a woman." Turning to Vito and Frank he added, "Can't stand the ones that ordered it either."
Vito and Frank looked at each other and back at Rollie and nodded.
"Why did you send Leo after Greta to begin with?" Rollie asked.
Vito sort of cleared this throat and didn't say anything. Frank finally said, "A friend of ours has a bistro near campus. Vinnie heard through the grapevine about Angela and contacted me. He told us that Angela and a young man named Brad had been coming into his place at least once a week for the last two months. Greta had said that Angela wasn't dating anyone one guy."
Frank looked at Leo sitting in the side chair. "We decided that maybe Greta knew more about this Brad than she was saying so we sent Leo over to see her. He got a little carried away when she wouldn't talk to him."
"Now listen up, I'm going to find Angela and bring her home," Rollie told them. "I don't want your goons getting in my way again. I've stashed Greta in a safe house for now. Maybe I can get the info from her."



"You haven't found her yet Chambers," Vito said.
"Maybe not but I hope to know where she is by tomorrow and have her home by evening. That is if you keep your thugs away." Rollie stared at the Rossi's for a few seconds. "Frank, stay out of it, let me do my job. I'll find Angela for you."
Tully spoke to the Rossi's for the first time. "Rollie put Miss Reynolds under my protection gentlemen so I'll make it plain for you. Don't come looking for her again. Rollie's too soft hearted. Were it me, your man there would have never left that apartment." He looked at Leo, then Frank, and then at Vito with a hard stare.
"Ah yes, Sergeant Tully of the St. Louis Police Department and formerly of the Marines," Vito sneered. "What did you do in the Marines? Were you some General's orderly?" Vito was being insulting because of his anger at being told what to do.
"I retired as a Master Gunnery Sergeant after 20 years of service. For 6 of those years I was considered the best sniper in the Corp; for another two I taught others how to be a sniper. I'm very good with a long rifle gentleman, don't forget it"
First Frank and then Vito nodded.
"Let's go Tully before someone else slips and falls," Rollie said smiling at his friend.
Frank looked at Vito in surprise as Rollie and Tully left. He didn't understand why Vito let the implied threat by the Sergeant slid by; it wasn't in Vito's nature.
"I don't get it Vito," Frank said nodding toward Tully's back.
"Did you see the look in Tully's eyes? That man could be part Sicilian; he's got the stones to back up what he says. If we send Leo or someone to look for Greta we'll be short a man or men." Vito gave Frank an evil smile. "There'll be time after this is done to have a talk with Sergeant Tully."
Back at Rollie's apartment Tully, Jessica, Greta and Rollie sat around the kitchen table drinking the fresh coffee that Jessica had made.
"Something is kinky about this whole kidnapping," Rollie said.
"How so?" Tully asked.
"First it was a couple of days before Rossi got a ransom note; and why a note instead of a phone call? Greta said Brad and Angela were going to get 150 thousand but the note demanded 250 thousand. Frank made the call to let them know he had the money and it was still three days before the kidnappers contacted him." Rollie took a big drink of his coffee. "Then instead of wanting the money right away they set up a meeting in four days. This whole situation doesn't feel right."
"What could it mean?" Tully asked.
Before Rollie could answer Jessica said, "Greta got an answer to her text message." Both men turning to her. "Brad said he would text her tomorrow morning and tell her where to meet him." Jessica hesitated. "You notice he said where HE would meet her not him and Angela. I don't think Angela is in charge anymore."
Rollie thought, I don't think Greta will be safe meeting with Brad either. Could be he wants to cover his tracks and eliminate witnesses.
"That was my thought," Rollie said. "I think this started as a way for Angela to scam her father out of money and now Brad's taken over. Angela could well now be an actual kidnap victim."
Rollie walked over to the bar in the corner and poured a small glass of Gentleman Jack whiskey. "Tully want a taste? Jess, you or Greta want a glass of wine or something?" Jessica and Greta shook their heads.
"Thought you'd never ask," Tully replied with a grin. "I was beginning to wonder if you appreciated my talents and counsel." The big man walked over and accepted a bucket glass filled with ice and three fingers of whiskey." He took a big drink and smiled. "Smooth as mother's milk." Then he turned the glass up and finished his drink. He took his glass into the kitchen, washed it out and set it on the drain board to dry.
Tully turned and saw Rollie and Jessica watching him. "Habits I learned in the Corp can be hard to break," he said with a self depreciating smile.
"You'll make someone a fine wife one of these days Tully." Rollie teased. "Back to business," he said in a more serious tone. "I think we should stay together tonight, just in case the Rossi's didn't get the message. Greta you've seen your room, Tully you can take the other guest room, and Jess you can have my room. I'll sleep on the couch. He looked directly at Jessica, smiled, and added, "It's big enough for two you know."
Jessica returned his smile. "See you in the morning guys," she said and walked into Rollie's bedroom.
"Want me to take a turn on watch?" Tully asked.
Rollie shook his head. "If Rossi or his men come to see us they won't get through my door without explosives. It's a solid steel door covered in a wood grain veneer. Besides I'll wake up if I hear a mouse fart. Go to bed Tully, we're gonna have a busy day tomorrow."
He escorted Greta to her room and returned. Rollie took off his shoes, got a cushion for his head and stretched out on the couch. Glad I bought a big comfy couch, he thought as he placed his Glock by his side.

********************
The unfamiliar noise woke Rollie. He'd had the knack of waking at any strange noise since he'd been a boy growing up on his family's farm in southeastern Missouri. On the farm there were always emergencies to be attended to and they usually seemed to come late at night. Animals, weather, fencing, or something would require Rollie to get up quickly and help his father and brother take care of the problem.
Rollie glanced at the digital clock; it showed 2 AM. The shadowy figure slowly came toward him and Rollie gripped his pistol, ready to use it if necessary. When the person was about ten feet away, he heard a whisper.
"Rollie," Jessica called in a low soft voice. "You awake?"
"Yeah Jess." He carefully replaced his pistol on the arm of the couch and sat up. "You okay? You need something?"
"I keep waking up. Guess it's sleeping in a strange place or something." Jessica walked closer. She was wearing one of Rollie's T shirts; it fit her like a short robe that stopped at mid thigh. "Could I maybe lay down on the couch with you?"
Rollie couldn't help but tease her a little. "I could join you in my bed just as easy," he offered.
Jessica giggled. "I don't think that would be the smart thing to do."
"If the couch is the only place I get to sleep with you then it'll have to do," Rollie said. "At least for right now Jess." His words were full of promise.
Rollie put his Glock under his cushion, then scooted to the back of the couch and Jessica stretched out in front of him. He pulled a woolen throw over them and spooned up against Jessica's back. She scooted closer to him, pulled his arm around her, and promptly relaxed.
"Now I'm really glad I bought a big comfy couch," he whispered.
"Me too," Jessica whispered back as she drifted off to sleep.

********************
"Wake up you love birds," Tully called from the kitchen. "I made fresh coffee."
"I know," Rollie said as he and Jessica got straightened out. He looked at the digital clock and saw it was almost 7. "I heard you stomping around in there for over twenty minutes."
"And you didn't get up to join me?" Tully said in a pretend hurt voice.
Rollie leaned over and gave Jessica a quick kiss. "Would you have gotten up Tully if you were in my place?"
Tully smiled. "Don't reckon I would have," he admitted. "In fact I might have shot the guy that woke me up. Morning Jessica."
"Good morning Tully. I'll get dressed and get Greta up."
"I'm already up," Greta said as she came into the living room. "I didn't get much sleep."
As the four finished a light breakfast Greta's phone gave an alert that she had a text message. It read:
"Where RU? I'm at your place. Brad.
Greta showed the message to Rollie. "Tell him you got scared because of Frank's man coming to your place and you're staying with a friend."
Greta texted;I'm stayin W a pal.
MMA whse n an hour.
"He wants me to meet him at the warehouse where he was going to set up the money drop," Greta explained.
"Tell you're afraid you're being followed. Suggest he meet you at your friends; then give him my address," Rollie ordered. Greta hesitated. "Greta you've got to know this scam isn't going to work; it's time for you to get out from under what's coming."
I THK I'm BN FOLOWD. U cum 2 me.
Where?
2115 Park Ave Across from Lafayette Park.
Two or three minutes went by with no answer; it seemed like much longer to those waiting. Finally Greta received another message.
Okay, on my way. Be there in 20.
"Now we need to get ready for our friend Brad," Rollie suggested. "Jess, would you sit with Greta and play her friend for this character when he gets here?" He held up his hand before she could answer. "Tully will be in the hallway and I'll be behind the breakfast bar but I've got to warn you, things could go sideways here."
Jessica reached for her purse and pulled a Glock 26 subcompact 9MM pistol. "I can take care of myself," she said with a grin. "I'll sit on the couch with my Glock under my leg. If good ole Brad gets too macho, I can take care of him."
"Where did you get that?" Rollie asked. "You know it's illegal to carry a concealed weapon."
"Not if you've got one of these," she answered and showed him her concealed carry permit.
"When did you get this?"
"After that first night when you told me about the kidnapping and who the family was, I thought I better be able to protect myself. So I had a friend help me get a CCW."
"Why would you feel you need protection?"
"I knew you'd eventually want my help and if I was going to get involved in your case I wanted to be able to take care of myself."
"But how did you get your permit so fast. I mean I pulled a few strings and got mine right away. But how'd you....?"
"Like I said, I've got a friend that helped cut through all the red tape."
Rollie stared at her for several seconds and then had a thought. He turned to look at Tully who was leaning against the breakfast bar in the kitchen and was examining the ceiling. Looking down, Tully just gave Rollie a big grin.
"She's a lot prettier than you are and she paid attention when I showed her how to shoot," Tully said still grinning. "Smells better too."
Rollie went over his plans again and everyone got into their positions. Greta and Jessica sat on the couch, one at each end; that had them facing the door. Jessica put her Glock under a cushion next to her. Tully stepped far enough down the hallway to the guest bedrooms that he couldn't be seen from the living room. He pulled and held his pistol down next to his leg. Rollie stood behind the breakfast bar that separated the kitchen from the dining area; he also held his pistol. He would duck down out of sight when Brad entered the apartment.
It was closer to fifteen minutes after Greta got the text that the doorbell rang. As he knelt down Rollie muttered, "Our Brad must be anxious."
Jessica went to the door, looked through the peep hole and asked, "Who is it?"
"Hi, I'm Brad, you know Greta's friend. Is she here?"
Jessica unlocked the door, stepped back to her place on the couch and said, "Sure. Come on in"
Brad entered the apartment. For the mastermind behind the kidnapping he wasn't very impressive. The young man, about 24, was about 5' 9 with a slender build. He had pale blue eyes, dirty blond hair, and a patchwork beard. It was like the hair on his face couldn't make up its mind to be a beard or just a bunch of hair.
His eyes darted around the apartment after he entered. Brad was obviously nervous. "Hey Greta, good to see you," he said. "Who's this?" He asked pointing with his chin at Jessica.
"Hi Brad. This is my friend Jessica. Where's Angela? I thought she'd be with you."
"Oh you know Angela. She didn't want to get up this early so she's waiting for us back at my place." Brad smiled. "You ready to go girl? We need to get on the road."
"I don't think I'm going with you. What with the Rossi's sending goons out to look for Angela I think I'd better just cut my losses and get out of town. I'll go to my cousins in Cape Girardeau."
"Sure I understand," Brad said. "I'll help you get there. Come on Greta."
"You don't understand, I'm not going Brad. I'm out of this and I'll make it on my own."
"You're the one that doesn't understand," Brad said as he pulled a pistol out of his jacket. "You're coming with me. I can't leave you around for the Rossi's to talk to. You might decide to tell them all about me."
"I think it's you that doesn't get it Brad," Rollie said as he stood up from his hiding place aiming his weapon at the young man.
Brad looked at Rollie and paled. He saw a movement from the couch. Jessica was also holding a pistol on him. She pointed behind him and Brad looked over his shoulder. Tully was standing in a shooter's stance, both hands on his weapon, pointing at Brad's head.
"I suggest you put your pistol down Brad," Rollie said as he walked toward the young man. Brad dropped his gun onto an easy chair next to him and put his hands in the air. "Jessica get his weapon and step back," Rollie ordered. The was no please or could you in his voice. It was a voice familiar with command and she obeyed immediately.
"Hands behind you," Tully ordered as he stepped closer to Brad. He put handcuffs on the boy and pushed him to a seat in the same chair that had held his weapon. "All yours Rollie. Think I'll get another cup of coffee."
"Brad you're in a world of hurt right now and don't even know it," Rollie began. "There are three options available to you. All three of them have you telling us where Angela is but they each have a different outcome for you." Tully brought Rollie a cup of coffee and returned to lean against the breakfast bar.
"We can turn you over to the police and the FBI and they'll probably cut you a deal to find Angela," Rollie continued. "Problem with that option is Rossi can get to you even if you're in a Federal prison. Option two is my favorite; we turn you directly over to the Rossi's. I can guarantee you'll tell Frank where his daughter is and then you'll end up as a floater in the Mississippi. Or...."
"What's the third option?" Brad asked not liking either of the first two choices.
"You tell us where Angela is, we go get her, and we'll let you go. If the Rossi's find you, that's all on you but at least you'll have a chance to disappear. Who knows maybe Frank will forget about revenge once he gets his little girl back." Rollie knelt down in front of Brad. "I know none of them are what you want but at least you get to make the choice."
Brad thought about his options for almost five seconds. "Angela's in the office apartment of the warehouse on the corner of Mississippi Ave and Rutger."
"Who do you have watching her?"
"Nobody, I've got her tied up but she's okay."
"Let's go Tully," Rollie said.
"You promised to let me go," Brad begged.
"As soon as we get back with Angela you can be on your way. I'll even give you an hour's head start before I take Angela to her father." Rollie walked over and kissed Jessica. "We'll be back soon Jess, keep an eye on the mastermind here."
Rollie and Tully had been gone about five minutes when Brad asked Jessica to let him go to the bathroom.
"I've got weak kidneys and all this stress and excitement is hard on me," Brad pleaded.
Jessica looked at him for several minutes, pulled her pistol, and finally agreed. "But if you try anything I don't think you'd like the consequences. She stepped behind him and unlocked one of the handcuffs. "The bathroom is down the hall."
Brad brought his hands in front of him and rubbed his wrist. He turned toward the hallway and then turned back and lunged at Jessica.

********************
Rollie and Tully drove around the warehouse checking things out. Pulling his truck to the curb, Rollie got out followed by Tully.
"Looks deserted," Tully offered. "I think good ole Brad was too scared to lie to us."
"Okay let's go get her," Rollie said.
Slowly they entered the building and made their way up to the second floor office apartment. They found Angela gagged and tied just as Brad had said. They freed her and got her on her feet.
"Where is that son of a bitch?" She asked in an angry voice. "Where's Brad?"
"He's at my place," Rollie answered. "C'mon let's go see him."
Rollie lead Angela into his apartment. The first thing he saw was Brad on the floor with his hands handcuffed behind him but now his feet were tied and a rope ran from his feet to the handcuffs. The side of his head had blood on it from a cut high on his temple. I think the cowboys call that hog tied, Rollie thought.
"Jess, why is our guest tied up like a pig for the spit? And what happened to his head?"
"Mr. Smart Ass there talked me into taking the handcuffs so he could go to the bathroom," Jessica explained as she wiped down her Glock. "He jumped me and I hit him upside the head with my new pistol. He got blood all over my gun." Jessica muttered as she put her weapon back in her purse, "Damn fool is lucky I didn't shoot him."
Rollie tried to hide his smile and not laugh. Tully didn't even try; he laughed and pointed at Brad. Even Jessica had to chuckle at Tully's reaction.
"Sit down Angela," Rollie ordered. "Tell us all about your scam."
"What scam? This asshole kidnapped me and tried to get money out of my father."
"That's not true," Brad protested. "It was her idea to get 150 thousand from her old man."
"Yeah I did, but you got greedy," Angela responded. "You really did kidnap me and demanded more money. That wasn't part of the plan numb nuts."
"Why would you try to steal money from your father?" It was Jessica asking the question.
"I wanted to go to Europe for the summer with my friends. Daddy told me he'd pay for my schooling, my apartment, and even give me a monthly allowance but if I wanted to go to Europe I had to get a job and earn the money." Angela looked around the room. "Can you image that? I'm Frank Rossi's daughter; I shouldn't have to work."
"So she came up with the idea of the kidnapping," Brad interrupted. "She said she'd give me 25 thousand dollars to help her. I didn't want to but she promised to take me with her in addition to the money."
"Yeah and then you got greedy, you bastard. You locked me in that office and sent a ransom note for 250 thousand to Daddy. You're an idiot. He would have paid the smaller amount but you just had to push him."
Rollie walked over and cut the rope around Brad's feet. He unlocked and removed the handcuffs and helped the boy to his feet.
"Wait, aren't you going to turn him over to Daddy?" Angela asked. "Or at least to the police."
"If I turn him over to the authorities, I'd have to turn you over too," Rollie answered. "Your father hired me to find you, not to arrest anyone." He turned toward Brad. "Okay kid, here's your chance just like I promised. I'll wait for an hour before I call Frank Rossi. I'd suggest you get the hell out of Dodge before he comes looking for you."
"You disrespected the Rossi's by just being involved in Angela's scheme," Tully said from the kitchen. Not to mention that you actually did kidnap his daughter. That's not something the Rossi's will let slide. You best get out of town and quickly."
Brad looked around and then looked directly at Angela. He started to say something but stopped. Shaking his head he quickly left the apartment.
"You can't let him go," Angela protested.
"Yes I can," Rollie said. "I gave him my word that he could walk if he told us where he had you. Now we'll wait for an hour and take you home to Daddy."

********************
For the second time, Rollie beat on the big wooden double doors at Frank Rossi's home. This time Frank opened the door himself.



"Don't you know how to use the damn door bell?" Frank asked and then he saw Angela standing behind Tully. "Oh my God, you found her." He stepped around Rollie and Tully and took his daughter into his arms. Angela just stood there not returning the hug.
"Come in Rollie," Frank said and with his arm around his daughter led Rollie and Tully into his living room. Vito was sitting on the sofa. He had an almost surprised look on his face when he saw Angela.
"I didn't think you'd find her Chambers. I underestimated you," Vito admitted reluctantly.
"How much do I owe you Rollie?" Frank asked as he walked to a large desk in the corner of the room. He took a checkbook from the top drawer and looked expectantly at Rollie.
"I'll make you a deal Frank." Rollie held up a small tape recorder. Angela's face went white. He pushed play on the machine; Brad and Angela's discussion in Rollie's apartment flowed through the room. "This tape and the copy will never be heard again, IF..."
"If what?" Frank asked.
"If you let Brad and Greta alone. Don't look for them, don't go after them. Forget you ever heard their names." Rollie could see that Vito was upset. "One other thing, I want you to give Greta enough money for her to finish her schooling and get a start in another city."
"Let them go?" Vito asked. "Are you nuts? Those two showed a lot of disrespect for our family. You can't believe that I'd let them get away with that. The other families would lose respect for us."
"Only if the story gets out," Rollie said. "Only my crew and you three know the real story. We won't talk and I'm pretty sure you won't run around telling everybody Frank's19 year old daughter tried to rip you off."
"But....but," Vito sputtered.
"Quiet Vito," Frank ordered. "What happens if I don't take your deal?"
It was at that point that Rollie realized that Tully was wrong about Vito being the alpha wolf; Frank was the real head of the family. Vito was the aggressive, blustering, front man while Frank made all the important decisions.
"Your daughter goes to jail for extortion. She planned the fake kidnapping to get money from you to go to Europe. Course then Brad got greedy and messed up the whole thing." Rollie stared at Frank without blinking. "If Angela gets arrested the story will be all over the city before she gets out on bail."
"How do I know you won't talk Rollie?" Frank asked. "I mean it's not like we're friends."
"We have a relationship, sort of like a lawyer and his client," Rollie explained. "Anything that goes on between us is privileged information. I won't talk about my clients business; unless they intend to break the law." Rollie looked Frank in the eye and added, "You have my word on it"
Frank looked at Rollie for about 10 seconds and then nodded his head.
Rollie walked over to the wood burning fireplace and threw the tape recorder into the fire. "Guess our job is done." He motioned for Tully to precede him to the door.
"Hey," Frank called. "What about your fee?"
"Got a $100?"
Frank nodded and handed Rollie a hundred dollar bill. "That'll buy a new tape recorder. Never can tell when one will come in handy," Rollie said with an evil smile. "See you around Frank."
"I owe you Rollie; I won't forget it"
As Rollie and Tully left they heard Frank say to his daughter. "What the hell were you thinking?"

********************
Antonio Rigazzi, the owner of Rigazzi's, watched his friend Rollie devouring his second serving of Mostoccioli with meat sauce. He saw that Jessica was eating the veal.
"When are you going to order a real entrée Rollie?" Tony asked. "You're gonna eat me out of house and home with those all you can eat specials. Hello pretty lady," he greeted Jessica.
"I'm still unemployed Tony. Still got to stretch my entertainment dollar. Besides I like your Mostoccioli."
Tony pulled a chair from a nearby table and sat next to Jessica. "I heard you found Angela Rossi before her father had to pay the ransom. Surely he paid you."
"Nope. Well he did pay for a new tape recorder," Rollie said as he kept eating. Finally he finished the plate of food and sat back. "That's good stuff Tony."
"Tell you what; we're having a little party after hours tonight. Why don't you two stop by," Tony suggested. "Momma's gonna cook up some old country dishes that you won't believe."
"Can't tonight Tony, thanks," Jessica said. "We've got plans for this evening."
"We do?" Rollie asked with surprise in his voice.
"Yeah, we do." Jessica scooted her chair closer to Rollie and took his hand. "We're going to be busy moving my things into your condo." Jessica smiled and asked, "Any objections?"
A big smile slowly spread over Rollie's face. "No objections Doctor."
The End – For Now
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********************
Deputy U.S. Marshal Thomas Boone dismounted in front of the Marshal's office in Tucson Arizona. He raised both hands over his head, leaned backwards and stretched. He was 30 years old but felt much older. Too many outlaws, too many long trails, and too many gun fights, he thought. I can't make these long rides like I used to.
Boone turned to the horse that he'd led into town. Jenson Stoolie was tied face down across the saddle. Boone motioned to a 12 year old boy sitting on the porch in front of the store next to the Marshal's office.
"Run down and fetch the undertaker for me son," he requested and tossed the boy two bits. The youngster caught the coin and took off at a run.
"Who you got there Tom?" U.S. Marshal Ted McCoy asked as he walked out of his office.
"Jenson Stoolie. He said he'd just as soon die as to go back to Yuma Prison." Tom tied his horse to the hitching rail. "I obliged him."
"Put up a fight did he?" McCoy said not expecting an answer. "You know if he'd stopped at shooting that cowboy in the saloon he might have claimed self defense and got away with it." The Marshal shook his head. "But the damn fool had to go and steal a horse. That's what caused the circuit judge to put a warrant out on him."
"Jenson never was the smartest man," Tom replied. Looking down the street he said, "Here comes Sam now. Soon as I turn the body over to him I'm gonna get rid of this trail dust. See y'all in the morning."
Tom handed the reins of Jenson's horse to Sam Johnson, the undertaker. He mounted and rode to the saloon. First a whiskey and a beer and then a bath, he said to himself. Rubbing his hand across his face he thought, reckon a shave wouldn't do any harm either.
"That's a hard young man," Johnson said to the Marshal. "Not a speck of remorse in his eyes after killing a man."
"He didn't used to be that way Sam," McCoy replied. "Time was Tom would have talked to Jenson for hours trying to get him to come peaceful. Oh, he'd have still killed him if necessary but only if there was no other choice. Five years as a Deputy Marshal in this country will surely change a man."

********************
Thomas Jethro Boone came to the Arizona territory as a boy of 17 with his father in 1866 just after the end of the Civil War. Tom worked with his father on their small cattle ranch for five years. The folks about Tucson often remarked that there was no doubt that the Boones were father and son. Both men were tall for the times at 6'1, had the same light brown mane of hair and piercing dark eyes. The older Boone, James, was the heavier of the two at 200 pounds but young Tom showed signs of filling out as he matured. The Boones were well liked and respected by the townspeople they came in contact with.
Early on a spring morning a band of renegades, thieves, and outlaws known as Comancheros made a raid on the Boone ranch. The elder Boone was killed and Tom was shot. The Comancheros, led by a man called Texas Jack Billings, stole all the live stock that could travel; they killed the three pigs and a dozen chickens that couldn't take the trail. Billings took anything and everything of value. They left Tom face down bleeding from the gunshot wound in his shoulder.
After the doctor patched Tom up, Justin Wren took him in and helped the boy recover. Wren said he was a retired lawman but most of the folks in Tucson said he'd been on the wrong side of the law for more years than he'd been on the right side. They said a few years earlier Wren might have been riding with the raiders. Of course they never said it to his face.
It took three months and lot of work for Tom's shoulder to heal up and get back to full strength. The first time that he could ride, Tom borrowed a horse from Justin went back to the ranch. He dug up the strongbox that his father had buried behind the house. Inside was twenty gold Double Eagles; a total of four hundred dollars. Tom took one last look around at what had been his home and rode into Tucson. He went to the gunsmith, bought a Remington .44 pistol converted to metal cartridges and a Winchester 73 repeating rifle. He also bought a good horse from the livery.
For two months Tom honed his skills with the Remington and the Winchester under the tutelage of the retired "lawman". Justin taught the youngster the things he'd learned in a lifetime of handling and using weapons. Finally Tom felt he was ready and he started on the cold trail of the Comancheros.
"I could go with you," Wren offered. At 5'8 he had to look up at Tom to see his face. Justin Wren looked more like someone's grandfather than a lawman. He was 40 years old, rotund and didn't look like he'd missed many meals. Justin's hair was steel gray and was just a fringe around his bald head. In spite of his looks, there was no doubt that the man could be a force of nature by the look in his eyes. Justin Wren was not a man that anyone crossed; not more than once that is.
"You could, but it's not your fight Justin," Tom replied. "I believe this is something I got to do myself."
"Trails near six months old boy. You'll never pick up their tracks."
"Don't have to follow them, just got to find out where they lit. Reckon they headed down Mexico way so I'll start my search toward the border." Tom shook hands with Justin, mounted and looked down.
"You're a good man Justin and a better friend. Thanks for your help."
"Y'all come back if you're able Tom. I've always got a place at my fire for ya."
Tom touched his hat in a salute and turned his horse south toward Mexico.
The journey south wasn't an easy one. The harsh desert, lack of water holes and the vast distances between settlements made for a hard trail. In addition Tom twice ran into bandits who thought the young man would be easy pickings. They found they had made a bad decision when they tried to rob him. Both times Tom left men dead behind him on the desert floor as he continued his quest to find Texas Jack and the Comancheros.
Tom wasn't having any success in finding the raiders. He'd been on the trail for better than a year and a half and was no closer to finding Texas Jack than he'd been when he started. Tom would ride into a small town and ask questions but got no information about Billings or his band. Oh everyone knew who he was talking about and said the Comancheros had passed through but none would offer any idea of what direction the gang took or how long it had been.
It was in the border town of Nogales that a senorita, seven or eight years older than Tom, working in a cantina told him why people wouldn't talk about Billings. "He is a dangerous man Niño," Theresa told him. "All the people are afraid that Texas Jack will come back and punish them if they help anyone trying to find him. But I will help you."
"Why would you help me? Aren't you afraid of him too?"
"Texas Jack and his men killed my husband and my son. What can he do to make my life worse?" Theresa asked. "I'm alone; I work as a whore in this miserable town just to get food and shelter. I'm a toy to be used by any vaquero with a few dollars and then thrown away. What can he do to make my life worse?"
"Why don't you leave?"
"Where would I go? I have no family left except an aunt and my sister down in Magdalena and no money to get to them. There is no work there and I'd just be another mouth to feed." Theresa looked down for a bit and added. "So I'll stay here until I get to old for the men to want me. After that, quien sabe...'Who knows?"
Theresa brought another plate of beef and beans to Tom and poured another glass of tequila for him. "Texas Jack came through here last month. One of the pendejos told me they were headed down to Santa Ana. Wanted me to go with them." Theresa touched Tom's shoulder as she sat down at the table. "Niño, that's four or five days hard ride through country that makes this place look like a garden. You will end up a pile of bleached bones in that desert. Please don't go?" Theresa pleaded. "There will be another time for Texas Jack. You are young, wait for your time."
Tom continued eating for a few minutes. He downed the tequila, threw two dollars on the table and stood. "Come Theresa, it's time for you to leave this damn place." At the questioning look on the woman's face Tom said, "I will take you to Tucson and we'll find you work and a place to live." He smiled and added, "Something different that what you're doing here."
Theresa had little worth packing and was soon ready to travel. Tom bought a horse for her. The animal wasn't a beauty but he felt it could make the hard journey back to Tucson. The landscape north of Nogales was an improvement. There were several waterholes and a few lush valleys like Green Valley. Tom and Theresa rode easy. They would start just before first light, ride until the heat of day, and make camp. Usually they were able to find a stand of Mesquite or Palo Verdes for shade. Around five or six they would continue until it got too dark to ride and they would camp again.
It was early morning of the fifth day when they rode into the clearing at Justin Wren's place. Tom stopped about a hundred feet from the ranch house.
"Hello the house," he yelled. "Like to ride in if we can."
"C'mon in youngster," Justin yelled back. "You sure ride noisy. Been waiting for you for the last twenty minutes." Justin stepped into the yard in front of the ranch house. When Tom and Theresa got closer, Justin's eyes opened wide.
"Who's your friend?" He asked Tom.
"I am Theresa Sanchez and I can speak for myself," she replied with a nod of her head.
Justin swept his hat off his head and nodded. "Sorry ma'am didn't mean no disrespect. I'm Justin Wren."
"You are the Senor Wren that taught Tom how to shoot. He has spoken of you often."
"Please step inside out of the heat Senora," Justin said and pointed to the door of the house.
"Thank you Senor, you are most kind," Theresa said.
"Ahem," Tom cleared his throat. "Can I come in too?" Tom asked with a smile.
"Oh, sure Tom. It's good to see you. Come in, both of you." Justin stood at the door waiting for Theresa and Tom to enter his house. He followed them in and put a pitcher of spring water on the table. After a few minutes he stood and said, "I'll take care of the horses."
"I'll go with you Justin." Turning to Theresa he said, "Why don't you wash the trail dust off and we'll be back in about 30 minutes."
Walking to the corral, leading Theresa's horse Justin thought about her. He gauged her height at 5'4 or so. Ain't many people shorter than me, he thought. Fine looking women though. Got that long black hair and those big dark eyes that make a man want to run around in circles. Course the fact that she's got a fine strong body don't hurt none neither. She's not a youngster but she's not as old as me, he continued his thoughts. From the look in her eyes, she's seen some hard times.
Justin was too short to look over the back of Theresa's horse as he curry combed the animal. He looked under the horse's neck at Tom. "Where'd you partner up with senora Sanchez?"
Tom smiled at his friend. Justin don't know it yet but if Theresa's of a mind she's already got him roped and hogtied, he thought.
"Met her down in Nogales. She was the only one in a year and a half that would talk about Texas Jack." Tom brushed his horse for several seconds. "Theresa is a friend; she kept me from makin a bad mistake."
Tom told Justin about the gang going south to Santa Ana and how Theresa had warned him about going after them. "Maybe I could've got there but I don't know ifin I'd a made it back or not. She told me there would be another time for Jack and his boys. Figured she was right, so we come home." Tom stuttered a little and added, "I mean back to your place."
"Home's close enough boy," Justin replied with a grin. "Glad you're back."
"There's something you ought to know about Theresa." She was a whore in Nogales. Didn't have much choice in the matter but I thought you should know."
"Why would that matter to me? She's your friend Tom and that's good enough for me."
"Friend I said, and that's all I meant," Tom told Justin. "I never partook of her services, but I did listen to her advice. Damn good advice it was too." He walked over to Justin. "I can see that you're taken with her. If something comes up between you two I just didn't want you to be surprised later on."
Justin looked at Tom for almost a minute. He smiled and said, "There's things in my past that I'm not real proud of either. Reckon everyone deserves a second chance to get things right. We'll say no more about this."
Yep, roped and hogtied, Tom thought as the two men returned to the house.
Theresa had washed up and changed out of the split riding skirt she'd been wearing. She had put on one of her two gingham dresses and brushed her hair. Tom and Justin could smell the bacon cooking and as they entered the kitchen and saw her cooking flapjacks on the griddle.
"Sit down please and I will get your coffee," Theresa said. "Breakfast will be ready very soon."
Near the end of breakfast, Tom sat back with the last piece of bacon. "I'll make a run into town in a few days if you like Theresa and we'll see what kind of work we can find for you. Justin and me know a few people that might be able to help." He stood and walked toward the door. "Guess I'll take a look at my horse. He looked like he was getting a sore hoof; might have a stone under his shoe."
"Niño is a good person," Theresa said to Justin watching Tom leave. "He was always respectful to me; he did not treat me like a puta, a whore." Turning to Justin she added, "Don't worry; I know he told you of my life. Niño told me of how you took him in when his father was killed. Of how you nursed him until he regained his strength. He also told me you taught him how to use that big pistola he carries; he is fortunate to have a friend like you Senor Wren."
"No need for that Senor business," Justin said with a smile. "Name's Justin if you care to use it." He scratched his chin. "As far as Tom, he needed a hand about then. Been there myself and someone helped me so I thought I'd just pay it back." Justin smiled again. "Maybe Tom will do the same one day and pay it back."
"He did 'pay it back' as you say when he helped me," Theresa replied.
Tom re-entered the kitchen about ten minutes later and sat down. "Justin I had a thought just now."
"Did it hurt Tom?" Justin teased with a big laugh.
Tom grinned. "I've about used up the money from Pa's strongbox and I can't keep living off you. Reckon I need to find work for myself as well as Theresa."
"Got any ideas?"
"I thought I might talk to the stage line; get a job as a guard. Or maybe ride guard for the payroll shipments to the mines. No need to do anything real quick. I want to rest up after that ride from Nogales."
"If it would be no problem, I would also like rest," Theresa said. "When you go to town to see about work I could go with you."
"I wouldn't mind some company for a few days," Justin said. "Y'all rest as long as need be."
Tom, and Theresa, 'rested' for a week. During that time Theresa took over the cooking duties and kept the ranch house clean.
Saddling the horses as he and Theresa prepared to go into town, Tom said, "Sure gonna miss your cookin Theresa. I ain't ate that good in a long time." He fingered his clean shirt. "Nice having my clothes cleaned and pressed too. Thank you."
"I'll be goin with you," Justin said leading his horse out of the barn. "Got some business to take care of. Gonna need your help."
"Sure, be happy to give you a hand. What business you need help with?"
"Going to see the Justice of the Peace; need you to be my best man." Justin laughed at the surprised look on Tom's face. He walked over and took Theresa's hand. "Me and Theresa have got real used to each other this week and want to make it permanent like."
Tom looked first at Justin and then at Theresa. "Si Niño, it is true. This is the first home I've had in many years; I don't want to leave." She smiled and touched Justin's cheek. "And Justin will be a good husband."
"Well I'll be danged," Tom exclaimed. "I was right the day we got back." Justine raised his eyes brows with a puzzled look. "Said the day you met Theresa that if she wanted you that you were already roped and hogtied."
Theresa laughed and hugged Justin. With a smile on this face Justin said, "I reckon you were right youngster."
The three road into Tucson and went to the county court house. Justine gave the county recorder two dollars and got a marriage license. While Justin and Theresa were busy at the court house, Tom tracked down the Justice of the Peace. Tom took him to the hotel to meet the happy couple where the wedding ceremony took place.
Leland Chambers, the owner of the hotel and Justin's good friend, walked Theresa down a hastily made aisle to where Justin and Tom waited. Tom thought he was going to have to put a lead rope around his neck to hold Justin in one place because he was so nervous.
Chambers had a special wedding supper prepared for the newlyweds and as a wedding present gave them the best room in the hotel for the night. Tom went to a boarding house for the evening. He was sitting on the porch of the hotel the next morning waiting for the newly married couple to make an appearance.
Tom was young but he had better sense than to go knock on their door. I'll just wait a spell, Tom thought. Got nothin pressing anyway.
Sheriff Will Jenkins stopped to talk to Tom on his morning rounds. "Heard Justin and that lady you brought home with you got hitched yesterday. Sorta quick wasn't it?" Jenkins saw the hard look that came in Tom's eyes. "No disrespect meant Tom; but you only been back about a week or so."
Tom relaxed and let a smile grow across his face. "Sometimes it just happens that way Sheriff. I'm no expert bout things like that but I saw the look on Justin's face when he first saw Theresa." Tom chuckled, "Fact is I wondered what took them so long cause Theresa had the same look about her."
"You gonna work the ranch with Justin?"
"Nope, done my share of workin with cattle," Tom answered and smile. "Think I've seen all the butt ends of steers that I care to. I'll look around for something else to work at."
"If you don't mind the work, I heard that John Seager is lookin for men to ride guard for his payroll shipments to the mines. Could be easy work."
"Until someone tries to steal the payroll," Tom replied. "Then things could get rite interesting and you'd earn your wages right quick."
"Yep, there is that possibility. Guess that's why the pay is pretty good." Jenkins gave Tom a small grin. "But I heard your pretty good with that hog leg and can take care of yourself."
"Better than most, well better than the ones I've run into so far." Tom leaned back in his chair. "Being good with a sidearm don't matter if there's someone shooting at you from two hundred yards." Tom looked thoughtful for a few seconds. "John Seager you say? Suppose I could talk to the man."
"He's over to the Molly's Cafe having breakfast."
Tom went into the hotel and left a message with the desk clerk for Justin and Theresa. He walked the fifty yards to the cafe and stepped inside. At a table against the back wall was a man that had to be John Seager. He was wearing a black frock coat, stripped gray pants and a shirt with a button on collar with a string tie. If it wasn't' for his size and his hands people would think he was a merchant or drummer.



Seager was bigger than Tom. Got to be 6' 4 or so, Tom thought. His hands have seen a lot more hard work than most. They're scared and rough. Those crooked fingers show they've been broke. No sir, this ain't no normal business man.
"You be John Seager?" Tom asked as he walked to the table.
"I am."
"Sorry to interrupt your breakfast. Sheriff Jenkins said you'd be looking for men to ride guard. Like to talk to you about it if I can. I'm Tom Boone."
"Sit down and have coffee with me Mr. Boone and we'll talk." He motioned and the waitress brought the coffee pot and a cup for Tom. After she left Seager said, "You'd be the youngster that Justin Wren took in a while back."
"Yes sir. Justin took me in and helped me heal up right after my Pa was killed."
"Understand after you got saddle ready you went after the gang that killed you Pa and shot you. That true?"
Tom nodded. "Never could cut their trail though; looked for a year and half. Last I heard they headed down to Santa Ana. Got some good advice about not followin them and decided I'd come back." He took a sip of coffee and scratched his ear. "Texas Jack won't go away. He'll be back in these parts one day and we'll settle what's between us."
Seager looked at the man sitting across from him. He's young, Seager thought. But he's got bottom to him. And from what folks tell me he's better than average with that .44 and his Winchester.
"In partners with an English lord you know. We got holdings and mines all over the southwest. The ones I need you for are over to Steven's Mountain and up near Benson." Tom nodded to show he knew the areas.
"Rode over to Steven's Mountain with my Pa when we first came out here," Tom said. "Never been but I've heard of Benson. Pretty well know where it is."
"I send payroll and supplies to Steven's on the first of the month. It's near 40 miles; usually takes five days there and back. It's faster comin back with an empty wagon." Seager looked at Tom and saw him nod again. "On the 15th I do the same for Benson. It's about 50 miles, through rougher country. That trip takes seven days, depending on the trail and the weather. You interested?"
"So far, but I ain't heard about wages yet," Tom answered with a grin. "Got to be worth a lot for a man to be on the trail that much."
Seager laughed. "Got your head on straight anyway," he said. "You're right; I pay better than the stage line or freight companies. Pay is $50 a trip; that's $100 a month for about two weeks work. I'll also provide a room at Mrs. Duncan's boarding house while you're in Tucson. You provide your own horse and gear. I'll supply weapons or if you want to use what you got I'll pay for your ammunition. I need two men; you're one of them if you want the job."
Tom took another sip of his coffee. "That's a lot of money for two weeks a month Mr. Seager."
"Yes it is but each payroll is between three and four thousand dollars," Seager replied. "I reckon the expense is worth the outlay to make sure that payroll gets to the mines."
"Well sir, you just hired yourself a guard Mr. Seager. When do I start?"
Seager smiled and extended his hand to shake with Tom. "This is the 20th. First trip will be to Steven's Mountain at the first of the month. Get your gear together and come to my office, it's over the bank, on the morning of the first."
Justin and Theresa entered the café as Tom stood to leave. "Wondered where you run off to," Justin said.
"Thought I was gonna be sittin on that porch all day," Tom replied and watched as Theresa and Justin's faces turned red. "Had to talk to Mr. Seager there about work. I start on the first of the month as a payroll guard."
The three friends ate a late breakfast and started back to the livery to get their horses. Tom was a little concerned about sleeping arrangements and said so but Theresa put his mind at ease.
"I will move into my husband's room and you can stay in the same room you've been using," she told Tom. "Don't worry Niño, we won't make you sleep in the barn," Theresa added with a smile.
As they got to the livery, Tom explained his new job, the traveling, and the destinations.
"Better find a good horse between now and the 1st," Tom said. "Mine's still a little stove in from all that hard riding for better than a year. He needs to rest for two or three months with good feed and nothing to do but chase after the mares."
"Tell you what. I like that horse of yours," Justin said. "I got a spare horse here at the livery. Brought him in to be shod just before you got back and he's been here ever since. I planned to take him home with me today. Let's trade horses. You get an animal that's fresh and can handle the trails you'll be riding and I get a good looking animal to breed to a couple of my mares."
Tom looked at his friend for about 10 seconds. "If that's what you want Justin, we've got a deal."
"Don't you want to see my horse first?"
"Nope. You say he's a good animal and I trust you and your judgment." Tom handed Justin the reins to his horse. "Where's my new horse?"
Justin held up his hand for Tom to wait and went into the livery barn. He came back leading a big Appaloosa stallion that was prancing with his head held high and his ears cocked forward. Justin handed Tom the lead rope.
"This here's Cochise," Justin said. "Look him over and see if he suits you."
Tom took the lead rope and held out his hand so the horse could get his scent. As Cochise settled down Tom stroked his muzzle and spoke in a low soothing voice to the horse. He stepped back and gave the animal a good look.
Cochise coat was a chocolate brown from the midpoint of his barrel to his head; right down to his nose. The rear of the horse was an almost dazzling white with chocolate colored spots. That horse has to be sixteen hands, Tom thought. He's got real strong legs and a deep chest. This is a horse you could ride for days and days and he'd still be strong and ready to go some more.
"Reckon I got the best of the bargain," Tom said. He started switching his saddle and gear to Cochise. "Why'd you name him Cochise?"
"I got the horse from a horse breeder from Nebraska. Said the animal was born the same year that the Apache Chief Cochise died on the reservation. The man said when he was in the Army; they'd chased Cochise and his band all over Arizona and New Mexico. Said he had a lot of respect for Cochise, so that's what he named the horse." Justin scratched his head. "Don't know if all that's true but sure makes a good story."
Tom finished changing his gear and mounted Cochise. He gave the horse several seconds to get use to how Tom sat his saddle and then rode him slowly around the open area in front of the livery.
Reining the horse back in front of Justin, Tom looked down. "He'll do," he said with conviction.

********************
Tom Boone started his career as a payroll guard for Seager Mining. On his first trip he was the only guard. Seager didn't like sending just the wagon driver and one guard but he hadn't found another man of the caliber he wanted. That changed before Tom made his first mid month trip to Benson. Seager hired a former lawman from central Arizona.
John Templar was close to 50 years old and had been a town marshal in the central Arizona mining town of Wickenburg for over 10 years. Templar had been a lawman in Texas for many years before that. He sure didn't look like a lawman. John was only 5'5 and whip cord thin; his dark hair was streaked with gray and his face was leather like from the weather. But one look into his eyes you knew that he was a man to respect. His hands were large for his size and his right thumb had a callous from cocking the hammer on the big Colt .45 he carried.
During his time as town marshal, he'd scouted for the U. S. Army on some of their campaigns against Yavapai Indians. Returning from one such campaign John got into a vicious fight with a young Army Captain. It took four men to pull him off the captain; Templar decided it was time for him to move on.
"I faced down outlaws, rustlers, and lynch mobs," John told Tom on their first duty together. "I've tracked and fought Indians, Apache, Comanche, and Yavapai; I don't mind using my gun if necessary. But I had to leave Wickenburg or I might have shot that young horse's ass."
"You brought it up so I'll ask. What was the trouble with the captain?"
"We were on a scout looking for some Yavapai that had just raided a ranch outside of town," John replied. "This young fool, Captain Stacy was his name, insisted we go use a pass through the Buckhorn Mountains to shorten our trip back to Wickenburg. I told him the Yavapai knew that was the only way through them hills and they could ambush us if we rode through. I suggested he and the troops wait for a couple of hours and let me do a scout to make sure the pass was clear."
John spit out the chaw of tobacco in his cheek, cut a fresh piece from his tobacco plug and put it in his mouth. "Nasty habit boy, don't get started on it," he said with a smile. "Where was I? Oh yeah, Stacy said we could ride over any Indians in the pass. Then he told me he was in charge and that I'd follow his orders or he'd charge me with sedition and have me put in the stockade."
Looking at Tom, John said, "That pass was narrow, not more than 30 feet across or so with jagged rocks on the floor. It meant the troop would have to ride single file. Dangerous way for a unit to travel in hostile territory."
John stopped for so long that Tom turned to look at him. "What happened, John?" Tom asked in a gentle tone.
"We started into that pass with 42 men, countin me and the Captain. The Yavapai were waitin for us. 28 of us made it through." John shook himself. "We left 14 men dead or wounded on the floor of that canyon. Stacy wouldn't let me lead a force back for the wounded. When we got back to Wickenburg, I made my report to Major Dixon, the company commander. As I left the Major's office I met Captain Stacy comin in. That ass had the nerve to say, 'I told you we could make it through'.
John gave Tom an evil grin. "I hit that man so hard I think his pa got a headache. Got to say this for the boy, he weren't no coward. He got up and charged me. Took four men to pull me off him. Glad they did; I'd of probably beat him to death."
"Sounds like this Stacy got off easy," Tom offered.
"Yep he did. Was a time I would have just shot him and walked away. Knowed if I stayed around we'd run into each other so I decide to leave before I had to kill him." He turned to Tom and added, "And that's how come you get graced with my company youngster."
"Well I'm glad you're here John for whatever reason."
"So what's your story Tom? Why are you out here in this God forsaken country ridin guard?"
Tom told John his story, from the time he and his pa moved to the area until he hired on with Seager.
"Smart move, not following Texas Jack down that far into Mexico. I know the area and it's a hell hole."
There was no trouble on that trip to Benson, or on the next trip to Steven's Mountain. On the following trip to Benson, six men attempted to rob the payroll. The wagon carrying supplies and the payroll was going along a ridge line; the ground fell steeply away on each side of the trail. Three men climbed up onto the road from behind some rocks. The other three came out of their hiding place and stood behind the wagon.
The driver pulled the wagon to a stop. John motioned with his head toward the men at the rear of the wagon and Tom turned to face them.
"We aim to have that payroll," one of the men yelled. He and the others had their pistols drawn. "You guards throw down your guns and ride off."
John didn't answer the bandit; instead he drew his pistol and started shooting. Out of the corner of his eye, Tom saw John pull his Colt. Tom drew his Remington and traded shots with the three men at the rear. In less than five seconds, the six men were on the ground. John got off his horse and examined the three that had been facing him; Tom did the same at the rear of the wagon.
Tom had hit two of the men in the chest and the third in the head; all of them were dead. John rode back to join Tom.
"Those three are dead," he said to Tom. "Them?"
Tom was reloading his pistol. "Reckon they won't be robbing anymore payrolls," he answered.
They pulled the men off the trail and continued to Benson. "Should we contact someone about them?" Tom asked.
"Ain't no law out here," John replied. "Don't know who we'd contact."
For the next year Tom and John rode guard together. Two other attempts to rob the Seager payroll were made, resulting in more outlaws being left dead on the trail. One of the men in the second attack was wounded but escaped. The word got around that facing the two guards that protected the Seager payroll wasn't a good idea.
Tom went into the saloon after returning from a trip to Benson. I deserve a beer to wash down the trail dust, he thought. He saw the U. S. Marshal, Ted McCoy, with his back against the rear wall. Three cowboys faced the Marshal with pistols in their hands.
"Put down your guns boys," Marshal McCoy said. "No need for anyone to get killed."
"You ain't takin my brother in Marshal," the man on the left said.
"Clint, your brother stole a horse. He's got to answer for it."
"Not by you McCoy. I'll shoot you before I'll let you take him."
"Shoot him Clint," another man said.
"Shut up Vince," Clint ordered as he looked at his brother. "If you hadn't of stole that horse we wouldn't be here." Turning back to the Marshal he said, "Give us your word you'll let us ride out and we'll leave Marshal."
"Can't do that boys so we might as well get to it. I've got to arrest Vince either here or out on the trail." Marshal McCoy paused for a bit. "Put down your gun Clint and I'll forget all about this."
"Shoot him Clint," Vince yelled. "Don't let him take me in."
"I don't want to kill no Marshal," Clint said almost to himself.
"That's good thinkin Mister," Tom said walking up behind the three cowboys.
Clint, Vince, and the other cowboy turned and saw Tom with his .44 in his hand.
"Do what the Marshal said," Tom ordered. "Drop your guns and step back. Don't," he said to the third man that started to turn toward him. "You ain't that good."
Vince yelled in frustration and thumbed back the hammer on his pistol. He brought it up to point at the Marshal but never got it above his waist. Tom shot him in the back of the head. McCoy had drawn his Colt when Vince yelled and he shot the third man. Clint turned toward Tom and got a bullet in his chest.
McCoy kicked the men's pistols away and examined them. "Send your swamper for the undertaker Charley," he ordered the bartender.
Standing up, he faced Tom. "You'd be Tom Boone," McCoy said. "Ride guard for Seager." It was a statement not a question. "Obliged for your help."
Tom nodded and reloaded his pistol. "You're welcome Marshal."
"Let me buy you a drink," McCoy offered. Tom nodded and the Marshal motioned to Charley to bring two whiskeys to a table.
"You like ridin guard?"
"Not much to like or not like," Tom answered. "It's a job, doing something I'm good at."
"Plan to stay with Seager for a spell?"
"Don't see doing it for ever but its okay right now. Why the interest Marshal?"
The undertaker came into the saloon with his helper. Marshal McCoy pointed to the dead men at the back of the room. "Bury em Sam. If they don't have enough for your fee on em, send me the bill. I'll see that you get paid."
Shortly the dead men were carried from the saloon and began their last journey. A journey that would end at boot hill.
"I need a deputy. Area's too big for one man to cover. Offering you the job."
"Why me? I mean you don't know me."
"Well I know what Seager says and I know what John Templar says about you." McCoy smiled, "John and I worked together for a spell down it Texas. He says you're a good man to have at your side. And then there's Justin Wren. I've know Justin for close to 20 years and I trust his judgment. He says you'd make a right good deputy." McCoy paused, motioned for two more whiskeys. "The pay is $75 a month plus room and board. You can stay at Mrs. Duncan's if you like."
"I just never thought about being a lawman," Tom responded.
"You'll make more than with Seager I know, but I could use a good man Tom."
"If I take the job Marshal, money don't come into it." Tom thought for about a minute as he stared at the wall. "I'd need to give Mr. Seager some warning; give him time to find another guard."
"Month be long enough?" McCoy asked and Tom nodded. "Give him the notice, you've got the job. Pick up some nicer clothes and I'll meet you at my office in one month and swear you in."
Tom hadn't spent much of his wages from Seager. His room and board at Mrs. Duncan's was paid for and riding guard he ate food from the wagon or mine supplies. Tom bought some good whipcord pants and a few shirts with button on collars for town. He got some new boots and a new hat; there ones he'd been wearing weren't fit to wear when he had to deal with the public.
Tom was able to wear his new boots around town between his last two guard duties to get them broke in. He added one more piece of new equipment; a short barreled 10 gauge Greener shotgun commonly called a coach gun.
One month after that evening in the saloon, he presented himself to Marshal McCoy at the office and was sworn in as a Deputy U.S. Marshal.

********************
"I'll go or you can but one of us has to stay in town," McCoy said to Tom.
McCoy was talking about going after a man that had tried to rob the Wells Fargo bank. The attempted robbery wasn't a success because one of the clerks pulled a gun on the bandit. The clerk was shot for his trouble and the thief jumped on his horse and rode away.
"Guess I'll go after him," Tom replied. "I'm still not used to dealing with the townspeople."
Tom had been a Deputy U.S. Marshal for three months and was still trying to learn to be diplomatic and tactful in dealing with people. He'd been somewhat of a rough cob when he rode payroll guard for Seager Mining. Tom hadn't had much to do with the people in town except for store clerks and the like. If they didn't bother him he let them alone.
Now as a Deputy, people sought him out to tell him of grievances: real or imaginary. Tom had to listen, offer suggestions, or take action with each complaint or request. People should handle their own problems, Tom thought to himself. Let Ted and me handle the crooks, rustlers, and horse thieves.
Ted McCoy smiled at his new Deputy. He knew Tom wasn't comfortable talking to one of the women from the church complaining that the cowboys from the cattle drive used salty language. Or a store owner complaining about people tying up their horses in front of his business so his customers didn't have a place to hitch their animals. Or the pastor of the church preaching that the Marshal's office should do something about the wages of sin that the saloon represented. But the boy is a damn good Deputy and he'll learn, Ted thought. He never steps back from trouble and he's a good man to have at your back.
Tom saddled Cochise, stowed some trail supplies in his saddlebags, and rode off in the same direction as the bank robber. The man was identified by another clerk as Rafe Timmins. Timmins worked as a cow hand or general helper when he wasn't too drunk to show up. From what Tom knew about him, Timmins had fought for the Confederacy during the Civil War. Guess he never go used to being a civilian, Tom thought. Lot of boys like that in Texas, New Mexico, and here in Arizona.
Timmons wasn't an experienced or accomplished thief and Tom cut his trail late afternoon of the first day out. Cochise was impatient and wanted to run but Tom held him close. He made a cold camp just before dusk, eating some beef jerky and drinking water from his canteen for supper.



"Take it easy you big baby," Tom said to his horse as he fed and watered the animal. "You gotta learn to be patient and not go chargin off like a whirl wind all the time. Timmons doesn't know the country or how to hide his trail. We'll spot him tomorrow morning and then you can run his horse down." He patted the big Appaloosa fondly. "Ain't a horse in the territory that can best you in a long go. We'll have him before mid day."
Tom used his saddle as a back rest and his long duster as a cover. He quickly fell into a light sleep, waking a couple of times during the night at the sound some animal made. At first light he drank some water, ate another piece of jerky and watered Cochise. Within twenty minutes he mounted and continued on Timmons's trail.
An hour later Tom and Cochise topped a small rise. "There he is," Tom said with satisfaction.
In the distance on a ridge line Timmons was pushing his horse hard. He'd seen Tom too.
"Okay, go get him," Tom said aloud. He nudged his Cochise in the flank, sat back in the saddle, and gave the horse its head. In four or five strides Cochise was at a full gallop. Tom was alert and watched the landscape but sat easy and rocked with the motion of the gallop. We'll catch him in no more than an hour, he thought.
Other than a few rises and some small hills the country was flat with lots of mesquite, sage brush, and creosote bushes. It was a dry and arid landscape with few water holes and no real trees except for an occasional Palo Verde. The only inhabitants were lizards and rattlesnakes; even the prairie dogs shunned the area.
They came up out of a shallow arroyo and spotted Timmins no more than two hundred yards in front of them. Cochise bellowed out a challenge to the other horse and increased his speed. It seemed like the big horse was saying 'how dare you run from me' to the other horse.
Down into another arroyo and out again and they had closed the distance by half. Now Tom could see Timmins looking back over his shoulder. He could see the man's wide open eyes and the grimace on his face. Timmins knew he couldn't out run the deputy and his big horse.
Their path led around a small rock butt. As Timmins came abreast of some fallen rocks, he sawed on the reins and jumped off his horse. He took shelter behind one of the bigger boulders and fired his rifle back at Tom and Cochise. Tom quickly pulled Cochise to a halt and took cover behind a stand of mesquite trees.
"Give it up Timmins," Tom yelled. "You can't outrun me, my horse is better than yours; I've got food and water so you can't outlast me. Best thing you can do is give it up. No need for anyone to die today."
"If I go back, they'll hang me," Timmins shouted in reply.
"That's not set in stone Rafe. The clerks gonna be okay so it ain't murder. You'll have to go to prison but at least you'll be alive."
"I'll still be alive when I get away from you."
"You're not getting away from me Timmins. You're going back with me; on your saddle or tied across it, but you are going back."
Timmins didn't respond. At least he's not shootin," Tom thought.
"C'mon Rafe, it's too damn hot to sit out here," Tom said in a calm voice. "Throw out your rifle and let's head back. We'll make camp later. I've got food and water enough for both of us."
Tom had been creeping closer to Timmins' hiding place as they talked. He was behind another of the big rocks about twenty yards from the outlaw. He stood up and walked forward as Timmins threw his rifle over the big rock to the ground.
Timmins waited until Tom got several feet away from the rocks, pulled his pistol, and shot the deputy. He stood to watch Tom go down. It wasn't a smart move.
Tom had been hit in the side and spun half way around from the bite of the .45, but as Timmins stood Tom pulled his own pistol and fired back. He was a better shot than Timmins; he hit the bank robber in the left eye. Timmins fell and didn't move. He would never move again.
Lifting his shirt, Tom examined his wound. The bullet had passed though his right side just under the skin. It wasn't a wound that would kill him but he needed to stop the bleeding before he passed out. Tom walked back to his horse and got an extra shirt out of his saddlebag. He used his canteen to wash the area and picked a broad, leaf like spine from an Aloe plant. Tom squeezed the sap out of the plant and rubbed it on the wound. Then he made a bandage out of the shirt tying it around his waist.
Tom walked over, grabbed the reins of Timmins' horse, and led the animal back to the body. Grunting from the effort he put Timmins' body across his saddle. He put the ground cloth from the bedroll over the body and tied it to the saddle. Tom gave water to both horses being careful that they didn't drink too much. Then he mounted Cochise, turned his head back toward Tucson and kicked the horse into an easy lope that the horse could maintain for hours.
Got to ride and keep riding before I stiffen up," he told himself. If I don't keep movin I won't be able to ride at all. Stopping a few times to water the horses, Tom rode almost nonstop back to Tucson. He pulled Cochise to a halt in front of the Marshal's office.
"Hey Ted, give me a hand," Tom yelled.
Ted opened the door to see Tom swaying in the saddle with bloody cloth on his right side. He quickly stepped over and took the lead rope of the horse carrying the dead man and tied it to the hitching rail. Ted turned to help Tom just in time to catch him as he fell out of the saddle.
Holding Tom by his shoulders, Ted looked up and saw the barber at his front door across the alley way. "Jimmy get the doctor for Tom. He's been shot." Jimmy nodded and as he turned Ted added, "On the way back you ought to tell Sam Johnson to come by too."
The doctor patched Tom up and told him to stay off his feet for three days and to take it easy for the next ten. "Then you can go back to work, but no long rides," the doctor ordered. "Let Ted make the trips out of town for a couple of weeks."
Tom had told the Marshal what had happened when he caught Timmins. "I would have brought him back if he'd let me," Tom said. "He out smarted me. I didn't think he had a sidearm and got careless I guess. It won't happen again." The last words were said with hard, cold conviction in his voice.
The incident changed Tom Boone. He would still give rustler's, bandits, and horse thieves the chance to drop their guns and give up but he never again tried to talk a man into coming back. It was drop you guns or use them. All that tried to use them, died on the spot. Those that had the good sense to surrender were treated decently.
In one instant Tom shot and killed a man and his two sons. They had been rustling cattle and graduated to robbing the Wells Fargo stage coach. That was when Deputy Tom Boone got on their trail. When Tom caught up with the bandits in Sahuarita, the old man pulled his pistol and his two sons followed his example. It was an action that cost them their lives. Quicker that it took for the witnesses to tell about it, the man and his two sons lay dead in the street of the little village.
Tom didn't always shoot the men he went after. Several times the outlaws realizing who was on their trail would drop their weapons, put their hands over their heads and give up. As one man said, "I may go to jail or prison but I'll still be alive. I wouldn't be if I drew down on Deputy Boone."
These stories and others made the rounds and Tom got a reputation as a man and a Deputy Marshal not to fool around with. The common wisdom was "do what Boone told you or die". One other story was also told around campfires and in saloons.
One Billy Boy Jackson fancied himself as another Billy the Kid of the Lincoln County Wars fame. Jackson shot a man that refused to give up his horse. The man's wife stepped off the boardwalk yelling at Jackson; he shot her too. Looking at several bystanders, he calmly mounted the dead man's horse and rode away.
Tom Boone was sent after Jackson. Billy Boy had a two day head start and made it to a border town called Casa Piedra. Thanks to Cochise Tom had closed the gap and as he rode into the little village he saw Jackson pass the border marker and cross into Mexico. About fifty yards after he crossed the border Billy Boy turned to taunt the Deputy.
Pulling Cochise to a stop just a few feet on the U.S. side of the border, Tom pulled his Winchester. "Come back to this side Jackson," Tom yelled an order.
"The devil with you Deputy," Jackson responded. "You can't touch me now that I'm in Mexico."
"I'll warn you one last time Billy, come back," Tom repeated.
"Go to hell Boone," Jackson yelled back.
Tom pulled back the hammer on the Winchester, put it to his shoulder, and shot Billy Boy Jackson right between the eyes. He calmly worked the lever action to put another shell in the chamber, let the hammer down and put the rifle back into the saddle scabbard. Tom turned Cochise back along the trail to Tucson.
McCoy understood Tom's thinking and didn't say anything to his young deputy. Fact is, I'd a probably crossed into Mexico after Jackson, he thought. Tom just saved a lot of trouble with the U.S. and Mexican governments.
"Did you really shoot that man after he'd crossed into Mexico? Etta Bronson asked as she and Tom took a buggy ride the day after he'd returned from tracking Jackson.
Tom Boone had met the new school teacher, Etta Bronson, when her horse got away from her. He caught the animal and led it back to her. Tom handed her the reins, nodded his head, tipped his hat and turned to leave.
"Thank you Deputy Boone," Etta said. "I'm Etta Bronson."
"Yes em, I know," Tom replied. "I've seen you around town."
"Were you following me?" She teased. Seeing that she had embarrassed him Etta quickly said, "I'm sorry. I was just teasing you. After you caught this danged animal I shouldn't embarrass you."
"Didn't embarrass me ma'am," Tom said. It wasn't the truth but he didn't want to embarrass Etta either. "Matter of a fact, I asked Marshal McCoy about you."
"Now that's funny. I asked him about you too." Etta smiled and said, "I supposed we should talk to each other instead of other people."
Etta was a 26 year old schoolteacher. She came from Texas to get a new start and to leave behind bad memories. Rumor had it Etta had been engaged to the son of a wealthy rancher. His parents didn't like Etta, thought she was a gold digger, and they put pressure on their son to break off the engagement. When her fiancé wanted to postpone the wedding, Etta threw his ring in his face and came west to Arizona. She'd been in Tucson for two months but hadn't shown an interest in any man during that time but Deputy Tom Boone sort of drew her to him. Etta didn't know why, but she felt she wanted to get to know the young deputy better.
For Tom's part he'd watched Etta walk the streets of Tucson from her first day in town. He of course noticed that she was a very pretty woman but it was more than her looks that caught his interest. She's about 5'6, slender but looks strong, he thought as he watched her walk from store to store. The first time he saw her up close he saw Etta's cornflower blue eyes. Her strawberry blond hair hung down her back almost to her waist and bounced from side to side as she walked.
Over the next few days Tom saw Etta several times. He was in the general mercantile when she came in one morning. Tom watched and listened to her for a couple of minutes as she talked with the clerk. When Etta left and went toward the livery, he watched her for a minute or so. Tom started back to his office having forgotten what he'd intended to buy.
As he neared the office he heard Etta yelling at her runaway horse. That was the morning they finally met. That runaway was surely good luck, Tom thought at the time.
"Yes I did," Tom replied to her question as he pulled the buggy to a halt on a rise. "I didn't want Jackson to shoot another man and wife so I stopped him."
"Was that legal? Will you get into some kind of trouble?" Etta was concerned for him.
"Don't really know about legal. Book says you can do what's needed to catch a criminal." Tom gave her a hard little smile. "I did what was needed; the rest of it don't bother me none."
Etta took Tom's hand, one of the few times she had done so, and said, "I'm glad Jackson won't be able to kill again. I feel much safer."
It was the do gooder pastor of one of the local churches that raised an objection to Tom's handling of Billy Boy Jackson. "You executed that poor man without so much as a fair trial," Pastor Jinks said to Tom.
"That poor man shot and killed a man to steal his horse," Tom responded in a cold voice. "Then he killed the man's wife for havin the nerve to yell at him about it." He gave the Pastor a hard look. "We put down sick animals and Jackson was a rabid dog. Good riddance I say."
"Vengeance is mine sayeth The Lord," Pastor Jinks quoted.
"An eye for an eye," Tom quoted right back. "Pastor, you're not my boss and you're not God. So until you're one or the other I suggest you get out of my way." He pushed past the Pastor and entered the Marshal's office.

********************
A week after bringing Jenson Stoolie back, Tom decided that he and Cochise needed a rest. They'd been on a trail almost every week for the last three months.
"Need to take some time," Tom told McCoy the next morning. "Cochise is tired and so am I."
"Where you headed?"
"Remember when I got those horses back for Senor Otero over to Tubac? Well he invited me to come to his ranch and spend a few days with him and his family. Think I'll head down there. Maybe do some fishing in the Santa Cruz River." Tom laughed. "Ain't been fishing since I was a boy back in Missouri."
"Well have a good time. You deserve some rest," McCoy said and shook Tom's hand. "Hope to get the okay to hire another deputy next month. Make things a mite easier on both of us."
Tom was sitting on the patio with Otero and his family on his third evening at the ranch. A rider came into the yard in front of the hacienda at a high gallop.
"Deputy, you're needed back in Tucson," the rider said. "Raiders hit the bank and killed some people yesterday. Marshal McCoy said for you to get back as fast as you can." The man stepped down as one of Otero's vaqueros brought him some water and took his horse to water him. "Deputy, they took Etta Bronson with them."
The man stepped back when he saw the look that came over Tom's face. Even Senor Otero saw the change in his guest. Tom turned to Otero.
"Gracias for your hospitality Senor. You have been very kind but I must return to Tucson, as you heard. Would you extend your hospitality to this man? He's come a long way at a hard ride. Both he and his horse need to rest."
"Of course Senor Boone," Otero replied. Turning to the rider he said, "My house is yours Senor for as long as you need to stay."
Tom went to the stable and saddled his horse, wishing he had ridden Cochise. He'd left the Appaloosa at the livery stable so the big horse could be pampered for a few days. The full moon, often called a Hunter's Moon, gave plenty of light to ride. Tom didn't wait for daylight but mounted, waved at the Otero's and put his animal into the same ground covering lope that he used when running down outlaws. It was near 40 miles back to Tucson and Tom arrived at the Marshal's office just before noon. He'd ridden through the night only stopping to rest his horse three times.
McCoy looked up as Tom stomped into the office. He watched as Tom took his coach gun from the gun rack on the wall. Tom got a couple of boxes of ammunition for his Remington, the Winchester, and for the scatter gun.
"What happened?" Tom asked as he made preparations to go after the outlaws.
"Group came into town in ones or two, I reckon," McCoy answered. "Least ways no one noticed a gang ridin in. They robbed the bank and shot a teller that sassed them; they shot another man out on the street that raised the alarm." McCoy hesitated. "This is the hard part Tom, they took Etta. She was just at the edge of town, coming back from a ride; they grabbed her up and took her with them. Pulled her off her horse and rode away toward the west.
"We know who they are?"
McCoy nodded. "It was Texas Jack Billings and his Comancheros. Recognized him from the last time he came through here and from the wanted posters."
Tom's face got a hard look and his eyes were cold and lifeless when he looked at McCoy. "I should have killed that son of a bitch when I was on his trail."
Young Jamie Stone, a boy of fourteen, was sweeping the boardwalk in front of the office. Tom stepped to the door.
"Jamie, run over to the mercantile and tell Jacob I need trail supplies for four or five days. I'll stop by on my way out of town," Tom ordered. "Tell him to hurry." Turning back to McCoy he said, "I'm going to the livery to saddle Cochise, be back in a few minutes."
"Tom, wait a bit," McCoy suggested. "Let me put together a posse to go with you."
"A posse of store keepers, bank tellers, bartenders, and clerks wouldn't stand a snowball's chance in Hell against Texas Jack."
"Neither can one man," McCoy replied. "I can't leave until the Sheriff gets back from Phoenix. Can't leave the town with no law. Sheriff will be back tomorrow or the next day; we'll put together a posse and leave then. It'd be better if you waited until we can go in force. I can get a troop of cavalry from over to Fort Lowell in a day or two."
Tom sighed and said, "I can't wait; they've already got a two day lead on me. I need to get going." Tom turned to walk to the door.
"I could order you to wait," McCoy said. "You're the deputy, I'm the Marshal."
Tom walked back to McCoy's desk, pulled his Deputy Marshal's star off his shirt and tossed it down in front of McCoy.
"Ted, I quit," he said and turned to leave.
McCoy waited until he got about half way to the door. "Tom," he called. When Tom turned around, McCoy tossed the badge back to him. "If you're gonna be a damn fool, you might as well be legal."
Tom caught the star, pinned it back on, nodded, and left the office. By the time he got to the livery stable, Cochise was saddled and waiting just inside the barn. Ethan Smith, the stable master, came from the back as Tom put his Winchester and the coach gun into their scabbards.
"Figured you'd be headin out," Ethan said. "Loaded your trail supplies, I knew you wouldn't wait for no posse so I thought I'd save you a little time."
Tom nodded his thanks, checked the saddle cinch, and mounted. He nodded again and put Cochise into a trot. When he got to the edge of town, Justin Wren and John Templar sat on their horses waiting for him.
"Reckon it's a good day for a ride," Justin said.
"Thought we'd ride along with you for a spell," John added.
In spite of the anger at the Comancheros, Tom couldn't help but smile. "Ain't gonna be a picnic. We'll be outnumbered three, four to one, maybe more. What's Theresa think about you going Justin?"
"Hell, I'd of stayed at home gettin fat and sassy but that woman of mine said I should go with you." Justin gave a little laugh and added, "It was more like an order than a suggestion."
"Riding guard ain't been as enjoyable since you've been gone Tom," John said. "The new guard Seager hired don't know one blamed thing about Texas. Besides, I'll be damned if I'll let you go off and have all the fun."
Tom started to argue about them going but Justin spoke first. "We're burnin daylight. Let's ride." He and John turned their horses and rode west. Tom shook his head, smiled again, and rode after them.
They cut Billings trail about a mile outside of town; Tom counted sixteen horses and about a dozen head of cattle. A trail that big was easy to spot so they kicked their horses into a lope and followed.



"Figure we're about a day, day and a half behind them," John offered just after dusk. They had camped at one of the few water holes in the area.
"Drivin the cattle and maybe leading some horses will slow em down," Justin remarked. "Got any idea where they're headed?"
"My guess is they're headed for Perdition." John replied.
"What the hell is Perdition?" Justin asked.
"Funny you should ask that way," Tom said with a laugh. "Perdition means eternal damnation or hell." He chuckled again. "It's an outlaw town in the Alvarez Mountains," Tom answered. "Comancheros run the place and Jack runs the Comancheros."
"The law just lets it be?"
"Too hard a nut to crack I guess," Tom said. "Perdition sits in large box canyon back in the mountains. Only one way in or out of that canyon and there's forty or fifty men down there." He took a drink of coffee. They'd made a fire and had a hot meal that evening. It would be cold camps with beans, biscuits, and jerky for food from now on. "Can't wait em out either. They got enough food to last a year or more and there's a good spring right at the base of the canyon."
"Take a full company of cavalry to root that many out," Justin said. "I know we're about as good as there is in the territory but how do you expect just three of us to do much?"
"When you can't use the front door you go around to the back," John said. Looking at Tom he asked, "Right Tom?"
Tom grinned and nodded. "I've got an idea that's just crazy enough to work. Tell you more when we get there."
"Sure gonna miss my evenin coffee," John said. "Course we have to travel light to catch them."
"We should cache some supplies here at the water hole. We may be in a bit of a hurry comin back this way. Tom suggested. "There's a little village called Aqua Fria bout five miles from the trail head into Perdition, We'll resupply there on the way in. May not have the time later."
Aqua Fria's name meant "cool water" but the name was misleading. The sleepy little village did have a spring and the water was indeed cool but it tasted horrible because of the sulfur content. The rocks around the spring were stained yellow and green. A man or animals could drink the water and it was preferable to dying of thirst, but just barely.
As they rode into Aqua Fria at dusk the next evening they could smell the sulfur spring and see a dust trail still hanging the air. "Almost caught em before they got here," Justin said. "Too bad we didn't, cause from what you say Tom it's gonna be a bear goin into that canyon."
"I've been thinkin," John said. "How do you know so much about Perdition Tom?"
"Been scouting it off and on ever since I became a Deputy. I want Texas Jack real bad but there's no way I could go in there alone. Thought if the Army or the Arizona Rangers ever decided to go in, I'd be able to give them the lay of the land."
"But there's only three of us now," Justin said. "I don't see how two more men's gonna make a difference."
"It won't, but you two ain't going in; just me." Tom saw the surprised look on his friends faces. "Weren't no reason for me to force the point before; thought I'd catch Jack away from Perdition one day. Now I don't have a choice; I've got to get Etta out of there."
"But..." Justin began.
"What I need from you two is covering fire when I come up that trail with Etta. I tell you about it tonight when we get to the rim. I know a spot where we can see the floor of the canyon. Get some rest; we're pullin out at dusk."
Just after 11:30 that night the three friends stopped their horses about a hundred feet from the rim of the canyon. Tom dismounted as did Justin and John. They walked bent low until near the rim and then went down on their hands and knees.
The box canyon was spread out below them like a big hole in the ground. On the open end of the canyon a wagon trail had been built and it wound between piles of rock and brush. It forced wagons or riders coming into the outlaw hideout to ride back and forth around them. There was a small stream from a fresh water spring meandering along the far side of the canyon. On the floor below was a sort of town; mostly lean-tos and shacks but there was one large two story building made of adobe. There appeared to be two wells near this ramshackle collection of buildings.
Quietly Tom pointed out the features of the settlement. "That narrow trail in means any attacking force would only be able to ride two or three men across. Jack's men could sit back and mow them down as they came in. That big place is Jack's. He and two or three of his most trusted men live there. The shacks and such are for the rest of the gang. There are usually 15 to 20 of Jack's men down there. There are another 15 or so living down there that aren't part of Jack's band but they're just as bad."
As Tom talked he used a telescoping spy glass to look over the outlaw camp. There were several large campfires burning so the area was almost as bright as day. "Somebody holed up here, several years ago had some education. He named the place 'Perdition'. Heard tell he was gonna call it 'Hell' but there was already a town by that name in Texas and it had been wiped out by the Texas Rangers. He thought it would be bad luck to use the name again." The three slowly crept back to their horses.
"So how do you plan to rescue Etta with just three men against, what 30 or 40 guns?" Justine asked.
Tom took off his hat, pulled a serape over his head, and added a very wide brimmed sombrero. "Got these back in Aqua Fria to wear when I go into that canyon. "Did you notice anything special when we scouted the place?"
John was the one that nodded and responded, "Seemed to a party going on. Must have been going all night because there's a lot of drunks laying around."
Tom smiled and replied, "That's right. I figured they would have a big shindig after a successful raid. Fact is I was countin on it. "I'm gonna pull this sombrero down low, ride in and act like one of the Comancheros. Have a drink or two, maybe dance with one of the women, then I'll mosey over to the house. When I find Etta we'll start up the trail. If any of them catch on I'll hang back and cover her."
"What happens if you can't get out?" Justin asked.
"If Etta comes to the head of the trail without me, y'all ride. Don't wait on me, don't try to come get me; just get her safe." Tom shook his head as the men protested. "McCoy and the others should be right behind us. If you can get to them, you'll be safe and so will Etta. The Marshal told me he was going to put together a 30 or 40 men posse or get a troop of cavalry if he could." He hesitated, looked his friends in the eye and added, "If they get past me and catch you, y'all don't stand much chance. Don't let them take Etta back in there."
John slowly nodded understanding what Tom was asking. Justin looked back and forth between Tom and John, and then he too understood. Heaving a big sigh Justin nodded. "We won't let them have her again; you've got my word on it."
Nodding at Justin, Tom said, "I need to switch horses with you until I get out of there. Cochise is too good an animal for one of those bandits to be riding; if I rode him in they'd know I wasn't one of them." He held up his hand to stop Justin's protest. "I know Blackie is a fine horse, but Cochise is a mite showy and will stand out."
As Tom mounted Justin's horse he said, "Boys I'm not tryin to get killed but it's my job, Hell, it's my duty to get Etta back home. If she comes out by herself, put her on Cochise and tell her to ride. Y'all will need to ride rear guard. That big horse will get her back to McCoy or if necessary back to Tucson; no one will catch him. See you in a couple of hours." Tom nodded at his friends one last time, rode to the trail head, and started the winding path into the canyon.
He passed one look out, grunted, and waved riding as if he were drunk. The man laughed and said something about not falling off your horse. Tom rode on toward the big house. The open area in front of the main building was littered with people in various stages of drunkenness. Lying on the ground, draped over chairs, or leaning up against lean-tos and shacks, several men, and women, were passed out. There were still about ten or twelve people drinking and raising hell.
Tom tied Blackie loosely to a hitching rail beside two other horses. Blackie turned his head toward the other horses and sniffed. He moved sideways away from them as if he didn't want to associate with the outlaw's horses.
"Didn't know you were so particular," Tom whispered and smiled at the big horse as he rubbed its nose. "Don't worry, I'll be back to get you soon so you behave."
He turned and slowly made his way toward the rowdy crowd. He saw a half full bottle of tequila by a sleeping drunk and picked it up. Tom took a long drink, spilled some of the liquor down his shirt and playing drunk staggered to join the celebration.
"Have a drink amigo," Tom said offering the bottle to one of the men watching a Mexican woman dance in the center of the group as two men played guitars. The man nodded and turned to bottle up and took two big swallows.
"Where's the patron?" Tom asked.
"Over to the house, guarding that woman we took outside of Tucson."
"Guarding her or playing with her?"
"Naw, he's guarding her. Toby over there," the man pointed to a man lying face up in front of the big house with blood on his face, "tried to get friendly with the woman and Jack near beat him to death."
"Jack's saving her for himself I guess," Tom said.
"Not that way. He said he's gonna trade her to some Mexican bandit down in Sonora for a lot of gold. Gonna leave tomorrow sometime. Jack told us all to leave the woman alone. Said the Mex would want a fresh woman not one that's been picked over." The man took another drink from the offered bottle. "But Toby didn't listen, thought he could sneak in there and have some fun without Jack finding out. Considerin how he looks, I reckon he was wrong."
Tom nodded, took a drink, and gave the bottle to the man. When he turned up the bottle to drink, Tom walked away. He took a roundabout path to a side wall of the house and followed it to the rear. Two guards, leaning against the back wall, were talking about how bad Jack had beaten Toby.
"Now Jack's got her up in that second floor room in the back," one said. "Got a man outside the door and us down here to make sure no one gets to her. I haven't seen her but she must be a real fine filly for Jack to go to all this trouble."
There was a wooden balcony steps leading up that ran the whole length of the second story of the house. The guards were stationed at the foot of the steps and faced away from the corner of the house where Tom stood. He pulled his pistol and quietly made his way closer to the guards. When he got within three feet Tom hit the man on his left over the top of his head with the pistol. As that man fell, Tom backhanded the man on the right. The pistol acted like a club and both men went down. Holstering his weapon, he threw their weapons into the darkness and pulled the men closer to the building under the balcony.
Tom went up the stairs and saw two windows, about ten feet apart, facing the balcony. There was light showing through one of them. He stepped lightly and walked over to that window and peaked around into the room. Etta was sitting on a bed with her hands and feet tied. Other than a bruise on her cheek she seemed to be okay. Her clothes were a little dirty but not torn or ripped and her hair was coming out of the bun she normally wore when she rode. Etta's eyes were bright and there was color in her cheeks.
"You're a real brave man," she yelled at the closed door. "Took three of you to tie up one woman. I bet your mothers are very proud of you."
"Shut up or I'll put a gag on ya," a man's voice came from the other side of the door but he didn't open it. "You won't be so feisty when the Mex gets done with ya."
Tom smiled and thought, Etta ain't hurt she's just mad as hell. He looked around, listened for several seconds and climbed through the window. Etta turned toward the window saw Tom and took a deep breath to scream. Tom swept the sombrero off and she recognized him. She smiled and started to speak. He held up his hand to quiet her, walked to the door, and listened. Turning he came back to Etta, pulled his knife from the sheath on his belt, and cut her loose.
"I thought you were another of the bastards that wanted to attack me. Their leader, Texas Jack they called him, beat a man half to death earlier this evening for trying it."
"You okay?" Tom asked in a very low voice as he softly touched the bruise on her cheek. Etta nodded and put her arms around Tom's neck.
"I didn't think anyone would come to help me."
"Etta, I'll always come for you. You have to believe that. How'd you get the bruise?"
"I fought them when they grabbed me off my horse and one of the men hit me." She leaned over and kissed Tom for the first time. "Thank you."
Tom smiled at the kiss. "We can talk about this again when we get out of here. I'll find another horse and we'll ride up the trail slow like. If hell breaks loose you ride on out; I'll fight rear guard until you get to the top. John and Justin are waitin up there for us."
"I can't just leave you," Etta protested.
"You can't help me and the whole idea is to get you safe back in Tucson. Be sorta dumb to let you get caught again. Please Etta do as I say."
She nodded and Tom led her across the room and out the window. They made their way down the stairs and when they reached the bottom Tom walked over to the two men on the ground. He took a serape and a hat off one of them and gave them to Etta.
"Put these on. We'll look like the rest of them dressed like this." Tom put his sombrero back on and led her toward Blackie.
He adjusted the stirrups on Blackie. "This is Justin's horse Blackie, you ride him out. I'll just borrow one of these horses." He helped her mount, got himself up on a sorrel, and they slowly rode toward the trail. About half way through the wagon trail, the hell Tom talked about broke loose.
"Guess they found the two guards," Tom said when he heard the noise coming from the Comancheros camp. "Go Etta, ride out. I'm right behind you."
They put their horse into a fast lope and soon got came to the end of the wagon trail. Justin and John were waiting for them.
"I think we're gonna have company," John said. "They're running around trying to get horses saddled.
"Best we ride," Justin suggested.
"Etta switch horses with Justin," Tom said.
"This is your horse, Cochise," she said as she mounted the big Appaloosa. "Why aren't you riding him?"
"We didn't come all this way to let you get caught again. Cochise is the best horse in the county. If we have to run far, he'll get you home." Tom rode closer to Etta.
"If they catch up to us, one of us will be rear guard. No matter what happens you keep riding. Don't stop just keep riding. Marshal McCoy and a posse should be close by now. Get to them."
Etta started to protest and Justin said, "Don't do no good to argue with him Miss. He's as stubborn as a Missouri mule."
"We gonna sit here and talk all night or are we gonna ride?" John asked. "I say we ride and argue about all this when we get Miss Etta safe."
"Least we got a Hunter's Moon," Justine said looking up at the full moon. "Got light enough to ride by."
"Gives them light enough to follow us too," Justine said.
"Lead out John," Tom said. "I'll cover our back trail."
John, followed by Etta and Justin, kicked his horse into a high gallop and rode back toward Aqua Fria. They would ride hard for the first 30 minutes or so and then slow to a ground swallowing lope. Tom gave them a two hundred yard head start and followed, looking back over his shoulder.
About ten minutes later as Tom topped a small rise just before they came to Aqua Fria and looked back. The light from the full moon allowed him to see the riders coming after them. Some of the riders carried torches. They spotted the little group and turned toward them.
Tom closed ranks with the others and shouted, "We got company. I'll hang back and discourage them some."
As the others rode on, Tom dismounted, pulled his Winchester, and knelt behind an adobe wall on the outskirts of the small village. He used it as a support for his rifle and waited for the followers to get into range. The horse he'd taken from the hitching rail wasn't as good as the ones his friends were riding. It was already showing faint signs of fatigue from the ten minutes of galloping. Reckon I should have stole a better horse, Tom thought with a grim smile.
The raiders were at 150 yards when Tom opened up on them. The range was too great for accurate shooting but he was just trying to slow them down; if he hit anyone so much the better. The bandits pulled up their horses and dismounted. They fired back at Tom and he could see their bullets strike the ground about 50 yards from him.
One shot hit the wall in front of Tom. Damn, he thought, one of them has a long barreled Sharps or a buffalo gun. Hadn't counted on that. He fired, off and on, for another ten minutes and then mounted and rode away. For the next two hours the cycle was repeated. Tom would stop, fire a few shots, and ride on. Each time the outlaws would dismount and return fire. Most of the bullets were short but every once in a while the buffalo gun would hit close to Tom. Each time the bandits didn't wait as long to remount and they made up ground on Tom as he fought a rear guard action.
Can't keep this up much longer, Tom thought. My horse is about done in and they're getting closer. Best find a spot to make a stand. If I can hold them off for another hour, Etta and the others can get away.
After two more stops, Texas Jack and his men had closed to within a 75 yards. Now Tom's shooting began to pick men out of their saddles before they could dismount and find cover. But the raiders were also in range and it was getting more dangerous to stop. He'd shoot and get them to stop but their return fire peppered whatever cover Tom had found. Bout one more run before they overtake me, Tom thought as he mounted. Need to find a stand.
The horse Tom was riding was really laboring and had slowed down considerably. Don't have much left in him, Tom thought. He saw a rock outcropping and decided that was the place to settle and try to hold off the Comancheros. I need to hold them for about another 30 minutes, he thought. Tom looked over his shoulder and his followers were close enough that he could make out features of the men.
He kicked the horse in the flanks trying to get one more burst of speed out of the tired animal. Tom got to the rocks and dismounted. He quickly set up a defensive position and waited for the bandits to top the rise leading up to his position.
The outlaws topped the rise lead by a man with long hair that streamed behind him as he rode. Tom shot at the leader and saw his horse go down. "Don't think I hit him but I got his horse, Tom muttered.
The man with the hair quickly mounted another horse that had belonged to one of the men Tom had shot. Tom could see and almost hear the man yelling at his men to continue. They regrouped and rode at toward the rocks. Tom continued to make them pay for following him. He'd hit another three men when shots erupted from behind him. He turned and saw McCoy leading a troop of U.S. Army cavalry. Thirty soldiers joined by McCoy charged the Comancheros. Justin, John, and Etta stopped by Tom's position. John handed the young deputy a canteen and Etta jumped off her horse and hugged him.
After taking a big drink from the canteen Tom said, "Sure took y'all long enough. What'd you do stop for coffee?"




"Didn't think you'd like us spoiling your fun," Justin teased.
"If we'd waited another hour you'd probably been settin here waiting on us all alone," John said with a laugh. "There were about 20 men came out of that canyon after us. Looks like there's only about ten left." He sobered a little and added, "Don't reckon it pays to chase after Deputy Boone now do it?"
"I'm right glad to see you boys, I was about done in," Tom replied in a serious tone. "My horse couldn't have gone much farther."
The three friends shook hands, sort of embarrassed by their feeling for each other. It was also awkward because Etta was hanging on to Tom's right arm and didn't seem to want to let go.
"There goes Texas Jack," John said pointing toward the outlaws. "He's the one with the long hair on that buckskin."
Jack and four of his men had left the others to fight the cavalry and rode back at a gallop back toward Perdition.
"Cowardly," Justin said. "But smart. Using the others to hold off the soldiers while he gets away."
"He's not getting away, he's just delaying it," Tom said. His eyes were cold and hard. "Not this time Jack," he added as he watched the leader of the Comancheros escape. Stepping past Etta Tom mounted Cochise.
"Tom, let the Army take care of him," Etta said as she touched his leg.
"He got away after killing my Pa; he's gotten away with a lot but no more. I'm going to finish this today. You boys make sure Etta gets home, I'm going after Jack."
"Don't think so Tom; we're going with you," John said and Justin nodded in agreement. "Figure I owe that bunch too. Never did like being forced to run from a fight and now I don't have to."
McCoy came back to join them as the soldiers had surrounded the bandits and the few that were left were surrendering. "Howdy Tom. Looks like we got here in time. Now tell me son, would an extra two or three days have made that much difference?"
"Yes sir, it would have. Jack was planning on taking Etta down to Sonora today. We'd been too late to stop him if I'd waited."
"See your point. It's good that other than a few Comancheros nobody got hurt bad. Etta is as mad as a wet hen but she's fine otherwise."
"Please get her a horse and take her back with you Ted," Tom requested. "How's your horses boys?" He asked Justin and John. "They ready for some hard riding?" Both men nodded and Tom kicked Cochise into a fast lope back toward Perdition.
The sun was rising over the Alvarez Mountains when Tom, Justin, and John got to the trail head leading into the box canyon. On either side of the narrow entrance to the canyon, the rock wall of the mountains rose almost vertically over two hundred feet in some places.
They stopped their horses behind the first pile of rocks blocking the wagon trail. The rump of a horse was just disappearing behind the next obstacle. "We're a little late; they got here before us. How we gonna work this Tom?" John asked as he checked the loads in his pistol.
"Been thinkin on that as we rode. The first look out is usually bout half way down the trail there. They usually ask your business before they raise a fuss. None of the people left are Texas Jack's men so we might be able to talk our way in; considering the beatin Jack and his boys just took."
"We'd still be in the middle of a hornet's nest once we got in there," Justin said.
"May be but if we tell those left that there's a troop of cavalry following and all we want is Jack; they might just let us have him. Then it'd be Jack and his four against us. Don't like the odds none but don't know any I'd rather face them with than you boys." Tom checked his Remington and then his Winchester. "What'da you think?"
John reached over and pull Tom's 10 gauge coach gun from its scabbard. "I say if you let me use this scatter gun I'll ride in with you." He gave Justine a feeble smile. "I ain't much on fast draw but with this I don't have to be."
"That's okay John," Justin threw in. "Tom and I are used to a fast draw and fast shootin. You do what you need to and we'll take care of the rest." Turning to Tom he said, "Let's ride; we got a long trip back to Etta and Theresa."
Tom led the way as they slowly rode around the obstacles in their path. As they approached the half way point, a guard challenged them. "What do y'all want and who are you?" He yelled from his hiding place.
"I'm Deputy U.S. Marshal Tom Boone. We've come after Texas Jack and all that follow him."
The guard peeked over the rock and saw the Marshal's star on Tom's dark shirt. "I can't rightly let you in Marshal. Boss would have my hide."
"You got a way to get him out here to talk to me?"
"I got this big dinner bell here. If I bang on it, he and the others will come running."
"Bang on the bell Mister. I got a proposition for your boss and the rest of you."
The guard picked up a miner's hammer and beat on the large bell. The sound bounced off the cliffs and echoed down the canyon. It took less than three minutes for ten or so men to ride to the guard station.
"Who are you?" A heavy set man with an eye patch yelled.
"He's a Deputy Marshal," the guard said before Tom could answer. "Says he's after Texas Jack. Says he's got a proposition for us."
"Shut up Zeb." Turning back to Tom the boss man asked, "That right? You the law?"
"Deputy U.S. Marshal Tom Boone. Like your man said, we're here for Texas Jack. And any of his men that come back with him."
"I've heard of you Boone. I'm Ned Stevens." Ned scratched at his beard for a few seconds. "Jack and his boys looked rite beat up when the rode in. You do that to em?"
"Me, these two, and 30 or so U.S. Calvary. The soldiers are an hour or two behind us headed this way."
"What's your proposition Marshal?"
"Let us come in and get Jack or you send him out. If you don't interfere y'all can go on your way. Makes no difference to me but I aim to have him before the day is over."
"What about those Army boys?"
"There's enough of them to root you out but once I get Jack and his men, they won't come after you. At least not this time. I give you my word. After that, quien sabe...You're on your own."
"Not wishin anything bad on you Boone but what happens to your word if Jack kills you. Where would I be then?"
"Marshal McCoy is ridin with the Calvary. I'll write a short letter to him explaining your part in this. He'll honor my word."
"Could you write that letter before the shootin starts Boone," Stevens asked.
"Get me some paper and something to write with and I'll do her right now."
Stevens turned to one of his men. "You still writin in that journal of yourn?" The man nodded. "Give the Marshal a page out of your book." The man rode over and handed Tom his journal and the stub of a pencil.
Tom crossed his right leg across his saddle forward of the horn and rested the book on his leg. He picked a blank page and wrote a short message to McCoy. Tom motioned and the owner of the journal took it back to Stevens. Ned read the note and nodded.
"Give us a few minutes to get Jack on his way Boone," Stevens said. "And good luck; never did cotton much to Jack and his orders." Stevens turned his horse and with his men following him he rode back toward the village. The guard was now sitting on the rock he'd hid behind watching with wide eyes.
"It's been fifteen minutes Tom," John said. They'd been sitting almost motionless on their horses.
"I think Jack is trying to talk his way out of this." Tom looked up at the sounds of horses coming their way. He pointed with his chin beyond the last pile of rocks. Texas Jack and his four men were being herded at gun point toward the trail. "Don't look like he won the argument."
Stevens called a halt in the last open area before the obstructions on the wagon trail. "Don't come back," he instructed. "Jack, if you and your boys get past the Marshal, don't come back."
"Damn you Stevens. I've brought a lot of money and supplies to this town," Jack protested. "Hell I shared everything we'd get from our raids and such. You'll just dry up and die without me."
"You also brought a lot of attention to us and now you've brought the Army down on us. Perdition was here before you came and it'll be here after you go." Stevens pulled his pistol and pointed at Jack. "Ride out Jack, while you still can," he ordered.
Jack turned his horse back toward where Tom and his friends waited. His men spread out with two on either side of their boss. For the first time Tom got a close look at the infamous Texas Jack Billings.
He was a big man standing well over 6 feet. Jack's horse was a big animal because at 250 pounds a smaller horse couldn't carry Jack's weight. He had dark, almost beady eyes and wore his dirty, greasy, black hair long down to his shoulders. On his head he wore a flat crowned wide brimmed hat. Jack carried two pistols; the one on his right was worn low and tied down, the left pistol was at his waist with the butt facing forward.
"Jack Billings, you're under arrest," Tom called across the space separating the two factions. "Drop your pistols."
"I like the name Texas Jack a bit better sonny," Jack replied. "Whose gonna take me in? You?"
"I'm Deputy Marshal Tom Boone and that is my intention. You and you're men are coming with us; on your saddles or face down across them. It doesn't make a difference to me but you are coming with us."
"You're out numbered Marshal," Jack's voice was full of scorn. "We'll shoot you down and ride over your bodies on our way out."
"I'm done talkin Billings. One last time drop your guns and surrender."
"To hell with you," Jack screamed and pulled at his pistol. His men went for their guns at the same time.
On Tom's left, John fired one barrel of the coach gun knocking the man across from him out of the saddle. On the right Justin drew and fired. He hit the man on the end of the line in the chest and quickly turned toward the next man. Before that man could fire, Justin put a bullet through his head.
Sitting between John and Justin, Tom drew his Remington and shot Texas Jack twice; once in the chest and the other in the head. He fired at the next man and hit him just as John's second blast from the scatter gun also hit him. The man crumpled and fell off his horse; dead before he left his saddle.
"Everybody okay?" Tom asked. "Anyone get hit?"
"Think I'm nominated," John replied. He was holding his off hand over a wound in his side. "Ain't bad though. Nothing that a little whiskey wouldn't cure."
Tom turned to Justin and his friend smiled and nodded. "Can we go home now Tom? My wife is waiting for me. She was really mad when I decided to come with you and I'd like to start makin it up to her."
Stevens and his men had sat on their horses and watched the small battle from behind a big pile of rocks about a hundred feet away. He rode closer to Tom. "Reckon I'm glad it was Jack facin you and not me Marshal. I think y'all might be a hand full." He laughed a little and asked, "You gonna keep you word about those Army boys?"
"Yes sir, I will," Tom answered. "But I heard that the Arizona Rangers were thinkin of coming to see about Perdition." Pointing at Texas Jack and his men Tom said, "With the Comancheros gone, they could figure taming this town might be worth the effort. Were I you, I'd be thinking about movin on."
"Fair enough Marshal. Maybe it is time for Perdition to die. Maybe time for us to move down into Old Mexico." Stevens tipped his hat at Tom. "Good luck to you Boone. Nothin personal but I hope I never see you again."
"Could I get you to bury these men before you go?"
"You kilt em; you bury em if you want. Makes no never mind to me," Stevens replied. "If you leave em we'll just ride around em. Adios Marshal."
Stevens and his men, including Zeb the guard, rode back to Perdition.
"Looks like all the funs over with," John said with a grin. "Guess it's time for us to head home. He had made a bandage out of his bandana and used a piece of rawhide to tie it against his wound. "I'll have that old Mexican women back in Agua Fria tend to it."
"You want to bury those men?" Justin asked Tom. "They never stopped to bury any of the people they robbed and killed. Heard tell they even burned some of the bodies. Far as I'm concerned they can lay where they are." He spit on the ground near Texas Jack.
Tom heard the sound of a horse and looked back toward Perdition. The guard they knew as Zeb was trotting his horse back toward them. He was carrying a large burlap sack.
"Ned said to give you these oats for your horses. Said you could water your animals at the spring branch yonder. Said it was a thank you for keepin your word." Zeb dropped the sack, turned his horse and returned to the village.
"Looks like you made a friend" Justin joked to Tom.
"Not his friend," Tom replied not liking the joke. "I see him or his men tomorrow and I'll arrest them."
"Take it easy Tom," John said. "Justin was only joshin you."
Tom hung his head a little and his face got red. "Sorry Justin; must be more wore out than I thought. Let's water the horses and head out.
They rode to the stream flowing along the rock bluff to their right. There was a small pool where the water collected before the stream went under the wall. As they watered and fed the horses, Tom looked back at Perdition. It was a bee hive of activity. Stevens and his men were loading everything of value onto wagons, on to pack horses, and filling up some two wheel carts. A dozen horses and twice that many cattle were being gathered for a drive.
"Looks like Stevens decided to heed your warnin," John remarked.
"Never saw so many people makin such a fuss," Justine said.
"Let's get back to Tucson," Tom suggested. "I've had about enough of the Alvarez Mountains."
The three friends mounted and made their way along the meandering trail back to the mouth of the box canyon. Tom looked at the bodies of Jack and his men as he rode past. "Guess we'll just leave em here. It's all they deserve," Tom said and rode on.
They rode at a slow lope for a half an hour and then slowed to a walk to rest their horses. About an hour from the mouth of the canyon they saw McCoy and the soldiers coming their way; riding hard. In the middle of the soldier's two by two formation, Etta rode with a grizzled old sergeant.
"I tried to send her with a couple of soldiers back to Tucson," McCoy said in greeting and pointed his chin at Etta. "She wouldn't go. Said she wanted to wait for you." He chuckled. "She's almost as stubborn as my wife."
"Sounds just like Theresa," Justin offered. Turning toward Tom he said, "Y'all gonna have your hands full with that one."
Tom grinned and replied, "Maybe so, but it'll be worth it. Don't you think?"
Etta rode her horse out of the protective formation and came over to Tom. "Are you alright?"
Tom reined Cochise so he was standing shoulder to shoulder with Etta's horse. He took Etta's hand. "I'm fine, John got nicked but not bad. I'm just glad that you're safe."
Etta grabbed Tom's shoulder and pulled herself onto Cochise, sitting on the saddle in front of him. "You rescued me, in spite of all those men in that horrible village, you rescued me," Etta said. She put her arms around Tom and hugged him.
Tom returned the hug and then pulled back a little. "Best get on your horse; we need to head back to Tucson."
The young Lieutenant, one Miles Purdue, leading the troops turned to his men. "Sergeant, we're going to destroy Perdition and rid the countryside of those murdering scum. Column of twos, rifles at the ready. When we get into that canyon, we'll spread out into a skirmish line and charge."
"Hold on Lieutenant Purdue," Tom requested. He pulled the Lieutenant aside then explained what had happened in the box canyon and the help that Ned Stevens had been. "You boys chewed up those Comancheros pretty good out on the desert flats the other day. And me and my friends took care of the rest. Texas Jack and what was left of his Comancheros are dead."
Tom paused for a few seconds and continued. "I gave Stevens my word that he and his men could ride on. I'd appreciate you honoring my promise."
"But this is a chance to clean out that hell hole," the Lieutenant protested.
"Stevens and his men are headed down to old Mexico right now. By the time you get back they'll be mostly gone and you'll end up watchin em ride across the border. Let em be Miles." Tom smiled and added, "There'll be other chances for you to make a name for yourself."
"Remember if it hadn't a been for you and your men Lieutenant, we'd a never been able to rescue Miss Bronson," McCoy said. "That should be a satisfying feeling and folks will hear about it. You mark my words."
Purdue thought for a little while. "New orders Sergeant. Let's get these people safely back to Tucson."
They made camp at Agua Fria that evening; they would make the final push back to Tucson the next day. John had his wound tended to by the old lady who worked in the cantina.
"C'mon boys, I'm buyin," he said as he walked to the makeshift bar. Tom and Justine accepted a glass of tequila and they toasted each other.
"Must be gettin old," Justin said. "These shoot outs aren't as much fun as they were ten, fifteen years ago."
"Not gettin old Justin," Tom replied. "You've just got someone at home to care about and who cares about you. Wish I did."
"You know this village ain't exactly a paradise," John said to lighten the conversation up. "It's in the middle of miles and miles of nothin and it's got bad water. If I owned Hell and Agua Fria, I'd live in Hell and rent this place out to the Devil."
"Maybe so, but the tequila's good," Justin replied. "Think I'll have another before I turn in."
The men returned to the camp and turned in for the night; they would be getting an early start the next morning. Tom spread his bedroll a little away from the others, using his saddle to rest his head. Be the first night in a while that we don't have to stand watch, he thought. Got a whole troop of soldier boys to take care of that.
He was almost asleep when he sensed someone coming toward him. Tom had put his pistol belt near at hand and he slowly reached over to his Remington.
"Tom, you awake?" Etta asked in a whisper.
"Am now."
"Could I sit with you a spell? I had nightmare that I was still with Texas Jack and his bunch."
"Sure you can." Tom replied and sat up.
Etta quick stepped to Tom's side and dropped down on his bedroll. She pulled his arm around her and laid down, bringing Tom down with her. Putting her head on his chest she snuggled up against him and went to sleep.
The next morning Tom woke at dawn and looked at Etta sleeping on and next to him. He gently pulled his arm from under her and stood up. Damn, he thought, arm's asleep. Tom rubbed and shook his arm as he went to check on Cochise.
The troop got organized and shortly after sun up they started on the trail. It would take the soldiers over a day to make it back to Tucson. McCoy had left a couple of the townspeople in charge but he didn't want to leave the town unguarded any longer than necessary. Tom and his little group along with McCoy pushed their horses a little harder. They would arrive just before dusk.
They were at a walk to rest the horses and Tom had to smile at Cochise. The big horse had made a hard run to Agua Fria and on to Perdition. Then he carried Etta back to meet McCoy and the soldiers. Tom had pushed the horse trying to catch Texas Jack before he returned to Perdition. In spite of the hard riding and difficult trails Cochise didn't like being held at the slower pace of the other horses.
"I know you want to streak up the trail and show everybody how fast you are," Tom said in a low voice as he leaned over Cochise's neck. "But take it easy. When we get back and get everyone settled I'll take you out for a run."



Etta had been riding by Tom's side; she hadn't been more than an arm's reach away from him the whole time. "He's a strong horse," she said as she watched Tom talk to Cochise. "John and Justin had a difficult time keeping up with him when we rode back to meet Marshal McCoy. I tried to rein him in, but he's a stubborn animal." Etta smiled at Tom and teased, "Just like his owner."
The sun was setting as they stopped in front of the Marshal's office. "Beds gonna feel good tonight," McCoy said as he dismounted. "I'm gettin too old for this I guess." He walked his horse to the livery stable and returned to his office. "Got to do the damn paperwork before I can turn in. See you boys tomorrow."
"Thanks for the help boys," Tom said to his friends. "Reckon it would've been a mite more interestin without you."
"Yes, thank you so much," Etta echoed.
"Think my credits good at the saloon?" John asked. "Feel like a whiskey or two."
"Tell the barkeep I'll stand good for it," Tom answered. Turning he asked, "You headed back to your ranch Justin?"
"Planned to, but look comin down the street there," he replied and pointed at his wife Theresa walking toward them. "Believe I'm gonna be a guest at the hotel tonight."
Theresa broke into a run when she got closer. She threw herself into Justin's arms, kissing him on both cheeks and finally the lips. "Come with me Corazon, I have a room for us at the hotel. You need a bath and some time with your wife."
Justin smiled at Tom and Etta over Theresa's shoulder. "I'll see y'all in a day or two. Don't know how long this is gonna take." Etta giggled and Tom laughed as Justin and Theresa walked toward the hotel.
"I could use a bath and some rest too. Will I see you tomorrow?" Etta asked.
"If you like we can get breakfast at the café in the morning," Tom suggested.
Etta nodded and said, "See you at eight." She turned and followed Justin and Theresa to the hotel.

********************
The spring weather in southern Arizona was perfect for two young people who were courting and falling in love. Cool mornings and warm afternoons were perfect for them to explore the desert and mountains surrounding Tucson by horseback or buggy.
It was obvious to everyone who saw them, where Tom and Etta were headed. McCoy, more than once, wondered if he would lose his deputy when the couple got hitched. Be hard to find a man to replace Tom, he thought.
Tom and Etta had planned on going to a church social and he was on his way to the hotel to meet her. As Tom stepped up onto the boardwalk in front of the hotel he saw Etta in the lobby talking to a tall, dark haired man. She had tears in her eyes and shook her head. The man took Etta's hand and continued to talk to her. Tom watched for two or three minutes and walked into the hotel lobby.
Etta turned and saw Tom. Her eyes opened wide and she put her hands to her face. "Oh no," she said and run up the stairs to her room. Tom and the man watched her leave.
Tom was straight forward type. He turned to the young man and asked, "Who are you and what do you want with Etta?"
"What business is it of yours?"
Pulling his frock coat to one side, Tom showed his Marshal's star pinned to his shirt. "I'm a Deputy Marshal and the man that's about to put a whippin on you if you don't answer my questions."
The man saw the hard look in Tom's eyes and felt the anger rolling off of the deputy. "My name's William Sanders."
"You're the one that Etta was engaged to back in Texas," Tom said, more a statement than a question.
"Yeah. And letting her leave is the biggest mistake I ever made." William sighed, swallowed hard and continued, "I told my folks I was going to find Etta and marry her and it didn't matter what they thought. It took me awhile to find out where Etta had gone but now that I found her I'm going to ask her to come back and marry me."
Tom had what was known as a poker face; he seldom let his emotions or what he was thinking show on his face. But this time it was all he could do not to let his feelings show. His first reaction was to pistol whip William, drag him outside and put him on a stage back to Texas. Then Tom calmed down. He realized that if he and Etta were going to be together, it would have to be her decision. Not a decision he'd made for her by getting rid of William.
"Go into the hotel bar William. I'll go get Etta." Tom took the stairs to the second floor, went to Etta's room, and knocked on the door.
"Etta, open the door. You're gonna have to face this sometime. Might as well be now." Tom waited for a minute and Etta opened the door.
She had tears in her eyes and was shaking. Tom patted her on the shoulder.
"William explained what he's doing here. I think we need to talk a bit."
"Oh Tom. He asked me to go back and marry him. William said he told his folks he was going marry me no matter what they thought."
"I know. He told me that. What are you going to do Etta?"
One of the guests came out of his room and walked down the hall. "Evening Deputy," he said as he got closer.
Tom nodded and turned back to Etta. The guest had no idea why but he could feel the tension and quickly hurried down the stairs.
"I don't know Tom." Etta sighed and leaned against the door jamb. "I loved William, maybe I still do. I know that if he'd stood up to his parents back then, I would have married him. Now I've met you and my feelings are all mixed up."
"Don't want to throw more at you Etta, but I got to tell you that I love you. Was gonna ask you to marry me tonight." Tom gave her a small wiry grin. "Guess that's a little more for you to think about." He showed her the ring he'd just bought that day.
"Oh Tom," Etta responded and started to cry again.
"William's down in the hotel bar. If you want, go talk to him. I'll tell him to leave you alone until you want to see him. I won't bother you until you're ready to talk to me." Tom leaned over and kissed Etta's cheek and left her standing in her doorway.
Once down stairs Tom went into the saloon. William was leaning against the bar staring into a glass of whiskey. Tom walked over to him and motioned to the bartender for a drink. He took a sip of the harsh whiskey.
"Hell of a mess, ain't it?" Tom asked. William looked at Tom in surprise.
"Etta and me, well it's been Etta and me for awhile," Tom said. "Right now she's all mixed up. Don't know what to say or what to do." He took another drink. "So here's how it's gonna play out William. You're not to bother her until she wants to see you. Understand? You don't go near her until she asks for you."
"Marshal or no, you got no right to tell me what I can do with Etta," William replied heatedly.
"Son, Deputy Marshal's got nothing to do with this. I'm Etta's friend and I won't have her put upon." Tom was only a couple of years older than Sanders but his presence was of an older much more experienced man.
"And what will you do if I don't agree?"
"I'll pistol whip you so bad even your Ma wouldn't recognize you. That's not the law, that's just man to man. Now leave her alone. If I hear you bothered her, it won't go well for you." Tom finished his drink, left the room and returned to the Marshal's office.
No one was in the office; McCoy was making his before supper rounds of the town. He'd stop at the café and eat before returning so Tom had an hour or so to himself.
He got a cup of coffee from the ever present pot and sat behind the desk.
"Well hell," Tom said to the empty room.

********************
Marshal Tom Boone sat on the boardwalk in front of his office. His chair was leaning back and one boot rested on the rail in front of him. He was relaxed and watched as people moved up and down the main street. Town's growing, he thought. Gonna have to hire another deputy fore too long.
It had been a little over a year since Etta had decided to go back to Texas and marry William Sanders. She had tearfully kissed Tom one last time just before she got on the stage with Sanders.
"I'm sorry Tom," she said softly.
"Don't be Etta. You got to go where your heart leads you girl. Have a good life." Tom turned and walked away, not wanting her to see the tears in his eyes.
If Deputy U.S. Marshal Tom Boone had been a terror to rustlers, bandits and thieves before, he was Hell on an Appaloosa after Etta left. The Marshal's district that encompassed Tucson quickly became the area with the least amount of outlaw activity in the Southwest. The lawless decided that rather than have Boone on their trail, there were better places to ply their trade.
Marshal McCoy felt his statement "I'm gettin too old for this" was true. He retired shortly after Etta left and Tom was promoted to Marshal.
Sometimes Tom thought about Etta and what might have been but for the last two months those times were fewer and farther apart. Justin's wife had a younger sister that had been living in Magdalena. Pilar came for a visit and never went back. Once Pilar decided to stay, the first thing Theresa did was invite Tom out to the ranch for Sunday supper.
Pilar was a younger version of Theresa. She had the same long dark, almost black hair that hung down to her waist; she had the same slender but strong build and the same flashing eyes.
Theresa was his friend and Pilar was so much like her that Tom was taken with her at that first meeting. That supper led to others and Tom spent a lot of time out at Justin's ranch.
She sure is an eyeful, Tom thought sitting on his chair. He stood and walked into his office to write the notice for the newspaper about hiring another deputy.
He kept losing his thought because he kept thinking about Pilar. Got to do something, Tom thought.
"Hell, maybe I'm not supposed to be alone after all," he said to the empty office.
The End
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Rollie Chambers was speeding. Weaving through traffic he jumped a yellow light and roared through another intersection. Damn rush hour, he thought. City's getting too crowded. Rollie cut in front of a car on his right, getting a one finger salute and a long horn blast for the maneuver. Turning into the lane leading to the Washington University Hospital emergency room, he did a power slide up to the door.
A security guard approached Rollie as he left his truck. "You can't park here," the man said in an officious voice.
"Police business," Rollie replied as he rushed past the guard and into the emergency room lobby. "Keys are in it, move it if you have to," he yelled over his shoulder.
He had lied to the security guard so he wouldn't have to take the time to find a parking place; Rollie wasn't with the police anymore. He'd resigned three months earlier due to his disgust with what he called the 'Oh So Politically Correct Brass Hats' running the St. Louis Police Department.
Rollie knew it was possible that the real police would either be waiting for him or would look for him in the hospital. It didn't matter to him; he had to get to his friend, Ted Crowe.
Ted had retired from the First Patrol Squad as a Patrol Sergeant of the St. Louis Police after 30 years of service. Almost 5 years ago he and his wife Donna had bought and remodeled a neighborhood bar and grill, renaming it First Squad. They served good food and honest drinks to their customers. The clientele was mostly off duty and retired police and/or their families; there was also a good number of cop wannabes and groupies. The place was known as a "cop bar".
Rollie had been on his way out the door that morning when his friend, roommate, and girlfriend called to tell him that Ted had been brought into the emergency room. Rollie's lady was Jessica Talbert, a Doctor of Psychology. She had been making morning rounds at the hospital and learned that Ted was being treated for injuries caused by a severe beating. Jessica said Ted asked a nurse for her and then asked her to call Rollie.
"I'll be there in 20," Rollie told her.
Whatever it is, whoever did this will answer to me," Rollie thought as he walked up to the nurse's station. Two nurses were gossiping about a new doctor in the department. One of them glanced up but ignored him and continued the gab fest with her friend.
"Excuse me. Could you stop talking about the new doctor's cute ass long enough to help me?" Rollie asked sarcastically.
"And who are you?" The older of the women asked.
"Not that it matters but I'm Detective First Class Rollie Chambers of the St. Louis Police Department. I'm looking for a man that was brought into the emergency room this morning." Rollie didn't feel bad about his subterfuge.
"Oh sorry, Detective," the nurse said. "Who were you looking for?"
"Ted Crowe, he was beaten very badly. I'd like to talk to him."
The woman typed for a few seconds on a computer. "Mr. Crowe is in Trauma Room 4. Go to the end of the hall, make a left into the emergency room and check with the nurse at the desk. She will direct you from there."
"Thank you. You can go back to talking about Doctor Sweet Cheeks," Rollie said with scorn as he turned and walked away.
Jessica was waiting at the nurse's counter when Rollie walked in. She took three or four steps toward him and put her arms around him.
"How's Ted?" Rollie asked.
"He's stable; the doctor says he's going to be okay." Jessica tried to swallow the sob that threatened to come out. "Oh Rollie, they almost beat him to death."
"Who?"
"Ted won't say. He wouldn't talk to the patrolman that found him or to me. He asked me to call you." Jessica paused and added, "That's all I know."
"Take me to him please. When we get there, get anyone in the room out and close the door as you leave. Okay?"
Jessica nodded, hugged Rollie again, and took his hand. She led him to Trauma Room 4. There was a nurse adjusting the monitoring device hooked up to Ted. Jessica identified herself and herded the nurse out of the room, closing the door behind her.
Rollie stepped closer to the man on the bed. Ted's left eye was swollen shut, he had a gash that had been stitched closed on his left cheek, and it looked like his nose was broken. The injured areas were beginning to bruise and Rollie knew his friends face would be black and blue in another couple of hours or so. There was also a cast on Ted's right arm. As he stood there, looking down, Ted opened his one good eye.
"Glad you could make it Rollie. You missed the party though."
Rollie took Ted's left hand in his. "Sorry, but next time send the invitation a bit earlier."
Ted's smile was almost gruesome because his lips were cut and swollen too. "I'll remember that next time."
"Who did this Ted? Do the police have any ideas?"
"I didn't talk to the patrolman. Acted like I was in too much pain to talk." Ted chuckled and winced at the pain it caused. "Wasn't far from the truth either. Have a seat and I'll tell you about it." Rollie pulled the only chair in the room closer to the bed, sat down and waited.
"About a week ago two big gorillas came into the First Squad right after I opened. They introduced themselves as the Dalton brothers. Said they represented the Carondelet Neighborhood Redevelopment Association and they wanted me to join. Told me that the dues were $1000 a week. I told them to go to hell; that I knew a protection racket when I saw one." Ted paused and asked, "See if I can have some water will you? They wouldn't let me have any before."
Rollie stepped out of the room and talked to Jessica. She had the nurse bring a pitcher of water, a glass, and one of the straws that could be bent to make it easier for the patient to drink. After Ted took a few sips he continued his story.
"I asked them if they knew who most of my customers are and they just laughed. Said I wouldn't tell the cops about them if I knew what was good for me and that I would pay up. Sooner or later they said. I told them to go to Hell and they turned around and left the bar without another word. I was coming out of the First Squad with last night's receipts on my way to the bank. Just like every morning. The Daltons grabbed me and pushed me into the alley." Ted asked for more water and Rollie held the glass so he could drink.
"They told me that they were going to give me a little example of what would happen if I didn't join up. The bigger one, Riley I think I heard the other guy call him, told me that if I reported any of this to the cops they'd throw a Molotov cocktail through the front window of the bar. And if that didn't convince me they would find my waitress Tina and invite her to a party. One of them grabbed my face, looked me in the eye and said my wife would be next. Then they beat the hell out of me. I tried to fight back but these guys are huge; like professional wrestlers or something."
He paused in pain. "They took the receipts from the bar. I told them there was more than the $1000 they originally wanted in the bank bag. The one called Shawn laughed; said I should consider it an initiation fee." Ted grabbed Rollie's hand. "I can't tell the police and take a chance on Donna or Tina getting hurt. That's why I wanted to talk to you. Could you maybe look into these guys and get them off my back?"
Rollie looked at his friend remembering how Ted and Donna had helped him when his wife, Susan, died. She had been beaten and raped. When Susan discovered she had also been infected with the HIV virus, she had committed suicide.
"Ted, you and Donna were there for me when Susan died. I know I would have made it but your help made it a lot easier." Rollie got a faraway look in his eyes for a few seconds. "I'll take care of it."
He squeezed Ted's hand. "Give me a description of these guys."
"The one called Riley is bigger and older than the other one. Shawn," Ted said all at once. He tried to snap his figures but winced in pain. "That's the other guy's name, Shawn. Riley told Shawn not to go crazy on me." Guess Shawn doesn't take direction well." Ted gave Rollie a painful smile.
"Riley Dalton, 35 to 40, Caucasian, 6' 6, about 270 pounds, dark brown hair, brown eyes. He's got scars around his left eyebrow, like he was a boxer or something. Shawn Dalton is his brother, late 20s, Caucasian, 6'4, 230, light brown hair, blue eyes, tattoo on his right forearm; a shamrock with the words Erin go Bragh in a circle around it. "Oh yeah, Shawn has a hell of a punch. Don't think I've ever been hit that hard." Ted paused. "That's all I can remember."
"Thirty years as a police officer taught you something," Rollie said with a laugh. He got serious and asked, "Where's Donna?"
"She's down in the waiting room. I wanted to talk to you before she came in here."
"I'll go get her," Rollie said. He left the room and Jessica joined him. "Donna is in the waiting room. Can you go get her or send someone for her? I've got a couple of phone calls to make."
"I'll get her," Jessica replied. "I can tell her about Ted's injuries and reassure her that he's going to be okay."
Rollie took his cell phone out of his jacket and punch in a number. "Hey Tully. How's the washed up Gunny today?"
Jacob Tully was a Sergeant on the St. Louis Police Department. He was a retired Marine Gunnery Sergeant with 20 years of service. After retiring he joined a National Guard unit, just to keep his hand in he said, and shortly was deployed to Iraq. Tully lost his right leg below the knee while serving with his Guard unit. The prosthetic leg he wore didn't hinder him from running the Department's main shooting range. Tully had helped Rollie find and apprehend a rapist; most recently he had assisted Rollie in returning a kidnapped girl to her father.
"Fine, until you interrupted me," Tully replied. "I was showing a pretty young rookie officer the finer points of using the Weaver stance when shooting."
"Male or female rookie?"
"Female you overgrown pervert," Tully said laughing. "What can I do for you?"
Rollie explained about the protection scam and Ted's attack. "You know a couple of patrolmen that would like to make some extra money when they're off duty? And that can keep their mouth shut."
"Guard detail?"
"Yeah. I want an around the clock presence until Ted get's out of the hospital. He won't get out by the next meeting with those idiots. I don't think the Daltons will try to get to him in here but these guys aren't the sharpest tool in the shed."
"What makes you say that?"
"If you want a guy to pay protection money, you don't beat him so bad that he can't work."
"Sounds like amateurs to me." Tully thought for several seconds. "You know Rollie if you've got uniformed officers outside of Ted's door, the Daltons are gonna think he went to the cops. It could cause them to overreact."
"I need Ted and Donna protected and I can't hang around," Rollie said. "I'm gonna be busy finding these idiots."
"Call Williams Security Specialists," Tully suggested. "I'll email the number to your cell. John Williams is a friend from the old days. He retired about from the Department about three years ago and opened Security Specialists. They provide armed guards, body guards, and security details for just about anything." He hesitated and added, "It's gonna cost though Rollie. Those men can't work for nothing."
"I'm not worried about the money. Thanks Tully." Rollie hung up and before he could put his phone away he got a message alert that he had the email from Tully. He called the number.
"Williams Security Specialists" a receptionist answered.
"John Williams please," Rollie requested.
"May I tell him who's calling please?"
"My name is Rollie Chambers. I'm a friend of Jacob Tully's."
"Oh yes, Mr. Chambers. John is talking to Tully right now. I'll put you through."
Don't waste any time do you Tully, Rollie said to himself.
"Hi Rollie. This is John Williams. Tully explained what you want to do. How many men and how do you want them dressed?"
"I want my friend protected around the clock until he gets out of the hospital; two men outside his door at all times. I'll leave up to you as to how many men you'll need each day. Could we have them dressed in business suits like body guards? Oh, and I want them armed."
"No problem. When do you want them to start?"
"Could we start today?"
"I'll have to rearrange the schedule but I can have two men at the hospital by 3:30."
"That'll work. I'll stay on until they get here. Ted's in room 614, have them ask for me at the nurse's station. Thanks John and send the bill to me. Tully's got my address."
"We'll worry about that after. I need to get to work. Call me if you need anything." Having said all that needed to be said, John Williams hung up.
Rollie went back to Ted's room. Donna was sitting with her husband's hand in her's. Jessica stood by the window with an angry look on her face.
"Hi Donna. The docs say our boy is going to be fine."
"The old fool should have told me about this earlier," Donna said giving a smile to Ted. "He'll probably milk this for a long time to get out of doing any work."
Rollie chuckled and Jessica lost the angry look and smiled.
"When are the Daltons supposed to come back and see you Ted?" Rollie asked.
"They said they'd be back to see me in three days."
"Have the doctors told you how long you're going to be here?"
"Four or five days.
"I don't think they realize how much damage they did to you. There's no way you can meet them in three days." Rollie thought for a moment. "I've got guards on your door until you get out." Donna looked alarmed and Rollie added, "I don't think they'll try anything but then again they weren't too smart putting Ted in here to begin with."
"Are you going to be able to find them Rollie?" Jessica asked. "And what are you going to do if you do find them?"
"Don't have to find them; they'll find me. I've got three days to find out as much about them as possible. When they come to the First Squad to collect from Ted, I'll be there instead." Rollie hesitated. "What I do will depend on them." He saw the concerned look on Jessica's face. "That's the best I can offer Jess."
Rollie left the room and roamed the halls for about an hour. As he past the nurse's station for the tenth time, two large men dressed in business suits approached him.
"Mr. Chambers. I'm Todd Stevens and this Joey Simpson. Mr. Williams told us to report to you."
Rollie shook hands with both men and explained the job. Todd and Joey nodded and then smiled.
"No worries Mr. Chambers. We'll take care of Mr. Crowe."
Rollie re-entered the hospital room. "Okay, there are armed guards on your door Ted. There'll be two guards all the time until you get released. I'm going to leave now but I'll be back tomorrow to see you. If you need me call my cell."
"Where are you going Rollie?" Jessica asked as she followed him into the hallway,
"I'm going to find out everything I can about the Daltons and put a stop to this protection racket." He put his arm around Jessica, pulled her close, and gave her a quick but emotion filled kiss. "Why were you so mad when I came back into Ted's room?"
She was embarrassed that her emotions were so easy to read and chuckled. "When I do my rounds, I see people hurt and injured all the time." Jessica took a deep breath. "But to see someone I know, a friend, beaten up for money, well it just pissed me off."
Rollie smiled and hugged Jessica tighter. "A champion of the underdog aren't you? That's my girl." He kissed her again. "Jess please don't forget to tell the hospital about the guards. I'll call you later. "
As he left the hospital Rollie called Tully again. "Thanks for the help Sarge," he said when Tully answered. "Need another favor. Can you run wants and warrants on Riley and Shawn Dalton. See if they're in the system.
"That the two bastards that did Ted?"
"Yeah, that's the guys. See what you can dig up will you? Call me if you find out anything."
I've got three days to find out as much about these scumbags as I can, Rollie thought. On his way to his next meeting Tully called back.
"Nothing on the Daltons locally. I'm checking a national data base now. It'll take an hour or so. Call you back."
"Thanks Tully." Rollie said as he parked his truck in the driveway of a very large home. He got out of his truck and rang the front door bell. The last time he'd been here he had beat on the door with his fist. The door opened and Rollie smiled.
"Hello Leo," he greeted the squat heavy set man that had answered the door. "Beat up any young girls latterly?"
Rollie had met Leo a few months previously. He'd been looking for Frank Rossi's daughter. Rossi was the head of the crime family that controlled the rackets in St. Louis; Leo worked for Frank's brother Vito. Vito was the apparent head of the Rossi syndicate but Rollie knew better. Frank was the power behind the throne. Leo and Rollie had crossed paths when Leo was strong arming a young woman for information about Frank's daughter. Rollie had forcefully put a stop to his efforts and there had been bad blood between them ever since.
"What'da you want Chambers?" Leo asked with a sneer.
"Frank around? Like to talk to him if possible?" Rollie stepped past Leo into the entryway. "This time I'll wait here until you ask him."
The last two times Rollie had been to the Rossi home, he'd brushed past Leo like he didn't exist. Leo growled and went toward a closed door. Rollie knew that the door led to the formal sitting room; he'd been there before. Three minutes later Leo opened the door and motioned for Rollie to come in.
Frank Rossi sat in a big easy chair. He didn't get up as Rollie walked into the room but motioned to another chair across from him.
"Have a drink Rollie?" Frank saw Rollie smile and shake his head. "What's so funny?"
"We're going to act like two gentlemen are we?" Rollie asked still smiling.
Frank smiled too. "I suppose not; it's not our style. "What can I do for you?"
"Need some information and I think you're my best bet."
"What kind of information?" Frank asked.
"Couple of hoods calling themselves Riley and Shawn Dalton are trying to set up a protection racket. They approached a friend of mine and when he turned them down they did a number on him; put him in the hospital. I thought these guys must be new to this type of thing and maybe new to St. Louis. Know them or anything about them?"
"Why come to me? We're not in the protection business."
"Always found that strange," Rollie said. "It's a money maker for families in other cities."
"It's a business that isn't really cost effective and it can lead to trouble," Frank said. "All it takes is one macho hero to report it to the police. If you've got a Mayor or D.A. running for office, they come down on you like the wrath of God to make a name for themselves. And it's not only the protection racket they attack; they go after you all across the board. I don't think the money's worth the eventual trouble."
"Okay I believe that you're not involved but you know more than most what goes on it this city."
Frank could see that Rollie was angry and intense. "I'll check around and see what I can find out. Your number still the same? I'll give you a call if I find out anything."
"Appreciate it Frank." Rollie took a card out of a small leather card case and handed it to Rossi. "This is the number where you can reach me."
Rossi looked down at the card and smiled. The card read:
CHAMBERS AND ASSOCIATES Investigations & Security 314-555-4141



"Made it official did you?" Frank asked.
"Not really. I only work by referral and won't take just any case."
"Can't be too picky about your cases. That's not conducive to making money Rollie."
"Frank, you should know I don't care about the money. Think about what I charged you for finding your daughter."
Rossi's nodded his head in understanding. His daughter, Angela, had faked her kidnapping to get money from him to go to Europe with her friends. But her boyfriend took over and really did kidnap her. He'd demanded $250,000 for her release. Rollie had found her and brought her home. He had a tape recorder with Angela admitting her part in the scam but Rollie destroyed it to protect Rossi's reputation. The only fee charged was $100 to replace the recorder.
"Well I still owe you for that Rollie. If those boys are local, I'll find out about them."
Rollie nodded his thanks and walked toward the front door. "See ya around Leo," he called out as he left. Leo gave him a dark look as he walked past. I shouldn't rattle his cage like that, Rollie thought. But I just don't like him.
He drove back to his apartment and found Jessica in the kitchen making a sandwich. Dr. Jessica Talbert had been Rollie's therapist when his wife Susan committed suicide. They had been thrown together again when Jessica worked as a profiler for the St. Louis Police on the "Campus Rapist Case"; Rollie was the lead detective on the case. Rollie persisted and she had finally gotten over her ethical concerns about dating a patient. He had pointed out that he was no longer her patient and wore her down. Jessica had moved into Rollie's place after the case of the kidnapped daughter.
"That looks good," Rollie said as he kissed her hello.
"I make a pretty good sandwich," Jessica replied. "You want one?"
"Oh yeah, a sandwich. That looks good too." Jessica smiled and swatted him on the shoulder.
"I'll grab a shower and be right back," Rollie said. As he came back into the galley style kitchen, Jessica was putting sandwiches, chips, and drinks on the breakfast bar.
"Thought you'd still be with Ted and Donna," Rollie said.
"No need with those two behemoths you've got outside Ted's door." Jessica hesitated. "I know you were rushed but couldn't you have found guards that didn't look so out of place. Todd and Joey are sweethearts but there's no doubt what they are. I mean they wear suits and all but you can see the bulge of their guns. They look like what they are; armed guards."
"That's exactly the look I was going for," Rollie explained. "I couldn't use uniformed police so I got the next best thing. If the Daltons are stupid enough to beat a prospective client the way they did, they might be stupid enough to visit Ted in the hospital. The guards will warn them away just like cops would."
"You can be a devious man Rollie Chambers, a devious man," Jessica said. Then she got serious. "Are you going to find those two gorillas? And if you meet them at the bar, what are you going to do? How will you explain your involvement?"
"I'll tell them I'm Ted's partner and since he's in the hospital they'll have to deal with me. If I can get them on tape trying to shake me down, I can call in the police."
"If you can't record them what will you do?"
Rollie looked down for a few seconds in thought. "Jess, I'm going to bring their plans to a halt. With the police's help if I can, but I will stop this." She started to protest but he held up his hand to stop her. "I know what you're going to say, you're going to talk about rights and legalities and letting the authorities handle it." He took her hands in his. "Sometimes you have the right to protect yourself and people you care about... I promise to let the police handle it if I can."
Jessica looked into Rollie's eyes and knew he would put an end to the Daltons scheme; one way or another. "I want to be there when they come," she said. Now it was her turn to hold up her hand to silence Rollie. "Maybe I can get a feel or handle on them." She smiled. "Besides it's a free country and I can go where I want to."
"Won't do me any good to ask or tell you to stay away, will it?"
"Nope."
"If trouble starts, if they get aggressive, you have to do as I say and do it with no questions. Agreed?"
"Okay," Jessica said. "Now what was looking so good to you earlier?"
Rollie smiled, took her hand, led her to the big comfortable couch in the living room and showed her what he meant.
********************
Frank Rossi called Rollie. "Can't find out anything about those two guys; they must be from out of town. I'll keep checking and let you know if I find anything."
So three days later, Rollie was working behind the bar at First Squad. During those three days Rollie checked around the neighborhood and found four other shops and restaurants that were paying the Carondelet Redevelopment Association. They were reluctant to talk about it but Rollie knew what was going on. It's not just Ted that's being hurt, Rollie thought.
Jessica sat on a stool at the end of the bar. In spite of Rollie's objection, she had refused to stay away from the bar that particular night. "Ted and Donna are my friends too," she stated leaving no room for debate.
Directly across from Rollie, against the wall Tully took up space in one of the booths. Tully had also refused to be left out of the meeting. "Ain't fair you getting to have all the fun, Rollie. Besides you can't stop me from going to have a drink and relax at my favorite bar."
Rollie glanced at a blank faced Jessica thinking she ratted me out to Tully. Then he smiled at her.
Rollie had put a sign on the front door: "Closed from 7:00 until 10:00 for private party" the sign read. He'd hoped to keep away any of the cops that normally came to the bar. Rollie wanted the Daltons to feel safe enough to come into the First Squad that evening and talk openly.
"Not much of a party," one of the two men said as they came into the bar.
Rollie looked up. This must be the Daltons, he thought; there's not many men that big in St. Louis. They match the descriptions Ted gave me. Me and Tully aren't small but those two almost make us look like runts.
"Where's Ted?" The bigger of the two said.
"Who's asking?" Rollie answered.
"I'm Riley Dalton, this is my brother Shawn. We've got business with Ted. Who are you?"
"Rollie Chambers, I'm Ted's partner. Some bastards put him in the hospital so I've got to work the bar"
Riley didn't like the term Rollie used. "I wasn't aware that Ted had a partner."
"Right after he bought the bar, he needed money for renovations. I gave him money for a 30 percent share of the business." Rollie wiped some glasses like bartenders had done forever. "If you got bar business with Ted, you'll have to deal with me."
"Perhaps we should come back when Ted is back at work," Riley said.
"Nope, I'm in charge now. You'll have to do business with me."
Riley stared at Rollie for several seconds. His eyes darted around the room taking in the other two people in the bar. He ignored Jessica at the end of the bar. Shawn had turned toward Tully and was watching him with almost a sneer on his face.
"Very well Mr. Chambers, we will deal with you." Riley unbuttoned his jacket, showing the butt of a gun in a shoulder holster and rested his hand just below it. "We represent the Carondelet Neighborhood Redevelopment Association. Ted's membership fee, and now yours, is $1000 a week."
"What do I get for $1000 a week?"
"We 'protect' your business by making sure no one robs you or throws bricks through your front window. We also make sure none of your customers are assaulted or robbed as they leave your bar."
"We also make sure what happened to Ted doesn't happen to you," Shawn spoke for the first time.
"Basically you're shaking us down," Rollie responded. "We pay you 'protection' money or bad things will happen, right?"
"I guess you could put it that way," Riley said. "We prefer to call it insurance." The tone in his voice changed to a demand. "Now give us the first weeks dues," he ordered.
Rollie caught Tully's eye and said, "We don't need or want your services Riley. But I tell you what I'll do." Rollie pulled his Glock .45 from under the bar and pointed it at the Daltons. "I'll give you one chance to drop your weapons on the bar. Believe me you won't like the consequences if you don't."
Tully also had his pistol pointed at the Daltons. Riley and Shawn were surprised to see that even the woman at the end of the bar had a pistol pointed their way.
Riley tensed and then sort of relaxed. Slowly, using two fingers, he pulled his weapon from his shoulder holster and carefully laid it on the bar. Shawn's face showed an excitement, almost anticipation, and he made no move to disarm. Riley stepped next to his brother.
"Shawn, you don't stand a chance."
"You think this old man can stop me?" Shawn asked with bravado pointing at Tully.
"You're gonna be real embarrassed telling everyone this old man kicked your ass," Tully said as he stood up.
After several seconds, which seemed like minutes, Shawn seemed to deflate. He reluctantly followed his brother's lead and put his pistol on the bar. Rollie secured the weapons and set them under the bar while closely watching the Daltons. Tully frisked the brothers one by one, with his pistol stuck under their chins. He stared them in the eye the whole time. The look in Tully's eyes left no doubt that he would blow their heads off if they resisted.
"Sit down boys and let's talk," Rollie invited and pointed to the booth that Tully had vacated. The Daltons sat and slid around to the back of the booth. Tully stood at one side and Rollie at the other.
"I can't find any information on you two," Rollie said. "From your accent I'd say you're from New York or Boston."
"So what. You got nothing on us," Riley bragged. "It's your word against ours."
"No, it's your own words against you," Rollie replied. He pulled a small digital tape recorder out of his shirt pocket, rewound it and pressed play. Riley Daltons' admission to the protection scheme echoed through the bar. "Add that recording to our testimony and you boys are going away for awhile."
Riley settled back into the booth. "What do you want Chambers? If you were going to just turn us in, you'd have already called the cops."
"Don't have to call them; the police are here." Rollie pointed at Tully. "Let me introduce you to Sergeant Tully of the St. Louis Police Department. He'll be the one making the arrest."
"So what do you want?" Riley asked for the second time.
"You didn't just blow into town and decide to start a criminal empire. I want to know who put you up to your scheme."
"We ain't tellin you nothin," Shawn said. "And when we get out, I'll be comin to see you."
"Shut up Shawn," Riley ordered.
"Maybe you'll want to see me but you won't have the chance," Rollie said. Turning back to Riley, Rollie asked, "You know who Frank Rossi is Riley? He's not going to very happy with you two for horning in on his business."
Riley's face lost its color and he took a deep breath. Rollie could see by his reaction that Dalton knew about the Rossi family.
"Tell me what I want to know and I'll talk Frank into letting you two off. Frank and I have a relationship and he'll let you walk as a favor to me." Rollie looked Riley in the eye. "Don't give me what I want and I'll let Rossi deal with you."
"If we're in jail Rossi can't touch us," Shawn said with belligerence in his voice.
"Shut up Shawn," Riley ordered again.
"You're not as smart as your brother Shawn," Rollie explained with a grin. "Riley knows that Frank Rossi can get to you no matter where you are. He's got connects everywhere; including jail. There's always some con that wants some more luxuries or whose family needs help. It's easy for Frank to make a deal with one or more of them."
Riley had a belligerent look on his face and a cocky tone in his voice. "We'll be out on bail before the cops get all the paper work done; we've got protection."
"Don't count on it Riley," Rollie said. "No one can protect you from Rossi forever."
Shawn grinned, it wasn't a pretty sight, and said, "Vito will take care of us. He said..."
"Shut up Shawn," Riley repeated. "You talk too damn much."
"What's Vito got to do with this?" Rollie growled.
"I'm done talkin and so is Shawn," Riley vowed. "Call the cops. Arrest us or let us go."
"There is a third option. We could dump you in the Mississippi River." Rollie paused for effect and said, "Tully oblige these gentlemen. Call your friends and have them come and take out this trash." Turning back to the Daltons he added, "You would be well advised to leave Ted and us alone. If we have to have this conversation again, that third option I mentioned will come into play."
After the police arrested the Daltons and took them away, Rollie poured three shots of Gentleman Jack for Tully, Jessica, and himself.
"Did you hear Shawn's slip?" Rollie asked. "Vito Rossi is in this up to his eye brows. But I don't know why."
"You think Frank lied to you about being involved in protection?" Tully asked. "Maybe he and Vito decided to add an income stream to the family business."
"I don't think so. Why would he bother lying to me? There's not much I could do if he was involved except tell my suspicions to the Bunco Squad and they're already after Frank for his other interests. Anyway, I got a sense that he wasn't happy with the Daltons."
"Maybe Vito's tired of being the number two man, the little brother," Jessica suggested. Rollie and Tully both looked at her in surprise.
"What makes you say that?" Tully asked.
"Rollie, you said that everyone thinks Vito is the head of the family. When you worked on finding Frank's daughter you realized that he was really the guy in charge of the family. Maybe Vito wants to be the big cheese in fact, as well as in perception. The added income could be Vito's way of proving that he deserves to be boss."
"Would Vito take that chance? I tell you Frank was really bent out of shape that someone was doing business behind his back," Rollie said. "I don't think Vito being his brother would make much difference to him. He'd see it as a betrayal and a threat."
"This is getting too heavy for an old Gunnery Sergeant," Tully said to lighten the mood. "If we're off duty, I'll have another drink and head home." He took the offered drink from Rollie and threw down the shot.
Then he said "By the way did you hear what Tina did when you sent someone over to guard her?"
"No. What happened?"
"She told the guy to get the hell away from her. Said a guard would crimp her style with men. When the guard insisted she pulled out that .357 snub nose she carries and said she could take care of the likes of the Daltons."
Rollie and Jessica laughed. "Tina is a force of nature," Jessica said.
"One more thing before I go," Tully said. "You think you ought to keep the security guards with Ted and Donna?
"As far as Ted goes I don't think we need to keep the security detail," Rollie answered. "With Ted it's his word against the Daltons; there were no witnesses. We're the ones they have to worry about. There are three of us that heard their try at extortion; plus the tape. Makes no sense for them to bother Ted again."
Riley Dalton was right. He and his brother walked out of the downtown jail the next morning almost before Rollie could finish his statement to the Bunco Squad. As Rollie left headquarters he saw Riley and Shawn getting into a limo. Shawn waited until Rollie got closer and pointed his finger with his thumb held up like a pistol. He pretended to shoot three times, all the while grinning at Rollie.
"Bring it Shawn," Rollie said. His voice was cold and hard and his blue eyes bore into the big man like a laser.
Shawn stiffened and started to step away from the car but Riley grabbed his arm. "This ain't the time or place Shawn. Get in the car," the older brother ordered.
"Riley." When Rollie got the older Dalton's attention he said, "If you come after me, you better dig two graves. It's going to be costly." He turned and continued to his truck.
********************
"Yeah, I heard something about them a couple of nights ago," Antonio Rigazzi responded to Rollie's question. Tony was the owner of Rigazzi's, a landmark Italian restaurant in the middle of the Italian neighborhood known as "The Hill". He was also Rollie's good friend. They had met years ago while then Patrolman Rollie Chambers had stopped two men from robbing Tony.
"I heard they beat the hell out of Ted Crowe last week," Tony continued.
"How'd you hear about that?"
"Sometimes people talk when they come to eat. Sometimes they talk about things here that they wouldn't talk about out on the street." Tony smiled. "Sometimes I listen." Tony stopped while one of his waiters refilled their coffee cups.
"I also heard that you and Tully braced them at Ted's place and arrested them for extortion." Tony smiled and added, "I even heard that Jessica helped.
"Tully arrested them; I was just doing my civic duty by assisting him." Rollie smiled. He saw Jessica returning from the lady's room. "Let's table this until later."
Rollie and Tony stood as Jessica got back to the table. Tony with a big smile and a flourish pulled out her chair to seat her.
"My, my, such manners. Makes a woman feel special," Jessica said.
"You are special Jessica and I don't understand why you're still with this broken down old police officer," Tony said as he took Jessica's hand. "When are you going to let me take you away from this clown and treat you like the princess you are?" Jessica laughed and patted Tony's hand. His invitation was a standing joke between the three friends.
"As soon as you get your wife to agree, I'll run off with you. But I don't think Adrianna to wants to share."
"No, my angel is very possessive." Tony laughed. "She told me I could run away with you but I had to leave the deed to Rigazzi's and my soul with her. I might give up my soul but never my restaurant."
"So what do you know about the Daltons?" Jessica asked, surprising Rollie and Tony.
"Who?" Tony asked. "I don't know any..."
"Tony...I was born at night but it wasn't last night," Jessica interrupted him. "You hear about most everything that happens on the West side. Besides the place is really busy tonight and you wouldn't normally sit down with us for this long unless you had some information for Rollie. So what do you know?"
Rollie laughed and Tony looked embarrassed. "Guess I'm not the only detective in this group," Rollie said. "I'll tell you later Jess; let's order dinner."
Tony motioned for the waiter and stood to leave.
"We'll start with the toasted ravioli," Rollie ordered. "The lady will have the Veal Scaloppini with mushrooms and zucchini. And I'll have the Mostoccioli all you can eat special."
"Still trying to put me out of business," Tony complained. "When you gonna order a regular entrée?" This too was a standing joke between friends. Rollie usually ordered an all you can eat special and Tony always complained that he lost money every time Rollie ate at Rigazzi's.
"So what did Tony have to say?" Jessica asked on the way home after dinner.
"Not much that we don't already know. We still don't know who brought the Daltons to town. It has to be someone with clout and power." Rollie was quiet for a couple of blocks and said, "But you heard what Shawn let slip. I think Vito is in this up to his neck."
********************
Riley and Shawn Dalton were sitting at the bar in Lombardi's Restaurant on the border of the Hill. A man with slicked back hair walked over to them.
"Leo says to meet him at the south entrance to Tower Grove Park in an hour," the young hood said. Then he turned and walked out of Lombardi's.



"Why didn't Leo just come here to talk to us?" Shawn asked.
"Vito doesn't want us to be seen with his man," Riley answered. That might give certain people ideas on who's behind this protection business." Smart man, he thought. He didn't even call us himself. This way he can claim he knew nothing about us. "Let's go, we'll wait at the park."
They had been sitting in their car for about 30 minutes when they saw a big, dark colored Cadillac pull into the park. Riley flashed his lights on and off. The dark car pulled up next to the Daltons and the rear window came down. Vito's top man, Leo, looked over at Riley in the driver's seat.
"Chambers and his friends could cause trouble for us," Leo said. "If they testify you both could do time."
"We could make sure they don't come to court," Shawn said with an evil grin.
"Shut up Shawn," Riley said. Turning back to Leo he asked, "What does Mr. Rossi want us to do?"
"Maybe you could talk to Chambers or his girlfriend and make them see what a mistake it would be to testify." Leo leaned out of his car. "Mr. Rossi doesn't want to get involved."
Riley stared at Leo. "Is Mr. Rossi gonna leave us hanging?"
"No he won't. He said to tell you that if things get bad, he'll see that you're taken care of." Leo lit a cigar and once he got it going he ordered, "Take care of the problem and do it soon. Call me when it's done." The rear window of the Cadillac raised and the car drove off.
"I guess we better go see that Talbert woman," Riley said to Shawn.
"I'm looking forward to slappin that bitch around a bit. Maybe I'll show her what a real man is like while we're there."
"Keep your mind on the problem. If you mess with her sexually it could have the opposite effect that we want. We'll rough her up a little and warn her that she and her friends should dummy up.... Let's go find Jessica Talbert."
The Daltons followed and observed Jessica for several days trying to find a good time to give her the warning against testifying. She never seemed to be alone except for the drive from home to her office and back. It was much too public for the Dalton's liking to attack her during the drive. Jessica's office was in the Washington University Medical Building and when she went to the hospital for rounds she used an underground pedestrian tunnel with security guards at each end.
During this time Rollie hadn't heard from Frank Rossi. He'd left a few messages in the voice mail of Frank's personal number. Rollie hadn't gone to see Frank in person because he didn't want to take the chance of running into Vito. He wasn't sure how he'd react if he saw the man in person.
Jessica lived with Rollie in a huge two story house across from Tower Grove Park. The house had been turned into four big apartments each with their own outside entrances. Every evening Rollie's truck was in the driveway when Jessica got to the ground floor apartment they shared. The weekends were no better for the Dalton's purposes as Jessica and Rollie were together constantly.
"We should hit them both," Shawn suggested. "Chambers is only one guy and I can handle him." Shawn grinned at his brother. "Course that means you'd have to take care of the woman all by yourself. Think you could handle her?"
"Shut up Shawn. Maybe you could handle Chambers but all you'd do is make him mad. I don't believe he'd be scared off; his pride wouldn't let him. If we threaten the woman he'll probably back off out of concern for her. No, we'll wait until we can get the Talbert woman alone."
On a Tuesday evening when the Daltons followed Jessica home they saw that Rollie's truck wasn't in the driveway. Now's our chance, Riley thought. He drove around the block and entered the alley that ran behind the homes on this block. Riley stopped the car and motioned for Shawn to follow him to the rear door. They got out of the car, making sure not to slam the doors, and walked toward the apartment.
Riley and Shawn walked around the old carriage house that was now a six car garage. They peeked into the apartment through the window in the rear door. Inside they saw Jessica standing at the breakfast bar going through a pile of mail.
"Well if it isn't Miss High and Mighty herself," Shawn said as he and Riley came into the kitchen.
Jessica looked up but the look on her face was one of anger instead of fear. "What do you want?" She asked in a cold voice.
"We want to discuss the consequences if you or your friends testify against us," Riley said. His voice was hard and threatening. "It might be a good idea if all of you develop amnesia at our trial."
"And if we don't?"
"There's no need to discuss unpleasantness right now. You're a smart lady. I'm sure you know what will happen if you testify."
"What Riley means is that we'll put you in the ground; Rollie, Tully, and you. All of you," Shawn said. He laughed as he talked. "If it was up to me, I'd do it right now; I won't stand for a bitch pointing a gun at me."
"Shut up Shawn," Riley ordered turning to look at his brother. "Ms. Talbert let's be civilized about this, just do as we ask. It'll be simpler and no one gets hurt. If not..." He shrugged his shoulders and held out his hands to his sides.
"Civilized like you were with Ted Crowe? Civilized like when you threatened his wife? Is that how civilized you want to be?"
"I told you talkin to her wouldn't do any good," Shawn complained. "Bitches only understand one thing; the back of your hand." He took two steps toward Jessica and raised a ham like fist.
Jessica quickly reached inside her purse on a stool beside the counter and pulled out her Glock 9MM. She had obtained the pistol and a Concealed Carry Permit when she worked Rollie's first case as a private investigator with him.
Shawn stopped in surprise. Then he gave her an evil type smile. "You ain't got the balls to shoot me lady." Shawn took another step toward Jessica.
"I wouldn't bet my life on that Dalton," Rollie said as he stepped out of the large kitchen pantry. "But I damn sure will shoot you."
Shawn turned and saw Rollie pointing a Glock at him. He started to reach for the gun in the small of his back and saw Rollie tighten his grip on his gun which was pointed at his head. Shawn slumped bringing his hand back to his side. Seeing Rollie's attention on Shawn, Riley started to reach for his gun in a shoulder holster.
"Give a reason Riley, please just give me a reason," Tully said coming out of the hallway on the opposite side of the kitchen. He too had a big Glock pointed at the Daltons. "I could save the city a lot of money if you don't go to trial. Make me feel good too."
Riley saw the rage in Tully's eyes as the big policeman continued, "Ted Crowe is a friend of mine. I'd like nothing better than to put you and your dip shit brother down. So give me a reason."
Both Daltons realized that they were in an untenable situation. If they tried to use their pistols, two people, three counting Jessica, would shoot them down like rabid dogs. And according to Tully, enjoy the process. Riley raised his hands to join Shawn who already had his in the air.
"Did you think we haven't seen you shadowing Jessica for the last week?" Rollie asked. "We knew you followed her home every day but always left when my truck was in the drive. So today I parked my truck in the garage and we waited for you to make a move."
"Put your hands on your heads and interlace your fingers," Tully ordered. When the Daltons complied, he added, "Now on your knees, cross your legs behind you, and sit back on them."
Rollie walked over to the kneeling men and being careful not to get in Tully's line of fire, he took the men's weapons. Riley gave up a .40 caliber Smith and Wesson. Shawn had carried a .357 revolver and a .380 semi auto back up gun in an ankle holster. Rather than using handcuffs, Rollie used plastic zip ties to secure the Dalton's hands behind them. Then he sat both of them on the big couch in the living area.
Tully still held his pistol at his side but Rollie holstered his Glock and Jessica put hers back into her purse. She patted the purse with satisfaction as she put the gun away.
Rollie couldn't help but smile at the flush on her face and the excitement in her eyes. "We'll make a soldier of you yet Jess," he teased.
"No thank you. I'd be perfectly happy never to have to draw down again on anyone else." But she smiled back at Rollie as she spoke.
"I thought you boys would have left town when you got bailed out," Tully said.
"You must have some serious backing to hang around and to try this little stunt," Rollie suggested.
"We do and this won't amount to much," Shawn said. "When it's over, we'll be back to see you Chambers."
"Shut up Shawn," Riley ordered.
"You're not as smart as your brother Shawn," Rollie offered. "He knows that after you were bailed out for one felony, you committed a more serious one. He knows you won't get bail this time and that you're going to do hard time."
"What'da you want Chambers?" Riley asked in an exasperated tone.
Rollie sat on the coffee table in front of the couch. He took a small digital tape recorder from the drawer in the end table and placed it next to him. "You two aren't in this alone; someone is backing you. I want to know who's behind this whole mess and I want to know why"
Shawn stared at Rollie with hatred. Riley slowly shook his head. "I don't hear what's in it for us; I mean if we had any info to tell you. Maybe we'll just take our chances in court with a real good, real expensive lawyer."
"One thing you didn't think of Riley; your actions and crimes come under the RICO laws. That means you'll be facing Federal, State, and City charges. Think your expensive lawyer can beat the Feds? Want to take the chance?"
"If we talk what's the deal? What can you do for us?"
"Me? I can't promise anything; I'm just a civilian. But Sergeant Tully there is a police office. He can put in a good word with the D.A. for you. Hell, if you're nice he might even go to bat with the Federal Prosecutor for you." Rollie leaned back and smiled at the Daltons.
"If they charge you under RICO laws, you might even get protected witness status," Tully said. "Depends on what you've got to tell them. If your backer is someone they want bad enough, you could walk away."
"What the hell are RICO laws?" Shawn asked.
"It stands for Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act," Tully answered. "It gives the good guys broader powers to go after organized crime figures and even gangs." He smiled and said, "Basically it takes the gloves off and turns the prosecutors loose."
"So what can you do for us, Sergeant Tully?" Riley asked sarcastically.
"I can tell the D.A. and the Federal prosecutor that you had a change of heart and wanted to do your civic duty to help us get the big boys behind this protection racket and the attack on Jessica." Tully chuckled at his statement and then sobered. "Seriously Dalton, if you turn State's evidence on who I think is behind this, I think you'll probably be put in the Witness Protection Program."
Shawn opened his mouth to talk and Riley said, "Shut up Shawn." Turning back to Rollie and Tully, he nodded. "We'll give you everything."
Rollie picked up the recorder and turned it on then for the record cited the location, date and time plus who was present. He cut the zip ties holding both men and turned to Tully. "Keep em covered Tully. Go ahead Dalton, start at the beginning. Who came to you with the idea for starting a protection racket here?"
"Vito Rossi."
"Rossi? Frank and Vito approached you?
"No, just Vito. Shawn and me live in New York. We were doing some jobs for one of the families."
"What kind of jobs?"
"Nothing big; collections, numbers running, maybe a little delivery work."
"Deliveries? You mean drugs?"
"Yeah, sometimes drugs but mostly money and info too important to trust to mail. Things that needed to be delivered in person."
"Go on."
"Anyway, we met Vito when we delivered the weeks take from our little numbers game. While we waited for the boss to join us, Vito started to talk to us. After a few minutes the boss came in and listened to Vito and us. Then he stepped out of the room and left us alone.
Vito told us about his idea for a protection scheme here in St. Louis. Vito said Frank didn't like doing protection so the money wouldn't have to be shared with him. It was just Vito and us; he said it would be a gold mine. Can I have a drink or something?"
Jessica brought the Daltons a beer. Riley drank his quickly while Shawn sipped his.
"Who was the boss in New York?" Rollie asked.
Riley hesitated before answering. "I'm more afraid of him than I am of Rossi."
"It's all the way or nothing Riley."
"The Feds won't go after this 'boss' just because you mentioned him," Tully said. "I'm no expert but him just being in the same room or building isn't a crime. They might look at him a little harder but they can't do anything without more proof than that."
"So who is this guy?" Rollie asked again.
Riley looked at Tully and then Rollie. He took a deep breath and answered, "It was Gino Valenti. I didn't hear them talking about it but I know Valenti was involved. He smiled when Vito first mentioned the racket."
"Go on." Rollie urged when Riley stopped talking.
"That's about it," Riley responded. "We came to town and started visiting different businesses. Vito said we could build it up. Said Shawn and me would clear at least ten thousand a month." Riley smiled and added, "We got four or five 'clients' that first week. It looked like Vito was right about the money. Things were going good until..."
"Until what?" Rollie asked when Riley stopped talking.
"Until Shawn went overboard with Ted Crowe." Turning to his brother he said, "I told you to take it easy but you just had to show how tough you are." Shawn leaned further back on the couch, recoiling from the anger that showed in Rollie's eyes. "That's when you guys got involved," Riley finished in a subdued tone.
"What about Jessica? Was it your idea to attack her?"
"Naw, that was all Vito. We were going to skip town but Leo said we should frighten you guys so you wouldn't testify against us." Riley snorted and gave Rollie a sad little smile. "Guess he was wrong about that too."
"Take it easy Rollie," Tully said. He could see his friend was about to explode. You can come after him but don't mess with Jessica or any of his friends, Tully thought. You wouldn't like the results if you did.
Rollie didn't relax until Jessica came over and put her hands on his shoulders. He looked up at her, smiled, and nodded. "Okay, Tully will call the precinct and get the detectives out here to take these guys in. They'll take it from here."
"You said..." Riley began.
"We'll tell the D.A. that you cooperated," Rollie interrupted.
It was less than a half hour before two detectives from Precinct 16 came to collect the Daltons. One of the detectives, Frank Wends, was a friend of Rollie's. They had worked in the same squad before Rollie resigned from the Department.
"What'da you got Rollie?" Wends asked, as he shook hands.
Rollie explained the situation. "Tell the Captain Jessica will be in to sign a complaint tomorrow morning. Here's the recorder with their confession. I suggest you put it in a dated and witnessed bag to keep the chain of evidence."
"This ought to put the kibosh to Vito," Wends said with a smile. He put the recorder into an evidence bag, sealed the bag and signed and dated it. The two patrolmen took the Daltons away. "See you at First Squad in a couple of days. Good to see you Rollie, you too Sergeant and it's always a pleasure to see the beautiful Dr Talbert."
Jessica laughed. "Thank you Frank." Wends nodded and left the apartment.
********************
Captain Pete Mallory greeted his friend. He'd been Rollie's mentor, boss and more importantly his friend for years. "Nice to see you too Jessica."
"Hi Pete," Jessica replied and came around his desk to hug him.
"You can bring her back anytime you like Rollie." Pete turned to answer his phone, "Excuse me."
Rollie and Jessica left the office so Pete could talk in private. They heard the Captain yelling into the phone.
"What the hell you mean? You guys couldn't protect them in your own jail." Pete listened for a minute. "You all better get your resumes in order; somebody's gonna be looking for a job after this." He slammed the phone down on its base; almost breaking it in the process. "Well hell," he said with an angry voice.
"What's wrong Captain?" Rollie asked as he stepped back into the office.
"Somebody whacked the Daltons last night in the city jail. Stuck them with a shank so many times they looked like a pin cushion."
"What's a shank?" Jessica asked.
"It's a homemade knife; usually made by prisoners," Rollie answered.
"How could someone get knife making materials in prison?"
"They use what they can find. Sometimes they take a metal spoon and file the handle to a point using the iron bars in their cells or the concrete walls. Then they wrap a cloth or tape around the other end for a handle." Turning back to the Captain Rollie asked, "How did it happen? I thought the Daltons were going into protective custody."
"Some idiot put them in the general population instead of their own holding cell. Vito must have been tipped off that they had been arrested. I'll call the D.A. and see what he wants to do," Pete said. Rollie and Jessica listened to Pete's side of the conversation.
"Yeah, I heard John. What do you want to do?" Pete listened for several seconds and replied, "We still got the taped confession you know. Yeah, but..." Peter listened for a long period. "Okay, I understand. It sucks but I understand. Good bye."
Pete looked tired although it was still relatively early morning. "You know John Stamos, the D.A.?" Rollie nodded. "John says that the tape won't stand up in court." He held up his hand before Rollie could voice his protest. "I know Rollie. But John says Vito's attorney can claim the confession was coerced."
"But all three of us can testify that Riley told us on his own."
"It wouldn't fly. The attorney would say that since you and Jessica are in a romantic relationship and that Tully is your friend that you are all conspiring against his client. I know it sucks but that's how it is. John isn't going to indict Vito Rossi; at least now and not for this crime." Pete sighed and walked to the wall safe. He opened the safe, took Rollie's tape recorder out and tossed it to him. "Maybe you can use the recorder another time on another case."
Rollie was very quiet on the way home and Jessica didn't try to coax him out of his mood. She knew this wasn't something he could just 'oh well' and forget about. As they pulled up in front of the apartment they saw Tully's car in the driveway with Tully sitting on the hood.
"And what are you doing here Tully?" Rollie asked shaking himself out of his mood.
"I heard about the Daltons. Heard the D.A. won't file charges."
"So?"
"So what's our play?" Tully looked directly at Rollie. "I know you're going to do something and I want to be part of it."
"The news about the Daltons is too new and I don't have anything planned; at least not yet. But you're right; I won't let Vito get away with what he's done." Rollie put his hand on Tully's shoulder. "You can't be involved Tully. If it goes sideways you could be kicked off the force. I can't let you chance that."
"Ted's my friend too you know. If you don't let me in I'll just have to do something on my own. As far as the job goes, I can live on my military pension and the disability checks for this." He lifted his pant leg and pointed to his prosthetic leg.
"Ok Tully. When I think of something I'll call you." Tully stared at Rollie for several seconds and Rollie added, "I give you my word Tully, I'll call you."



"He's a good friend," Jessica said as they watched Tully drive away. "Are you going to call him if you plan something?"
"Have to; I gave him my word. And you're right he's a good friend."
********************
A week later Rollie still hadn't thought of a plan and he still hadn't heard from Frank. Both he and Tully had put the word out on the street that they wanted to know where Vito was hiding. Either the informants didn't want to get on Vito's bad side or Vito was very good at hiding; they hadn't heard a thing.
Saturday evening, Tully dropped by Rollie's apartment. He invited Jessica and Rollie to go to the First Squad with him. It was Ted's first night back at the bar and a cause for celebration. Jessica begged off.
"You boys go have a drink and tell war stories," she said. "I'll stay here and curl up with a good book."
Rollie kissed her. "We'll both drive," he told Tully. "That way you won't have to bring me back here if I want to leave early."
About a mile from his place, Rollie had a change of heart. He called Tully's cell. "Tully, I'm going back and talk Jess into coming with me. You go on; we'll meet you at the bar."
That's funny he thought as he pulled into his driveway. The front door was standing open. Rollie killed the lights on his truck and parked. He got out of his truck, made sure he closed the door gently, and quietly walked to his front door.
Rollie stepped inside and moved to his right. Standing still in the entryway, he listened and heard voices coming from the living room; angry voices. Rollie carefully but quickly went through to the interior of the apartment. He pulled his Glock as he walked.
"Where the hell is that tape?" A man's voice asked.
"We gave the tape to Captain Mallory," Jessica answered.
"Bullshit. My guy in the precinct told me Mallory gave it back to you."
Rollie took a quick look around the door frame and saw Leo standing over Jessica with a pistol in his hand. Jessica was sitting on the floor with a hand print on her cheek.
"I'm gonna ask one more time bitch. Where's that tape?" Leo started to raise his gun toward Jessica.
"If you move I'll put a hole in you that you could put a fist through Leo," Rollie said in a cold voice. "Drop the weapon and step back."
Leo turned his head and saw Rollie pointing a pistol at him. He hesitated for a couple of seconds.
"Hell," he said and started to turn his weapon toward Rollie. Leo felt the impact of the big .45; he'd never been hit so hard in his life. He dropped his gun, took a step backwards, and fell to the floor. Jessica jumped up and ran to Rollie.
"You okay Jess?"
She had her head on Rollie's chest and nodded. "He must have picked the lock on the front door or something. I heard a noise and turned around. That's when he hit me." Jessica shuddered and asked, "What made you come back?"
"I didn't want to go without you. Came back to talk you into going with me. Glad I did."
Rollie sat Jessica down. He called Tully and told him what had happened. Next he called the police and reported the shooting.
It was early morning by the time the police, the ambulance, and the forensic department left Rollie, Jessica, and Tully alone.
"Stay with Jess, will you Tully?"
"Where you going?" Tully asked. "I'll go with you. Hell we'll both go with you."
"No I want Jess here and I want you to stay with her. I think Leo was acting alone but I can't be sure. As to where I'm going; I'm going to see Frank Rossi."
"Why?"
"Because he can find Vito for me." Rollie looked Tully in the eye and added, "I want Vito, Tully."
The big Sergeant slowly nodded his head. "You go on, I'll stay with Jessica."
********************
The sun was showing the first signs of rising when Rollie pulled up in front of Frank Rossi's mansion. He got to the hand carved wooden doors and started beating on them first with his fist and kicking them.
A tall, swarthy young man opened the door. "What the hell you want at this time of the day?"
"I want to see Frank Rossi."
"You'll have to come back at a reasonable hour. Mr. Rossi is sleeping."
Rollie started to push past and the lackey made a very bad choice. He decided he would push Rollie back out the door. He reached for the intruder and actually got a hand on Rollie's shoulder. The next thing he knew he felt an excruciating pain in his knee and found himself on the floor with Rollie standing over him. Rollie had kicked him in the knee cap and when the young man bent over off balance, he was pushed to the floor.
"Frank Rossi, get your butt down here," Rollie yelled up the wide staircase in front of him. "Rossi get down here," he repeated.
Wearing a men's silk robe, Frank Rossi came down the stairs. He helped his young doorman to his feet and then to a chair. Rossi came over and stood in front of Rollie.
"We really must do something about your manners when you come to my house Rollie," he said with a small grin.
"Cut the crap Frank. I want to talk to you."
Rossi sighed and asked, "What do you want Rollie?"
"I want to know where Vito is. We've got unfinished business."
"When Vito wants to hide away, he can be very hard to find. What kind of business?"
Rollie explained Vito's involvement in the protection scheme. "Man from New York was working with Vito and they contacted the Daltons."
For the first time Rossi lost the smile and smirk he'd had on his face. "What man from New York?"
"Riley Dalton told me it was Gino Valenti. Name ring a bell Frank?"
Slowly Frank nodded.
"Tonight Vito sent Leo to get the tape I have of the Daltons confession. I wasn't there but my lady was. He slapped her around and threatened her with a gun." Rollie paused. "Leo wouldn't have been there without orders from your brother. I want Vito, Frank."
"Where's Leo now?" Rossi asked looking around. "Wait, what confession? What tape?"
"Leo is on his way to the morgue. He pointed his gun at me and I shot him." Rollie took the little recorder out of his jacket pocket and pushed "Play". For the next few minutes Frank listened to the Daltons roll over on Vito and Gino.
"I don't know why Vito wants this tape; the D.A. says it's inadmissible in court. But he wanted the tape bad enough to send Leo after it. Maybe he didn't want you to hear it. Now are you going to help me or do we go to war?"
"Go to war?"
"That's right Frank. I'm not a cop any more so I don't have to play by the rules. If you don't help me...well maybe I can't destroy you but I can sure make things real interesting."
Rossi was quiet as he looked at Rollie's eyes. Finally after what seemed a long time he said, "I truly don't know where Vito is." He held up his hand. "But I'll find him and let you know. Give me a day or two."
Rollie stared into Rossi's eyes and then nodded. "Quick as you can Frank." Rollie turned and left the house.
Two days later there was a note under the windshield wiper on Rollie's truck when he came out of his apartment that morning. It read: "Eads Bridge maintenance shed, Illinois side". He jumped in his truck and headed downtown to the police weapons range, calling Tully as he drove.
"Tully, I've got a line on Vito. I'll pick you up in twenty."
"I'll be at the Clark Avenue entrance waiting for you."
Rollie's truck hadn't come to a complete stop before Tully jumped in.
"Glad you called Rollie."
"I gave you my word."
"Where are we headed?"
Showing Tully the note, Rollie drove to the on ramp for Eads Bridge. He drove across the Mississippi to the Illinois side of the river and found a little used roadway leading back under the bridge. At the end of the road was a dilapidated metal shed.
Rollie stopped his truck about 300 yards from the shed and he and Tully got out and carefully walked toward the shed. As they got closer, they pulled their pistols. The shed had no windows on the sides or the back; the only window was in the door on the front of the building. Rollie went around the north side of the shed and Tully crept around the south side. They got to the corners at the front of the shed and stopped.
Rollie listened intently but couldn't hear anything; he looked at Tully who shook his head. He began to wonder if Frank had set him up. Rollie looked carefully around but didn't see anyone. Slowly they walked to the door and then Rollie threw it open pointing his pistol into the shed. Tully was right behind him and covered his back.
Vito was there, just as the note had said. But he wouldn't be standing trial or even facing Rollie's anger. His hands and feet were tied and there was a bullet hole in the center of his forehead. Vito had been dead for at least a day, Rollie guessed.
"Frank seems to be upset with his brother," Tully said as he looked at Vito.
Rollie called the St. Louis Police and explained the situation. He told them he and Tully would wait until the Illinois authorities arrived. Three hours later he dropped Tully off at the range and was on his way to Frank Rossi's place. He rang the bell at Rossi's front door and waited. Rollie was just reaching to ring the bell again when Rossi himself opened the door.
"Hello Rollie, I expected you. I thought I'd save wear and tear on my men and answer the door myself." Rossi motioned for Rollie to enter. "I assume you've found Vito."
"Why Frank?"
"Why what?"
"Don't play games with me. Why did you kill Vito?"
"Vito's dead? I'm shocked and dismayed at that news," Frank said with a straight face. He didn't look surprised or sad. "How can you accuse me of killing my own brother?"
Rollie could see how the conversation was going to go. "Okay Frank, no bullshit. Why did you have Vito whacked? I thought you might slap him down some or exile him; I didn't think you'd kill him."
"You wearing a wire?" Frank asked.
Rollie shook his head. "No, I'm not. You have my word Frank."
"Not admitting anything and strictly hypothetically I'll tell you my reasoning; if I had done it." Frank paused and looked out the open front door at the rolling hills that dotted his estate.
"It wasn't that Vito went out on his own without getting permission or even talking to me about it. It wasn't that he brought in the Daltons instead of using our own people. I could have forgiven all that. As long as the family got its cut of the business, I would have let him slide." Rossi offered Rollie a cigar and when Rollie declined he lit one for himself.
"The problem was that Vito went outside the family for help," Rossi explained. "He went to Geno Valenti; a competitor. Gino thought I would find out about Vito's business and we two brothers would fight for the leadership of our family. While we were fighting and weak internally, Gino was going to step in and take over some or maybe all of our businesses." Rossi paused with a strange look on his face as he continued to stare at the rolling hills. The look was a mixture of anger and a deep sadness. "Vito joined with an enemy of our family for money and power. That caused a feud that could only be settled with blood."
Frank looked at Rollie with a fire in his eyes. This isn't as easy on him as Frank makes it out to be, Rollie thought.
"That's why Vito had to go Rollie. It wasn't greed that caused his death, it was disloyalty." Frank threw his half smoked cigar out the front door. "Anything else? I need to make plans for my brother's funeral."
"Are you going after Valenti now?" Rollie asked as he walked toward the door. "I'd hate to see my town turned into a battle ground."
"Any actions on my part are for Valenti and the New York authorities to worry about and deal with. Nothing will happen in St. Louis. You have my word."
"I'm sorry it came to this Frank." Rollie shook Frank's hand and headed home to Jessica.
********************
Rigazzi's was busy on Tuesday evening but not crowded. School had started so the restaurant was missing many of its usual family groups. Antonio Rigazzi saw two of his favorite people and regulars at a table against the back wall. He walked over to their table and sat down.
Rollie and Jessica looked up and greeted the owner of Rigazzi's. "Hi Tony, it's nice to see you," Rollie said. "This Chicken Cacciatore is really good."
"You finally ordered something besides one of the all you can eat specials," Tony teased. "But I see you're still drinking a draft beer. You could have at least ordered a good bottle of wine so I could finally make some money off you."
Rollie smiled and Jessica laughed. "Baby steps Tony, baby steps," she said. "It was hard enough to talk him out of the Mostoccioli Special."
"I like Mostoccioli," Rollie protested with a grin.
Tony caught the eye of his head bartender. He pointed to himself with his left hand and held up three fingers with his right. The bartender nodded and brought three glasses and a bottle of wine to the table. The wine was not from a big name winery and had no fancy label. The bottle was unlabeled except for a small piece of tape that had a date written on it in faded ink. It was also a little dusty. The server wiped the bottle with a bar rag, used a corkscrew to open the wine, and poured a small amount in Tony's glass. Tony tasted the wine, nodded, and the three glasses were filled.
"Oh my," Jessica said as she sipped the wine. "This is really good."
"Beats the hell out of my beer," Rollie agreed.
"My grandmother made this wine," Tony said. "I've been saving it for a special occasion. I think that you two getting through this thing with Vito qualifies." He raised his glass and said, "To Good food, Good friends, and Good times. Salute!"
After a few more minutes talking with his friends, Tony left to greet some of his other guests.
Jessica finished her wine. Smiling she said, "About all those good times we toasted to. Let's go home."
Smiling broadly Rollie called to the waiter "Check please".
The End - For Now
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********************
Rollie Chambers waved at his friend Jacob Tully as he entered the First Squad Bar and Grill that had become their regular hang out. The two friends had not seen or talked to each other for over a month. Rollie stopped at the bar got a beer, and joined Tully in his booth.
After greeting Rollie, Tully asked, "How's Ted doing?"
Ted Crowe was another friend and owned the First Squad Bar and Grill. He had been a patrol officer with the St. Louis Police Department and pulled the pin after 30 years as a cop. He and his wife, Donna, bought the bar, renamed it and added a kitchen. A large percentage of the First Squad's clientele were cops, retired cops, or cop groupies.
"He's pretty much healed up after those two beat the hell out of him," Rollie answered.
Riley and Shawn Dalton had assaulted Ted and demanded protection money. Rollie and Tully had been involved in their arrest. Later the men were killed by their boss and backer, Vito Rossi. Vito had betrayed his brother Frank, who was the head of the St. Louis crime family, by enlisting the help of an out of town 'boss' in a protection racket. This caused what Frank called a blood feud between the brothers. The feud was of short duration; Vito was found with a bullet hole in his forehead only two days after Frank found out about the betrayal from Rollie.
"Donna said she was glad to get him out from under foot at home," Rollie continued. "Said he was driving her nuts."
Tully laughed and motioned to Tina for another round. He watched as she set the beer down.
"Here you go handsome," Tina said to Tully. "When you get done talking to Rollie stop by and see me."
"Tina, I don't think I'm man enough to handle you," Tully replied with a big grin. Everyone knew that Tina was all talk; she had a steady boyfriend at home who she loved.
"Your loss Tully. You're gonna wait too long and I'll be taken one of these days." Tina slapped Tully on the shoulder, nudged Rollie with her hip, and went back to the service counter at the bar.
"I haven't seen you since you left the Department," Rollie said with a slightly accusatory tone.
"Yeah, I'm sorry about that buddy. I know it's a cliché but I've really been busy." Tully looked at his friend. "That's no excuse; I should have least called you."
"Okay Sarge, I know it's hard to remember things when you get old. I forgive you but you better call Jessica or she'll come looking for you."
"I'll call her tomorrow," Tully laughed.
After taking a big drink Rollie asked, "So what's been going on? Why did you pull the pin? I mean you fought with the Department and made them give you your job back after losing your leg in Iraq. I thought you like teaching the new officers the correct way to shoot and tactical procedures. Why quit now?"
"Well...I've been thinking the same way you did when you quit. The Department is being run by a bunch of brass hats that couldn't find their asses with both hands and a road map. They seem to be more concerned about their careers, politics and not pissing off the special interest groups than they are doing police work."
"There are still a lot of good men in the Department Tully. It might take a while but things will get back to the real cops running things." Rollie studied the big man across from him. "That's what you told me when I was talking about quitting."
"I know, and you're right. And if I was young and idealistic I'd stay and do my part to make things better. But I've seen too much and done too much to put up with the bullshit." Tully grinned. "But what made up my mind was what happened about a month ago." He stopped to finish his beer and waved for another round.
Tina brought the drinks, flirted with Tully again, and went back to the bar.
"Don't leave me hanging. What happened?"
"Seems one of the newly promoted Captains wanted to use the range after hours. That wouldn't have been too bad but he had a lady friend with him. Apparently he thought shooting a gun would act like an aphrodisiac; again not too much of a problem, other than being after hours. The main problem was they were both drunk as skunks. It was amazing that they could even walk, much less safely shoot a weapon." Tully paused and laughed at the memory.
"Anyway when I confronted Captain Reece and stopped him, he was a little upset. He asked if I knew that his daddy was Colonel Reece, the new assistant Commander. He said he'd have my job for embarrassing him in front of his lady." Tully stopped and took a big drink of his beer.
"Well...what did you say Tully?"
"I told him if he wanted my job he could have it. Handed him my badge and my gun and walked out."
"Holy shit."
"The next day Colonel Reece called me at home and apologized for his son. Said I should take a couple of days off and come back to work. I told him I didn't work for the Department anymore. Told him that if a piss ant like his son could get a real cop in trouble, it wasn't where I wanted to be. Then I hung up on him. Went down and put in my papers and haven't looked back."
"So what have you been doing that's kept you so busy?"
"I got a new job. Actually it's a new business," Tully said proudly.
"You didn't waste much time," Rollie said, glad that his friend was working. "Who do you work for?"
"More like working with," Tully replied. "My Captain over in the sand box just got out of the Marines. Ray Jenson and I go way back; we ate some of the same jungle and served in some of the same hell holes over the years. Anyway Ray and I are going to open a tactical training facility for police, military, and civilians; sort of like the GunSite Academy out in Arizona."
"Like you've been doing at the police range?"
"Similar, but we'll go into more depth than the Department training. Ray and me are both qualified instructors and we'll probably hire a couple of other old Jarheads to work with us." Tully smiled and finished his beer. "Course being one of the owners, I won't have to put in a full schedule. Normally I'll work two or three days a week unless we've got something special going on."
"I'm glad Tully. At least now you won't be sitting around getting old and fat on me." Rollie laughed and punched his friend lightly on the shoulder. "So tell me more about this academy."
The two friends talked for a while longer and Rollie left for home. His lady, Jessica Talbert, was waiting for him. Rollie walked into his apartment and Jessica jumped him from behind. She put her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist.
"Glad to see me, are you?" He said with a grin.
"I thought you were someone else," Jessica replied laughing. "I was going to try out my new Kung Fu moves on them."
Rollie pulled her around so they were facing and kissed her. "I don't know what this move is called but maybe we should practice it until we get it right."
"Yes, let's do that."
About an hour later Rollie sat up in bed. Jessica was lying next to him and he patted her on the backside. "You want to go out to eat or fix something and stay in?" He asked as he walked toward the bathroom.
Jessica sat up, stretched, and picked up one of Rollie's shirts to wear. "I'd rather stay here and watch you walk around in the all together."
"We may starve to death," Rollie said as he watched her slip on his shirt. "Cause I'd rather stay and watch you too."
After eating a light supper, they sat close together on the large comfortable sofa and watched TV; although the next morning neither could remember what programs they had seen. Rollie was the first to wake at 2 AM. He picked Jessica up and carried back to their bedroom. Laying down he spooned up against her, pulled a blanket over them, and went back to sleep.
"We certainly didn't get much accomplished last night," Jessica said when the alarm woke her and Rollie at 6.
"Oh, I don't know. We sure got those Kung Fu moves down pretty good. I told you we needed to practice until we got it right."
"Shucks, I'm late, I've got a big meeting this morning" Jessica exclaimed. "Make the coffee will you while I take a shower."
"Shucks? Nobody says shucks anymore." Rollie laughed and ducked the pillow that Jessica threw at him. "Okay, don't get violent. I'll make the coffee."

********************
"How was your meeting?" Rollie asked as she entered their apartment.
Jessica didn't answer immediately. After a few seconds she said, "Let me get changed and then I'll tell you about it. Pour me a glass of wine will you?"
Rollie got her a glass of white wine, took a beer, and sat at the breakfast bar. Jessica joined him wearing a pair of jeans and a small white top. She almost grabbed the wine and took a large drink.
"So what happened at the meeting? You're all tense."
"Rollie, I've been offered a position as the Chief of Psychiatry."
"Thanks great Honey. I'm proud of you. When do you start?"
"That's just it. They want me to start in two weeks; that doesn't give me much time. I'm to spend a month or two sort of learning the ropes and then I'll take over. Assuming they're happy with my orientation period."
"I don't see a problem. Do you need more time to shop for new clothes?" Rollie asked teasing her.
"Rollie," Jessica said in a somber voice. "The hospital is Northwestern Memorial in Chicago." Jessica watched for Rollie's reaction with concern.
"Oh." Then after several seconds he said, "You're right that doesn't give you much time. I mean you have to get packed, get to Chicago, and find a place to live. Can't live in a hotel for long with the prices they get in a big city like Chicago." He opened his mouth to continue with his rambling.
"Rollie stop. We need to talk about this."
"What's to talk about? You have to take the job; it's what you've wanted for a long time."
"But what about us?" Jessica paused and asked, "Couldn't you come with me. I'm sure Chicago could use another private investigator."
"All of my contacts and informants are here. Those are some things you can't just rebuild in another city; not for a long time anyway." Rollie hung his head for a moment. "I love you Jess but my home is here; I don't want to live anywhere else."
"We can still see each other a lot," Jessica said. "Chicago is only about a five hour drive. Even counting security at the airport you can fly there in less than an hour." She took Rollie's hand. "You could come up every two or three weeks until we see how things go. Who knows, maybe they won't be happy with my work."
Rollie squeezed her hand, smiled, and nodded; but inside he was sad and a little frightened. He knew that a relationship over a long distance seldom survived. Jessica would have meetings or commitments she couldn't get out of or he would have a case that he'd have to work on. All too often something else would come up to interfere with their time together. He knew they would both do their best to keep their relationship strong and growing but he didn't hold out much hope for them in the long run.

********************
Rigazzi's is busy tonight, Rollie thought as he dug into his meal. He looked up as Tony Rigazzi, the owner of the restaurant and his good friend sat down at his table.
"So how are you holding up with Jessica gone? She's been gone what, six weeks now?"
"Yeah, six weeks yesterday." Rollie looked at his friend and admitted, "I've been better Tony. I miss her so much that it hurts sometimes."
"Go see her you dummy. It's not like you have a 9 to 5 job or a boss to beg for time off, go see her."
"I have...I've been to Chicago three times over the last six weeks. A few days, mostly a few evenings, isn't the same as being together every day." Rollie stared at the wall across the room for a moment. "The first time I helped her get settled in the apartment the hospital is providing for her. The second time we got to spend two nights together; she was busy with meetings and stuff during the day; same with the third time."
"You need to get to work and stop feeling sorry for yourself."
Rollie smiled and nodded in agreement.
"And I've got just the job for you. See that guy at the back booth?" Tony asked and pointed with his chin.
Rollie looked and saw a man about 50, with graying hair and well dressed. "Yeah. What about him?"
"He's got a problem you might be able to help him with." Tony stood up. "C'mon I'll introduce you. He'll tell you what he wants. Maybe there's work in it for you."
Rollie stood and followed Tony. Just before they reach the gray haired man Rollie asked, "How do you know this guy Tony? He a friend of yours?"
"No, he's one of the new guys on the city council. Comes in here with that group a couple of times a month. He heard one of your cop buddies talking about your run in with Vito and asked me if I could introduce him to you."
As Rollie and Tony came to the booth, the gray haired man stood to greet them.
"Mr. Dixon, this is Rollie Chambers," Tony said. "Rollie, Thomas Dixon."
"It's nice to meet you Rollie," Dixon said. "I've heard good things about you."
"From who Mr. Dixon?"
"Tony here, for one. And I guess more importantly, your old boss, Pete Mallory. He said you were the finest detective he'd ever had in his squad."
"Pete's my friend. He may be a little prejudice."
"Nevertheless, I've got a job for you if you're available. Sit down and let me tell you about it." It was more of an order than a request.
Rollie made an instant decision. He didn't like being ordered around and he didn't like Dixon. There was just something about the man that didn't set right with Rollie. Out of respect for Tony, Rollie put aside his feelings and sat down with Dixon.
"Have a drink son we'll talk about what I want done," Dixon said.
"No thanks, I've got one," Rollie answered raising his glass of beer. "What do you think I can help you with?"
"I want you to find my wife. She ran off a couple of weeks ago."
"Sorry Mr. Dixon. I don't do domestic jobs."
"No it's nothing like that. Julie and I are getting a divorce already but she left with a file with some papers and such that I want back. She's using them as leverage for a better settlement. Said if I don't give her what she wants, she'll go public with the file."
"So give her what she wants."
"I won't; the bitch wants a million dollars cash." Dixon sighed, took a pull at his martini and continued. "I don't have that kind of money and even if I did I wouldn't give it to her. But if the information in that file of papers was to be made public it would create some serious problems. Not just for me, but for some very high ranking people in this city."
"I suggest you meet with her and come up with a compromise. Or get some of these high ranking people to help out with the money."
Dixon shook his head. "It's not that simple. Most of those people don't know about the file so I can't count on them for financial support. And I don't know where Julie is, even if I wanted to compromise." He finished his drink and motioned to the waiter for another one. "I should say I know where she is but I can't get to her."
"Why can't you talk to her if you know where she is?"
"I sent two of my men to try to talk to her. They came back beat up pretty bad and said they never even got to see her. Said some of the men in the town took exception to them asking about Julie."
"Where is she?"
"Some podunk hillbilly little town full of inter bred cretins and white trash. Apparently she grew up there and still has some family around. That's who's hiding her; her family. Place called Van Buren in southeast Missouri. Ever heard of it?"
Rollie nodded his head. "It's a small town; not much more than 1000 people living there. Right on Current River so the town gets a lot of tourist trade during the summer. What was your wife's maiden name?"
"Dillard. Her father's James Dillard and I believe he was the one that roughed up my men. "You really do know that backwater town. Why would you know about that little wide spot in the road?"
"I was born and raised there." Rollie watched Dixon sputter and try and backpedal for a few seconds. "Don't believe I can help you Mr. Dixon."
"Can't or won't?"
"Don't see how it makes much difference," Rollie said as he stood up. "The end result is the same; I'm not going to work for you."
"Well, take my card anyway," Dixon asked. "Who knows, you might change your mind."
Rollie stuck the card in his shirt pocket, waived at Tony across the room and left for home. "Asshole," he said as he got to his truck.
The light was flashing on the answering machine when Rollie walked into his living room. He pushed the button and listened to the messaged.
"Hi Honey," Jessica's voice said. "Please call me when you get in. I'll be looking over reports and such until about midnight. Bye, love you."
He looked at the kitchen clock and saw it was only 10 PM so he dialed Jessica's apartment in Chicago.
"Hello?"
"Hi Jess, it's me. I'm flying in tomorrow, why did you need to talk tonight?"
"Rollie, about tomorrow..." Jessica said in a timid voice, "Maybe you shouldn't come. I have to fly to New York for a meeting with the Board of Directors and won't be back until Sunday afternoon. If you come to Chicago we'll only see each other for a few hours before you're scheduled to go back home."
Jessica waited for Rollie's reaction, knowing he wouldn't be pleased. He had already talked about the lack of time they had together when he came to Chicago for a visit.
"Rollie, you still there," she asked after several seconds of silence. "Say something."
"Yeah, I'm here Jess."
"I'm sorry but I have to go to this meeting." Jessica explained with a pleading tone in her voice. Then her voice took on a more upbeat note when she said, "I'll have a four day weekend next week. How about I fly to St. Louis and spend it with you?"
This is just what I was afraid would happen, Rollie thought. The more she gets into this new position the less time we'd have together.
"Jess, I think we should take a break," Rollie said.
"No Rollie, don't think like that. We can..."
"I know this is important to you Jess and I can't blame you. But until things settle down there's too much tension and a sort of desperation when we do get to see each other. We're trying too hard to make our time together really special instead of just enjoying each other. Once you actually get the job things may be better. I love you Jess but if we're going to have a chance, we need to put things on hold until after your orientation period."
"Oh Rollie, please try and understand."
"I do Jess. I understand, I really do. But if we continue like this I'll start to resent you and that job. So let's take a break for a while." Rollie could hear Jessica sigh. "Babe this doesn't mean goodbye or that we're done, it just means we need, I need, to get my head around what's going on. And what will possibly go on in the future."
"Maybe you're right Rollie. It has been hectic and almost overwhelming since I got here." Jessica hesitated and added, "I'd like to call you at least once a week. Would that be okay?"
"I'd like that Jess. Call me from New York if you get a chance." Rollie sighed himself. "Bye Jess, talk to you soon." He hung up the phone, looked out the kitchen window and said, "Well Hell."

********************
Rollie had cancelled his flight for Wednesday morning and Jessica had called him Thursday evening. She said she would call him again on Saturday. He received a call on Friday morning from Captain Pete Mallory, his former boss and his friend, asking Rollie to meet him for lunch at The City Dinner.



The Diner was on the south east corner of Tower Grove Park and only about five or ten minutes from Rollie's apartment. It was a refurbished old time diner that had been expanded into the building next door. The fixtures were reproductions of the tables, chairs, and counter from an old time eatery from the 1940s.
Pete waved at Rollie to join him at the table against the back wall. The waitress came and took their lunch order as Rollie sat down.
"How you holding up with Jessica gone?" Pete asked after greeting Rollie.
"It's a little rough right now Pete. She's really tied up in the new job and we haven't got to spend much time together." Rollie took a drink of his iced tea. "We're sort of on hold for a while; at least until she gets settled in." Rollie paused as the waitress brought the order and refilled the ice tea glasses.
"Not that I'm not glad to see you Pete, but what's going on? You didn't call me to talk about my love life."
Pete grinned. "I guess I trained you as a detective too well. You're right, I've got a favor to ask."
"Anything you need Pete."
"I want you to help Thomas Dixon with his problem."
Rollie stared for a moment, surprised that Pete even knew about his meeting with Dixon. "Why? What's so important that I help Dixon?"
"It's a long story"
"I've got the rest of the day open Pete."
"Let's finish lunch and take a walk into Tower Grove Park," Pete suggested. "I can tell you the story without worrying about someone overhearing us."
About 30 minutes later Pete and Rollie sat a bench overlooking one of the small lakes in the park.
"I'll ask again Pete, why should I help Dixon?"
He told you about the file that his wife ran off with right?" Rollie nodded. "Well some of the information in there that will hurt a good police officer."
"Who?"
Pete hesitated. "Major Rod Taylor. What I'm going to tell you has to stay between us Rollie, no one else can know about it."
"I give you my word Pete."
"When Taylor was a rookie cop, that was 25 years ago, he took a bribe from a small time hood and let the guy walk on a numbers running bust. After he thought about it, he admitted what he'd done to his training officer. His Sergeant told him not to do it again but to keep quiet about it. Taylor followed the advice; he didn't want to end his career before it even got started."
Pete had been looking out over the lake and now turned toward Rollie. "Taylor's been a good cop, good for the Department. He's not one of the brass hats you talked about and he's always stood up for the rank and file cops. There is a confidential report, written by Taylor's Sergeant, in that file of Dixon's. The statue of limitations has expired for the bribe but if that report goes public it will ruin Taylor's career. All for a mistake a young cop made 25 years ago."
"How did you hear about that report Pete?"
"Dixon came to me, after you turned him down, and wanted me to send a couple of my detectives after the girl." I explained to him my men would have no jurisdiction outside of St. Louis." Mallory looked up at Rollie. "I told him I would try to get you to change your mind."
Major Taylor went to bat for us during the "Campus Rapist" case, Rollie thought. He told the brass hats and bean counters to leave us alone. Without Taylor's help I don't think we would have caught the perp. He's stood behind and supported others too.
"Okay Pete. I call Dixon and tell him I'll take the job. The guy's an ass but I admire and like Major Taylor more than I dislike Dixon. I've got to talk to Jess Saturday evening; I'll leave Sunday morning."
"Thanks Rollie. Let me know if I can help with anything."
They walked back to the diner, got in their cars and left. When Rollie got home he dug Dixon's card out of the trash and made a call.
"Mr. Dixon, Rollie Chambers. If you still want me, I'll take the job."
"Good, good. I'm glad."
"My rate is $200 a day plus expenses. If I don't do the job you don't pay, but you have to pay the expenses. If that works for you, I'll get started Sunday."
"That's fine Rollie. Let me say how pleased..." Rollie hung up while Dixon was still talking.
"I may be working for you but I don't have to like you," Rollie said to the phone.
Saturday evening Jessica called and they talked for almost two hours. Jessica had already reluctantly agreed with Rollie that until she was established in her new position they would put things on hold for a while. They would still talk every few days but there would be no more trips until things settled down.
"While you're getting a handle on your end, I've got a case to work on. I'll be out of town for a week to ten days; maybe longer," Rollie told her. "Call my cell if you need me or I'll try to call you when I get a chance."
"Out of town? Where are you going?"
"Van Buren. Guess you could say I'm going home."
"It's unusual for a small place like that to need an investigator, isn't it?"
"I'm working for a man here in St. Louis and the trail leads to Van Buren. Shouldn't be much of a problem and at least I'll get to spend some time where I grew up. Actually I'm looking forward to seeing the old place. I don't have any family left there but two of my best friends still live there. It'll be good to see them."
"I won't bother you while you're working Rollie but please call me when you can."
"Talk to you soon Jess. Bye."

********************
The sign read:
Van Buren
Gateway to the Ozarks
Established 1830
Population 1026
It had taken Rollie three and a half hours to make the drive from St. Louis that Sunday morning. As he got closer to his hometown, he felt a calm come over him; in spite of the reason for him coming back. Before he actually got to the town, on a whim, he made a sharp right turn onto a graded gravel road and followed it to the top of a wooded hill. He found the turn off to an overgrown, dirt road that was just two worn spots through the grass.
Rollie followed the old dirt road he remembered from his youth along the ridge line of Watercress Hill. The road stopped near the edge of a cliff that overlooked Current River and Van Buren. He got out of his truck and walked to the edge of the almost vertical bluff and sat down. He saw several groups in canoes and inner tubes floating on the clear spring fed river and there were four or five families having picnics by the water.
It was very early summer, late May actually, and the weather was warm without the stifling humid heat that would invade the Ozarks during July and August. This is the perfect time of year to visit, Rollie thought. Wish I was here just for a visit. He shook his head and continued his thought. I know I'm going to piss some people off before this is all over.
Rollie sat with his legs hanging over the edge of the cliff for almost an hour thinking about his life as a boy in this little town. He reminisced about the hunting, fishing, and running the river in a john boat with his friends. He thought about all the people he'd known and wondered which ones still lived in the area.
"Time to go," Rollie said out loud. He walked back to his truck and retraced the drive back to the main road. Just before he came to the city limits sign, he turned off into the parking area in front of Smalley's Cabins. It wasn't like the more modern motels with the rooms in a line down a long building.
Instead Smalley's rented individual cabins, unattached buildings all on their own. Basically they were small houses for travelers who need more room than most motels offered or who wanted to be isolated from other people. Most of the cabins would sleep 6 to 8 people, but the room rate was the same if you had 2 people or filled up the cabin. The place had been better than 30 years old when Rollie lived in town.
There were a couple of newer, more modern motels or lodges he could have chosen but Rollie chose Smalley's because he would be more isolated and because he had fond memories of running with the Smalley boys. But in spite of how much he loved the area he wasn't there for a vacation; he had a job to do.
Rollie walked into the office and tapped on a bell sitting on the counter. A tall slender woman about his own age came from the living area wiping her hands on an apron.
"Can I help you?" She asked without looking up as she untied the apron.
"You can tell me where that no good, dog stealing, Jake Smalley is," Rollie answered.
The woman looked up with fire in her eyes. When she saw Rollie, she grinned. "Jake's out stealing a huntin dog somewheres I reckon." Then she came around the counter and hugged Rollie. "Rollie Chambers, as I live and breathe. Ain't seen you in what, seven or eight years? How you been?"
"Hello Stella," Rollie replied returning the hug. "Closer to ten years I think."
Stella and Rollie had been in the same classes in school until Rollie's parents sold their farm and moved to St. Louis. Who knows if we hadn't moved maybe Stella and I would have gotten together, he thought. But then again probably not; we'd always been more like buddies than romantic interests.
"Jake, quit feeding your face and get out here," Stella yelled back into the living area behind the office.
"What's so important you gotta interrupt my lunch?" A large man said as he came up front to the counter. He looked and saw Rollie and Stella still in a hug watching him.
"I'll be damn. Rollie Chambers. What are you doing here?"
"Hi Jake. Good to see you. Got a cabin for a weary traveler?"
Jake came around the corner, put a bear hug on Rollie and lifted him off his feet. Rollie wasn't small at 6'2 and 200 pounds but Jake Smalley's 6'6 and 300 pound frame made Rollie look like a boy. "Hell yes. I guess we can find a corner of the barn for you. How long you want to stay?"
"Don't know just yet. Does the Big Spring Café still have that great family style supper on Sunday nights?" Jake nodded and Rollie said, "I'd be pleased to have you and Stella join me for supper this evening."
Later that evening as they waited for the fried chicken dinner to be served Stella asked, "So what brings you back home Rollie?"
"Let's enjoy our supper and I'll tell you later."
For the next hour the three friends talked about the intervening years, former friends of Rollie's and who still lived in and around Van Buren. During their conversation, Rollie asked about the Dillard's among others. He didn't ask about Julie by name.
"Ya, old James Dillard is still around," Jake said. "Reckon he's too ornery to die. Those two boys of his, Jimmy and Eddie, are still runnin wild around the county. Although Sheriff Steele makes em behave around town."
"About a month ago, his daughter Julie came back to town," Stella added. "She married some guy that was older than her and moved to St. Louis. Did you ever run into her there?"
Rollie shook his head, hiding his interest in Julie Dillard.
"Anyway," Stella continued, "Apparently her marriage wasn't all it was supposed to be because she's getting a divorce from what I hear."
"Who'd she marry?" Rollie asked. He wanted to see how much about Julie and Dixon was common knowledge in the little town.
"Thomas Dixon. He's some kind of big cheese in city government. Personally I think Dixon just wanted a trophy wife and Julie fit the bill." Stella paused. "You probably don't remember her Rollie; she's five years younger than us." Rollie again shook his head. "She's a pretty little thing. I bet Julie isn't more than 5'2 or 3 but she's got a woman's body and all that long natural dark red hair hangin down her back. I can see why an older man, or a young one for that matter, would be taken with her."
"Trouble is Julie is sort of naïve and didn't fit in with Dixon's crowd," Jake added. "Course that's just the talk runnin around town." He smiled, a little embarrassed by the look Stella gave him. "That's what I heard at the barber shop," he defended himself.
Rollie looked at his two friends for several seconds. These two are my closest friends here, he thought. We went to school together, played together and had each other's backs for a lot of years. I don't really feel good about misleading them.
"Julie's the reason I came back," Rollie admitted.
"How's that?" Jake asked a half second before Stella could.
"I've been hired by Thomas Dixon to find her."
"You gonna take her back?"
"Not my job. She's got something that belongs to Dixon and he wants it back. That's what I came for."
Jake signaled the waitress for another cup of coffee then stared at Rollie. "You might want to be careful how you contact her. A couple of fellas came to town about two weeks ago lookin for Julie. Old man Dillard and his boys didn't take kindly to them askin about her. Beat the hell out of them and run them out of town. The Sheriff was over to Winona and it was all over 'fore he got back."
"I hope to talk to Mr. Dillard, explain what I want, and stop any trouble before it begins," Rollie said with a grim smile. "Besides he may find out that I don't run off too easy.
It was near 8 PM and the Smalley's had to get back to the motel. Their part time help needed to get home so she could do her homework for school the next day. It was a short walk from the café to the motel office where Rollie said good night and went to his cabin.
Early the next morning, Rollie was having his breakfast at the Big Spring Café. Sheriff Steele entered and made a beeline for Rollie's table. Rollie saw him coming and stood to greet the lawman.
"Thought you'd still be an early riser," Steele said as he shook hands. He motioned to the waitress for coffee and sat down.
"Good to see you Mr. Steele." Rollie had known the man since he was twelve; from before Steele was elected Sheriff. He'd remained Mr. Steele to Rollie even after he became Sheriff.
Sheriff Steele and Rollie had one run in when Rollie was 16. There was three miles of Highway 60, east of Van Buren, known as Pender's Stretch. The road was well paved, very wide, and straight as an arrow. It was a favorite place for the youngsters, and some not so young, to see how fast their cars could go.
One evening Rollie had his dad's car and decided to see how fast the old Ford was. As he topped 100 MPH, he saw red lights in the rear view mirror. Rollie was young, and maybe a little foolish, but he wasn't stupid; he pulled over to the side of the road.
Sheriff Steele walked up to the driver's window and motioned for Rollie to get out and follow him back to his patrol car. He didn't speak; he just motioned with his hand for Rollie to sit in the police car. Rollie smiled as he looked at Steele remembering the ass chewing he'd gotten that day.
Steele's final statement was, "What are your Dad and Mom going to think about your actions? They trust you with their car so you and your friends can go to the show or whatever and you act like any other idiot." After several seconds he said, "Y'all go on home now and if I ever catch you doing something stupid like this again, well, you won't like the consequences. Now git."
Sheriff Steele never told Rollie's parents about the encounter and Rollie never gave him a chance to show his displeasure again.
"Nice to see you Rollie. Sorry to hear about your folks." Steele took a sip of the too hot coffee. "Why'd you come back home?" As Rollie started to answer, Steele continued. "And don't bother giving me a story about wanting to get in touch with your roots or whatever. You've had a lot of years to do that and this is the first time you've come back to Van Buren."
Rollie gave Steele a small grin. "Never could put anything over on you Mr. Steele."
"I'd say it's got something to do with Julie Dillard. She comes back home and a couple of weeks later two men from the city follow her. Don't know for sure but I'm pretty certain Mr. Dillard beat the hell out of them and sent them home with their tails between the legs. And now coincidentally you show up." Steele returned Rollie's grin. "Thing is, I don't believe in coincidences."
"I'm working for Julie's husband, Thomas Dixon," Rollie told Steele.
"You come to take her back?"
"No sir, fact is I think she ought to stay here. But she took something with her that Dixon wants back. That's why I'm here."
Steele finished his coffee and stood. "Just remember Rollie, I hear you're not a lawman anymore. Don't start trouble in my town." He turned and left the café.
"Guess that's plain enough," Rollie said aloud after Steele walked away.

********************
By Thursday Rollie still hadn't found Julie. He staked out her father's place but gave it up after two days. He spent another day trying to get some answers from the townsfolk. Rollie may have been born in Van Buren, but other than a few friends he was considered an outsider now.
Rollie pulled his truck up to the gas pumps at Red's Sinclair Station. As he pumped gas, Red Stanton came out to see him. The station had been the first gas station in Van Buren, opened by Red's father. Rollie had worked part time for the elder Stanton for the last two years he lived in the town.
"Heard you were home," Red greeted Rollie as he washed the windshield. Rollie just nodded. "Heard you were lookin for Julie Dillard?"
"Yes sir. I'm working for her about to be ex-husband."
"Best be careful. Dillard and his boys won't be happy that you're askin around town for her."
"Can't be helped, I guess. I need to talk to her and I aim to before I leave."
Rollie and Jake spent Friday afternoon fishing and playing on the river. Later they landed and tied off Jake's boat and he returned to help Stella at the motel. Rollie walked to his truck and saw that he had company. Jimmy and Eddie Dillard were leaning on the hood of the truck.
"Howdy Jimmy, Eddie," Rollie said, nodding at the two men. "Good to see you after all these years."
"Cut the crap Chambers," Jimmy the older of the brothers ordered. "We want you to stop looking for Julie. In fact we want you to leave town and go back to where you came from."
"Boys, I came from here. I was born and raised here just like you."
"You're from the city now Chambers. You don't belong here anymore," Eddie replied. "Now get in your truck and head out."
"Remember when we were kids and running together? I didn't like taking orders then; I don't like it anymore now." Rollie walked to the driver's side of his truck and stopped. "I'm going to talk to Julie before I leave so deal with it."
The two Dillard's came around the front of the truck at Rollie; Eddie was carrying a wooden bat. Rollie ducked behind his door. The swing missed him but did connect with the driver's window, sending glass flying all over. Rollie stood and opened the door hard into Eddie, knocking him to the ground.
Jimmy rushed into the fight and just as quickly backpedaled, trying to keep his feet. The short right hand from Rollie almost knocked him down too. Eddie was on his hands and knees trying to regain his feet. Rollie took two steps and kicked Eddie arms out from under him; Eddie went down and didn't move again.
Turning to face the charging Jimmy, Rollie blocked a wild haymaker. He stepped inside the punch and hit Jimmy with another short right hand. This time Jimmy did go down. Dillard tried to get up but couldn't. Rollie looked at the damage to his truck and frowned. He got Jimmy into a firemen's carry and dumped him into the bed of the pickup; Eddie joined his brother very shortly.
Rollie drove up the hill leading from the river to town and turned east. Three miles past the city limit sign he turned onto a gravel road and followed it to the Dillard place. The patriarch of the family, James Dillard, was sitting on the porch with his foot braced on the rail leaning back in his chair. James was over 65 and his hair was gray but he still had a strong, work hardened, lean body. His face was weather beaten and tanned the color of old leather which made his blue eyes stand out.



Stopping his truck in front of the house, Rollie got out and walked to the back of the truck. He lowered the tailgate and one by one drug the Dillard boys out, letting them fall to the ground. Rollie turned back toward the porch and nodded at James.
"Mr. Dillard."
"Rollie. What you got there?"
"Your boys were trying to make a point." Rollie looked down at the two on the ground. "Don't think they got the job done though."
"What point was that?"
"They told me to stop trying to find Julie. They also ordered me to get out of town."
"Damn young fools," James said. "You never did take orders very good, even when you was a youngin." The older Dillard looked Rollie in the eye. "I never told them to run you out of town. They was suppose to find out why you wanted to find Julie."
"Don't follow orders too well do they? By the way Eddie owes me a $100 for a new driver's side window."
James walked over to Eddie and took his wallet out of his back pocket. He took all the money and handed it to Rollie. Then he walked over and took Jimmy's wallet and repeated his actions.
"Guess you'll have to be satisfied with $85," James said with a little smile. "That's all they had on them." The smile slipped away and James asked, "You come to take Julie back to that no account husband of hers?"
"No sir. I just want to talk to her."
Dillard gave him a skeptical look. "I suppose those other two Dixon sent down here just wanted to talk to her too. When I came into the general store one of them had her by the throat. That's when I taught him not to man handle a woman. Don't think they'll make that mistake again."
"I heard about them. But I give you my word Mr. Dillard; I only want to talk to her. You can be with her if you like. Just set the time and place."
Dillard motioned for Rollie to follow him. As he passed his two sons on the ground he nudged first Jimmy and then Eddie with his foot. "Y'all quit laying around and go do your chores. Danged kids today are just plain lazy."
Stepping onto the porch he pointed to a chair for Rollie and sat back in his big rocking chair. "Tell me what's goin on Rollie and I'll decide if I'll let you see Julie."
Rollie gave Dillard a hard smile. "Not trying to challenge you Mr. Dillard but I'm going to talk to Julie before I leave; with your help or without it, I'm going to talk to her."
Dillard nodded and said, "What for?"
"As you probably know Julie and her husband, Thomas Dixon, are getting a divorce." Dillard nodded and Rollie continued. "Dixon said Julie took a bunch of important papers, a file folder, when she left. He wants those papers back before he'll agree to the divorce."
"Never had use of divorce laws, me and the missus been married nigh on to 40 years. But I understand this is a no fault state so I don't see how Dixon can stop a divorce."
"You're right Mr. Dillard, but Dixon's got the money and the attorneys to drag it out for years. All he wants are those papers and not to have to pay Julie a million dollars."
"What million dollars. Julie never said nothing about no million dollars."
"Dixon told me that Julie said she wants a million dollars and signed divorce papers for that file." Rollie paused for several seconds thinking. Dillard waited on him. "I think maybe I've been played for a fool Mr. Dillard. I think Dixon lied to me."
"Julie never said nothin about no money," Dillard repeated.
"Would you let me talk to her?"
Dillard looked at Rollie. After a little while he asked, "You carrying?" Rollie nodded. "Give it to me and I'll get the girl over here." When Rollie hesitated, Dillard added, "I believe you're a man of your word Rollie but it's been over 15 years since I saw you. People change and I got to protect mine."
Rollie reached behind his back, pulled his Glock from its holster and handed it to Dillard. The old man laid the pistol on an end table then he surprised Rollie by taking a cell phone out of the chest pocket of his overalls. He punched a speed dial number and waited for a few seconds.
"Come to the house. Rollie's here and I think you need to talk to him," Dillard said. He closed the phone and returned it to his pocket. "She'll be here in about fifteen minutes. Want a beer while we wait?"
Rollie had just finished his beer and Dillard finished his second one, when Julie walked around the house and stepped onto the porch.
"Hello Rollie," Julie said. "It's been a long time. Wish I could say it was good to see you but well...you know."
Julie Dillard Dixon had grown from the gangly, freckle faced, little red headed girl into a striking woman. She still had freckles across her nose but they were scattered and gave her face a childlike innocence. This is no country bumpkin, Rollie thought as he looked into her cornflower blue eyes. She's an intelligent, resourceful woman with a very sexy body.
Julie's red hair had deepened in color to a deep auburn and hung down her back to her waist. Lot of hair for it to hang down that far, Rollie noticed. I can understand why Dixon wanted her.
"Hi Julie. You're a hard one to find," Rollie replied. "Apparently your husband didn't tell me the exact truth about you leaving. Why don't you tell me your side?"
"Well...Thomas didn't want a wife he wanted a trophy he could parade in front of his friends and business associates. Every time I tried to help or discuss important things with him, he told me to do what I do best and leave the thinking to the grownups."
"What did he say you did best?"
"Look beautiful." Julie blushed and added, "Those are his words, not mine."
"This is really none of my business, but why did you marry him?"
"Thomas is a good looking, rich man and he can be very charming. I guess you could say he swept me off my feet. Anyway after a little over a year I told Thomas that if we weren't going to be a real married couple I wanted a divorce and wanted to go back home." Julie held up her finger for Rollie to wait and went into the house. She returned with three beers and handed a bottle to her father and Rollie.
Julie took a big drink of her beer. "He told me I couldn't have a divorce because it would make him look bad in front of his friends and business associates." Julie snorted. "See what kind of a marriage we had?" She paused for a few seconds. "I told him it was a no fault state and I didn't need his permission but he said he'd tie me up in court for years."
She looked down for a moment and then looked at her father, "He said he'd make things hard for my family." Rollie looked surprised and Julie added, "Mama got sick two years ago and Daddy had to take out a mortgage on the farm to pay the doctor bills. Thomas said he would get the bank to foreclose and take the farm away." Julie stood and walked to the porch rail. "That's when I took that file and ran home."
"That's when you told him you wanted a million dollars and a divorce for the file," Rollie stated.
"I never asked for any money," Julie replied angrily. "All I wanted was out."
Rollie studied Julie for a little. He could see by her eyes that she was telling the truth. He sighed. "I've been mislead Julie."
Again Julie held up her hand for Rollie to wait and went back into the house. She returned with a laptop, turned it on and set it in front of Rollie. "Thomas wouldn't talk to me so I sent him this email."
Rollie saw that the email said exactly what Julie had told him. It told Dixon that she had the file, "important papers", is what she called it and that if he didn't give her the divorce she'd give the file to a local TV station. The email didn't say anything about money or a settlement, just that she wanted a divorce.
Julie watched Rollie as he read her email. She could see the exact moment that Rollie found out for sure that Dixon had lied to him. Rollie's eyes got cold and hard and opened wide, his lips pressed together in a thin line, and his ears seemed to lay back a little flatter like a big cat about to attack. Julie thought I don't think I'd like to be Thomas when Rollie gets back to St. Louis.
Rollie's next question surprised Julie. "What's in the file Julie? Why is Dixon so anxious that it not become public knowledge?"
"I don't know; I haven't read it. I only know he kept it in a special hidden safe in his home office. He'd take it out once in awhile, read something, laugh, and put it away. Thomas always had a smile on his face when he walked out of his office after looking at the file."
Rollie smiled at Julie. "How'd you get hold of it if he kept it locked away?"
"I'm not the naïve little country girl that Thomas thinks I am," Julie replied returning Rollie's smile. "I was poking around in his office one day when I heard him unlocking the door. Thomas had told me never to go into his office for any reason, so I hid. The window curtains are heavy cloth and run floor to ceiling so I slid in behind them."
Julie grinned and then laughed. "The safe has a digital keypad for the combination and I saw the sequence as Thomas punched it in. I waited until he returned the file, locked the safe, and left the office. It was easy to open the safe; that was the night I left."
Dillard snorted with laughter and Rollie chuckled. Julie went into the house and returned with three more beers.
"You have the file with you?" Rollie asked.
Julie shook her head. "It's someplace safe. Figured if Thomas or some of his men found me I could bargain my way out of trouble."
"I'll have to have the file Julie."
"Can't do that Rollie. If I give up the file Thomas will never give me a divorce."
"You've already left Dixon. Why do you have to have a divorce? Just go on with your life."
Julie blushed, smiled and asked, "You remember Jack Barnes?" Rollie nodded. "He and I used to date before I moved to St. Louis. Jack asked me to marry him but I just had to go to the big city." She took a long drink from her bottle. "Since I came home, Jack and I have been seeing each other. I want to correct the mistake I made back then. Jack and I want to get married and raise a family. I can't legally do that unless I get a divorce."
Rollie thought for a little while. "Do you trust me Julie?"
Julie looked into Rollie's eyes and then looked at her father. She turned back to Rollie and nodded.
"Give me the file. I'll take it back to Dixon and get him off your back." He held up his hand to stop her response. "I'll also make sure he signs the divorce petition before he gets anything."
It seemed like a couple of minutes but it was only seconds before Julie nodded. "Meet me out at the north end of Cavander Bay tomorrow morning at 8. I hid the file in that old cave that we used to play in." Julie looked hard at Rollie. "I hope you can get me clear of this Rollie."
"I give you my word Julie. By this time Monday afternoon the divorce petition will be filed and all you'll have to do is wait for it to be final."

********************
Cavander Bay was actually an offshoot of Current River. The river made a sweeping turn against a rock bluff and sometime in the distant past a channel was cut or opened through the bluff. A small part of the river continued along the bluff while the main body of water continued on its way south.
The "Bay" was a body of water about one hundred feet long and forty wide. It was up against a high bluff with natural springs flowing into the water from under the cliff. It was a great place to fish if you could put up with the cottonmouth water moccasins that were the only poisonous water snakes in America. For some reason they found the place to be irresistible; possibly because of some chemical element from the springs or the slow water compared to the river.
Rollie stopped his truck at the end of the old grass covered road near the north end of the "Bay". He started up the faint path that led to the cave that Julie had mentioned. There was no one waiting for him.
Have I been played, Rollie thought? Did Julie and Mr. Dillard promise to meet me here so that Julie could run away? Rollie's questions were soon answered. Julie and Mr. Dillard looked out from behind some large boulders at the base of the cliff.
"Wanted to make sure you were by yourself," Dillard explained. "I know," he said holding up his hand. "You gave us your word, but like I said before people change over the years."
"I haven't Mr. Dillard. I'm still the same guy that admitted to driving his ATV through your crops."
The men smiled at the memory. Rollie had been racing his ATV against his friends on a dirt road that led around one of Dillard's fields. Trying to make up time, Rollie cut across the corner of a field. Later as the young men rode back at a slower speed, Rollie saw the damage he had done to the crops in the field. He could see the wide path of destruction that his ATV caused. That afternoon Rollie went to Dillard's house and admitted what he'd done. He worked for Mr. Dillard for a month during harvest time to pay for the damage.
Julie came out of the cave toward Rollie holding a thick manila file folder held together with two large rubber bands. Just as she handed the folder to Rollie, a voice yelled to them.
"We'll take that file Chambers."
Rollie turned and saw a two men walking toward them. They were dressed much too nicely to be from the country. The smaller of the two stumbled on a tree root and swore. One on one or even one on two, Rollie was sure he could take them. The large revolvers that the men held made it an uneven fight.
"I told Dixon I'd get the folder. No need for you two to get involved," Rollie said. As he talked he put his hand behind him and motioned Julie and her father away.
"That's fine Chambers, but we don't work for Dixon. Our employer's name is in that folder and he doesn't want to take the chance on Dixon's good nature. Now hand me the folder."
Julie broke for the cave and the man turned and aimed his pistol. Before he could shoot, the loud report of a rifle shot echoed from the bluff. The gunman crumpled and fell to the ground. The second man turned his pistol toward Rollie but never completed the turn. Rollie drew his .45 but from over his shoulder he heard the sharp sound that a .357 makes. The man quickly joined his companion on the ground.
Rollie turned and saw Dillard with a smoking pistol in his hand. Stepping out from a big oak tree, Jimmy held a .308 Winchester deer rifle. Eddie stood beside him with a double barrel shotgun. Dillard gave Rollie a grim smile.
"Damn reloads make a lot more smoke than factory loads," Dillard said. "Reckon I'm gonna have to change the power I use." He looked up at Rollie. "Wasn't that I didn't trust you Rollie, but you never know what'll happen up here with all these snakes." He pointed at two cottonmouths swimming across the water and then at the two men on the ground.
"Guess we ought to get Sheriff Steel out here," Dillard said. "Don't want these two contaminating the countryside."
Rollie and the Dillard's had spent most of Saturday talking to and being questioned by Sheriff Steele. "Hell of a mess Rollie," Steele said. "Why didn't you come to me if you thought there would be trouble?"
"Thought I might have a little trouble with Mr. Dillard but we talked things over and he agreed to let me see Julie." Rollie shook his head. "I didn't plan on outsiders getting involved Mr. Steele. Would have come to you if I'd know those two were in town."
As he left the Sheriff's office Rollie talked to Julie. "I'll have the divorce papers filed on Monday and they'll send you copies at your dad's place."
"Thank you Rollie," Julie said and hugged him.
"I expect you'll be more than a trophy wife for Jack."
"Maybe we'll name our first son after you," Julie teased.
Rollie waved goodbye and went back to Smalley's cabins. That evening Jake, Stella, and Rollie had supper together; again at the Big Spring Café.
"We could have gone to the steak house over to the Lodge at Kelly's Landing," Jake said.
"Could have, but I wanted another good home cooked meal," Rollie explained. "I can go to a steak house just about anywhere but home cooking like this is something special."
"So you coming back to stay Rollie?" Stella asked. "Be nice for the old crew to be together again."
"It surely would girl." Rollie sat for a moment looking out the big picture window that overlooked Current River. "I've enjoyed this trip even considering the reason I came. And I intend to spend more time here, but I live in St. Louis now. I'm going home."

********************
Late Sunday morning Rollie parked his truck in front of Thomas Dixon's house. He was admitted to the home and led to the living room where Dixon joined him very shortly.
"I see you got the file," Dixon said pointing to the folder in Rollie's hand. "Let's have it."
"Couple of things need to be settled first Mr. Dixon." Rollie held onto the folder. "First I need to be paid. Eight days makes it $1600, add in my expenses and $2000 should handle it."
It was evident that Dixon didn't like to be dunned for money. He frowned at Rollie but walked over to a small desk in the corner of the room. Dixon took a checkbook from the center draw, wrote a check for $2000, and handed it to Rollie.
"You said a couple of things," Dixon said. "What's the other thing you want?"
Rollie reached into his jacket pocket and took out the divorce petition. "You need to sign this and let Julie go. We won't talk about you lying to me about her demanding money from you. She doesn't want anything but out. Sign the papers Mr. Dixon. I'll witness it so it will be all legal and binding."
Dixon's anger showed in his red face but he took the papers, signed them, and thrust them back at Rollie.
"Now give me the folder and get out," Dixon ordered.
Rollie tossed the folder to Dixon and turned to leave. He'd almost made it to the front door when he heard Dixon yell and come rushing through the entryway.
"There's a report missing from the folder Chambers. Where is it?"
"I pulled the unauthorized investigation of Major Taylor. It's in a dumpster somewhere around Fredericktown."
Dixon stared at Rollie for several seconds and then smiled. "I've got a copy of that report. I'll just put in back into the file." He turned to walk back into the living room.
"Speaking of copies Mr. Dixon, I made a copy of every piece of paper in that folder. If that report on Major Taylor is released, I'll see that all the other information is brought to light too," Rollie told him.
He walked to the door and turned. "I don't think the people in that folder would be too happy with you if all that stuff came out in a newspaper article. Two men have already died trying to get that folder. Think before you get yourself in a hole," Rollie said with a threat in his voice.
Rollie stopped at Uncle Bill's Pancake House for a late breakfast. As he waited for his order he picked up his cell phone and made a call.
"Captain Mallory, please. Tell him it's Rollie Chambers." A few seconds later he said, "Pete, that report you were worried about."
"Yeah?"
"It doesn't exist anymore. Talk to you in a few days." Rollie closed his cell as his breakfast was brought to his table.
Sure glad to see home, Rollie thought as he parked his truck in his driveway. He was surprised and a little alarmed to find that his front door was unlocked. Rollie put his suitcase down, pulled his pistol, and slowly and quietly advanced to his living room.
"I wondered when you'd get back," Jessica said. She was sitting at the breakfast bar with a sandwich and a glass of ice tea in front of her.
Rollie was shocked to see her. The last time they'd talked Rollie figured it would be at least a month before they would see each other. He hadn't been looking forward to that meeting because he felt it would be the end of their relationship.



"If I knew you were here I would have been home sooner." Rollie stepped to Jessica, pulled her off the barstool and hugged her. He just held her, not speaking for a long time. Finally he stepped back and asked, "What are you doing here Jess? I thought you were all tied up with the new job."
"There is no new job. I quit."
"Why? I thought that was your dream job."
"I thought so too," Jessica said with a sigh.
She pulled Rollie over to the large comfortable sofa and pushed him down onto it. Once he was situated, Jessica sat on his lap.
"They wanted me as an administrator and fundraiser. I wouldn't have time to teach or even take care of patients. That wasn't what I moved to Chicago for." Jessica leaned toward Rollie and kissed him. "But I was going to quit anyway."
"You were? Why?"
"Even if I could have taught, done research, and seen patients there was one thing the job didn't have that I want and need." Jessica gave Rollie a big grin.
"What?" Rollie asked.
"Someone to rub my tired feet at night. Someone to take me to Rigazzi's a couple of times a month." Jessica's smile faded and she got serious. "Someone to love me and let me love them."
Rollie pulled her to him and kissed her. After a minute or two he pulled back. "What did you tell them when you quit?"
"I told them I was going home."
The End---For Now.
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********************
"I hate this," Rollie Chambers said in a low voice; although no one would have heard him if he had shouted. "How did I let myself get roped into being here?"
'This', was Rollie standing in the wings while on stage The Flaming Savages band, led by his client Maxwell Duncan, performed in front of more than ten thousand people. The 'how' was his friend and former colleague Frank Wends. They had worked together as detectives for the St. Louis Police Department before Rollie resigned.
"I'll have to remember to punch Frank in the nose the next time I see him," Rollie said.

********************
Two weeks earlier Rollie was eating his usual Mostoccioli 'All You Can Eat' special at Rigazzi's Italian Restaurant. Seated on either side of him at the large oval table was Tony Rigazzi, the owner of the eatery, and his roommate, girl friend, and significant other, Dr. Jessica Talbert. Rollie and Jessica had been living together for a little over a year. She had recently turned down a lucrative position at Northwestern Memorial Hospital in Chicago because she decided that she rather stay in St. Louis with Rollie.
Also with them was Jacob Tully, a retired Marine Gunnery Sergeant. He was also a retired St. Louis Police Sergeant. He was now co owner and operator of Missouri Tactical Academy; it instructed policemen and even some military personnel in city type tactical situations. Tully was also Rollie's best friend and between them they had 3 good legs due to Tully's loss in an Iraq explosion after his National Guard unit was called up for the second time.
"Rollie," Frank Wends said with enthusiasm and sat down without an invitation. "Just the man I want to see."
"Drop the sales pitch Frank," Rollie replied with a grin. "Don't want it, don't need it, couldn't afford it if I did. Remember I'm unemployed."
"That's where I can help you. I've got a job for you. Easy job and you'll make $5000 for one week's work."
"I don't do assassinations Frank; it's against the law." Rollie laughed at the look on Frank's face.
"No, no, nothing like that," Frank sputtered. "You can even bring Tully in if you want." Frank turned. "Sorry I forgot my manners. Hello Jessica, Hi Tully and Greetings Mr. Rigazzi."
"What's the job Frank?"
"Well, you know I do some moonlighting as security for visiting big wigs?" He didn't wait for an answer. "I was contacted about a security gig but my wife and I are going on vacation that week. So I thought of you, my friend. I mean you're trying to get 'Chambers and Associates' up and running and this would be perfect for you."
"Again, what's the job Frank?"
"Maxwell Duncan and his band, The Flaming Savages, are going to be in St. Louis for seven days and do two shows. His manager wants extra security while they're here."
"Why?"
"Why what?"
"Why the extra security? I thought those rock stars brought their own people with them."
"Sidney Colder, that's the manager, says that Maxwell has gotten a couple of threatening letters since he's been here in St. Louis," Frank answered.
"Just letters? Doesn't seem that serious to me," Rollie said.
"Me either, until Sid told me Max had been attacked in New York. Somebody threw a balloon full of red paint that hit Max. He had a hell of a time getting it out of his hair and never did get his clothes clean. That was when the first letter arrived." Frank ordered a beer from a passing waiter.
"Then after the last show in New York, when Max got out of the limo at the hotel, someone shot Max with a paint pellet gun. Red paint this time also. The next letter said that the paint in the balloon could have just as easily been acid and the pellet gun could have been a real weapon." Frank took a big drink of beer. "The band flew here from New York the next day and Sid thought they'd left the crazy person behind."
"So what changed his mind?"
"They received two more letters after they got here."
"More of the same; so what?
"The two new letters were postmarked here in St. Louis. The first one said that New York was just to show that it was easy to get to Max. The letter said that they wanted Max to worry about when the next attack would happen."
Frank finished his beer and waved the empty bottle at the waiter. "Then, yesterday, another letter arrived. It really spooked Sid and Max."
"Why did this one shake them up more than the others?" Tully asked.
"This letter said and I quote, "The Lord will punish the sinful, Judgment Day is at hand. You will never leave St. Louis."
"Sounds like a job for you guys at the Department."
"We already did our thing. Sidney reported it and we investigated. The envelope and paper are a common type that can be bought anyplace. The postmark is from the main Post Office downtown and the only finger prints are Sid's and Maxwell's." Frank smiled at Rollie. "You know how it is. We don't have enough to go on so Sid was told to call us again if more threats were made. That's when Sid contacted me and that's what brought me to you."
"Sounds like some nut is running a game on the band," Rollie said.
"I thought so too until they got a third letter this morning," Frank replied. "This one said Max could avoid Judgment Day and buy his salvation for 250 thousand dollars. It gives a phone number to call when Max has the money. Probably a burner phone bought at Wal-Mart or Radio Shack."
"It really sounds like a scam now."
"Might be, but this one wasn't mailed. It was left at the hotel's front desk for Max."
"That means the guy is close by," Tully said.
Rollie didn't respond. He sat lost in thought for almost two minutes while Frank and Tully discussed the situation. Rollie looked at Jessica and she shrugged her shoulders. Finally he looked over at Frank.
"We'll take the case," Rollie said.
"I'll let Sid know tonight," Frank said with a grin.
"Couple of things Frank."
"What?"
"I want to see the letters, not copies, the actual letters and envelopes."
"Thought you might," Frank said. He reached into the inside pocket of his sports jacket and pulled out the letters.
"Not here and not now Frank." Rollie pointed to Jessica and Tully. "We're here for a quiet dinner. Drop them through the mail slot in my front door by 9:30 tonight."
"You said a couple of things," Frank said. "What's the second thing?"
"It'll be 10 thousand for the week," Rollie said. "This is going to be a two man job." He punched Tully playfully on the shoulder and added, "The big guy gets cranky when he loses sleep so he needs a good reason to miss his daily nap."
"Done," Frank said and stood to leave. He grinned and added, "You know Sid would have paid 15 thousand."
"I would have done it for five," Rollie replied with his own grin.
Frank shook his head and laughed. "Here's Sid's card. You can give him a call tomorrow."
After Frank left, Jessica looked at Rollie. "Why did you charge so much? You don't really need the money."
Rollie's parents had left him a large Victorian house converted into four apartments, with no mortgage, across from Tower Grover Park. The area around the park was a much sought after place to live. Young doctors, lawyers, and business people paid top dollar to live in the prestigious neighborhood. Rollie and Jessica lived in a ground floor apartment and the rental from the other three apartments insured Rollie a very nice income.
In addition to the house, Rollie's parent left him a rather large investment portfolio. All and all, Rollie would never have to work a day in his life.
"The big check is how you keep score," Rollie answered with a smile. "Jess, you know me better than anyone. You know how much my private time, my time with you, means to me. If someone wants to cut into that time, they'll have to pay for it." He shook his head. "But I really didn't expect Frank to accept such a ridiculous amount; I was surprised he said yes."
Later that evening, back at Rollie and Jessica's apartment, the three friends examined the five letters. After each of them had a chance to read them Rollie asked, "What do you think guys? Sorry, guy and lady," he said smiling at Jessica.
"Looks like somebody is really upset at Maxwell," Tully replied. "Don't blame them. That so called music they play would make the Pope cringe."
"Let's look at the letters again," Jessica requested. "The first four, the two from New York and the two from St. Louis, are written in a very neat stylized way; almost like calligraphy," Jessica pointed out. "The last one is in a block type printing with no lower case letters, all capitals."
Rollie and Tully looked at the letters as Jessica pointed to them.
"Normally a person doesn't use that smooth flowing script writing a note and then change to printing." Jessica said, "Of course, whoever wrote these could have been trying to lay a false trail for Sid and Max. I can't think of a good reason to do so but it's possible."
"Okay, so we got maybe two different people gunning for Maxwell," Tully said. "And at least one of them sounds like a religious fanatic."
"The first four letters say pretty much the same thing," Rollie stated. "You are the Devil, you will pay for what you do; I will see you rotting in hell, the Lord will punish you, and so on. The last letter is the only one that mentions money." He was quiet for several seconds. "I think Jess is right, that last letter could be from a different person than the first four. But we still need to protect Max and then, if we can, find out the why and who."
"I think the color of the paint is significant. I also think the four letters were written by an educated person," Jessica said.
"Why Jess?" Rollie asked.
"Red is the color of blood; I believe the person behind this chose that color on purpose. This type of hand writing indicates training in calligraphy or exposure to a higher education. Not many people can write like this."
"And the last letter?" Tully asked.
"Because of that block style of printing, I think it could have been written by a different person." Jessica hesitated and continued, "But then the language, 'avoid Judgment Day, buy your salvation, is similar to the wording in the first four letters."
Rollie smiled and shook his head. "Doesn't really make a difference; I'm going to protect this Max Duncan against one or two or ten. Are you in on this one Tully? I could use your help with security."
"Do I get paid this time?" Tully smiled as he asked.
"I'll buy you dinner at Rigazzi's." Then he sobered and added, "You get half buddy."
"How about me?" Jessica asked.
Rollie looked at her, smiled and wiggled his eyebrows up and down. "I'll think of some way to pay you."
"That would be more like me paying you," Jessica replied, returning his smile.
Grinning at her, Rollie said, "Okay, we've got a start. I'll meet Sid Colder and Max Duncan tomorrow. Tully set us up with some good com equipment; ear buds or something like the Secret Service uses. And find out what you can about all the band members, including Max, will you? Jess, I'd like you to go with me and give me a read on Colder and Duncan. This whole thing could be some kind of publicity stunt."
"What makes you say that?" Jessica and Tully asked, almost at the same time.
"Tony Rigazzi pulled me aside just before we left the restaurant. He said his son is a big fan of the band and when the Savages came to town, the boy said there was an industry rumor that the tour was to promote interest in the group and a new album that's suppose to be released next month. The boy also said there was some kind of big TV production about the band. Publicity about a death treat would make the new album an instant big hit."
"Are we going to synchronize our watches?" Tully asked with a big grin.
"Have you learned to tell time since I last saw you?" Rollie asked innocently.
The next morning at 8AM, Rollie called to set up a meeting with Sid Colder and Maxwell Duncan. Sid said Max wouldn't be available until early afternoon. "He likes to sleep late every morning," Sid said.
"If you want my help, roust him out of bed," Rollie told the manager. "I don't take a job unless I meet the principals personally. So do we come over or do you find a different security team?"
"I'll have Max up and functioning by 11 AM," Sid replied.
"Make it 10," Rollie ordered and hung up.
"Are you being intentionally abrasive or is it just you?" Jessica asked.
"They came to us; they can play by our rules. I'm going to have to make some changes in their set up and I don't want arguments. Letting them know who is running the show from the beginning will make the job easier and give us a better chance at success."
Jessica smiled and shook her head. "I think you just like ordering people around."
Before Rollie could reply she continued. "I did some research on 'The Flaming Savages'. They're a hard rock, heavy metal type of band; like Aerosmith, AC/DC, and Guns and Roses to name a few."
"Never heard of them," Rollie said. "Except for Aerosmith. They're still playing, just like The Rolling Stones. How old are those guys anyway?"
"I'm not surprised you don't know those 'hair bands'; you never listen to anything but country." Jessica grinned at her man and patted him on the leg.
"That's not true," Rollie said with pretend indication. "I listen to other types of music."
"Like what, pray tell."
"I like almost anything by Santana; his guitar solos are some of the best ever done. There's Layla by Eric Clapton, and I like Nickelback."
"Anyway," she continued with a grin, "The band members all have this big hair and are considered rebels. There's been a resurgence of that type of music and persona in the last couple of years."
"Couldn't prove it by me." Rollie pointed through the windshield. "Here we are."
They drove up to the imposing entrance to the Chase Park Plaza Hotel. The Chase is one of the most historical, prestigious, and expensive hotels in St. Louis. It stands on the north east corner of Forest Park, rising 34 stories, and gives a panoramic view of the park and the neighborhoods surrounding it; much like the Ritz-Carlton at Central Park in New York.
"Not the type of place I'd figure for a rock band," Rollie said as he stopped his truck under the canopy. A valet hurriedly handed him a ticket and quickly pulled Rollie's truck away from the entrance.
"Guess they don't want an old pickup truck messing up the ambiance. Should have made him leave it here in front," Rollie said with an evil little smile.
"Behave yourself Rollie. This is a very nice hotel."
"I know that. We had a couple of dos here when I was still a cop."
Sidney Colder met Rollie and Jessica as they got off the elevator at the penthouse suite foyer. "Mr. Chambers? I'm Sid Colder," he said shaking hands. He looked at Jessica with both appreciation and a question in his eyes.
"This is Jessica Talbert. She's a consultant with my firm," Rollie told him.
"Please follow me. Max is on the terrace trying to get around a pot of very strong coffee." Sid chuckled. "He's not use to being up this early and it takes a little longer for him to recuperate after the shows than it did a few years ago."
As they walked through the entry way to the suite, Rollie couldn't help but be impressed. The main room was about 30 x 40 with high ceilings. One entire wall was floor to ceiling windows that looked out on a terrace and Forest Park. The furnishings looked like something out of "House Beautiful" magazine; they reminded Rollie of a very upscale home rather than a hotel.
Rollie stopped and looked at some of the publicity photos, posters, and even a life size cardboard cutout of Maxwell Duncan. The pictures showed that Duncan and the other four members of 'The Flaming Savages' all had long, greasy looking hair. It was obvious that the band members all wore eye makeup.
Jessica giggled at the glamour shots that were given out to radio stations and promoters. "They're wearing more makeup than I do," she said pointing to the eyeliner, mascara, and false eyelashes.
Rollie chuckled and added, "They all look like Saigon whores."
"Show business you know," Sid explained. "They have to keep up the 'rebel' image to help with record sales and promote their shows."
The terrace was a study of how to have a garden, complete with flowers, plants and trees, on the top floor of a high rise building. A small rose garden, a lawn, and several large boxed trees made the terrace look like someone's back yard.
There was a man on the terrace with his back toward the door. He was stretched out on a rattan chaise lounge in the mild morning sun. Sid led Rollie and Jessica over to his chair.
"Max," Sid made the introduction, "This is Mr. Chambers and his assistant Jessica Talbert; He's going to provide additional security while you're in St. Louis. Rollie this is Maxwell Duncan, the leader of The Flaming Savages."
Rollie smiled when he saw the look on Jessica's face at being called his assistant. She looked at him and Rollie gave her an evil little grin.
Duncan stood and turned toward Rollie. "Hi Rollie, is it okay if I call you that? You can call me Max. It's nice to meet you."
Rollie was almost speechless. He wasn't sure what he'd expected but this man wasn't it. Rollie wasn't small at 6'2 but Max towered over him at 6'5. But where Rollie was solid at 200 pounds, Max didn't weight more than 175. He was wearing a Flaming Savages T shirt, plaid Bermuda shorts and sandals. His long legs were skinny and white; his arms were longer than normal, thin, and showed no trace of sun tan.
His forearms seemed to be the only muscular part of his body and he had very large hands. Another surprise was Max's hair. Instead of the long, black, greasy locks shown in the pictures, his hair was light brown and cut short in the military style.
Max laughed at the look on Rollie's face and rubbed his short hair. "I wear a wig on stage and for personal appearances. Too much trouble to take care of that long mop the rest of the time."
Rollie smiled and shook his head. The other thing that he'd noticed about Max was that he was much older than his pictures showed. He's got to be 35 to 40, Rollie thought.
"39," Max said, reading the question in Rollie's eyes. "I've been at this for six years and we're finally starting to make some good money. I'm not as old as Mick Jagger and he's still going strong." He laughed and added, "Thank God for the revival of head banging, hard rock."
Jessica walked to the edge of the terrace and looked at the view of Forest Park. She was really watching Sid and Max. "Do you have any idea who might be sending you the letters?" She asked.
Max leaned closer to Rollie and asked, "What was your assistant's name again?"
"Jessica Talbert." Rollie answered, trying to hide a smile as he saw Jessica tense up a little.
"Not a clue Jessica," Max answered. "I thought it was just some nut getting his rocks off. Right up until I started getting letters here in St. Louis."
"Maybe someone at one of your parties whose feelings got hurt that you used and then left her," Rollie suggested.
"You mean like sex, drugs, and rock n roll? Max said sitting back down. "We don't do that crap."
"Really?"
"Man, I'm married. I've got a 20 year old son, who's a junior at Stanford. My daughter is 18 and will be going to USC in the fall. Besides, I'm a little old to be playing those types of games. Hell, just doing a show wipes me out. If there was a scandal or something bogus going on, we might lose our gravy train; my kids would have to drop out of school. I couldn't do that to them." Max poured another cup of coffee, offering Rollie and Jessica some. They turned him down.



"You live in California?"
"No. Tuition and housing for my kids would be cheaper if we did. We live in Prescott, Arizona."
"You said you've been doing this for six years; what did you do before?" Rollie changed his mind and poured two cups of coffee and took one to Jessica.
"I played the violin. Don't look so shocked," Max said at Rollie's reaction. "I was pretty good, but not good enough, you know? Unless you're a virtuoso like Itzhak Perlman, well no one is like Perlman, anyway you can't make a lot of money playing in symphonies, or recording sessions, or in a big band. The pay might be okay for a single guy but not for a man with two kids and a wife."
"So, how did you go from an almost good enough violinist to a rock star?"
"Actually it was luck. I'd gone to see a buddy of mine who owns a couple of clubs; I wanted to see about a gig playing dinner music at his supper club. I met him at his other club; a bar that has live music three nights a week." Max smiled remembering his good fortune.
"The lead singer and guitarist, Ronnie Swanson, dropped a bottle of beer on the stage. When he picked up the broken pieces he cut his hand so bad he couldn't keep playing. Well Jeff, he's my friend, went bananas. He said he'd have to refund all the cover charges. I'd been listening to the band and knew I could play the rock and roll they'd been doing, so I offered to sit in."
Max laughed, looked at Sid, and said, "I can play almost any stringed instrument. Anyway the rest is history, as they say. The guys and I hit it off and started playing together on a regular basis. A promoter signed us as a lead in band for a big name group at the local auditorium and we were sort of discovered. We started calling ourselves 'The Flaming Savages' and we took off." Shaking his head Max said, "I don't know how much longer I can stand the grind or how much longer we'll be successful but I've got to ride the wave until it breaks up on the shore."
"How did Swanson like you stepping into his spot? Was he upset or angry at you?" Rollie asked, already in his detective mode.
"Funny that. Ronnie had been two weeks away from quitting the band anyway. He'd gotten a job teaching music at a college in Oregon. Ronnie said I solved a problem for him and wished us luck."
"Where's this guy that's gonna tell me how to do my job?" The voice came from the entry way. Then a big man stepped out onto the terrace.
Rollie eyed the new comer. The man was as tall as Max at 6'5, but where Max was rail thin this man was broad and heavy. He looked like a block of granite on two strong looking legs. His long, dark hair hung down, pulled back into a pony tail.
"Jim, come meet our guests," Sid said walking over to meet and make the introductions. "Rollie this is Jim Steele; he's the head of security for Max and the band. Jim, this is Rollie Chambers and his assistant Jessica Talbert. Rollie's going to handle special security while the band is in town."
"We don't need a special security detail," Jim said to Sid, ignoring Rollie's outstretched hand. "I can take care of guarding the guys."
"Like you did in New York?" Rollie asked.
"What?"
"You were so good at guarding Max that he got hit with a balloon full of paint."
"That was a freak accident. Besides it was only paint."
"The very next night he got shot with paint pellets." Rollie shook his head. "Another freak accident? It could have been a real gun and the balloon could have had something nasty in it."
Jessica walked over to Rollie. "You'd think he'd take better precautions after the first attack," she said softly to Rollie.
"Go take notes or whatever you do," Steele responded. "And keep your mouth shut bit..."
"Steele," Rollie said in a cold hard voice as he stepped between Jessica and the large bodyguard. His blue eyes had gone icy and knife sharp. "You've already stepped over the line. I'd be real careful about my next words, if I were you."
"Rollie...." Jessica said as she put her hand on his arm.
Steele started to reply, but something in Rollie's laser like, blue eyes made him stop. After several tense seconds, Steele said, "Sorry. Let my mouth get away from me there. No hard feelings? "
Steele extended his hand to shake with Rollie. He tried to bear down on Rollie's hand to show him who was the better man. Rollie smiled at Steele and began to return the pressure on the big man's hand. Very shortly, Steele pulled his hand away with a grimace of pain on his face.
"If you're done playing games, we need to set up a game plan for the next week," Rollie said, smiling as Steele rubbed the circulation back into his hand.
Steele nodded begrudgingly and explained the security plan he'd laid out. Rollie listened and made notations in a journal he carried.
"That's good as far as it goes," Rollie told Steele, "but we need to fine tune it. We'll get back to you later today with our suggestions."
"Call me instead of Max," Sid offered. "The band has rehearsal tomorrow evening and a benefit at the Fox Theater the next night. Then the regular show at Kiel Auditorium two nights later."
"Where's the rehearsal?"
"The sound equipment is already set up so we'll rehearse at the Fox," Max answered.
"We'll go to the rehearsal with you. Then we'll talk to you Sid and set up our precautions for the benefit and the concert."
Rollie and Jessica left the suite. As they waited for the valet to bring the truck, Rollie turned to Jessica and with a big grin he asked, "How do like being my assistant Dr. Talbert?"
Jessica snorted. "Typical male superiority complex; can't believe that a woman is equal to a man."
"I think it was because you are so hot," Rollie said grinning. "Sid couldn't believe that a gal that looks like you would have brains too.
"Never mind that, I thought you and Steele were going to go at it for a minute."
"We would have if he'd finished his sentence."
"He's a giant, and you would have hit him?"
"Just as hard as I could."
"Why?"
"Nobody talks to you like that."
"You could have been hurt."
"Maybe, but Steele would have been hurting more."
"My protector," Jessica said and fluttered her eye lashes at Rollie. He laughed and put his arm around her.

********************
"You get what we needed Tully?" Rollie asked as he and Jessica entered their apartment.
"Got the communications gear right here and for your edification, I've got a disc set up in the DVD player. By the way, you're running low on beer."
"I wouldn't be if you didn't keep coming over here and drinking it all," Rollie said laughing.
"You invited me this time."
"How did you know Tully was here Rollie?" Jessica asked in a confused voice.
"You forget; I'm a trained detective. I saw a truck with the MTA logo about 25 yards down the street, our front door was unlocked, and I could hear Tully opening another beer all the way out on the sidewalk."
"You heard a beer being opened," Jessica replied. "I don't believe it."
"Him telling me to meet you guys here at noon might have had something to do with it," Tully offered.
Rollie and Tully broke up laughing at the peeved look on Jessica's face.
"Just for that, I'm not going to fix you guys any lunch," she said and stomped down the hall way to the bedroom. Jessica returned in just a couple of minutes. "Will ham sandwiches and soup be good for lunch?"
"I thought you weren't going to fix lunch for us," Rollie replied.
"I'm not, at least not for you. I was asking Tully." Rollie stuck out his lower lip.
"Well, okay," Jessica said, "I can't stand to see a grown man pout."
Rollie hugged her. "Sandwiches and soup would be great." Rollie and Tully walked toward the living room. "Tully, did you know Jessica is my assistant?" Jessica growled and snapped a dish towel at Rollie's backside. "But she's touchy about it."
Tully tossed Rollie a file folder. Inside were sheets of paper with a lot of privileged information about the members of the Flaming Savages. Financial records, tax returns, expenditures, and assets of each member were documented as were pictures and personal data.
"Where did you get all this?" Rollie asked.
"I called your old boss Captain Mallory and asked to borrow Ricky," Tully answered.
"Ricky?"
"Oh that's right. You don't know Ricky. He came to work for the Department after you resigned." Tully smiled and thought for several seconds. "Ricky Willard was and is probably the most intelligent guy I've ever met. He graduated from the University of Missouri in two years and got his Masters the next year. Then he dropped out of school."
"Dropped out? How does that make him so smart?"
"During his freshman year he learned how football crazy people are in a college town with a good football team. Ricky heard the guys in his dorm talking about point spread, over/under points, parleys and how much money they'd won or lost the last week. So he investigated, learned about betting, and opened his own bookmaking business. He made a fortune.
"Then Ricky got caught. Some little honey saw his car and the money he was spending, so she decided to play the geek for a free ride over the next couple of years and put the moves on him. Poor guy; she had him wrapped around her little finger. One night Ricky left his laptop at her apartment; the same laptop that he used to run his bets.
"And now he's working for the Department? Why?"
"Wait. The girl's real boyfriend booted up the laptop and saw what was on it. It seems Ricky was not only a bookie; he was a hacker also. Ricky hired his hacking talents out to students who wanted a little help with their grade point average. He'd get into the school's computer and changed grades for whoever would pay him." Tully smiled at Jessica as she brought the sandwiches and soup out to them. Rollie waved his hand for Tully to continue.
"Ricky was arrested, but Ricky's father knows Captain Mallory; they go to the same church. Mr. Willard asked the Captain to help Ricky; keep him out of jail. Mallory looked into the charges and thought the St. Louis Police Department could use his talents. At the Captain's urging the judge fined Ricky enough to wipe out any of the betting money Ricky had squirreled away and sentenced him to a whole lot of community service. Captain Mallory thought the community service could best be used by Ricky helping the Department. He ran the request up the chain of command to Major Taylor; now Ricky helps the Department solving computer crime and stopping hackers."
"Did Ricky doctor his own grades too?" Jessica asked as she joined them in the living room.
"He didn't need to. Ricky seems to learn by osmosis; he never studies but always aces his tests. He has one of the highest grade point averages the college has ever seen. Of course, his legal troubles forced him to drop out of school for awhile." Tully smiled and added, "I don't really think Ricky will be going back to school soon; at least not full time. He seems to have found something to keep his mind occupied working for the Department."
Motioning toward the file and the DVD case, Tully said, "That's where I got all this info."
Rollie, with Jessica hanging over his shoulder, perused the records in the file folder.
"Max, lead guitarist Tommy Gibson, and bass guitarist Donnie Smith have substantial assets including very healthy bank accounts. It looks like the Flaming Savages are doing alright for themselves," Jessica said after several minutes. "Except for the drummer. What's his name?"
"Riley Thornton, aka Bubba," Rollie answered and held up a picture of Thornton.
"Is he a southern boy?" Jessica asked.
"Born and bred in southern New Jersey," Tully replied. "Is that 'good ole boy' enough for you?"
The picture of Riley Thornton, aka Bubba, showed a man 30 to 35. He didn't have to wear a wig as his hair was long and hung down to his shoulders; although his hair was thinning in the front. Bubba was about 6 feet tall with a big belly that hung over his belt line. His face was full, almost fat, with beady little eyes and thin lips.
"The girls go after this guy?" Jessica asked. "I find that hard to believe."
"Some young women, or groupies as they're called, will do almost anything or anyone to hang out with celebrities," Rollie said. "And no matter what kind of musicians the band is, they are definitely rock stars and celebrities."
"How do you know so much about groupies?" Jessica asked with a playful push against Rollie's shoulder.
"Doc, our boy Rollie is a celebrity in his own right," Tully said. "Words gotten around down at the First Squad about some of Rollie's cases and the cop groupies want to get close to him. You should see the ladies flock around him every time he goes in."
"Well they better be the only ones doing any flocking," Jessica said. She looked at Rollie with a playful scowl and asked, "You don't need to return their attention. Understand?"
"But if my public calls I owe it to them to be at least friendly," Rollie teased.
"Understand?"
"Yes dear."
"Are you two done with your little spat?" Tully asked as he laughed at his two friends. "Can we get on with this?"
"Bubba is a charter member of the drink, gamble, and hump club. He specializes in booze, broads, and bedding; and he has the money problems to show for it. His accounts are tapped out and his credit cards are maxed," Jessica said. "He owes money to a lot of people."
"Tully could you have that friend of yours in the Bunco Squad see if there's any connection between Bubba and our local loan sharks? They may be doing a favor for a group or groups in other cities or they could have bought out his prior debt's elsewhere and now he's on the hook to them too." Rollie turned to Jessica and said, "If Bubba's in hock to the loan sharks he could be getting desperate."
She thought for a little while. "The ransom note was delivered to the desk at the Chase, so it had to be someone that knew the band would be staying there."
Tully looked puzzled. "It wouldn't take much to find out the Flaming Savages, or Max Duncan or either of the other band members is registered at the Chase."
Jessica laughed. "The suite is registered to a 'Izzy Perlman'."
"Why a crazy name like that?"
"It's Max's idea of a joke. Itzhak Perlman is a violin virtuoso; maybe the best in the world."
"He's a fiddle player Tully," Rollie explained.
"I know who Perlman is; I'm not as ignorant as you think. I even went to see him at Powell Hall when he played with the St. Louis Symphony last year. What I don't understand is why Duncan would use that name."
"Max was a good fiddle player, back in the day," Rollie explained. "Just not good enough to make the big bucks. He's got two kids going to high dollar schools so he needs the extra cash. Ergo, the Flaming Savages." Rollie held up the letter demanding money. "If we can find the blackmailer it's all good, but we were hired to protect Max, we'll only worry about the money aspect if it endangers him."
"I think we may have a line on the suspect that wrote the first four letters," Tully said. He picked up a remote and motioned at the TV. "Ricky got hold of some recordings of the band's two shows in New York and two in Chicago." He turned on the TV and played a DVD.
"These are good pictures," Rollie said. "They're not from some cell phone video or a small camera."
"The record label is doing a documentary on the Flaming Savages; sort of like a Behind the Music, on VH 1," Tully answered. "It's to coincide with the release of their new album next month."
"How'd Ricky get hold of this footage?" Jessica asked.
"Got no idea, but if information is out there anywhere, Ricky can get hold of it," Tully replied shaking his head. "Don't put nothin on the web if you don't want it to become public."
The DVD started. A venue and the date of each concert was shown and then the tape of the show. Tully fast forwarded through parts of the Chicago and New York shows. He would go back to real time at each of the several shots showing the crowd. As the DVD ended, Tully turned to Rollie and Jessica.
"Notice anything special?"
Jessica shook her head but Rollie nodded.
"The same guy was in the crowd, near the stage, at all four of the concerts. Blond, about 6 feet based on the height of the stages, and very slender."
"Yeah, same guy, as close to the stage as he could get. Did you notice his face?"
"He looked like he was really angry," Rollie said. "Maybe angry enough to kill."
Tully took some 8 x 10 photos from a large envelope and handed them across the table. Jessica looked over Rollie's shoulder at the pictures.
"He's got the look of a fanatic, maybe even a zealot," Jessica said.
"You can tell that just by looking at him?" Tully asked in surprise.
She pushed a close up of the man toward Tully. "Look at his eyes, his facial expression and his body language. He's as tight as a guitar string." Jessica tapped the picture with her finger. "I believe he could be the one that sent the letters."
The phone rang and Rollie heard Sidney Colder's voice when he answered it. "There's been another letter delivered to the front desk."
"What does it say?" Rollie asked as he hit the button for the speaker phone.
"I'll read it to you. "Put $250,000 in a small duffel bag and bring it to the benefit on Wednesday. Call the phone number when you have the money and I'll tell you where to drop the bag. This is your only chance to avoid damnation and death". That's it."
"How is it written? What's the style?" Jessica asked.
"It's written in the same block style as the first one that demanded money. Rollie I'm getting a little worried here," Sid remarked.
"I won't tell you not to worry Sid, but we're on this. We promise you, nothing will happen to Max," Rollie said. "When will the set up crew get to the theater?"
"The equipment is already set up so they'll get there about an hour before the 8 PM rehearsal," Sid answered.
"Talk to you at the rehearsal Sid." Rollie hung up and turned to Jessica and Tully.
"I want to get to the theater about two hours before the rehearsal starts so we can check the layout of the area."

********************
Rollie looked around as he, Jessica, and Tully walked into the Fox. He'd visited the theater several times and never got over his awe at the grandeur of the old theater.
The Fox Theater, known at the time as The Fabulous Fox, was built in 1929 by movie pioneer William Fox. It was one of five grand theaters that he built around the country. It was to have been a venue for the movies of the Fox Film Corporation and elaborate stage productions. The old theater had fallen on hard times but was restored to its original greatness in 1982. Since the restoration, the Fox was home to many grand stage productions, concerts, and musicals.
"In Xanadu did Kubla Khan, a stately pleasure dome decree," Jessica softly quoted as she looked around; it was her first time at the Fox. The grand entry hall and staircase leading up to the mezzanine almost required whispered tones.
"Where Alph, the sacred river, ran through caverns measureless to man, down to a sunless sea," Tully continued the quote from the Samuel Taylor Coleridge's poem. "Don't look so surprised Rollie; I studied English Literature in a correspondence course."
"I wasn't surprised at the poetry; I was surprised you even know how to read. Didn't think Gunnery Sergeants needed to know how to read." Before Tully could retort, Rollie turned to Jessica.
"Nice little theater, isn't it?" Rollie said grinning at Jessica's reaction to the palace. "I can remember my Dad and Mom bringing me here to see a movie. The movie wasn't that good but I was really impressed with the Fox. All I could think about was how much fun it would be to slide down that two story banister."



Jessica and Tully laughed. "Stage entrance is down this hall way," Rollie said and led the way.
They climbed the four steps up onto the stage and looked out at the theater seating. Row upon row of seats extended back from the stage with three different sections; left, middle, and right. In addition, on the mezzanine level, the private boxes extended from stage left around to stage right with the closest boxes almost overhanging the stage. A large barrier fenced off the area directly in front of the stage.
"Those boxes are going to be a problem," Tully said pointing to the boxes closest to the stage on each side.
"Those boxes go for a $1000 a seat for this benefit; don't think our guy can afford to sit in them. There are ushers standing outside of each of the boxes so he can't just slip in," Rollie answered. "The security guys will handle the area in front of the stage; what do they call it...the 'mosh pit'? We'll handle backstage and all entries to the stage area."
Tully walked around inspecting the backstage area. Jessica stood looking from the stage to the long rows of seats. "You would have been right at home Jess," Rollie said leering at her, raising his eye brows.
"What do you mean, right at home?"
"Back in the '40s and '50s, while the Fox was on the downturn, there were a lot of burlesque shows put on here; high class ones but still strippers were on stage." Rollie walked to Jessica and put his arms around her. "You're so beautiful that you would have given them all a run for their money."
Jessica smiled, kissed him, and said, "You're not going to get around letting Max call me your assistant that easy Mister."
"You guys either get a room or let's please get to work," Tully suggested as he returned to the front of the stage. "I talked to my guy on the Bunco Squad. He said there's no indication that 'Bubba' is involved with loan sharks; here or back east."
Rollie nodded. "So much for that idea, but let's keep an eye on good ole Bubba anyway."
The three friends inspected the area and the ways onto the stage. "There are only four places to get on the actual stage," Rollie summed up. The ones on either side on the front can be covered by the security detail guarding the mosh pit. Tully can cover one of the rear ones and I'll guard the other one. We'll be able to spot anyone trying to get at Max."
"What about me?" Jessica asked. "What am I, chopped liver?"
"I want you free to check out the crowd," Rollie explained. "You'll need to watch the seats, especially the boxes closest to the stage." He turned and looked directly at Jessica. "Jess you've got the best chance of spotting someone planning on doing something bad; just by body language and the look on their face."
Sid Colder climbed onto the stage and approached Rollie. "Max just got a call from the blackmailer or whatever he is. The guy said for Max to bring the money in a small satchel to the benefit concert. Max is supposed to bring the satchel to stage center after everyone leaves."
"Someone's getting impatient," Tully offered.
"The guy said no cops or security," Sid continued. "He specifically mentioned you Rollie."
"Where's Max?"
"In the dressing room with the other band members."
"Tell him to stay there; I'll come and talk to him in a few minutes." As Sid left to talk to Max, Rollie motioned Tully and Jessica closer to him. "Here's what we're going to do guys."

********************
"Yes I definitely owe Frank at least a punch in the nose for getting me to put up with this caterwauling they call music," Rollie repeated. "If they played any louder, the band wouldn't need the amplified speakers. I should have charged more money for this duty."
He turned and saw Jessica standing in the wings watching the people sitting in the expensive boxes near the stage. Tully was at the opposite entry point to the rear stage. When we get Max through the show alive we'll deal with the blackmailer, Rollie thought.
Just as the Flaming Savages had finished their first song, Sid Colder had brought Rollie some foam earplugs. "They'll stop a lot of the noise but not all of it," he told Rollie before the band started their next number. By the sixth song, Rollie felt he would have gone deaf without the earplugs. The noise was cut by half by the plugs but Rollie still had a pounding headache. He could feel the vibrations of the bass guitar and drums flowing through him, amplified by the speakers.
Rollie had to make a concerted effort to pay attention instead of folding into himself. He continually scanned the rear stage area, the front, and the mosh pit. Rollie planned to stop an attack on Max before it could get started.
The band finished the show, with three encores, and left the stage. Tully followed them to the dressing room; Jim Steele, the security chief led the way. Rollie waited several minutes and followed taking Jessica with him.

********************
Two hours later, a shadowy figure with long greasy looking hair, dressed in the outlandish clothing the band had worn for the show, made his way to the stage. He carried a small, seemingly heavy satchel. The figure climbed onto the stage, sat on a drum case and put the satchel on the floor beside him.
A man stepped from behind a huge group of speakers at the side of the stage. "Hello Max; I was beginning to wonder if I was going to have to come and get you," the tall, thin blond man said. He held a large revolver pointed toward the sitting figure. The long haired band member turned around.
"You're not Max," the blond man said in disbelief.
"No, I'm Rollie Chambers." Rollie took off the wig that Max had worn for the show and dropped it to the stage.

********************
In the dressing room earlier, Rollie had devised a plan for him to take Max's place for this meeting. "I was hired to protect you Max, I'll be damned if I'll let you go into a dangerous situation."
"You have to be calm when you face this guy," Jessica said to Rollie as he left the dressing room. "Don't directly confront him. Be diplomatic and soothing when you talk to him. He's going to be wound tight so take it easy Rollie."
Now facing the blackmailer, Rollie remember what Jessica had told him.
"What's your name Mister?" Rollie asked in a soft voice. "Like I said, I'm Rollie."
"Where's Max?"
"He was sort of afraid to come out here, so I took his place. C'mon buddy, what's your name?"
"Stanley, my name is Stanley." The man paused, got a wild look in his eyes and raised his weapon. "Get Max out here."
"Well Stanley, I've got to say it was pretty smart to write those blackmail notes to steer us away from you."
"Yeah, I knew Max had hired extra security. So I thought up this idea to get close to him. Get him out here," Stanley wave his gun around.
"How did you know about the extra security Stanley? I mean it was pretty hush hush."
"I've been working as a rigger for the band for the last six months. I was here when you came to the rehearsal last night and heard you and that big man discussing security arrangements. Started working for the crew back before Chicago and been close to Max all along, but never close enough; except for the warning with the balloon and paint ball gun and I didn't want to kill him then. I wanted him to think about his death and suffer"
"Wow, you sure had everyone fooled. Would you mind telling me why you want to kill Max; I mean so the rest of us could tell the world your reasons."
"Max is the devil incarnate," Stanley said. His voice raised in tone and volume, almost becoming a screech as he continued. "Someone has to stop his satanic music before he corrupts the whole world. No one else can stop him so I decided I would. I'll rid society of this attack on their souls." Stanley's eyes were opened wide and had a wild look in them.
As he finished his tirade, Stanley raised his pistol and pointed it at Rollie. "Get Max out her now," he demanded.
"You got him Tully?" Rollie said into the microphone attached to his communication ear bud.
"I have the solution," Tully said in a strong normal voice that carried to the two men on stage.
Stanley turned and looked up into the VIP box closest to the stage. Tully had a sniper rifle resting on the short wall in front of the box trained on Stanley. Looking down, Stanley saw the red dot from a laser sight in the middle of his chest. He turned back toward Rollie who now held a large pistol on him.
"Stanley, there's no reason any one has to get hurt here," Rollie said softly. He took several steps closer to the blond man. "Let's talk this out and see if we can stop Max some other way." By this time, Rollie was within two steps of Stanley. He holstered his weapon and spread his hands out to his side. "See, no guns. C'mon Stanley."
Rollie's first instinct, once he'd gotten closer to Stanley was to take him down. But remembering Jessica's warning he waited to see the results of his diplomacy.
"No, Max has to die," Stanley replied in a loud, almost frantic voice. "Who's that?" He asked noticing another person in the shadows.
Rollie turned and saw Jessica standing in the wings. Damn girl, I wish you'd stayed in the dressing room, he thought.
"That's my friend. She just wants to make sure you don't hurt yourself or anyone else," Rollie answered.
"No, I've seen her before. She's a devil too; just like you. You're one of Max's minions and she's your whore" he said while looking accusingly at Jessica.
Quickly Rollie forgot about tact when Stanley called Jessica a whore. He took a quick step closer and hit Stanley with a straight right hand. The punch didn't travel more than eight inches, but it was devastating. Stanley's head snapped back, he dropped his revolver, and slumped to the floor.
"So much for diplomacy," Tully said with a loud laugh.

********************
When the police arrived at the Fox, and after the EMTs treated the unconscious man, they identified Stanley as one Stanley Grover. He had escaped from a mental institution in Chicago several months previously. Stanley thought he was God's own warrior sent to battle the Devil and his minions. Apparently he had fixated on Max and the Flaming Savages.
"What happened to being diplomatic?" Jessica asked as the police took Stanley into custody; they would return him to the custody of his doctors.
"I was diplomatic Jess," Rollie defended himself, "Right up until he called you a whore."
"Rollie, sometimes you're so..., I don't know, maybe protective. It's only a word."
"Maybe so, but I won't allow anyone to talk about you like that Jess. So sue me, but I won't let anyone, even a sick puppy like Stanley, insult you. I won't change my mind about that."
"No, I won't try to change you," Jessica said as she hugged Rollie. "I think I'll just love you."

********************
A month had passed since their adventure with the Flaming Savages. Rollie, Jessica, and Tully were at the Endangered Wolf Center in Eureka, Mo. It was a place that both Rollie and Tully felt connected to; they visited the sanctuary several times a year. Both men felt a kinship with the lobos, the alpha males, of the wolf pack. Jessica had joined with Rollie and Tully in making yearly contributions to help the center take care of their wolves. Rollie and Jessica had their arms around each other as they watched a litter of wolf cubs playing in their enclosure.
"Are you two ever going to get married?" Tully asked.
"I've got to hear this," Jessica said as she leaned against Rollie.
Rollie thought for several seconds. "See that lobo over there," Rollie said to Tully, pointing to a big grey wolf. "He's the alpha male of the pack and standing next to him is his mate; the alpha female." Turning to look at Tully, he asked, "Do you know that wolves mate for life?"
Not waiting for Tully's answer, Rollie said, "That's Jessica and me. We might get married, but it doesn't make any difference; we're mated for life."
"Good answer," Jessica said and kissed Rollie.
The End-- For Now.
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********************
The bright sunny almost cloudless, warm day was just made for cruising in a Corvette; especially in a T-Top with the rear window removed. Rollie Chambers smiled as he felt the car's raw power, and fought the temptation to exceed the 65 MPH speed limit. The Corvette's engine growled its impatience running at the relatively slow speed and it ate up the miles as the Stingray roared south on Route 100 on the east side of the Missouri River, south toward Alton, Illinois.
As he drove, Rollie thought, I'm glad now that I bought the car and had it restored. He turned and smiled at his passenger, Jessica Talbert. Jessica, or Jess as he called her, was Rollie's roommate, lady, and best friend. Although not married, Rollie and Jessica were committed to each other and to having a life together.
They had been on a picnic at Pier Marquette State Park, enjoying the scenery and the beautiful spring weather. It was late May and in a month or two the hot humid summer weather would invade the St. Louis area making it far less comfortable, but for now it was almost perfect.
Jessica returned the smile and laughed. He looks like a little boy on Christmas morning after opening his presents.
********************
The car in question was a 69 Corvette T-Top. Rollie had found the vehicle languishing in a garage at one of the older large homes around Lafayette Park. A few weeks after Rollie's wife, Susan, died, he'd been just cruising around one day and saw the "For Sale" sign on the car. The garage doors were open but Rollie didn't think many people would have noticed the car parked in the shadows. He stopped and rang the door bell which was answered by an older, grandmotherly type woman.
"Howdy ma'am," Rollie greeted the lady. "I'm Rollie Chambers and I'd like to talk to you about the car you have for sale."
"I'm Abigail Simpson." She picked up the keys from a side table and tossed them to him. "Bring them back when you're done looking at the car young man. I had a new battery put in so the car would start," Mrs. Simpson said as she closed the door.
She shouldn't be so trusting, Rollie thought as he walked around the side of the house to the garage. The Corvette was Burgundy Metallic, had what was known as a 'shaker hood', a raised cowling with metal letters along the sides that said '427'.
Rollie sat in the driver's seat, inserted the key and turned it to start the vehicle. The starter groaned, turned over a couple of times and the engine roared to life. The factory side pipes caused sound waves to bounce off the walls of the garage and Rollie could feel the vibrations. The engine smoothed out and Rollie drove the car out of the garage into the sunlight so he could get a better look at it. Then he put the car in neutral and let it run while he walked around giving it a closer inspection. Rollie found that the car was basically in good shape cosmetically and from the sounds of the engine there was nothing major wrong in that department. The sound of the side pipes, the feeling of power as he sat back in the driver's seat cause Rollie to fall in love with the beast right then.
He looked in the driver's door pocket and found a large manila business size envelope. It contained the owner's manual, an illustrated brochure on where and how to store the removable rear window and another one to show where to fasten down the smoked glass T-Tops. The envelope also contained the original window sticker for the car.
The sticker said the car was a 1969 Corvette Stingray. Some of the options listed were the T-Tops and the removable rear window. The engine was listed as the L68 option; a 427 Tri Power with triple 2 barrel Holly carburetors. The transmission was the M22 option. The car also had Positraction and G70 tires and wheels. The price was listed at $5832.
While the car idled, Rollie used his smart phone to go on line and research the Corvette. He found that the engine produced 400 HP and the heavy duty, close ratio, 4 speed gear shift box was called the Rock Crusher. The cars he could find advertized ran from 30 thousand dollars up to 75 thousand for low mileage ones. He looked at the odometer and saw it read 8354 miles. Hope Mrs. Simpson doesn't want that much for the car. I love the beast but I don't want to spend that kind of money for a week end type vehicle.
Rollie shut off the engine, returned the envelope in the door pocket and walked back to Mrs. Simpson's, once again ringing the bell. He handed her the keys when she answered the door.
"You don't like the car then?" Mrs. Simpson asked.
"No ma'am, I mean yes ma'am. I really like it. Is it your car ma'am?"
"The car belonged to my son Teddy. He bought it new in '69 but joined the Army shortly afterwards and didn't get a chance to drive it much." Rollie could see the pain in the old lady's eyes as she added, "Teddy was killed in Viet Nam in '73. The car has been sitting in the garage ever since, except for me starting it and driving it around the block every week. That's what my Teddy asked me to do; I've been doing it for almost 40 years now."
"Sorry for your loss, ma'am." The elderly woman seemed to go back in time thinking about her son. Rollie waited for more than two minutes for her to rejoin the present, and then asked, "How much are you asking for it?"
"My neighbor tells me the car's worth a lot of money; I don't know what those things." Mrs. Simpson stared at Rollie for several seconds. "I'll let you have my son's car for $25,000."
Rollie hesitated for a moment. He liked, hell he loved the car and he knew it was probably worth a lot more on the open market, but 25 Grand was a lot of money.
"The car has extremely low mileage, and I don't believe there's anything major wrong with it." Mrs. Simpson smiled at Rollie. "Most likely all you'll have to do is a tune up, get new tires, and maybe a new paint job to make it brand new again."
"Mrs. Simpson, that's a fair price for the car," Rollie said. "But it's a bit steep for me. I'd like to buy the Corvette for maybe 18 thousand."
"I like your looks young man, you've been raised right and you have good manners. I'll let you have the car for $23,000."
"Thank you ma'am. My folks had a hard task but they did raise me to respect my elders. I'll give you 20 thousand for the Corvette. No financing to arrange, or banks involved; just cash money in any denominations you like."
"I'd like to see the car go to someone that would care as much about it as my Teddy did. Make it 21 cash and we've got a deal." Mrs. Simpson stuck out her right hand and held the keys with her left, jingling them in front of Rollie's eyes. To him, it was like a siren's song.
Rollie had to smile at the old lady. "Ma'am, for someone who claims not to know anything about cars, you sure drive a hard bargain. Guess we've got a deal," he said as he shook her hand. "It'll take me about two hours to get to the bank and get the money. Do you want me to leave a check with you to hold the car until I get back?"
"Your words good enough for me young man," Mrs. Simpson answered.
"Thank you ma'am. I'll go put the car back in the garage and head for my bank. Do you want cash or would you prefer a cashier's check? That's a lot of money to have lying around the house."
"A cashier's check will do fine. Leave the car where it is and I'll see you in a couple of hours." Mrs. Simpson closed the door.
Rollie almost ran to his truck, jumped in the cab, and drove the four miles to his bank that was near his apartment. He ran into the bank and waved at his friend, Dewey Baker, who was the manager of the M & I Bank.
"Dewey, I need a cashier's check made out to Mrs. Abigail Simpson for $21,000 and I need it fast. I just made a deal on a car and I have to get back before someone buys it out from under me."
Baker didn't hesitate; he led Rollie over to a teller and gave her instructions. It took than ten minutes and Rollie was on his was on his way back to Mrs. Simpson's. He waved at Dewey, "I'll call you later and tell you about the car. Thanks for your help."
With the help of some cooperating traffic lights and not many cars on the street, Rollie was able to get back to the Park Avenue house in even less time than it had taken to get to the bank. When he parked in front of the house, he saw a large man at Mrs. Simpson's door. Rollie couldn't hear the man's words as he walked toward the house, but the tone was angry.
"Look lady," Rollie heard as he got closer. "Your neighbor said you wanted 25 for the car, I'm offering you 27."
"I've already told you the car is sold. The young man who bought it will be back in a bit with the money."
"Yeah, maybe. But I'm here now," the man replied.
"So am I," Rollie said stepping onto the porch. He turned and said, "Hi Mrs. Simpson. I've got your check."
The big man turned toward Rollie and said, "Beat it sonny, I'm going to buy the car."
For the first time Rollie really looked at him. He was about an inch taller than Rollie's 6' 2 and probably 30 pounds heavier. He had a big red nose, like a man who was no stranger to strong drink, and his face was red with anger. The suit he wore was of good quality, but he looked uncomfortable wearing it. His big hands hung out of the coat sleeves like hams.
"You're mistaken Mister. I've already made a deal with Mrs. Simpson," Rollie said. He turned and handed the woman an envelope. "This is a cashier's check for the amount we agreed on, Mrs. Simpson."
"Thank you Mr. Chambers."
"Chambers? Are you Rollie Chambers?" The big thug asked.
"I am."
"I've heard of you. You're the one that found Frank Rossi's daughter and stopped a kidnapping last year?"
"That would be me."
"You busted up Vito Rossi's protection racket too."
"Yes I did. I never actually found Vito; at least not until it was too late. That didn't work out so good for Vito."
The big man looked at Mrs. Simpson. "My apologies ma'am. You too Chambers. I didn't know it was you that bought the car. I'll leave now." He turned and hurried off the porch and down the walkway. By the time he got to his car parked at the curb, he was almost running. Rollie and Mrs. Simpson chuckled at the big man's retreat.
"Apparently your reputation precedes you Mr. Chambers. I haven't seen a grown man rush so fast in a long time."
"He did seem to be in a hurry to leave, didn't he?" Rollie laughed again.
"May I take advantage of your kind nature to ask a favor," Mrs. Simpson asked. At Rollie's nod she asked, "The title is in my safety deposit box at the bank. Would you take me to the bank so I can deposit this check and I'll get the paper work for the car at the same time?" She paused and added, "And maybe let me ride in Teddy's car one last time?"
"Yes ma'am. I'd be happy to."
Rollie took the keys and walked to the garage. He pulled the Corvette around to the front of the house and helped the elderly lady into the car. Mrs. Simpson had tears in her eyes as Rollie drove her to her bank. Back at her house on Park Avenue, Rollie helped her to her door.
Smiling sadly, Mrs. Simpson said, "Thank you Mr. Chambers. That car was Teddy's dream but it belongs to you now. Take good care of it. Good bye." She turned and went into her home.
"Yes ma'am, I will. You have my word," Rollie whispered to the closed door. Later that day, a neighbor dropped Rollie back at the old house so he could pick up his truck.
It took three months and several dollars, actually more like thousands, to put the Corvette back in pristine condition. Rollie had the car repainted the original Burgundy Metallic and the interior redone in black leather just like the factory 1969 materials. He also put new F70x15 red striped tires on the seven inch wide steel wheels. The Corvette was as close to original and new as possible.
********************
"Would you like to drive Jess?" Rollie asked as he drove south on Route 100. He pulled off the highway into a scenic lookout and stopped the car.
"I wouldn't want to come between you and your car."
"It's our car Jess," Rollie said in a serious tone. He gave her a small grin and added, "Just like everything else; what I've got is yours."
Jessica touched his arm on the console and returned his grin. "Yes, I would like to drive." They switched seats and Jessica pulled back onto the highway.
Instead of watching the road, Rollie watched Jessica take it through the gears. She had a big smile and her blue eyes sparkled. With the T-Tops stored behind the seat, her long auburn hair was blowing in the wind. Her face had a blush of red from the excitement of driving the classic car.
Jessica pulled back off the road after about twenty minutes. "That was fun, but I know you're chomping at the bit to get back behind the wheel. Thank you Rollie. And not just for letting me drive." They switched seats again and he roared back onto the road.
Rollie pulled the low slung beast into a parking spot in front of Bailey's Ice Cream shop in Alton. This was an old fashioned, family run business that had been on the same corner for almost 50 years. Bailey's dished up a maximum of 8 flavors and two kinds of cones; no 31 flavors, whole grain cones or fat free ice cream here. The ice cream was made on site using the same recipes as when the shop opened. It was as close to 'home made' as possible.
Getting out of the Corvette, Rollie walked around and help Jessica. After getting their ice cream cones, Jessica started toward the car, Rollie sat down at a table in front of the ice cream shop.
"Shouldn't we be going if we want a chance to shower and change before dinner?" Jessica asked as she walked back to join Rollie.
"We've got plenty of time. We'll leave as soon as we finish our cones. I don't want to get anything on the car, especially melted ice cream."
"You don't keep our apartment as clean as you do that car."
"Our apartment isn't a rare, classic, 69 Corvette either. The Beast deserves to be treated with respect."
"The Beast?"
"That's what I've named it."
"Why the Beast?"
"What else would you call a 400 HP car that you have to fight with to keep it under the speed limit?"
Jessica laughed. "I'd call it a car; if I called it anything."
"Women have no soul when it comes to beautiful cars" Rollie said looking up to the sky. He laughed, took Jessica's arm, and led her to the Beast. "Just don't drip anything on the seats please," he requested.
********************
Shortly after 10PM Rollie and Jessica left Rigazzi's Italian Restaurant for home. They made it a point to visit Rigazzi's at least once a week. The owner, Tony Rigazzi, was a close friend and he expected them to join him for dinner. He had sat at their table for most of the evening, talking and spending time with two of his favorite people. Jessica was a Clinical Psychiatrist at Washington University and she had early rounds at the University Medical Center the next morning.
Rollie was stopped at a light on Kings Highway when three men stepped out of the shadows of an alleyway. The first man was somewhat smaller than a city bus, but not by much. The other two were normal size human beings.
"Get out of the car," the big man ordered. He waved a gun at them and Jessica started to protest.
"Do as he says Jess," Rollie said.
As he exited the car, he heard Jessica yell at one of the other men. Rollie turned and saw a man jerking on Jessica's arm as she tried to unfasten her seat beat. Her head hit the door post and she slumped onto the seat with the seat belt still attached.
"Hey take it easy," Rollie said and started around the car toward Jessica. He felt the impact and heard the sound of the gunshot at the same time. Rollie dropped to one knee, pulled his own weapon, turned and fired at the big man. His target grunted in pain and lumbered away. Rollie turned back to face the other two but they were running back down the alley. Rollie started to fire at the retreating men, but pulled his .45 back down to his side. In his condition he wasn't sure he could hit the moving targets and he didn't know what was down the alley behind them.
"Jess, you okay?" Rollie asked as he fought against passing out. He looked over and saw Jessica, sprawled unconscious, in the passenger seat. Rollie half crawled over to her and saw blood seeping from a cut above her temple. He used his cell to call 911.
"911, what is your emergency?"
"We've been car jacked with shots fired. Two wounded. We're at the corner of Bischoff and Kingshighway and need an ambulance and the police." Rollie slipped to the ground, leaning into the car with his head in Jessica's lap.
"Jess," he whispered as he passed out.
********************
The first sound Rollie heard was a steady beep, beep, beep. I know that sound, he thought as he fought to regain consciousness. Yeah, that's a hospital monitor. Is that where I am? Rollie tried to open his eyes and when he couldn't, tried to sit up.
He wished he hadn't moved. The sharp, shooting pain in his side almost made him pass out again. His thoughts were fuzzy and it took several seconds before he remembered being shot. Abruptly he remembered Jess. Rollie slumped back onto the pillow and he could feel the tears coming into his eyes.
His movements had caused a change in the monitor readings and a nurse hurried into the room. "Welcome back Mr. Chambers," a brisk authoritative voice said. "I'm Nurse Julie Colwell, you can call me Julie. Now you just take it easy," the nurse ordered.
"I can't open my eyes," Rollie complained.
"I'll take care of that for you." Nurse Colwell's voice softened and she spoke in a lower tone. "You've been crying in your sleep and when the tears dried they formed a crust on your eyelids."
Rollie felt a very warm, wet, cloth wiping his eyes. "Now try," the nurse suggested after a couple of minutes.
This time Rollie was able to open his eyes and see the hospital room he was in; he could also see Nurse Colwell. She wasn't what he expected from her voice. Julie Colwell appeared to be about 40, few years older than Rollie's 33. Even at 5' 7 and slender, she had a no nonsense aura of command about her. Rollie saw that she wore her long, dark hair gathered down her back and her grey eyes missed nothing.
In spite of the previous reaction, Rollie sat upright in the bed and grunted at the pain. "Where's Jessica? How is she?"
"That would be the young woman that was brought in with you?" Rollie nodded; even the abrupt movement of his head, made his body ache.
"She's in another ward. If you promise to stay in bed, keep still, and let me do my job I'll find out what I can." Nurse Colwell check the monitor and then examined Rollie's wound. Nodding in satisfaction, she said, "You and the young lady were injured during an attempted carjacking. You were shot in the side, but no organs were hit and the bullet passed through your body." She patted Rollie on the arm. "It'll take a while, but you'll be fine."
"Jessica?"
"I'll go see what I can find out, but you promised to stay still. Right"
Rollie nodded and Julie left. In spite of his promise to Nurse Colwell, Rollie had to test his body a little. He found he had complete use of his legs and arms, but it hurt too much to sit up. Rollie felt his chin and realized he needed a shave. Wonder how long I've been here, he thought.
It was close to forty five minutes before Nurse Colwell returned. "I shouldn't really give you information about another patient. Miss Talbert has a serious concussion, her brain was bruised and it's swelling. The doctors have her in a drug induced coma to allow the swelling to go down and help her body heal itself." Julie saw the fear in Rollie's eyes. She also saw something else, something deadly, something more than anger.



Julie quickly continued, "That's normal procedure with head injuries Rollie. Don't worry; Jessica's doctor is the best in the state with head traumas. I told the charge nurse to call me every couple of hours." She grinned and added, "There is a big, mean, looking man in her room. The nurse told me they tried to get him to leave but he refuses; they told him they would call security to remove him. The big man said they'd better call a lot of them because he was going to stay right there until the young lady regains consciousness. He was quite adamant."
Julie chuckled. "He asked about you and when I told him you'd be okay he said to tell you to get off your butt and let's go get the bastards that did this."
"Tully," Rollie said in a low voice, almost to himself. He smiled and nodded at Julie. "That's Tully. Next to Jessica, he's my closest friend."
"He's very intimidating isn't he?" Julie stated.
"Tully can be a force of nature all on his own. But Jessica sometimes calls him 'Bear', because where she's concerned, he just a big teddy bear." Rollie rubbed his face and asked, "How long have I, we, been here?"
"This is the third day," Julie answered. A young candy stripper stood in the doorway. "Nurse Colwell, there's a call for you at the nurse's station."
"Be right back Rollie," Julie said. She returned in just three minutes. "Jessica's doctor said they are taking her off the drugs and she should wake up within 24 hours. He said the prognosis was excellent for her complete recovery." Julie read the concern in Rollie's face. "It's normal for her to sleep a while after the drugs; that's a lot different than being unconscious. From what the charge nurse said, she'll be okay a lot sooner than you will be."
Rollie had tensed up when Julie started to talk about Jessica. Now he relaxed and let himself go to sleep too.
********************
"Rollie, Rollie Chambers," Rollie heard a loud voice calling from the hallway. It had been 24 hours since Rollie first woke in the hospital. "Where the hell are you?"
"Tully," Rollie said to himself with a smile and then called out, "I'm in here you big ape."
The figure that appeared in the doorway was a poster boy for a former Marine Master Gunnery Sergeant. He was only 6' 3, but his barrel chest and erect posture made him look taller. His hair was salt and pepper and cut so short his scalp showed through. He walked with a very slight limp, due to having a prosthetic right leg from the knee down. Tully had lost the leg during a tour of duty with the National Guard in Afghanistan.
Tully walked over to the bed and shook Rollie's hand. "Glad to see you boy. How're you doing?"
"I'm okay, considering the hole in my side. Damn good thing the perp used a small caliber gun. If it had been a .45, I don't know that I would be here. How's Jess?"
"Dr. Talbert is sleeping peacefully and is in better condition than you," Tully replied.
"When are you getting out of here?" Tully asked. "We've got work to do."
"The doc won't give me a straight answer, but the head nurse, Julie Colwell told me it would be at least another three or four days."
"Who's raising all this fuss in my ward?" Nurse Colwell asked in a hard voice as she entered Rollie's room. Seeing Tully she said, "You're the man from Jessica's room." Tully nodded. "Well don't think you're going to run rough shod over this ward. I won't allow it." She stared at Tully with a challenge.
"No ma'am, I mean yes ma'am," Tully responded. He wasn't used to anyone talking to him in that way; especially an attractive woman.
Julie's face relaxed. "The fact that you want to protect your friends is admirable, but you have to let us do our jobs."
Rollie had a hard time hiding the grin and laughter at Tully's reaction to Julie. He'd never seen the big man cowed before.
"Nurse Colwell, Julie, this is my friend and partner, Jacob Tully. Tully, this is Julie Colwell; my nurse and the Gunnery Sergeant in charge of this ward."
Julie extended her hand to Tully. He took it and sort of bowed over it. "Pleased to meet you Nurse Colwell."
"It's good to meet the man who caused such a fuss in Ward 6," Julie said. "Just call me Julie. Nurse Colwell is a bit of a mouth full. I'll call you Jacob."
"Tully's what I go by, Julie. And I promise I'll behave," Tully added with a grin.
He continued to hold onto Julie's hand. They stared at each other for what seemed a long time.
"Ahem." Rollie said. "Remember me? I'm the patient here."
Julie smiled and pulled her hand away from Tully. "Can I have my hand back Tully?"
Tully returned her smile, not embarrassed at all. "Only until tonight at dinner."
"Very sure of yourself aren't you?"
"Maybe so but I'm a Marine. We're taught to adjust, adapt, and over come." Tully smiled again and said, "I'll pick you up at 7. Is that okay?"
Julie took a note pad from the drawer in the table next to Rollie's bed. "7 sharp and don't be late," she said and wrote her address and phone number down and handed it to Tully. "Now I've got patients to tend to. Don't stay and tire Rollie out too much; he needs his rest."
"Yes Ma'am.
Tully admired Julie as she walked out of the room. He shook his head and turned to Rollie. "She'd almost be worth getting shot for." Rollie smiled and Tully continued, "I've got info on the big guy you shot. The cops are detaining a man who came into the ER over at Lutheran Hospital early this morning. Seems he couldn't explain the gunshot wound he was being treated for."
"So I did hit him. The way he ran off I thought I missed my shot."
"Do you remember what he looks like? That guy is huge; he's about 6'6 and weighs close to 300 pounds. Your .45 would have knocked down a normal man. He was dropped off at the ER by a person or persons unknown; according to the police report."
"Probably the two others that were with him," Rollie said. "Got a name?"
"Not yet; he wasn't carrying any I D and he refuses to give his name. For right now the cops are holding him on suspicion and for refusing to identify himself. They've got a man on him in the hospital until he can be released and then they'll take him to the precinct house."
"I want to go see Jess first, but maybe it'd be a good idea for you and I to talk to this guy before he gets into the system," Rollie suggested.
"Be right back," Tully said and disappeared out the door. He reappeared shortly pushing a wheel chair. "Your ride is here sir," he said with a grin.
"Where to?" Rollie asked as he slowly made his way into the chair.
"Just hang on. We'll have to go around a bit so we don't run into Julie." Tully chuckled and said, "She reminds me of my DI when I was a boot."
Tully pushed Rollie onto a freight elevator at the end of the corridor and rode down to the second floor. As they got near a nurse's station, Tully slowed and when the nurses at the desk were busy, he quickly pushed Rollie down to room 234 and entered.
The back of Jessica's bed was raised and she looked like she was taking a nap. There was a bandage around her head, an IV in her left arm and the wires of a monitor snaked under her hospital gown. Rollie could hear her whimpering in her sleep. Rollie rolled the wheelchair over to her bed, climbed out, and sat next to Jessica. He grimaced at the pull in his side but shook his head when Tully stepped over to help.
"I can hug my woman without your help big guy," Rollie said and put his arm gently around Jessica. "Hey Jess, it's me. It's okay, we're okay, don't cry." Rollie's eyes got misty as he held her.
Jessica stopped whimpering and the monitor readings seemed to settle down with Rollie's words. Tully stepped out of the room to give them some privacy. A few minutes later he came back in.
"Red alert! Battle stations," he said with a grin. "Julie's coming this way and she looks pissed. We better get out of here."
"Nope, I won't leave until I'm ready," Rollie said in a hard voice.
"Are you sure you want to deal with Julie?"
"Is she sure she wants to deal with trying to come between Jess and me?"
"Too late, here she comes," Tully said and went to a corner of the room. "I'm staying out of the way."
"Mr. Chambers, what are you doing out of your room?" Julie asked as she stormed into Jessica's room.
"I'm visiting my woman," Rollie answered with a challenge in his tone.
Julie saw the peaceful look on Jessica's face and on Rollie's. She looks less stressed and her vital signs have steadied, his color is better too, Julie thought. Maybe this is what they both need.
"Well don't stay too long and tire Jessica and yourself," Julie replied. "Let me know when you get back to your room." She turned and left, smiling to herself.
Forty five minutes later, Rollie let Tully wheel him back to his room. He carefully climbed out of the wheel chair onto his bed. Rollie nodded at Tully, closed his eyes, and went to sleep.
It's one thing to hear that the person you love will probably be okay after an accident, but it's hard not to worry, Tully thought. Looking at Rollie sleeping, Tully knew that the excitement and adrenaline rush tired Rollie out. Tully quietly left the room to let his friend sleep.
It was 6 AM when the phone rang. Tully was having his first cup of coffee and thinking about breakfast. Who's calling me at this time of the morning? He thought and picked up the phone.
"Is the shooter still at Lutheran?" Rollie asked without saying hello.
"Yeah, he's still there. Probably will be for another few days; your .45 did a job on him. Why?"
"I want to go talk to him."
"Think that's a good idea?"
"Probably not, but I'm going anyway. Will you help me?"
"What'da ya need?"
"I need you to come sneak me out of the hospital. Julie's off today and it may be my only chance. You know she keeps an eye on me ever since I went down to Jess's room."
"See you in an hour."
Tully breezed into Rollie's room an hour later, pushing a wheelchair. He was wearing pale green scrubs and a white lab coat; a stethoscope hung around his neck. Tully shut the door behind him.
"You look like a doctor," Rollie said grinning.
"That's the idea. And you will too once I get you out of here." Tully tossed another set of scrubs to Rollie. "Put these on; you can't walk around in that hospital gown at Lutheran."
Rollie slowly dressed in the scrubs. He had to let Tully put on his sneakers because he had trouble bending over to tie them. Tully handed him a doctor's smock, a large terry cloth robe, and sat him in the wheel chair.
"The robe will hide the scrubs and coat. People will think we're a doctor and his patient; when we get to Lutheran we'll lose the robe. They'll think we're just a couple of doctors visiting the injured man."
"You think of everything Tully. I was just going to try and sneak out."
"Adjust, adapt, and over come," Tully replied.
Tully's truck was parked in front of the hospital and as he wheeled Rollie over to it. A security guard was leaning against the front fender. He waved and walked away.
"He's a retired police officer," Tully explained.
"What happened to my car?" Rollie asked. "Getting shot and worrying about Jess, this is the first time I've thought about it."
"One of the uniforms on scene knows you, so he had his partner follow him and drove your Corvette back to your house. It's in the garage waiting for you." Tully grinned, "The patrolman said to tell you that he'll drive it for you until you got back on your feet if you like."
"Thank him for me, will you Tully but tell him there are only two people allowed to drive it."
As they walked through the employee's entrance at Lutheran Hospital, Tully said, "I'm Dr. Cambridge and you're Dr. Sterling." For the first time Rollie noticed the names stitched above the left breast pocket of the white coats.
"Sounds like a law firm," Rollie teased. "We'll have to walk like we're going somewhere important. Hope I can keep up."
"Why? Are you hurting?"
"Not really, but I don't think my side likes me moving around this much," Rollie said. He opened his coat and showed Tully the blood on the scrubs over his wound.
"Damn," Tully said. He saw a storage closet, ducked into it, and returned with a small towel. Tully folded it and put it over the wound; taping it down with surgical tape. "That'll have to do for now. Here carry this," he said handing Rollie one of the metal binders that hospitals use for the details of a patient's case. "We can walk slowly; like we're discussing a patient's chart.
"What room is the guy in?" Rollie asked.
"Sort of ironic," Tully said. "He's in room 234; same number as Jessica. The nurse said he was resting comfortably."
"I don't think he's going to be as comfortable during our visit," Rollie said with an evil smile.
As they got off the elevator on the second floor and walked toward room 234, Rollie stopped. "I know the patrolman standing guard," he said as he turned his back to the guard.
"Don't worry about it; so do I," Tully replied. He walked ahead and talked to the patrolman.
The police officer looked over Tully's shoulder, smiled at Rollie, and said, "Think I'll go get some coffee. Should be back in about fifteen minutes." He turned, walked past Rollie grinning, and got on the elevator.
Rollie joined Tully at the door. "I gave him some personal instruction on weapons right after he graduated from the Academy," Tully said. "He'd qualified, but just barely and he wanted to do better; the next qualification, he shot 92 out of 100."
Pushing to door open, Tully and Rollie entered and walked over to the man lying on the bed. He was attached to a monitor and had an IV inserted in one arm; he was napping. Tully pushed him, none too gently and he woke up.
"Who're you guys?"
"I'm Dr. Feel Good and this is Dr. Kick Ass," Rollie answered. "And you are?"
"I'm not talking."
"Let me tell you how it's going to be," Rollie said leaning closer. "I'm going to ask you some questions and you're going to tell me what I want to know...or."
"Or what?"
"Dr. Kick Ass will poke, prod, and push on certain parts of your body until you decide to answer. You can do this the easy way or the hard way, but you will answer my questions. It's up to you."
"Hey, you guys ain't doctors." The man stared at Rollie for a few seconds. "I know you; you're the guy that shot me," he exclaimed in a worried voice.
"You shot me first," Rollie said with another evil grin. "Now, what's your name? And before you refuse to answer you should know that this large gentleman is my best friend. He's also my lady's best friend and he's more than a little put out about you shooting me and putting her in the hospital."
"I didn't do nothing to the woman. That was one of the others."
"We'll get to them. Now what is your name?"
The man looked back and forth between Rollie and Tully. As Tully reached toward the guy's stomach area he said. "Wait, I'm Johnny Rogers."
"And who are the other two?"
"Bert and Sammy. Don't know their last names."
"That's hard to believe. You three decide to car jack someone and you don't know their names?"
"It's true. The boss introduced them and said they were gonna help me." That's all I know."
"The boss? What boss?"
Rogers hesitated, but quickly answered as Tully grabbed the IV in his arm. "Tommy Jackson; I work for him."
"The drug dealer?" Tully asked.
"Yeah. It was supposed to look like a carjacking but he said it was payback for something you did to him," Rogers said and pointed at Rollie.
"He told you to shoot me?"
"Naw, we was supposed to work you over and your woman too, but things went sideways."
Rollie and Tully exchanged looks. "When the officer comes back, I suggest you talk to him; for your own protection," Rollie told Rogers. "Jackson's not going to like you talking to us. He might decide that you're more trouble than you worth."
"And you can be sure we'll let him know who told us about his plan," Tully added. Turning to Rollie he said, "Let's go; we need to get you back." Rollie nodded and followed Tully out of the room and down to the car.
"How's the side?" Tully asked as they drove back.
Rollie pulled open the smock; the towel was bloody. "I think I better have someone look at this when I get back in my room."
After a few minutes, Rollie asked, "Your friend John Williams still running Security Specialist?" Tully nodded. "Call him and put a security detail on Jess's room. Jackson might try again."
Tully used his cell phone and made the call. After a few minutes Tully said, "There will be three men, running eight hour shifts, outside Jessica's door shortly after we get back."
"Tell them to keep a low profile until I can talk to Julie," Rollie suggested. Tully turned back to his phone and gave instructions.
"When we get back, I'll check on Jess and then go to my room." Rollie shook his head and gave Tully a rueful smile. "I'll need your help in putting on a new bandage. Maybe I can keep Julie from finding out about my little trip. If not, she's going to be very upset with me. By the way, how did your date with Julie go last night?"
"She had to work overtime, so we were supposed to go out tonight instead." Tully grinned. "Course after our little trip today, I don't think I'm gonna be one of her favorite people either."
"I'm sorry Tully if helping me screwed up your chances with Julie."
"If she's the kind of woman I think she is it won't matter; if she's not then I'm not sure I'd want to be with her anyway." Tully grabbed a wheelchair as they entered the hospital. "We'll go to Jessica's room first and then I'll take you back to yours and get you cleaned up."
Tully pushed Rollie into Jessica's room and came to a skidding halt. Julie was sitting in the chair next to Jessica's bed. She looked up and at first she had an inquisitive look on her face that quickly turned to an angry one.
"And just where have you two been dressed like that?" Julie asked pointing to the scrubs that both men wore. She got up, walked over to Rollie, and took the stethoscope from around his neck then glared at Tully.
Tully snapped to attention, stared at a spot on the wall six inches above her head and answered, "Tully, Jacob, Master Gunnery Sergeant, 4864211105 Ma'am."
"What?"
"Name, rank, and serial number Ma'am. That's all I'm required to give according to the Geneva Convention," Tully answered.
Rollie chuckled and Julie had to smile. "At ease Marine," Julie said. Tully went to parade rest, still staring at the same spot above Julie's head.
She turned back to Rollie and asked, "Now that the Neanderthal has been heard from, why don't you tell me where you guys have been."
"My fault Julie. I wanted to question the guy that shot me. Tully just helped me get there."
"Why did you want to talk to that man?" Seeing the look on Rollie's face she answered her own question. "Never mind, I know why."
"Guy's name is Johnny Rogers; he works for a mid level drug dealer named Tommy Jackson. Tommy planned to beat the hell out of Jess and me, but his guys got excited and started shooting."
"Why would this Jackson want to hurt you?" Julie asked.
Tully walked to the door and looked into the hall way. "Security details on the job," he said.
"Security detail? What security detail?" Julie asked. "This is serious isn't it?"
"It's gonna get real serious for Jackson," Tully answered.
Julie saw the look on Tully's face and in his eyes and shivered. I wouldn't want that man on my bad side, she thought. And Rollie is even more driven.
Rollie looked at Jessica lying on the bed. "Tully and I had dealings with Jackson while Jess was in Chicago for a couple of months."
"Dealings?"
He sighed and explained. "A friend of a friend of Major Taylor's, he was my commander when I was still with the St. Louis Police. Anyway, this man's son made some bad choices and got involved in drugs and other things. The friend asked if we could do anything to help his boy. Tully and I checked things out and got the boy into a rehab center."



Tully broke in, "We investigate and watched Jackson; we weren't hampered by legalities so we could do more than the police. Rollie had one of his Confidential Informants, know as CIs, give the intel to the Narcotic Squad and they busted several of Jackson's men."
"They almost got Jackson too, but his lawyer pulled some kind of legal shenanigans and got the charges dropped," Rollie added. "During discovery Jackson's lawyer learned that I," he reversed himself at a nudge from Tully, "I mean we, cost him a lot of money; I guess this is his way of getting even." Rollie rolled his wheelchair next to Jessica's bed and took her hand. He stared at her face for a couple minutes.
Julie heard him say in a very low voice, "He should have let things go. This is going to cost him."
In spite of being across the room, Tully heard his friend. "Damn right," he agreed as he walked to the bed and put his hand on Rollie's shoulder.
"But won't he hear about this Rogers talking and take off?" Julie asked.
"If he runs, he'll just die tired," Tully replied.
Julie watched the interplay between the two men. It would be good to be that close to someone, she thought. Shaking herself she said, "Rollie sit back and let me take care of your wound. Then you can sit with Jessica for a while, but I want you back in your room and resting within the hour. Do you understand?"
Rollie stood so Julie could work on the wound in his side. "When is Jess going to wake up Julie?" You said the doctors stopped the drugs, so when will she wake up?"
"Sometimes the body sort of tries to hide from a trauma," Julie answered. "But her brain activity is good and her vitals are stable. Could and should be anytime, Rollie. We'll just have to be patient."
Rollie climbed onto the bed next to Jessica, took her in his arms, and began to talk to her in a low voice. Jessica smiled in her sleep as Rollie talked. The trip to Lutheran Hospital had exhausted Rollie and he fell asleep holding onto Jessica.
"At least he's resting," Julie said and motioned Tully to follow her out of the room. "What did you think you were doing, taking him out of the hospital?" Julie asked with a little anger in her voice.
"I was helping my friend," Tully answered. His voice was not apologetic. "Besides, if I hadn't taken him, he would have gone by himself. At least this way I was there to keep an eye on him." Tully looked into Julie's eyes, sighed and said, "Guess our date's not gonna happen now."
Julie shook her head and smiled. "Do you always make dates and then cancel them Marine?" Before Tully could answer she stated, "A man that wouldn't help his friend is a man I wouldn't want. Pick me up at 7."
Tully returned her smile and looked at Rollie lying with Jessica. "What about getting Rollie back to his room?"
"That's the deepest asleep I've seen him and her vitals are excellent when he's with her. They're good for each other; we'll let them be for a while."
Rollie was officially discharged the next afternoon, but when he was released he just camped in Jessica's room. Her vital signs continued to be normal but she hadn't awakened yet. Rollie refused to leave her side even to go get something to eat. The on duty guard from William's Security would bring food and drinks to him. Rollie would use the bathroom in Jessica's room to clean up every morning; the nurses brought him clean scrubs to change into the second day of his vigil.
On his third morning, as Rollie changed into another set of clean scrubs he asked Tully, "I forgot to ask, how did your date with Julie go?"
Tully grinned and stared at Jessica for several seconds. "Well...If we had gotten along any better, we'd still be on the date. Hell, the way it was, I barely got her back to her place so she could go to work the next morning." He shook his head at his swiftly developing relationship with Julie. "We've stayed at her place the last couple of nights." Tully shook his head and smiled. "I'm beginning to understand your connection with Jessica."
Rollie walked to his friend and put his hand Tully's shoulder. "I'm glad you've found someone."
"Might be too soon to think like that, but I hope there will be more evenings like the last few."
Several minutes passed as each man thought, Rollie about Jessica, and Tully about Julie. Finally Tully shook himself.
"I think I'll stop the security detail," Tully said to Rollie. "If you're not going to leave, then between the two of us we can cover Jessica. You can sit with her during the day and I'll watch the hall at night."
"I can't let you do that Tully. You've got Missouri Tactical to run."
"My partners and instructors can handle it for a spell. Besides you can't stop me Rollie." Tully stared at Rollie for a few seconds. "Jessica means as much to me, in my own way, as she does to you. If you're gonna continue this death watch, I'm staying with you."
"DEATH WATCH?"
"Yeah Death Watch. Rollie, you're waiting for her to die." Tully held up his hand to stop Rollie's response. "I know all about your former wife, Susan, dying; I know you didn't get a chance to say good bye and how that's torn you up all these years. And I know you're worried you're going to lose Jessica too."
Tully took a deep breath and continued, "Sitting here instead of letting the doctors do their job is like a death watch. If you weren't so afraid, we'd be going after the assholes that did this."
"I can't leave her. What if she wakes up and I'm not here? What if something happens to Jess and I'm not here?"
"Julie and the docs can handle any problems better than you. You're just making excuses now Rollie."
Tully put his hand on Rollie's shoulder. "When I was just a grunt, still wet behind the ears, and would start complaining or making excuses, my First Sergeant set me straight. He'd say, 'Solider, shut up and solider." Tully paused and then added, "That's what I'm saying to you, 'Solider, shut up and solider'."
Rollie stood and looked at Tully for almost 10 seconds. He sighed, rubbed his hands over his face, wincing at the pull in his side, and sort of shook himself.
"Smart man," Rollie said with a very small grin. "Leave the security and let's put an end to this." He leaned over and kissed Jessica tenderly. Then Tully followed him out of the room; Rollie had his head held high, his shoulders back and he walked with a purpose. Rollie was wearing green scrubs and carrying his personal effects in a small satchel, including his back up .45 thanks to Tully; his clothes had been destroyed by the EMTs and the blood. "When are the police going to release my gun, do you know?"
"Why asked me?"
"Because you know everyone and everything Tully. When?"
"Frank says it'll be about a week to ten days; he's pushing it through the investigation. Shouldn't be a problem."
Rollie was quiet for a moment as they walked. "It's them that's on a death watch," Rollie said. "But they don't know it...yet."
"Where to?" Tully asked when they got to his truck.
"Let's go see Calvin."
"You're CI?"
"Yeah, Calvin usually knows everything of any importance that's happening on the street. He'll know or be able to find out about this Bert and Sammy that was with Rogers."
Tully started the truck and they drove toward one of the seedier parts of St. Louis. "Thought you should know, the DA is getting ready to file charges against Jackson and has issued a warrant for his arrest; but he's gone to ground someplace." At Rollie's questioning look Tully added, "I've got a friend in the DA's department; she gave me a heads up.
"Do yo know someone in every department?"
"Not all, just the important ones. Anyway Rogers has cut a deal to testify against Jackson; he's in a safe house until the trial." Tully glanced at Rollie and added, "I told you so you'd know we don't have much time to find Jackson before the cops do."
"Calvin can get us a lead on Bert and Sammy; when we find them, they'll give us a lead on Jackson."
"You sure they'll talk?"
"If they want to live," Rollie responded. His eyes were icy and his face was like stone.
They pulled up in front of a rundown store front on Chouteau Ave. The area had once been a thriving business district but now was a typical inner city slum with boarded over stores and derelict buildings and people. "This is Calvin's place," Rollie said.
"While you're inside I'll call Frank Wendt and see what I can find out about the Department's investigation," Tully told him.
Rollie entered the building and walked toward the counter in the back. His CI, Calvin, saw him coming and sighed. "I thought we were done when you quit being a cop," he said.
"We're never going to be done Calvin. I know too much about your little fencing operation for you to shine me on." Rollie leaned against the counter. "You've heard about my little adventure, I take it?" Calvin nodded. "I want Bert and Sammy; I've already got Rogers."
"I don't know anything about them." At the look on Rollie's face, Calvin added, "But I'll find out and call you."
"Do it today Calvin," Rollie ordered, turned, and left the building.
While Rollie was inside, Tully called Detective Frank Wendt. "Hey Frank, it's Tully. What's going on with Jackson?"
"No hello, how are you or anything huh?"
"Sorry if I hurt your little feelings, but Rollie is looking for the guy and I don't have time to be social."
"Okay, I understand," Frank said. "Jackson's gone to ground; we can't find a lead at all."
"Well...Rollie and I can do things the police can't. We'll find him."
"Is there anything I can do to help?"
"Dig a hole for Jackson. When Rollie finds him, that's all Jackson will need. Talk to you later."
"As a police officer, I should warn him not to take the law into his own hands," Frank said. But as his friend tell him I've got the shovel. Let me know if I can help."
Rollie slowly walked back to Tully's truck. It was obvious that his wound was bothering him. "Find out anything from Frank?"
"Nope, he said they're at a dead end."
"Let's head to my place," Rollie requested. "I need something to wear besides these scrubs."
An hour later he had just finished changing into his normal jeans and a polo shirt when the phone rang. "Chambers," he answered. Rollie listened for a couple of minutes and said, "Thanks Calvin. Give me a call if and when you learn something." Turning to Tully he said, "Let's go, there are a couple of other CIs I can talk to."
"Hold on Rollie. You've already got Calvin working on it; you said he was the best there is. You need some rest. You're running on empty my friend. Take a shower, get something more substantial to eat than hospital food, and take a nap. Calvin, or Frank, or one of my people will call if they find out anything. "
Rollie started to object but Tully cut him off. "If you keep on like this, you won't be able to do anything when the time comes."
After a few seconds, Rollie gave Tully a rueful grin. "Like I said, you're a smart man Gunny. Okay, I'll eat, shower and take a nap. But you wake me if anyone calls and don't let me sleep more than two hours." He turned to walk down the hall to his bedroom.
"Leave your cell with me," Tully ordered. Rollie grinned and tossed the phone to Tully.
Close to three hours later, Tully gently shook Rollie's shoulder to wake him up. As Rollie sat up, Tully handed him a cup of coffee.
"Calvin called back; said he hadn't found anything but he'd keep looking," Tully told him.
"And you didn't wake me?"
"What for? He didn't know anything and none of my people have learned anything either. Besides you needed the rest." As Rollie stood, Tully said, "Take another shower, I'll wait for you in the living room."
"Yes Mother."
"It's a good thing I'm not Julie; she'd hold you down and wash behind your ears." Tully left the room.
He refilled Rollie's and his own coffee cup when Rollie entered the living room.
Rollie's cell rang. "Chambers." After a minute he said, "Thanks. Keep on it please."
"Calvin?" Tully asked.
"Yeah, he's still trying to get a location. But he said Bert and Sammy usually hang out down on the Cherokee Strip. There's a bunch of bars and strip joints there.
The area known as the Cherokee Strip had at one time been a prosperous shopping area. With people moving out to the suburbs it had fallen on hard times. Now less savory business operated there.
"So what now?"
"It's what, 5 o'clock? We'll go back to the hospital to see Jess, you can see Julie while we're there, and then we'll do a little scouting on our own. How would you like to visit a couple of strip joints?"
"Not my first choice of entertainment." Tully grinned and added, "But we're not going for the dancing, now are we?'
********************
For the next week, the schedule was the same. Rollie, and usually Tully, would go to the hospital in the mornings to see Jessica. They would stay until around noon and head out for a scouting trip. Returning to the hospital about 6PM and stay until visiting hours were over at 9.
Jessica was still in a coma, sleeping is what Julie called it, but her vitals and brain activity were good. Rollie spent the time either sitting beside her bed talking or lying next her and holding her. He sometimes drifted off to sleep himself.
Rollie and Tully had visited every strip joint and sleazy bar on the Cherokee Strip. They decided to expand their scouting trips to include the more upscale bars along Euclid Ave. These places were a step above the ones on Cherokee but still not top drawer establishments.
On the morning of the eight day, Jessica woke up.
Julie stopped Rollie as he walked past the nurse's station toward Jessica's room. "Rollie, hold on a minute please." He stopped, smiled at her, and waited.
"Jessica woke up. Now wait," she said as Rollie turned to go see Jessica. "She woke up but she has amnesia." Rollie's face turned white and he grabbed onto the counter.
"Amnesia? Do you mean she won't know me?"
"She doesn't even know who she is. We've explained everything to her; her name, who she is and what she does. I even explained who you are and what you two have together. But right now it's just information we given her."
Rollie stood staring into space for about a minute while Julie waited for him to respond. "Are you saying I shouldn't go see her?"
"No, I'm saying to go easy. She understands who you are but she doesn't know you; so take it slow and don't get too intense."
Rollie nodded and slowly followed Julie into Jessica's room, not knowing quite what to expect.
Jessica was sitting up in her bed. The hair on the right side of her head had been shaven off. There was bleeding in the brain cavity and the doctors had bored a hole in her skull to relieve that pressure. Other than the missing hair, a small bandage, and some minor bruising she looked fine. Her remaining hair had been combed and she wore a little makeup. She looked up as Julie and Rollie walked in, gave Julie a smile and nodded at Rollie.
"Jessica, this is Rollie Chambers; the man I told you about," Julie said.
Jessica smiled and extended her hand to Rollie. "I understand we're friends....well more than friends from what Julie tells me."
Rollie took her hand. "Yeah Jess, we're more than friends."
"I'm sorry, I don't remember." Jessica frowned and seemed to withdraw into herself a little.
Julie quickly stepped closer. "Now don't get yourself worked up. I told you it would just take some time."
Jessica took a deep breath. "You called me Jess," she said to Rollie.
"That's what I've always called you. Is that okay?"
"Yes, they tell me my name is Jessica and that's what everybody has been calling me, but from you Jess just seems right. Here sit with me for a while and let's get to know each other again."
Julie watched for a few minutes and then left them alone. Maybe their talking will help her, Julie thought. It can't hurt I guess.
Two hours later Rollie came back to the nurse's station. "They're giving her some therapy and a sponge bath. I'll be back later this afternoon."
"Good. I thought you might freak out," Julie said. "But you handled it fine." She gave Rollie a quick hug. "I think you're good for Jessica."
Rollie visited with Jessica from 6 until 9PM. He spent most of the evening describing how they met when Rollie's wife died, how they worked together, and finally how they became close. Rollie kissed her on the cheek when he left.
"Meet me at Stilettos," Rollie told Tully on the phone. "It's that so called restaurant on Euclid and Page. I hear the boys we're looking for sometimes meet there."
********************
Two more days of Rollie spending six to eight hours a day with Jessica resulted in her regaining part of her memory. She recovered her memory except for the last four years of her life. Jessica still didn't remember Rollie or their life together, but she was very comfortable with his visits.
The scouting didn't have as good of a result. Neither Rollie or Tully, or any of their people, or the police had been able to get a line on Jackson's whereabouts. The two friends were sitting in the hospital cafeteria over coffee discussing where to look next, when Rollie's phone beeped. He answered and talked for a couple of minutes and hung up.
Rollie looked like a big cat that had just spotted his prey. "Calvin gave me a lead on Bert and Sammy," Rollie informed Tully. He finished his coffee and stood. "C'mon, we'll take my truck; the Corvette stands out too much."
"I'll drive," Tully countered. "You're still a little tender. Where are they?"
"The Holiday Inn at Interstate 64 and Kingshighway. Room 120."
"Boots and saddles," Tully said. "Let's roll."
The Holiday Inn was one of the older type motels. Instead of going into the building to enter the rooms, their doors all faced the parking lot. Room 120 was at the end of the first level.
Tully parked in front of the room, walked to the door, and listened. He also peeked through the window. Returning to the truck he said, "I can hear the TV. They didn't close the curtains all the way and I saw both of them in the room. One is lying on the bed and the other one is sitting at a table on the far side of the room. How do you want to do this?"
"I think the motel management would be upset and call the cops if we busted down the door," Rollie answered. "Why don't you go knock on the door, tell them you're the manager, and that you've got a message for them? I'll be on one side of the door and when they open it, we'll push our way in."
Rollie situated himself on one side of the door with his .45 drawn. Tully put his finger over the peephole then knocked and drew his weapon.
"This is the manager; a guy left a message for you at the front desk."
Rollie and Tully heard one of the men say, "What the hell?" just before the door started to open. Rollie stepped in front Tully and pushed the door completely open; knocking the man back into the room. He pointed his pistol at the two men in the room. Tully followed and closed the door.
"Hello Burt and Sammy. Remember me?" Rollie asked.
"Y..y..you're the guy in the Corvette," one of the men stammered.
"That's right. Johnny didn't get the job done. I'm here to even the score."
"Wait. No one was supposed to get shot. Johnny went ballistic when you started around the car. We didn't do nothing."
"And you are?" Rollie asked.
"I'm Bert, that's Sammy," the second man said. "He's right; Johnny's the one that did the shooting."
"And you two were just suppose to beat up a woman, is that it?" Rollie pointed his pistol at Bert's head. "Where's Jackson?"
"If we tell you, he'll kill us," Bert replied.
"If you don't, what chance do you think you have of getting out of this room alive?" Rollie asked, cocking the hammer on his weapon.
"Enough of this crap," Tully said in an angry voice. "Let's just cap them and get it over with."



Rollie had always thought that the saying about someone's face going white was just that; a saying. He watched, fascinated, as Burt and Sammy's faces turned the color of bed sheets.
"I don't think the big guy likes you too much. My lady is like a daughter to him and he's really upset that you put her in the hospital," Rollie offered. "I suggest you tell us where Jackson is hiding."
Bert and Sammy looked at each other, not sure what to do. Tully growled and stepped further into the room, bringing his weapon up.
"He's in a warehouse on Laclede's Landing," the one called Sammy quickly said. "It's the old Switzer's Licorice plant. Jackson bought the place years ago and has an apartment on the top floor."
"How many men does he have with him?" Rollie asked.
"He usually runs with three others that he trusts. I don't think he wants too many knowing about the warehouse."
"How do you know about the place then?"
"I was one of his, what'd you call it, oh yeah. I was one of his inner circle until Johnny went hyper on you." Bert shook his head remembering Jackson's words. "He said when I learned to keep my head he'd start trusting me again.""The police would know about that place," Tully argued.
"The building's in his cousin's name so he can't be traced to it. That's where he always goes if things get too hot in town," Bert added.
"Get on the bed face down, both of you," Rollie ordered. To Tully, he said, "Get something to tie up these guys."
Tully holstered his pistol and went into the bathroom. Bert and Sammy climbed onto the bed and laid face down as ordered. Both men were sure it was their time to die.
Using his knife, Tully cut strips from the bath towels and tied the two men. First he tied their hands behind them, then he tied their feet, and turning them over onto their backs he tied their hands to the headboard. "Kinda kinky, but it works for me," Tully said inspecting his work.
Rollie picked up a wash cloth, wrapped it around the barrel of his weapon and walked over to the bed. He stuck his gun in Bert's face. "Open wide Bert, we wouldn't want to hurt those pretty teeth."
"I think Bert's had an accident," Tully said as a wet stain appeared on the front of the man's pants.
Bert closed his eyes and opened his mouth. Rollie took the wash cloth and stuck it into gaping hole; then repeated the operation with Sammy.
"My God, that stinks," Tully complained. "I think old Bert did more than wet himself." Turning back to Rollie he asked, "What now?"
"Call Frank and tell him where these guys are. But let's wait until we get to Laclede's Landing."
"The police can't come into the room without a search warrant or probable cause," Tully protested.
"They can if the door is wide open and two upstanding citizens are being held against their will," Rollie said. "We'll leave the door open so Frank and the boys can breeze right in. While their dealing with these two, I'll deal with Jackson."
"We'll deal with Jackson," Tully corrected. "I want a piece of him too."
At a stop light Tully used his cell to speed dial Julie while he was driving; Rollie listened to one side of the conversation. "Hi Babe, I'll have to beg off on our date tonight....Yeah I know, it's short notice but Rollie and I found out where Jackson is hiding. We're going to pay him a visit...No you're right; we won't call the cops first....Okay I'll tell him. Love ya, call you later."
He turned to Rollie and passed on Julie's message. "She said that we should call the cops and said to tell you if you let me get hurt she's gonna have your hide." Tully smiled and added, "She also said for you to be careful because Jessica needs you."
The Switzer's Licorice plant had been the mainstay for the company for many years; it had employed over 200 people at one time. The warehouse and plant were built close to the river and the railroad line. The plants materials and supplies for production were brought in by barge and railcar. The business had been bought out by Hersey in the late 1980s and shortly afterward the plant was closed down.
Now the warehouse had been abandoned for close to 20 years. The three story brick building looked like a sad old man that had seen better days and gone to seed. It was a mere shell of its former grandeur.
"By the way, and this is a hell of a time to bring this up, but what do you plan to do with Jackson?" Tully asked as he pulled to the curb two blocks from the warehouse. He looked at Rollie and said, "I'm with you whatever you decide but we need to be sure what our objective is. Your answer will determine what we're gonna do."
"Jackson is going down Tully," Rollie responded. "With your help or without it, Jackson's going down."
Tully could see the anger on Rollie's face and heard the rage in his voice. "Let's do this; maybe I can keep my date with Julie later," Tully said and pulled his truck away from the curb.
Switzer's old warehouse was boarded up and dark; except for one corner on the top floor. Lights shown through open windows and music could be heard coming from the interior. Maybe not abandon after all, Rollie thought as Tully parked his truck in the alleyway behind the building. As they got out of the truck, Tully reached behind the seats, pulled out a fanny pack, and put it on.
Rollie raised an eyebrow in question and Tully said, "It's sort of like Batman's Utility Belt. I carry a few things that might help on a mission like this."
"Okay Batman, I guess that means I'm Robin," Rollie grinned.
There were two cars parked at the loading dock; a Cadillac Escalade and a Mercedes sedan. "Business must be good for Jackson," Tully said in a low voice as they walked toward the large sliding doors fronting the dock.
"Not for long," Rollie said. Staring at the big doors, he saw a smaller one to the side for people to use. Pointing toward it Rollie offered, "There's bound to be at least one guard behind that door."
Tully held up a finger for Rollie to wait a minute. He gathered some trash paper that had blown onto the dock and piled it at the bottom of the door. He used a cigar lighter to start a fire and then threw some old rags into the flame. Smoke billowed up and crept under the door. Rollie stood to the side so that the door would conceal him as it opened; Tully stood to his side and slightly behind him.
The door opened and pushed the pile of burning paper with it. A man stuck his head around the door to see what was causing the smoke. His eyes opened wide just before Rollie hit him in the forehead with the butt of his pistol; the hood went down without a sound. Tully quickly grabbed the man under his arms, drug him back into the building, and relieved him of his gun. He used two plastic cable ties from his waist pack to fasten the thug's hands and feet. Then Tully pulled a roll of duct tape and taped the man's mouth shut. He put the tape completely around the head.
"Duct tape?" Rollie whispered.
"Never leave home without it," Tully replied.
"With that guy's beard and moustache, it's really going to hurt when the tape is pulled off," Rollie said smiling.
"I know." Tully said with satisfaction.
"Tully I never knew you were such a sadistic son of a gun."
"You say that like it was a bad thing."
Rollie had to keep himself from laughing out loud. "No, just an observation." He pointed toward a staircase and led the way.
"It'd be too easy if the elevators work," Tully complained as they quietly climbed to the second floor with guns drawn. It was there that they found the second of Jackson's men.
This one was staring up toward the top floor, listening to the music. His face showed his displeasure at what sounded like at least three women laughing. "Why do I have to miss the good times and the party?" He said in an angry voice.
"Cause you're too stupid to have a good time," Rollie said, putting the muzzle of his .45 against the back of the man's head. "No don't," he ordered as the man started to reach for his gun; he stopped and lowered his hands. "Do what I say and you might just be alive when I leave," Rollie said.
Tully frisked the subject and found two pistols. He dropped the clip from the 9MM and ejected the shell in the chamber; the revolver's cylinder was swung open and emptied. Tully threw the clip and shells in one direction across the huge warehouse floor and stowed the guns in a box under the stairs.
"On your knees, cross your ankles, and put your hands behind you," Rollie ordered.
Using the duct tape and cable ties, Tully neutralized this guard. "For a supposed drug king pin, Jackson sure doesn't hire very good people," Tully said in a low voice. He motioned toward the stairs. Slowly and quietly Tully followed Rollie up toward the top level of the building; the level where the party was going on, the level where Jackson waited.
As they got up to floor level, Rollie and Tully lay almost prone with just their heads showing about the steps. In the far side of the very large room a sort of apartment had been built. There was a sleeping area, a galley type kitchen, and a living room. It was in this living room that Jackson and his remaining guard were drinking and laughing with three young women.
Jackson was around Rollie's age. He was thin, tall, and his hair was full and slicked back. His face was sort of pinched in and his eyes were small, dark, and looked like a weasels. Looking at him, no one would understand how he ruled a drug operation in a big city. Rollie knew Jackson ruled because he was ruthless; he didn't hesitate to use any and all means to get his way. The guy with him was a disappointment; he was just an average wanna be hood.
One of the girls was standing on top of a coffee table. She was dancing to the loud music and slowly doing a strip; the other two women were dancing next to the table, also taking off their clothes. Both men were sitting on a sofa in front of the table and their attention was centered on the women; especially the girl on the table. By now she had her blouse unbuttoned and started to unfasten her short mini skirt.
Rollie nodded to the left. Tully crouched and went in that direction while Rollie went to the right. They were able to get very close to the group before one of the girls saw them. She put her hands up to her face and said something. The music was so loud that Rollie couldn't hear it. He reached over and turned off the CD player.
"Party's over Jackson," Rollie said, his voice quivering with anger. He had his weapon pointed at Jackson's head.
"Bruce?" Jackson said to his partner.
"I don't think he's gonna be any help," Tully said.
Jackson had had stood and turned to face Rollie. Now he looked over his shoulder and saw Bruce face down on the floor with Tully's foot on his neck.
"You ladies get dressed and get out of here," Rollie ordered.
"We got no way home," the girl on the table complained as she buttoned up her blouse. "They brought us here."
"Why don't you give them the keys to the Mercedes Jackson?" Tully suggested. Jackson shook his head and started to object.
"Do it," Rollie told him. "You're not going to need it anymore."
Jackson handed the keys to the girl. "Down on your knees," Rollie ordered. To the women he said, "Y'all get gone. You don't want to be here for what's going down."
Tully trussed up Bruce's hands and feet and then did Jackson's hands as he knelt in front of Rollie. Rollie stepped closer to the drug pin and put the barrel of his .45 against Jackson's forehead. Tully looked at his friend's face. Rollie's eyes were wild and had a faraway look in them. His body was tense and almost shaking in anger, but the hand holding the pistol was steady.
"Okay, you got me," Jackson said. "Call the cops, but I'll be out on bail before tomorrow morning. Then I'll come looking for you."
"I'm not going to arrest you Jackson," Rollie answered. "I'll deal with you myself." Rollie not so lightly tapped his weapon on top of Jackson's head. "You came looking for me once before and it didn't work out too well for you."
"Who are you?" Jackson asked with a sneer.
"I'm Rollie Chambers and I'm your worst nightmare."
Jackson's face got pale and his eyes opened wide. He realized that his chances of seeing a jail or courtroom were next to nonexistent. Jackson had heard about this man with a vendetta against him for harming his woman.
"You can't just shoot me," Jackson wailed. "That'd be murder."
"Did you worry about that when you sent your goons after me and my woman?"
Jackson turned his head toward Tully. "You can't let him kill me."
Tully shrugged his shoulders. "Not my decision."
Rollie put the barrel of his gun back against Jackson's head. "Say good bye Jackson."
I've never seen him this worked up, Tully thought. Even when we tracked down the Campus rapist or went after Vito for threatening his friends, he wasn't this angry. Tully sighed and continued his thought, Jackson's chances of getting out of here alive are slim and none; and slim just left town. He's a dead man and just doesn't know it yet.
"Rollie," Tully said. He had to loudly repeat it to get his friends attention. "Rollie!"
Rollie turned toward Tully.
"I'm with you, whatever you want to do, I'm with you. This piece of crap doesn't deserve to live." Tully paused for a three or four seconds. "But ask yourself what Jessica will think about you killing him in cold blood. She'll soon get her memory back and this will be the first new memory she has of you. Is that what you want?"
Rollie listened to Tully, his eyes lost some of the wildness but they were still cold and hard. He turned back to Jackson. "He's got to pay for hurting Jess," Rollie said in a quiet deadly voice. He pulled the hammer back on his pistol causing Jackson to beg, "Please don't, please don't.
*********************
Rollie walked into Jessica's hospital room at 9 AM. She was leaning against the raised bed, looking at a magazine. She looked up as he came in and smiled. Rollie crossed to her bed, took her hand and leaned over kissing her cheek. He stepped back and smiled at her.
"They're going to let me out of here in a couple of days," Jessica said. "I'll have some therapy for a while but I can go home."
"That's good news," Rollie answered. He wasn't sure if she would be coming home to him.
"Will you pick me up in the Corvette? With the T-Tops off please."
"Sure, I'll drive the....wait. You remember the Corvette?"
Jessica's smile lit up the room. "Yes Rollie, I remember everything. Our life together and how happy we are; I remember it all. As the memories came back it was almost like falling in love with you all over again."
Rollie didn't know whether to laugh or to cry. He hugged his Jess instead.
After a couple of minutes, she pulled back a little. "Did you kill him Rollie? Did you kill Jackson?" Rollie looked at her, puzzled. "When my memory came back, I asked Julie where you were. She told me about you and Tully hunting for Jackson." She paused and then asked again, "Did you kill him Rollie?"
Rollie looked into Jessica's eyes. "No." He told her what had happened and held up his thumb and forefinger with very little space between them. "I came this close to dropping the hammer on him, but no Jess, I didn't kill him. The police arrested him."
"I'm glad. It would have haunted you forever if you'd executed him. I'm glad," she repeated. Jessica grabbed her man and pulled him closer.
That's how Tully and Julie found them several minutes later.
********************
"Seems Jackson was wrong," Tully said.
"About what?" Rollie asked.
It had been two weeks since Jackson's arrest at the Switzer warehouse. Tully and Julie were at Rollie's and Jessica's for a cook out. It was the first time they'd entertained since Jessica was released from the hospital. Rollie checked the baby back ribs cooking on the grill, grabbed another beer for Tully and himself and sat back down next to his friend.
"Remember Jackson said he'd be out on bail by the next morning after he was arrested."
"Yeah?" Rollie asked, remembering the night at the warehouse and how close he had come to killing Jackson.
"Well he's still in jail. My friend in the DA's office said the court refused bail; they said that Jackson was a flight risk. Can't really blame the court; if it hadn't been for us, the cops would probably still be looking for him." Tully drank some of his beer. "The DA is bringing a cornucopia of charges against our friend Jackson."
"Cornucopia?" Rollie said with a grin.
"Would you prefer I use plethora?"
"No, I just didn't think you knew those big words." Tully grinned and gave Rollie a one finger salute.
Rollie's attention wasn't totally on the conversation with Tully. Every half minute or so, he would nervously glance over Tully's shoulder toward his garage at the back of the yard. Rollie would cock his head, listen for a few seconds and then continue talking.
Tully knew what was grabbing Rollie's attention. Just as Tully started to remark on Rollie's preoccupation, they heard the roar of the big V8 engine and side pipes come down the street, slow to make the turn into the alleyway, and then stop in Rollie's garage. Rollie's pride and joy, "The Beast", was home safe and sound.
Jessica had asked to take Julie for a ride in the classic Corvette. Rollie couldn't very well refuse the request, but he was concerned that something might happen to his "baby". Tully wasn't sure if the concern for the "baby" was for Jessica or the Corvette.
Julie followed closely by Jessica came toward their men on the patio. Jessica's hair was still short and showed no signs of the ride in open Corvette; Julie's longer hair was windblown and messy. Their faces with flushed with excitement and they were giggling like two high school girls.
Laughing, Julie walked to Tully. "Time to replace your truck."
"You want us to buy a Vette?"
"That's Corvette," Rollie interjected.
Julie waved him off and said, "Not necessarily, but something besides your company truck would be nice to take to dinner and dancing and such."
Tully hugged her to him and replied, "We'll go looking for a new ride tomorrow."
"Now that's my good boy," Julie responded and pulled his face down to kiss him.
Jessica almost skipped over to Rollie and handed him his keys. "Did you miss me?" She asked as she put her arms around him.
"Of course I did," Rollie answered putting the keys in his pocket.
"What did you miss most, me or the Beast?"
Rollie barely hesitated and answered, "You of course Jess."
"Liar," she said with a grin and hugged him tighter.
The End....For Now
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********************
"Last call," I yelled as I rang the small, old fashioned dinner bell hanging on the wall behind the bar; it was quarter to 2 in the morning and Missouri state law said Riley's Tavern had to close by 2:30.
"You don't have to go home, but you can't stay here."
One guy objected loudly, "Who do you think you are, ordering us to leave?"
I motioned him over to the bar. "You can leave right now," I quietly told him, "Or I can toss your ass out now. And by the way I'm Tom Larson; I own the place."
He started to argue but saw the look in my eyes, studied my size and decided discretion was the better part of valor; in other words he left in a hurry. You can't really blame him; at 6'4 and 250 pounds, I'm big enough to back up my orders. The one and a half inch scar running almost vertically below my right eye also tended to make me look sinister; the result of a bar fight years ago when I was young and stupid.
Several of my single lady friends, as well as a few married ones, say the scar doesn't bother them. In fact one told me that with my black hair and what she called my dark brooding eyes, that the scar made me look troubled. And a lot of the ladies thought they'd be just the one to make me feel better.
I got the usual objections and pleas to stay open, but also as usual, I ignored them. There was a flurry of last minute drink orders from the people still celebrating a birthday. There had been twenty or more when the party started at 6:30. The two fisted power drinkers had their fill and left, the couples or singles had hooked up and left; all that was left were four or five close friends of the birthday girl.
The friends were laughing and having a good time. They were well on their way to monumental hang over's the next day; good thing tomorrow was Saturday. The birthday girl was in much better shape. She had nursed three glasses of Asti Spumante for the almost six hours of the party. I set a fresh glass of liquid in front of her.
"I didn't order this," she said in a puzzled voice. "I don't care for another drink. I ...ah...don't know your name."
"Tom Lawson," I introduced myself as I shook her hand. I'd been serving her friends all evening, but it wasn't unusual that she didn't know my name. It was her first time in Riley's.
"Your friends ordered it. Take a sip Rebecca," I suggested. Her friends had been shouting her name all evening and I would have had to be deaf not to have learned it by now.
She took a small, cautious drink and smiled. I'd filled the glass with club soda and put in a wedge of lime. "Thank you. I don't usually sit in bars and drink but my sister; she's the one in the red dress dry humping the guy on the dance floor, insisted I come out tonight and celebrate my birthday. She drove, so I'm stuck until she's ready to leave. I'm Rebecca Kelly."
I'd noticed her all evening for two reasons. One, after two rounds of drinks, she left the party animals and sat at a separate table by herself. Her sister and a couple of others would come over and try to get her to dance and raise a little hell but she would smile and shake her head. Then about an hour ago she'd come to the bar, got her third glass of wine and found a bar stool.
The second reason I'd noticed her was that she was as cute as a speckled pup. Rebecca had this long auburn hair worn in a French braid down her back and big green eyes that sparkled and were full of wonder at the world. To go along with the hair and eyes, she had a smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks; just enough to look adorable. Her father and mother must be tall, I had thought; she and her sister have to be at least 5'10.
"Happy birthday," I said with a smile. "The drink's on me."
"Thank you," she answered with a grin. "Did I hear you tell the drunk that you own this place? I thought the name was Riley's."
Looking over her shoulder I leaned over the bar. "Y'all have to get off the table unless you want to pay for it," I said to the two girls who had decided to do a dance on top of it. "And put your tops back on."
My order caused a lot of good natured boos from the two men left in the group. "Y'all can dance and strip on your car hoods if you want, but I don't have a license for entertainment."
Turning back to Rebecca, I answered her question. "Yeah, I own the bar. It was called Riley's when I bought it and I didn't see the need to change it. Riley's has a nicer ring than Lawson's, don't you think? Besides, I made a promise to the previous owner."
"And you promised to keep the name Riley's? Then she blushed and stammered an apology. "I'm sorry; it's none of my business. Excuse me."
"No apology necessary. I inherited a lot of regular customers and they liked the name. But it was more than that. Kind of a long and boring story."
Rebecca looked at me for several seconds and smiled. "I'd like to hear it sometime."
I returned her look. "If you want to come in some evening, when we have the time, I'll tell you my sad tale. I'll even buy the wine."
"Hey Becca," her drunken sister yelled as she walked over to the bar. "I better get you home before you get too drunk to walk." As she said that, she slipped and would have fallen if Rebecca hadn't grabbed and held her up.
With a wink at Tom, Rebecca said, "C'mon Julie, get me home before I make a fool out of myself." With help from the guy Julie had been dancing with, Rebecca steered her sister toward the door. "I'll see you soon, Tommy," Rebecca said as they left the bar.
She may be tall but she's not skinny, I thought. Rebecca had a solid athletic looking body but coming toward you or walking away, there was no doubt she was a woman. She had curves and bumps in all the right places. I turned to the remaining people in the bar.
"Y'all have until I get around the bar can pick up the empty glasses to finish your drinks," I said. By the time I got to the tables, everyone was waving goodbye.

********************
Thanks to it being the middle of June and daylight savings time, sunlight poured through the door to the bar when it opened. I looked up as people in the bar complained about the daylight. The ambiance in Riley's Tavern was dim, though not dark, so the customers could find an oasis from the sunlight or street lights and from the stress of everyday life.
Rebecca quickly closed the door, smiled and said, "Sorry." She came to the bar and sat on a stool close to the serving station.
I returned her smile. "Welcome. Have you come to keep me company? There's not much action tonight."
"What about that table over there," she asked nodding at six men. They were the only ones in my place.
"Serving a pitcher of beer every forty minutes or so doesn't count as action."
Smiling she reminded Tom, "You promised to buy the wine, and tell me the story of how you came to own Riley's. I'm here to collect on your promise."
I never really expected her to take my promise seriously. At best, I hoped she'd come back to see me, but not for the story. I poured her a glass of wine.
"Thank you," Rebecca said. "Now for the story."
Hesitating for a few seconds I thought of what to say. "Well, I worked here while I was in college. After graduating, got a job, and after being in the rat race for a while I came back. I'd been here about a year this time when Riley said he wanted to retire and made it easy for me to buy the place. That was a little over three years ago."
"You're what, about 30 or so," Rebecca said. "You couldn't have been in that rat race for very long. So what's the real story?"
"32," I replied. For some reason, I wasn't upset that almost a perfect stranger wanted to know my business. I felt that it wasn't just a morbid curiosity; that she was really interested.
"It's not a feel good story with a happy ending; in fact it's sorta of depressing if you must know. Are you sure you want to hear my sad tale?"
"You promised."
I had to admit that I wanted to know Rebecca better. After about ten seconds of staring at her, I made my decision.
"I graduated from Washington University, right here in St. Louis. If it hadn't been for a scholarship and some grants I wouldn't have been able to go to that high dollar school. Anyway, I made the most of the help and got a degree in Business Administration. Then got a good job with a local company and started my rise up the corporate ladder."
One of the men at the table came to the end of the bar for another pitcher of beer. I stopped my tale long enough to fill his order and came back to Rebecca.
"I was making good progress in my climb but after six years or so I became disillusioned so I quit. I spent so much time working that I had basically no social life and had saved most of my salary. My expenses were minimal, you know, rent, utilities and food. Hell, I didn't even own a car; I lived within three blocks of my office and walked to work even in the winter. When I quit, I had enough money to last me three or four years before I had to find a job; but I needed something to fill my time so I decided to come back to work for Riley."
This time one of the men wanted six shots of Jack Daniels. I poured the shots and helped the guy take them back to their table. Once again I returned to Rebecca's end of the bar. I refilled her wine glass and continued.
"Like I said, I worked for Riley, pretty much full time, for about a year. Then he decided he wanted to move to Arizona to be near his son and grandkids. I gave him a big down payment and Riley set up a payment schedule that made the deal work."
"A good tavern like this would cost a lot. I'm amazed you were able to save that much in just six years."
Laughing I said, "I told you Riley made me a great deal. I gave him 50 thousand dollars down and $2500 a month."
"For how many months?" Rebecca's face got red and she added, "Sorry, it's really none of my business."
"Riley was 70 when he retired. I'll pay him the $2500 a month for the rest of his life." I shook my head and laughed again. "The old scoundrel will probably live to be 100."
Rebecca laughed with me. "Okay that's how you got the tavern but why did you leave a good job?"
"That's a story for another time, young lady."
"Is that a polite way of telling me to mind my own business?"
"No, it's a way to tell you I'll have to know you much better before I go into it."
Rebecca reached across the bar and took my hand. "Well, let's get started. How about a late supper tonight after you get done here?"
"Bar's closing," I yelled to the group at the table. "Drink up and go home."
"But it's only 11 o'clock," one of the men grumbled. "You're usually open until 2:30."
"The law says I have to close at 2:30, it doesn't say I have to stay open until then," I replied. "I'll spot you guys that last round, but drink up and leave."
Tom and Rebecca went to a little mom and pop restaurant in the neighborhood. Carmine's usually quit serving at 11. But Tom knew the owners, Pete and Theresa, so they made an exception for him. Tom and Rebecca returned the favor by ordering whatever they had left in the kitchen instead of ordering off the menu.

********************
Tom had a new sign posted in the tavern stating that Riley's would be closing at 10 PM every Monday and Thursday. Those days he and Rebecca would go to dinner or a late movie or to a dance club. Each date brought them closer together. That first night started a new chapter in Tom's life and Rebecca became the focal point.
He hired a friend that was between jobs to work Saturday evenings for him. That gave Tom a full evening and a full day with Rebecca. There were very few weekends that they didn't spend together. They had a lot of common interests. Tom found that Rebecca liked the outdoors as well as he did. They would go camping on Saturday and stay until the last minute on Sunday. In spite of Rebecca's fondness for camping and nature hikes, she had never been fishing; basically she was a city girl that had developed a love for the country.
The first time Tom took Rebecca fishing she was hooked; no pun intended. She had a little trouble learning to cast and Tom took a picture of her with fishing line covering her like a shawl. He had it enlarged, framed, and hung it in his office at the tavern.
"If things are going tough or I get stressed out, I can look at that picture and get a laugh," he explained to Rebecca who hit him hard in the shoulder.
Two months of at least twice a week dates convinced Tom that he'd found someone special. He wanted to take things to another level but knew he had some baggage to explain to Rebecca. They had just returned to his apartment after a nice dinner on a Saturday night. Sitting on the sofa with candles burning and a glass of wine their snuggling became a bit more intense. After several minutes, Tom pulled away and sat back.
"Is there something wrong with me Tom?" Rebecca asked with a playful smile.
"Wrong? No, there's nothing wrong with you."
"I know you like me and I can tell you're excited by me. But why haven't you tried to make love to me yet?"
Tom sighed, looked at the floor for a few seconds, and then shook his head.
"Before we go that far, there's a bit of my history you need to know about." Tom paused and then added, "Remember when we first met I told you there was more to the story about why I left the rat race and went back to work for Riley?" Rebecca nodded and Tom continued, "Well, as they say, this is the rest of the story. And you should know about it before we get any more serious."
"Wait," Rebecca said and refilled their wine glasses. "I've got a feeling this is going to take a while."
As she settled down on the sofa next to him, Tom began. "I went to work for Dunhill right after graduation. It was an entry level position but I paid attention and learned and got a couple of quick promotions. I was on my way; I could see myself as a senior Vice President by the time I was 30. Then I met Stella."
Tom stood and asked, "Can we go out on the patio? I need a cigar."
"You don't smoke," Rebecca said but led the way outside.
"I do when I talk about Stella." He lit a cigar and got it going good.
"Okay, you said you met Stella. What happened?" Rebecca prompted Tom. She wasn't sure where he was going with this story.
"Stella worked for a company that we did business with. We met during some meetings and being the two youngest people there we sort of gravitated toward each other. I guess you could say I fell in love with her during those meetings. She was intelligent, educated, and had a lot of business savvy. People listened to her when she spoke; at first because her looks were striking and then because what she said made sense."
Tom puffed on the cigar for several seconds, went inside, got a small glass of bourbon, and returned to the patio. "Stella was, and still is I guess, a beauty. She's about 5'10, with long blond hair and big brown eyes. If we lived in California, you'd call her a beach bunny, hard body. She was the stereotypical blond cheerleader type but as I said, she wasn't an airhead." Turning to Rebecca Tom asked, "Are you sure you want to hear this?"
Rebecca nodded. "You can't stop now. I think you owe me a full explanation."
Nodding Tom said, "Yeah, I guess I do. Anyway, Stella and I started dating. To make a long story shorter, we moved in together. We co-habituated for about a year and then got married. For three years I thought we were the happiest couple on Earth." Tom hesitated and took a long pull at his drink. He looked out over the green belt behind his condo.
"What changed?" Rebecca asked.
"Her company was an investment group and there was a big client out in California who wanted to talk to someone face to face. Stella was chosen to go meet with him; it was quite a feather in her cap."
"Sounds like a good deal for her, and for you."
"Yeah, that's what I thought, right up until she came home. Stella walked into our place and instead of kissing me hello she said the words that no man wants to hear from his wife or girl. 'We need to talk', she said." Tom started to go refill his glass but stopped himself.
"Go on. What did she want to talk about?"
"Stella told me that the client signed the contract, but he offered to double his investment if she would spend the night with him. She said she turned him down." Tom had a sad, little smile on his face.
"Well, that's good isn't it? I mean she didn't go the cheating wife route," Rebecca replied.
"Yeah that part was good, but she told me the reason she turned him down wasn't because she and I were married; she said she turned him down because she didn't want to get a reputation as the company whore. She said she should have thought about her and I and our marriage but instead she thought about her reputation first and foremost. Stella said she thought about what having an affair, even a one night stand, would do to her chances for advancement within the company and didn't like the situation. Stella asked me, 'What does that say about us and our marriage?' The next week she moved out and filed for a divorce. We split all the assets and I was on my own. "
Tom had been leaning against the rail surrounding the patio. He stood up and said, "So that's my sad tale. We were divorced pretty quick and she went on climbing the corporate ladder. I stumbled around for another year and then decided I didn't want to be there anymore and I quit; the joy had gone out of it for me. So, I rattled around doing nothing for six months and then went back to work at Riley's."
Tom looked directly at Rebecca. "I should have told you all this before. If you want to leave, I'll understand."
Rebecca got up from the chair, took Tom's hand, and led him inside to his bedroom. "You're not getting rid of me that easy Mr. Larson," she said as she closed the door.
The next day Tom and Rebecca began moving her things into his condo. She sublet her apartment; not because she wasn't sure about living with Tom but because she was making a profit on the rent she charged the new tenant. They found that the only change in their relationship was they didn't have to run back and forth between the two apartments.

********************
Tom looked up from behind the bar as the open door threw a shaft of light from the late afternoon sun into the big room. The person entering was silhouetted by the sunlight and all Tom could see was that it was a woman. As the door closed, the light in the bar played across the woman's face.
"Aw shit," Tom said in a low voice as he recognized the woman; it was his ex-wife Stella.
Tom had managed over the years to come to grips and get over the hurt, anger, and regret of Stella leaving him. But seeing her for the first time since the court date for their divorce brought back all of those suppressed and near forgotten feelings.
Stella walked over to the bar and sat on a stool opposite where Tom was working. "Hi Tom. How are you?" She asked. "It's nice to see you."
"What do you want Stella?"
"I'm here in St. Louis on business and thought I'd stop by and say hello. I thought maybe we could talk."
"Yeah? We've got nothing to talk about, so hello and goodbye Stella." Tom threw the bar towel he'd been using to wipe down the serving area into the dirty linen bin.
"But Tom, I wanted...."
"Don't care what you want Stella."
"I've missed you Tom. I've thought about you a lot; wondering if I made the right decision to leave."
"Why now? Why after better than three years?"
"I can't really say; I've just been thinking about you recently."



"Stella, I've moved on with my life. I'm happy now."
"Look Tom, I know I'm late. I know your plans don't include me. But I thought since I'm here, we could get together; for old time's sake if nothing else."
Tom didn't reply; he just shook his head.
"I'm here and I'm sort of lonely. How about you Tom, are you lonely?" Stella didn't wait for him to answer. "We could spend the night together; no need for either of us to be lonely." Tom just stared at her. "We won't worry about tomorrow; we'll just pay attention to tonight. What do you think?"

********************
"You're a little later than usual tonight," Rebecca said as Tom walked into the kitchen. She was putting the finishing touches on a meat loaf for dinner. Tom usually got home at 7 since he'd hired Jerry, the new bartender.
"Yeah, we had two softball teams came in after their game. Jerry was slammed, so I stayed and helped get their first drink order out." Tom sat down at the kitchen table and watched Rebecca bustling around the kitchen.
Rebecca turned and looked at Tom for a few seconds. "You seem distracted honey. Did something happen? Are you okay?"
"Actually, I'm really good." He hesitated and added, "Although I had an unexpected visitor today." Rebecca gave him a questioning look.
"Stella stopped in to see me tonight."
"As in your ex, Stella?"
"Yeah."
"What did she want?" Rebecca asked. Tom could tell that she wasn't happy that Stella had stopped by.
"She said she was lonely. Said we could spend the night together." Tom watched as Rebecca stiffened. "She said we could have tonight and not worry about tomorrow."
"What did you say?"
Tom hesitated and smiled to himself, making Rebecca wait for his answer. "I told her a green eyed, auburn haired, temptress already owned me and there was no room for any other woman."
"Good answer," Rebecca said. Instead of putting the meatloaf in the oven, she stored it in the refrigerator. Rebecca came over and sat in Tom's lap. "Stella had one thing right anyway."
"What?"
"We've got tonight," Rebecca answered and put her head on Tom's shoulder.
"Not just tonight Rebecca, we've got the rest of our lives."
The End
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*********************
"Jamie. Hey! Jamie Dooley, where are you headed," Mary called to the young man leaving Tully's Tavern. She was tending bar and offered, "Stick around and I'll buy you a beer."
Dooley didn't answer; he just sort of waved then stumbled out of the door. Jamie didn't bother buttoning up his coat, although it was only 5 degrees outside with a wind chill factor that brought the temperature down to minus 10.
Mary shook his head; she couldn't believe the change in her friend and neighbor. Hell, Jamie used to be bigger than life, Mary thought. He's still 6'2 but walks stooped over as if he didn't have the strength to hold himself upright; like he's an old man.
Jamie used to weigh about 210 but I doubt he's 180 right now. His dark hair is greasy and from the looks of it, it hasn't been washed in days or more. Mary sighed and shook her head again. The worse change is in his eyes. They used to be a piercing blue but now look faded and lifeless; like there's no soul in there anymore.
Jamie weaved and stumbled down the street. To any one he passed he appeared to be a drunk, but other than that life changing day, he hadn't more than one beer a day for months. He suddenly turned his head and looked at two people walking past him. Was that her name I heard? Then realizing that it was only in his head, he continued on his journey.
Damn, it's a cold day, Jamie thought as he finally closed his coat; Cold as stone; I hate days like this. The air was thin; all the leaves had turned to rust and blown off the trees. He sat down on a bench at the edge of a park and looked at the gray, overcast sky as his breath puffed out. The gathering clouds promised sleet or more likely snow. This is the type of day that I hate to be alone.
For once Jamie wasn't thinking of her, and then he thought he saw her car. He perked up as the car passed and then settled back on the bench. He shook his head and thought, that's not her car; am I ever going to get her out of my head? After several minutes, Jamie got up from the bench and shuffled the three blocks to his house. Once inside, he dropped his coat on the floor and went to his bedroom. He didn't bother to undress; he just fell across the bed and pulled a blanket over him.
"I wish you were lying in this bed beside me. Jenn, why did you have to leave?" He whispered as he drifted off into a troubled sleep.

*********************
Jamie Dooley sat up in bed the next morning. For a moment he thought about the endless outpourings of sympathy from his so called friends. If I hear, "I'm so sorry about Jennifer" and "I know it must have been a shock, her leaving that way" and "I understand how you feel, call me if I can help"; I'll start throwing things I'm so tired of all that crap. Just one more time I may shoot someone, he thought. Maybe it'll be me.
They can't know how I feel unless they've been through the same thing, Jamie continued this thought. They aren't as sorry about Jenn going as I am. And of course it was a shock; we were so happy. Problem is I can't escape her for long.
Everywhere and everyone reminds me of her because we've been everywhere together; so I never get too far from her memory. Doesn't make much difference now; they've all begun to avoid me. But I don't care. Jenn was all I ever wanted and she's gone; and God help me I want her back.
I'll go see her again, he thought. Jamie suddenly jumped out of bed and without cleaning up or eating, grabbed his coat. He walked out the door not bothering to fully close or lock it behind him. For one of the few times in the last few weeks he moved with a purpose and a goal. Jamie was going to see Jenn.
He hurried through the park like setting and stopped in front of the large, carved, stone monolith. He read the inscription chiseled into the face of the granite for about the thousandth time.

Jennifer Kelly Dooley
Beloved Wife
1985 – 2011
The cold darkening sky began to spit sleet and snow as Jamie knelt in front of Jenn's final resting place. He placed his hands on the tombstone, and bowed his head. After several minutes, he raised his eyes to look at the cold, stone marker again. "Jenn, wait for me. I'm stuck here in this place for now but I'll find a way," he promised out loud.
And that's how the police found him two days later, Mary said. Jamie's had succumbed to the sleet, the freezing temperatures and weeks of self neglect, but the smile on his face told them that he'd gone to be with his Jennifer.
The End At least in this world.
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********************
Jacob Tully waved at Rollie Chambers and Jessica Talbert as they walked into Rigazzi's Italian Restaurant. He stood when they joined him at his table. There were two ladies sitting with Tully.
"Hey guys, thanks for coming," Tully greeted them. He shook Rollie's hand and hugged Jessica.
Julie Colwell also stood. Hi Jessica, hi Rollie," she said and hugged both Rollie and Jessica. Julie was Nurse Colwell, the lead RN at the St. Louis University Medical Center Hospital. She had met Rollie and Jessica when they were admitted to the hospital after a carjacking gone bad. Julie had met Tully at the same time. Over a short period of time she and Tully had become something more than friends with benefits.
"Okay what's the deal Tully? What do you need?" Rollie harassed him with a grin. It didn't matter what his friend wanted, Rollie was there for him and would help in any way he could.
"This is Julie's sister, Victoria Jessup," Tully said introducing the second woman at the table. "She's got a problem with her daughter."
While listening and nodding Rollie held Jessica's chair. "Hello Victoria," he said as he sat down next to Jessica. Over Victoria's shoulder he saw Antonio Rigazzi, the owner of the restaurant. Antonio waved and Rollie returned his greeting. He and Rollie had been friends for years and now Jessica and Tully had joined the friendship. "Tony" grabbed a bottle of a special wine he kept for VIPs and friends. He handed the bottle to his head waiter and motioned toward Rollie and his party. The waiter brought five glasses to the table and poured the wine with a flourish.
After taking a sip of wine and nodding at Tony, Rollie said, "I guess maybe Jess could help you Victoria. She is a psychiatrist; however she's not involved in family counseling."
"No, it's not that kind of problem," Tully interjected. "Well, not totally anyway. I need your help on this Rollie."
"Maybe you should explain," Jessica suggested. "What kind of problem are you having with your daughter Victoria?"
The family resemblance between Julie and Victoria was obvious. Victoria had the same dark hair, gray eyes, and slender build as Julie but looked to be about 36; two years younger than her sister. Victoria's eyes were troubled and she had stress lines around her mouth.
"Call me Vicky please," she said with a sad smile. "I didn't know what to do so I talked to Julie, she talked to Tully, and he suggested we talk to you and Rollie." Taking a deep breath, she added, "My daughter, Roxanne, is being held against her will. She joined a, I guess you'd say it's like a religious cult or whatever. It's called the Church of the One World and now she wants to leave but she can't."
"How old is your daughter?" Rollie asked.
"She turned 18 four months ago, just before she joined the Church of the One World."
"If she's 18, Roxy is considered an adult and free to make her own decisions," Rollie offered. "If she joined this church on her own, there's not much we can do
"Wait," Tully said when he saw the look on Rollie's face. "Vicky got a letter last week from Roxy that makes her think Roxy isn't allowed to leave. She mentioned a poem in the letter and Vicky thinks it's a code from Roxy saying that she's not allowed to leave. The commune has a secured compound but no one knows for sure where it is, so Vicky hasn't been able to visit and talk with her daughter. I, we, need to find her and make sure she still wants to be there."
"And if she doesn't, we'll get her out. Right?" Rollie asked.
"That's about it."
"Why does her mentioning this poem makes you think she's not allowed to leave?" Jessica asked.
"Roxy wrote that she was very happy being part of the Church and the guidance that Father Jeremiah, the head of the church, was giving her. She said they lived in a sort of enclosed campus that has houses and a tall stone fence to keep the evil of the world out. Roxy said that Father Jeremiah encouraged her to continue reading poetry, like she did in school; said he thought it was a good way to learn about the sins of the world. She said one of her favorites is called 'A Lament'."
"And?" Jessica asked,
Well...Roxy has never been interested poetry, in fact she hated it in school; so I naturally read the poem," Vicky answered. "The poem is by Percy Shelley, and it's sort of a downer." She reached into her purse and pulled out a printed page. "Here; I went online and printed it out."
Jessica took the paper and read the poem with Rollie looking over her shoulder.


A Lament
O World! O Life! O Time!
On whose last steps I climb,
Trembling at that where I had stood before;
When will return the glory of your prime?
No more -Oh, never more!
Out of the day and night
A joy has taken flight:
Fresh spring, and summer, and winter hoar
Move my faint heart with grief, but with delight
No more -Oh, never more!
Percy Bysshe Shelley
When Jessica looked up after reading the poem, Vicky said, "I think her letters are being inspected and censored so she used this poem to let me know she wants to leave but can't. I need your help finding Roxy and getting her out of that commune."
Rollie looked at Tully with a raised eyebrow. "Right now all we have is Vicky's feeling that her daughter wants to come home. We can't go on a search and destroy mission without more information."
"I know my daughter," Vicky objected. "I know she wants to come home."
"Vicky, it wouldn't be the first time that a young person broke away from their parents," Jessica interjected. "It happens all the time." She held up her hand when Vicky started to speak. "I'm not saying you're wrong, but we need to make sure before we turn these two loose on the Church of One World." Jessica smiled as she looked at Rollie and Tully. "My two men are a force of nature, like a tornado. When they get going all you can do is find shelter and wait for it to blow over."
"When I find this Church of the One World's compound, I'll talk to Roxy and if she wants out I'll bring her out," Tully promised with a grim smile. He paused and looked at Rollie with an intense stare. "No matter who gets in the way, I'll bring her home."
Jessica reached across the table and took Tully's hand. "How can we help?"
"I've checked with all my sources but can't find any information on the location of the church compound. I was hoping you'd use your informants and find a lead for me Rollie."
Rollie took a long sip of his wine and nodded his appreciation to Tony. "You're not exactly the most diplomatic person," Rollie responded with a grim smile of his own. Then he returned Tully's stare. "I'll go you one better my friend, not only will we find out about this compound but when you go to talk to her, I'll go with you." He smiled and said, "I can be diplomatic when need be; unlike a certain broken down old Gunnery Sergeant that I know."
"You're going to help my sister and niece?" Julie asked.
"You're special to Tully, Julie," Rollie answered. "That makes you special to Jessica and me; for good or bad you're part of the family now." Turning toward Vicky, he smiled and added, "That includes Julie's sister and niece. Get us a recent picture of Roxy and we'll get started. Don't worry, Chambers and Associates are on the job."
"Thanks man," Tully said. Julie and Vicky got teary eyed and nodded their thanks.
"Chambers and Associates?" Vicky asked with a puzzled tone.
"That's Rollie's detective agency," Jessica answered. "It consists of Rollie, Tully, and me." Turning to Rollie, she added, "You two macho types are ready to go off on a, what did you call it, a search and destroy mission. Maybe there's a better way. What about Ricky?"
"Damn, I forgot all about Ricky," Rollie said. Tully had a surprised look on his face; showing that he too had forgotten about Ricky.
"Who's Ricky?" Julie asked.
"Ricky Willard works for the St. Louis Police Department as a cyber crime specialist," Tully answered. "He was a college student that ran a gambling ring in college. Ricky also hacked into the school's main frame and changed people's grades; all for a price of course."
"When he got caught, among others things, the judge gave him 200 hours of community service," Rollie said. "Major Taylor thought it would be a good idea for Ricky to work for the Department. Ricky's been there ever since."
"I don't know how, but he can find a lot of information using his computer," Jessica said. Turning to Rollie and then Tully she added, "You should call him for help."
"From the mouth of babes," Rollie said grinning at Jessica. "Or in this case a babe."
"I'll go see Major Taylor tomorrow and see if we can borrow Ricky," Tully said.
"We'll go see him Tully," Rollie said.

********************
"The only address we can find on the Church of the One World is the post office box they listed with the city for their license as a nonprofit organization," Rollie told Ricky.
"That's because you're not me," Ricky said with a big grin.
Rollie looked skeptical but Tully said, "Listen to the boy. Go ahead Ricky."
"All nonprofit entities must have an actual address listed with authorities," Ricky explained. "The commission will keep that information confidential and sealed from the public eye, but they must have a physical address on file." The young man laughed and added, "Of course, I'm not the normal public. Who's the head of the church, do you know?"
"All we know is that he goes by the name of Father Jeremiah," Rollie answered. "No last name; we don't even know if that's his real first name."
"Not a problem. Give minute."
Ricky cracked his knuckles, dramatically shook out his hands and started typing on the keyboard of his computer. His fingers moved at "warp" speed and shortly he turned the monitor toward them. "Here you go; Father Jeremiah is really Jeremiah Foster Sullivan. The church has a four house compound at this address on Clermont Lane; it's in the high dollar district of Creve Coeur."
"Thanks Ricky," Tully said.
"Here, read this bio of Sullivan," Ricky suggested and handed Tully a print out of the information he'd found. "According to this information, Sullivan had been involved in a "church" in Oregon four years previously. He was arrested and had left town under suspicious circumstances."
"What happened?" Tully asked.
"The records are sealed," Ricky answered. "Seems some kind of deal was made; Sullivan left town and no public records were made available."
"Well...I would like to know why he had to leave," Rollie said. "But with the court records sealed, I guess we'll never find out."
"Oh ye of little faith," Ricky replied with a smile. He handed Rollie another print out. "That's the official record."
"How did you get this Ricky?" Tully asked as he began to read the arrest records.
"Don't ask. Just remember, if it's on a computer somewhere, it can always be found." Ricky smiled and sat back in his chair; he appeared to be very pleased with himself.

********************
"You were right Jessica," Tully said. "Ricky found the church's address for us and some information on this Father Jeremiah."
"Father Jeremiah was run out of Oregon," Rollie told her. "It seems he used his 'church' to extort money from his disciples' parents and seemed to be involved in some home robberies."
"Does Vicky have money?" Jessica asked.
"Now that you mention it, she and Julie just got a large inheritance when their parents died last year," Tully answered. "Somewhere around a quarter of a million dollars."
Tully started toward the front door. "I'm gonna take a drive out to Creve Coeur."
"Hold on Tully," Jessica requested. "I've read some psychological reports on cults or religious groups of this kind. Seems if anyone wanted information about certain members or wanted to see them, they would be sent to a different area; the churches said they left to do missionary work and were unreachable except by monthly mail runs. Father Jeremiah, if he's who you think he is, might hide Roxy from us."
"I won't give him a chance to send Roxy away. I'll raise hell until I get to see her; I'll force my way in if I have to."
"I'm with you," Rollie said to his friend. "If that's what you want to do Tully. But think about the innocent people who might get hurt. Think about the collateral damage."
"What innocent people?"
"Not all of the people in that compound are part of the, I guess you'd call it the inner circle, and they'll be the ones Father Jeremiah calls on to stop you." Rollie caught Tully's eye and asked, "Are you prepared to drop some 19 year old girl standing between you and Roxy?"
The former Gunnery Sergeant had spent a career going to war zones and into harm's way, but Rollie's comment about innocent people got to him. Tully hesitated; he knew Rollie had a plan in mind. "What's your idea?"
"Let me turn my CI Calvin "The Fence" loose and see what he can find out for us," Rollie suggested. "Worst case scenario, we wait a week and then we storm the beaches like you said.
"CI means Confidential Informant, doesn't it?" Jessica asked. At Rollie's nod, she said, "See, I'm learning all that cop lingo."
"What'da you say Tully?"
After several seconds, Tully answered, "Okay, but no more than a week and then we go on a search and destroy mission."

********************
"Hey Rollie, come see me," Calvin's message on Rollie's phone suggested. "I've got some information on those religious freaks."
It had been six days since Rollie had first talked to his CI. During that time, Chambers and Associates hadn't been idle. Ricky had found some interesting information about the finances of the Church of the One World. Its accounts had extremely large balances; Father Jeremiah claimed the accounts weren't profit but operating costs for the church and its missions. Bull, Tully said.
Tully and Rollie both talked to some friends in the St. Louis Police Department. Father Jeremiah and the Church of the One World were implicated in several home robberies. The church ran a house cleaning and landscaping business using its disciples for a work force. There had been complaints from several of the church's customers about valuables and expensive items missing from some of the homes. There wasn't enough proof to charge the church but it and its members were persons of interest now.
"Rollie, that bastard Jeremiah is cuttin into my business," Calvin said when Rollie called him.
"Got a little competition in your fencing operation do you?"
Calvin was a fence for stolen property. The crooks and robbers would bring their loot to Calvin and he would sell it for them. Depending on the items he would usually get about 50 cents on the dollar for them; then he would give the crooks about half of the selling price. The other half was his charge for arranging the sale.
"Yeah, his people do jobs and steal things. Instead of bringing it to me to fence, he does it himself and cuts me out of the profit. "It's not fair," Calvin complained.
"My heart bleeds for you Calvin," Rollie said with a small grin. "What else did you find out?"
"This so called Father Jeremiah sends some of his trusted members to the houses; they must be part of his core group because they're the ones that do the stealing. Not all the houses are hit, just the ones in high dollar areas. He also sends people out to hand out pamphlets and brochures about the church and to panhandle for money. That group probably isn't part of the inner circle."
"The robberies must bring in a lot of money considering the church's bank account," Tully remarked.
"I'm sure it does, but I hear the begging and such brings in two to five thousand a day, every day, including the weekends," Calvin said.
"Where do these people do their begging?" Rollie asked.
"There are two areas they concentrate on. Around the city government buildings of the more exclusive cities, like Creve Coeur, Clayton, and Frontenac and at the malls and shopping centers; also in these high dollar areas."
Calvin looked at some notes he'd made and added, "The people getting hand outs are usually young, good looking men and woman. They look to be no more than 20. It's easy to get businessmen to give money to pretty girls."
"Thanks Calvin," Rollie said. "This info helps a lot. I owe you one."
"Just get rid of this Father Jeremiah; he's cutting into my profit margin," Calvin replied with a smile.
Back at Rollie's apartment, Tully said, "Maybe Roxy is one of the beggars. I could just walk up to her and talk to her. If she wants to come home, I'll bring her out."
"What if she's not at the site you go to?" Jessica asked. "What if they work in shifts and you miss her?" She walked over and put her hand on Tully's arm. "We need to go watch them for a while. What do you call it, a reconnaissance mission?"
"Makes sense to me Tully," Rollie said. Then in a low voice that only Tully could hear he said, "We'll make a reconnaissance in force. If we see her, we'll grab her and bring her home. She wants to go back to the church; we'll give her a lift."
"Now you're talking," Tully softly replied with a big grin. "I thought you were goin soft on me."
"What's that you said?" Jessica asked.
"Nothing," Tully answered. "Good idea Jessica. We'll start tomorrow."
Over the next few days, Rollie and Tully did a recon mission. They each had the picture of Roxy that Vicky had provided and staked out each of the municipalities that Ricky had mentioned. The city government centers were covered in the mornings and at lunch time; their afternoons and early evenings were spent in the two or three malls in the area.
"Jess was right," Rollie admitted after five days. "It's hit or miss of finding Roxy this way; so far it's been miss."
"Maybe we should have a look see at the compound," Tully replied. "We could check it out early morning to see who leaves."
The next morning they drove around the church compound. The property was one of the forerunners of a gated community. It was surrounded by a high stone wall with only two large decorative iron gates into the property; they were opposite of each other on a two block road from one side of the compound to the other. The wall encompassed a complete city block. The top of the wall and the gates had wrought iron bars topped with spear shaped sharp finials. This made it difficult for anyone to scale the walls or the gates.
Rollie and Tully parked in a borrowed white van with a plumbing company's logo on the side about a hundred yards south of the main entrance to the Church of the One World's compound. Rollie fired up his laptop and compared the images from an online map site to what they could actually see.
There were four large brick and stone houses inside the walls. Any one of the houses, in normal times, would have been worth three to four hundred thousand dollars. But because of the economy and the real estate market, Ricky had found out that Jeremiah and the church had been able to purchase the compound for less than a million dollars; a real steal. For two days they watched but never saw Roxy. The third morning there was a commotion at the security gate.
A man about 40 was yelling through and kicking the gate. Rollie and Tully couldn't hear what he was yelling, but he appeared to be very angry. Two large men who were guarding the compound opened the gate and confronted the angry man. One of the guards pushed the man, hit him with several punches and knocked him to the ground. It was over before Rollie or Tully could get out of the van. The beaten man slowly got to his feet, then to his car, and drove away.



Rollie followed the injured man until he stopped at a convenience store. The man went inside and returned with some bandages and was trying to clean and bandage a cut high on his cheek and one over his left eye.
"Let me give you a hand," Rollie said as he walked up to the man. "Looks like that guard got in a couple of good shots.
At first the man was suspicious but Rollie's open manner and smile calmed him. As Rollie bandaged the cuts, he said, "Hell there was two of them." Then he chuckled. "As big as they were it only took one though."
"What were you trying to do?" Tully asked.
"I'm Ted Summers; my daughter, Sally, is living at the church or commune or cult or whatever you call it. I wanted to talk to her and try to get her to come home." He shook his head. "Guess the church doesn't want visitors."
Rollie patted the man on the shoulder and said "Hang in there buddy. Maybe a new day is coming." He and Tully went back to the van and drove to Rollie's apartment.
Those guards are ex Special Forces," Tully said as entered Rollie's.
"Special Forces?"
"Or Marine Recon. They've had training." Tully scratched his head and asked, "Now why would a church hire ex military for guards? I mean any security company could guard the compound. So, why Special Forces?"
"Maybe they're just trying to find God in their own way."
"The only God that type worship is Mars."
"Mars?"
"The Roman God of War."
"It's nice to see how much smarter you've become hanging around me Tully."
"Isn't you that's made me smarter, it's Jessica."
"What's Jessica?" She asked as she came down the hallway, into the living room, and kissed Rollie hello.
"Tully says the reason he's gotten smarter is because of you," Rollie answered with a grin.
Jessica walked over to Tully. "Mama's little boy is doing good," she said patting him on the shoulder.
He nodded and smiled at her; she meant almost as much to him as to Rollie. "We saw something interesting today," Tully told her. "A man named Ted Summers tried to get into the church compound to see his daughter, her name is Sally; He didn't have much success."
Rollie explained to Jessica what they had seen and what Summers had told them later. "He even said he was afraid that Jeremiah would send his daughter to another location now that he pushed to get in to see her."
"Makes me glad I didn't try to talk to Roxy about coming home," Jessica said. Laughing at the surprised looks on her man's face, she added, "Oh by the way, did I forget to mention I saw Roxy today?"
"Where? When? How" Rollie asked in surprise.
"I've been going to different city centers while you've been at the compound. I found Roxy today at the Creve Coeur city hall." She held up her hand before Rollie or Tully could ask the question. "There she was, handing out pamphlets and asking for money."
"Does she want to come home?" Tully asked.
"I couldn't ask her because there was a young man standing with her." Jessica looked at Rollie and said, "I didn't want to alert them to our interest in her."
"Good thinking Jess," Rollie replied. "The last thing we want is for Jeremiah to send her away; we might never find her then. We'll be there when Roxy shows up tomorrow. Between Tully and I, I think we can deal with a couple of the disciples."
"Won't work," Jessica answered. "They never send the novices to the same place two days in a row. Roxy was able to tell me that without alerting the man with her."
"What are you planning Jess? What's going on in that devious mind of yours? " Rollie's question was delivered with an "Oh No" laugh and a grin.
"I've got to hear this," Tully said.
"Well...I hope to convince them that I'm a disillusioned, grieving widow with a lot of money and I'm interested in finding a refuge from the world at least until I get over my husband's death." She chuckled. "The young man standing with Roxy was very interested, especially when I mentioned the money, and told me that an elder, Brother Samuel by name, would be happy to meet with me, so I set up an appointment. I'm going to meet him at the coffee shop across from City Hall at 10 in a couple of days." Jessica gave Rollie and Tully an almost evil grin. "I'm going to show an interest in joining the Church of the One World and hope to be invited into their compound; at least for a tour anyway."
"And then what?"
"I can make contact with Roxy; I'll see if she wants to come home and let you two know. If possible you guys can meet us and take both of us home. If not we can get Frank Wends and the police involved." Jessica smiled, proud of her idea. "I told the young man that I'd feel better if there was a woman at the meeting. I didn't mention Roxy but I smiled at her when he agreed to have one of the Sisters at the meeting."
"If they do have Roxy there, we'll be close by and we can talk to her," Rollie said.
"We'll have an intervention and innocent church members, elders or security be damned; if she wants to leave we'll bring her with us," Tully added with conviction. "No matter who's with her, I'll take Roxy home."
"I set the meeting for two days away on purpose," Jessica continued. Turning to Tully she asked, "Just in case Roxy's not there, can you get Ricky to set up an identity for me that will back my story about being a rich widow? I'm sure Jeremiah or one of his people will check me out before they offer me a place in the church."
"Sure, I'll call him right now," Tully answered and took out his cell phone. Walking out onto the patio, he made the call.
"What did you mean a place in the church Jess?" Rollie asked; but he had a pretty good idea what his lady had planned.
"Well...I thought that I might have to become a Sister of the Church of the One World to get to see Roxy."
"No Jess, no. It could be dangerous," Rollie protested. "I won't let you do it."
"Really?" Jessica said putting her hands on her hips and facing Rollie. "When did you become the one that decides that I can do or not do something that might have a little risk involved?"
She looks like Super Girl, Rollie thought. All she needs is a cape. He took Jessica's hands and pulled her close to him. "When I fell in love with you Jess; that's when I became the one that protects you."
Jessica gave a small nod, leaned into Rollie, and kissed him. "I know Rollie, but I'm a big girl now. I think I can outwit some self proclaimed Messiah. Please, I'm part of Chambers and Associates too and I want to help Vicky and Roxy."
"She makes a lot of sense, if you ask me," Tully said coming back inside from the patio. "Ricky is giving you an identity as we speak, Jessica. He's using this address, setting up false bank accounts, and planting stories about the untimely death of your husband. Oh, by the way, your name is Jessica Tully, widow of Bill Tully, a prominent real estate broker." He grinned at Rollie and Jessica. "I think it has a nice ring to it, don't you?"
Rollie stared at Jessica as he held her and after several seconds, he sighed and nodded his head. "You told Vicky there was no stopping Tully and me; I guess there's no stopping you either." He gave her a quick kiss and asked, "Okay, what's the plan."

********************
Jessica was a little nervous as she entered the "City Hall Coffee Shop". A dark haired man rose from his seat at a back table to greet her. His face was pocked marked and his complexion was pasty white. As he stood, she could see that he was three or four inches over six feet and very thin. The young man that had been standing next to Roxy was with him as was a woman about Jessica's age.
"Mrs. Tully, I'm Brother Samuel," he introduced himself and his companions. "I'm an elder of the Church of the One World. You've already met Brother Michael and this is Sister Sarah."
"Mrs. Jessica Tully," she answered and shook Samuel's hand. She was using a put on somewhat snooty accent mostly heard in the high brow society of the northeast part of the country.
"Please sit down Mrs. Tully. Would you like coffee?"
"I prefer tea please."
"Michael, tea for Mrs. Tully and myself."
Brother Michael jumped to comply with Samuel's orders. He soon brought two cups, two small pitchers of hot water, and a selection of several types of tea bags. Michael and Sarah already had coffee in front of them.
"So different from the continent, so American" Jessica remarked.
"You mean Europe?" Samuel asked. "Have you spent much time there?"
"Just some summer trips, you know. When my late husband and I spent two months in England we became used to the way tea is served there." Jessica busied herself fixing her tea.
"And what can our church do to help you Mrs. Tully? I understand from Michael here that you're looking for sanctuary."
"Actually it was the young lady who was with him that I mostly talked to. I'd rather hoped she would be here today."
"Sister Roxanne had other duties to attend to this morning," Samuel replied.
"I see. Well to answer your question, I would like someplace to collect my thoughts for a few months. Mr. Tully, my late husband, always protected me from the, shall we say, the ugliness of the world. Without him I'm at a bit of a loss."
"The Church of the One World can offer you a safe haven Mrs. Tully. It's possible that you could live with us in our compound." Samuel paused and added, "Of course a donation from you would help cover expenses and pave the way for other believers to enjoy the same place of tranquility.'
"Of course; even as sheltered as I've been, I know that money is a necessary evil. How much would be appropriate?"
"From each according to his ability, to each according to his need," Samuel quoted.
"Sounds sort of like something that a Marxist would say," Jessica replied.
Samuel stared at Jessica for a few seconds. In spite of her appearance, this woman is no air head, he thought. I'll have to be careful with this one.
"All it means is that you can give or donate what you can afford or what you feel you should." Samuel smiled. "Of course worldly goods only keep you attached to, what you called, the ugliness of society."
"I'd like to meet your leader, Father Jeremiah I think you said, before I make a decision," Jessica answered. "And I'd like to talk to some other women within your church, no offense Sister Sarah. Perhaps that young lady I talked to the other day. Was it Roxanne you said? She and I seemed to connect."
"I'm sorry; Father Jeremiah doesn't leave the peace of our compound very often."
"Father Jeremiah will just have to make an exception in my case. If you and your church expect me to divest myself of some of my worldly goods, I want to make sure where the money is going and how it will be used." Jessica stood and offered a card to Samuel. "Here is my cell number; give me a call if your Father Jeremiah would like to meet." She started to leave but stopped and turned back after a few steps. "Just don't take too long; there are other sanctuaries that I can investigate."
"Damn, it's like I thought. She's no empty headed socialite," Samuel said out loud after Jessica walked away. "Come on Michael and Sarah, we've got to talk to Father Jeremiah."

********************
"Ricky just called and said someone's been doing a computer scan of Jessica's nom de plume," Tully told Rollie and Jessica the next afternoon.
"Is that identity going to stand up to scrutiny?" Rollie asked.
"Don't worry; Ricky's the best there is," Tully answered. "He told me he made Mrs. Tully sort of an eccentric. She gives money to all kinds of charities; Save the Whales, Greenpeace, and the American Historical Society, just to name a few. If Jeremiah's the scam artist we think, he won't be able to resist trying for Jessica's money."
Jessica had given Samuel the number to a prepaid cell phone and that phone rang as if on command. "Jessica Tully," she answered. "Of course Father Jeremiah." Those words grabbed Rollie and Tully's attention. "Eleven would be fine." After a few seconds of listening she said, "I'm looking forward to meeting you too. See you tomorrow."
"Yes," Jessica said giving a fist pump. Turning to Rollie she said, "We've got the bastard. I'll meet him tomorrow and he promised to have Roxy with him."
"Where?"
"Same coffee shop as before."

********************
"Mrs. Tully, I'm Jeremiah Sullivan. The faithful of the church call me Father Jeremiah."
Jessica looked at the man as she shook his hand and sat down. Sullivan was about six feet 3, with a strong slender build. His hair was almost white and worn fashionably long over his ears and his shirt collar. He's a handsome devil, Jessica thought. With that deep voice and his good looks, I can see where young women, and even young men, would be taken in by him. That two thousand dollar custom made suit doesn't hurt his image either.
"You know Brother Samuel and Sister Sarah from your last meeting," Sullivan continued. "How may the Church of the One World help you through this trying time?"
"I want a place to, oh I guess, to getting away from it all; sort of a safe haven as Samuel called it." Sullivan started to respond but Jessica held up her hand to stop him. "But...I'm not some naïve, grief stricken widow, Mr. Sullivan. I plan to provide to monetary consideration to whoever provides this haven."
"If I may ask, why someone like us and not just a secluded retreat."
"That's a good question. I'm capable, monetarily, to go or do whatever I want, but all my life I've helped worthwhile organizations. I thought that joining someplace like your church would allow me to find a place for myself and help others at the same time."
"I'm certain we can do both things for you," Sullivan replied. He quickly hid the look of greed in his eyes.
"But I expect certain things and one of those would be to meet and talk with members of your church before I commit any money. And that means talking to someone I, well know is a little strong, but someone I've at least talked to before; like your Sister Roxanne." Turning her head toward Samuel, she said, "I told you that I'd like for Roxanne to be here. Why isn't she?"
"She had other duties today," Sullivan answered. "Is there any particular reason for your interest in Sister Roxanne?"
"Not really. It's just that I talked to her, along with Michael, the first time and we seem to connect somewhat," Jessica answered. "She's new to the order from what she said and I'd like to get her opinion on the church." I have to be careful not to put too much emphasis on Roxy or we might never see her, she thought silently. "I have close to 250 thousand dollars available for a charity and I want to make sure it goes to a worthy cause."
Sullivan studied Jessica for several seconds. "May I suggest you come back to the compound with us for a tour? I will make sure Sister Roxanne is available if it will make you feel better. I'm sure you will see that we can be that worthy cause."
"I have an appointment with my investment counselor, I'll have to call and reschedule." Jessica took out the special cell phone and made a call. "It's Mrs. Tully, Mr. Chambers. I'm going to take a tour this morning of the property we talked about. Could we reschedule our meeting for later today? Yes, I'll call and let you know when. Thank you Mr. Chambers." Turning she said, "Lead on Mr. Sullivan, I'll follow in my own vehicle."
"Father Jeremiah, please," Sullivan suggested.
"Not just yet Mr. Sullivan, not just yet."
"I'll ride with you to show the way so you won't get lost," Sullivan said. "We can talk more during the drive."
"Fine," Jessica answered. She nodded and led him to a Cadillac CTS-V coupe. Sullivan knew the sporty car had a list price of over 60 thousand dollars but what he didn't know was that it had been 'borrowed' from the police impound lot. It had been confiscated from a local drug dealer and made available to Rollie by his friend Detective Frank Wend of the St. Louis Police Department. The call she made had been to Rollie; she didn't want him and Tully to come storming in when she left with Sullivan.
Jessica followed 'Father Jeremiah's' directions and they stopped in front of one of the gates into the compound within 20 minutes. Driving through the huge wrought iron gate she stopped in front of the largest of the houses that Jeremiah pointed to.
"This is our meeting place and our center for worship. It also holds our offices, our communal kitchen and dining room," he said.
"Where do your people sleep?"
"Those houses across the way are the dormitories," he answered pointing to the large brick and stone buildings. "The men are housed on the first floor and the women on the second. Those are the closest to our place of worship."
"Would I be expected to live with the women? I mean I'm not used to having to share a room or a bath with anyone." Jessica's face showed displeasure at the idea.
"I'm sure we can find accommodations suitable for a woman of your stature," Jeremiah smoothly replied. "Let's take a tour of the complete compound," he suggested and pointed to a golf cart designed for carrying passengers.
As they rode, Jeremiah pointed out the features of the property. "As you can see, we are surrounded by high stone walls which keep the world at bay as we organize our ministry. There are only two entrances to the compound," he said motioning to the two iron gates. "We have people on the gates 24/7 to keep out, shall we say, undesirables."
"How many members do you have Father Jeremiah?"
The man noticed the change from Mr. Sullivan to Father Jeremiah and smiled. Got you, he thought. "We have six novices as we call them, just starting out on the path to enlightenment. There are also twenty five full members, four elders, and myself." He gave Jessica a self effacing smile. "We are small in number but mighty in our beliefs."
As they arrived back in front of the large house, Jessica got out of the golf cart and faced Jeremiah. "I would like to meet some of the members if I could."
"I thought you might, so I have a few waiting for us in the meeting hall, including Sister Roxanne."
Preceded by Father Jeremiah into the meeting hall, Jessica saw approximately ten people in front of a low stage area. Most were seated but three young women knelt at the front of the group. Jessica looked at Jeremiah with an unspoken question.
"Those seated are full members," he answered. "And the ones kneeling are novices."
That must be a type of altar, Jessica thought, looking at the raised area. Although I don't see a crucifix, a cross, or statues; in fact there's nothing of a religious nature. Makes me wonder if good ole Father Jeremiah is really a man of God, or just a scam artist. Jessica smiled to herself, guess I know the answer to that question, she thought.
Jeremiah introduced Jessica to the seated members, but they were just a sea of faces and names to her. The only ones she really paid attention to were the novices.
"This is Novice Sally, Novice Gretchen, and you know young Sister Roxanne," Jeremiah said as he paraded the young women in front of Jessica.
Jessica nodded. "I like to talk with you in more depth after I talk to the other members. Will you be able to wait for me?"
"They will be here when you're ready to speak with them Mrs. Tully," Jeremiah answered for the girls. His look at the novices made it plain that they were to make themselves available.
Jessica spent about twenty minutes talking to the people of the congregation. The women outnumbered the men two to one. Each of the church members talked about how wonderful the church, the compound, and Father Jeremiah were. Sounds like a real sales pitch to me, Jessica thought.
She returned to the novices trying to think of a way to get Roxy alone, away from prying eyes and ears. "Roxanne, is that your name, would you show me to the bathroom? I'm afraid I drank too much coffee at the meeting with Father Jeremiah."



Roxy looked at Jeremiah and seeing him nod, led Jessica to the facilities. Motioning Roxy to follow her into the bathroom, Jessica made sure the room was empty, opening each of the four stalls. She turned on two of the faucets at the sinks. This would defeat any microphones bugging the room; there was nothing she could do about video.
"I'm a friend of your mother's Roxy; my name is Jessica Talbert. She thought from what you said in your letters that you want to come home. Is that right?"
"Oh yes," Roxy answered. "I've tried to leave but Father Jeremiah or one of the elders are always around. They make sure none of the novices are left on their own. Sally, who you met, well her father tried to get in to see her and got beat up at the gate. Jeremiah lets no one into the compound, except for people thinking about joining the church; like you."
Roxy paused and smiled. "I just remembered; Tully, that's the name of the man my Aunt Julie is dating."
Jessica smiled. "Tully and my boyfriend Rollie are helping your mother. If you want to leave, we'll get you out." Roxy nodded and Jessica continued, "I'll call Rollie and let him know I talked to you and that you want to leave. Then we can contact the police and get you out of here."
"Can't I go with you when you leave?" Roxy requested.
"I'll see what I can do, but I don't want to bring to much attention to you. I've heard stories of girls, and boys, like you being sent to other areas when people got too nosey."
Jessica and Roxy rejoined Jeremiah. "I like what I see Father Jeremiah. Let me call Mr. Chambers and tell him what I've found. In my meeting with him this afternoon I can make arrangements for the funds I spoke of to be made available."
"That's wonderful news, Mrs. Tully. Our church is poor and any donations will help us spread the word.
Taking out her cell phone, Jessica dialed Rollie. "Mrs. Tully again Mr. Chambers; I should be in your office in an hour." She paused, listened, and said, "Oh yes, the church is just what I'm looking for. The membership isn't too large, about 30 acolytes, so I won't feel lost in the pack as it were. Yes the compound is quite secure; there are only two entrances to the property and they both have very large iron gates. There are also two guards at each gate to ensure privacy. Isn't that thoughtful of Father Jeremiah? Okay, see you in an hour."
Jessica hung up. Jeremiah had listened unashamedly to the one sided conversation and smiled.
"I'll return tomorrow, if I may, with my things," Jessica told Jeremiah.
"And the donation you spoke of?"
"Don't worry Father Jeremiah; you'll get everything you have coming," Jessica replied with a smile. And she thought, you have no idea what you're going to get.

********************
Rollie and Tully pulled in behind the Cadillac that Jessica was driving; they were in a parking lot previously agreed upon. They knelt by the open driver's window and smiled at her.
"You should have been an actress Jessica," Tully said with a big grin. "Hell, you had me believing you're some kind of crazy widow."
"Did you see my performance?"
"Yes Jess, we saw," Rollie told her. "We had you covered all the way until you drove into the compound. And the gates and guards wouldn't have stopped us if things had gone south. We would have staged a very strong intervention if necessary."
Jessica touched the side of Rollie's face and smiled at Tully. "I know; I wasn't afraid because I knew my two knights were close by. What now? I'm supposed to go back there tomorrow."
"Someone will be going tomorrow, but it won't be you." Tully turned to Rollie and asked, "You talk to Wends?"
"Yep, Frank said he can demand to get into the compound to find Roxie based on Jessica's testimony; said he won't have a problem getting a search warrant. He also said he'll bring out anyone else that wants to leave." Rollie leaned in the window and kissed Jessica. "Slide over Jess, and we'll return the car to Frank and he can take your statement."
"Get in the passenger side Rollie. I like driving this thing. You've got your Corvette and I've got this beauty; at least until we get back to Frank at the Precinct."
"Y'all might just have to buy this one when it comes up in the annual police auction," Tully said. "Glad Julie didn't get to drive it. A poor ole Gunnery Sergeant can't afford a rig like this."
"Tully, you forget we know how well your Missouri Tactical Academy is doing," Jessica teased. "With your pensions and that income you can certainly afford a car like this for Julie." The she and Rollie laughed at the look on Tully's face.
Later at Police Precinct 16, all three of Chamber's and Associates, talked to Detective Frank Wends.
"Like I told you, with a search warrant I can force my way into the compound to find Roxy," Frank told them. "I'm working on the warrant; should have it by 10 tomorrow morning."
"So what's the problem," Rollie asked. "You getting too old to serve a warrant?"
"That'll be the day." Frank smiled at his former partner and friend. "I think we have a leak in the department someplace. When I apply for the warrant, I'm afraid that this Jeremiah character will hear about us coming and take the girl away before we can get there."
"A leak?" Rollie responded. "Are you sure?"
Frank shrugged his shoulders. "There have been instances where certain less than reputable characters have been warned about upcoming search warrants." He shook his head. "I can get a warrant based on what Jessica saw and heard, but I can't get a full task force to serve it."
"Why not?" Tully asked.
"You know its contract time right? Well, seems like the union is playing hard ball this time. There is a rash of blue flu going on and we're down to almost half of our manpower."
"Can you cover the main gate?" Rollie asked.
"Yeah; it'll be me and two uniforms, but that's all the men I can get." Frank looked worried. "That leaves the other gate; someone could sneak out that way."
"Not if Tully and I cover it," Rollie told him. "What time will you apply for the warrant?"
"Judge usually gets in about 9; I'll be at his office waiting for him."
"When will you get your uniforms and head for the compound?"
"Should take about 30 minutes for the paperwork. I'll have the uniforms with me and head out as soon as I get the warrant; be there by 10, like I said."
"Tully and I will sit on the compound starting at 7. We'll each cover a gate and when you and your boys get there we'll cover the opposite gate." Rollie got an almost wild look in his eyes. "That bastard won't take the girl away."
Tully nodded his head and smiled. His smile reminded Frank of a bear that was about to attack its prey.
"I need to go with you or Frank," Jessica said. "Roxy doesn't know any of you; she'll need to see a familiar face."
"Jess," Rollie started.
"I'm a real member of Chamber's and Associate or I'm not. Which is it?" Jessica looked at Rollie with eyes like lasers.
Rollie knew better than to argue with Jessica when she got that look. "Okay Jess, but please be careful. We don't know that Father Jeremiah is the peaceful man he pretends to be." Turning to Tully, he said, "You might want to give Julie and Vicky a heads up on what we're planning."
Tully hit a speed dial number on his cell and said, "Already on it."

********************
"I'm Detective Frank Wends of the St. Louis Police Department. I have a warrant to search the premises for one Roxanne Jessup," Wend said and held up the writ for the young man to see. "Open the gate."
"Father Jeremiah doesn't allow us to let anyone into the compound sir."
"What's your name son?" Frank asked.
"I'm Novice Jubal."
"Well Jubal, this Father Jeremiah doesn't control the police. If you don't open the gate, you'll be charged with obstructing justice, hindering a police officer in doing his duty, and any other charges I can think of." Frank paused and looked compassionately at young Jubal. In a gentle voice he said, "Open the gate son, don't get yourself in trouble."
"Sir, I just can't," the boy replied. "Father Jeremiah says...."
"Enough," Frank butted in. "Can you call Jeremiah from here?" Jubal nodded and Frank continued, "Call him. Tell him we're here and if he doesn't open this gate, I'll call a Swat team and break in. He needs to come to the gate, NOW."
Jubal used the phone in the small shack adjacent to the iron gate. Frank saw the boy talking, listening, and then talking some more. He nodded as if the person on the phone could see him and hung up. Jubal returned to the gate and Detective Wends.
"Father Jeremiah won't let me open the gate." When Frank started to reply, Jubal continued before Frank could say anything. "But he is on his way. He asks that you wait until he gets here." After a moment's pause, Jubal said in almost a pleading voice, "Please wait."
Frank didn't want to punish the young man. He nodded and said, "He's got five minutes; then we're coming in."
Back at the meeting house Jeremiah showed his anger. "Son of a bitch," he almost yelled.
The church members in the large room were shocked. They had never seen Father Jeremiah angry or heard that kind of language from him. He picked up the phone again and made a call to the two men he used as muscle; the same ones that had beaten and ran off Ted Summers.
"Jackson, grab Thomas and get over here," he ordered. When the two men came into the meeting room, Jeremiah motioned them into his office.
"The cops at the gate with a search warrant; they're looking for Roxanne. Grab her and the Summers girl and take them out the south gate. Go to the safe house in Lemay and wait to hear from me." Jeremiah stood and said, "I can stall them for about 15 minutes but not too much longer so get the girls and get the hell out of here."
The two men nodded and went to get the van the church used to transport its members. The van had very darkly tinted windows and would hide the occupants from curious people on the outside. Jackson got out of the van at the dormitory house and walked inside.
"Sister Roxanne and Novice Sally, please come downstairs," he yelled up to the second floor. "Father Jeremiah has a special chore for you."
Roxy and Sally came down the stairs and followed Jackson to the van. He put them in back, got into the front passenger seat and Thomas drove off. Roxy secretly tried to open the door and found that it was locked. Jackson had flipped the child safety latch so it couldn't be opened by a passenger.
Jeremiah arrived at the gate to confront Detective Wends. "What do you want Detective?"
"Jeremiah Foster Sullivan?" Jeremiah nodded. "You already know I have a warrant to search the premises for one Roxanne Jessup." He watched the wheels turning in Jeremiah's head. "I also have a warrant to look for stolen property." Frank held up a second document. "There have been several complaints from your church's customers. Open the gate."
"I refuse to let you in on just a suspicion. My attorney will be here shortly and you can take it up with him."
"We have an eyewitness who testified that you are preventing Miss Jessup from leaving."
"Witness? What witness?"
Before Frank could say that it didn't matter who, Jessica stepped out of Frank's car.
Mrs. Tully," Jeremiah said with surprise in his voice. "What are you doing here? Don't worry, this amounts to nothing?"
"My name isn't Tully, I'm Dr. Jessica Talbert and I'm the witness. Roxy told me that she wants to leave."
"And that ring you're wearing looks suspiciously like one reported stolen from the Alexander's home," Frank said. "I suggest you open the gate."
Jessica turned her head to look at Frank so that Jeremiah couldn't see her. Ring? She mouthed. Frank smiled and shrugged his shoulders.
Jeremiah argued some more but his face showed he was defeated and his shoulders slumped. Finally he motioned for Jubal to open the gate.
As Jessica and Frank faced Jeremiah, Jackson and Thomas drove the van through the second gate. A large pickup truck blocked their way as soon as they cleared the opening. Jackson jumped out and walked toward the truck. Rollie got out of the driver's side and Tully climbed out the other door.
"Hello Jackson," Tully said. "Who do you have in the van?"
"Tully? I thought you bought the farm in the sandbox," Jackson replied.
"Just a small piece of it. Still enough of me to stop you." Tully took a step forward. "Let the girl go Jackson," he ordered.
"You know this punk?" Rollie asked.
"Yeah," Tully answered. "Jackson and his partner Thomas were given Other Than Honorable discharges and spent a couple of years in prison." Tully shook his head. "They were selling military equipment to some of the guys we were fighting in Iraq. That equipment helped get some of our guys killed." He turned back to Jackson, "You two were garbage then and you're garbage now. Been up to me, you would have never gotten to a General Court Marshal."
As they talked Thomas came of the other side of the van and started forward. He reached for the small of his back and started to pull a gun.
"I wouldn't," Rollie said as he pulled his Glock 21C and trained it on Thomas. "Then again, I hope you try."
Tully had pulled his gun, a duplicate to Rollie's, at the same time. "Stand down Jackson."
"That's the only way you can stop me old man," Jackson taunted pointing at Tully's gun.
Tully said quietly, "Rollie," and tossed his weapon to his friend. He took three steps toward Jackson, held up his hand and motioned for Jackson to come on.
Jackson took two steps forward and aimed a roundhouse kick at Tully's head. Tully caught the leg at the ankle, held on and dropped across Jackson's knee; hammering it with his other elbow. Jackson screamed in pain and rolled away from Tully. When he stood he was favoring his right leg; almost stumbling. He tried a sweeping kick with his left leg and again screamed; his shin had contacted Tully's Titanium prosthesis.
Tully's not the only one with a limp now, Rollie thought with a grin. Thomas moved a step or two toward the two assailants and Rollie hit him across the nose with his pistol. Blood spurted from Thomas and he put his hands up to his now broken nose. "That's a No, No," Rollie ordered. "Why don't you use two fingers to toss your gun over here and take it easy? We've got a ringside seat." Thomas threw his weapon toward Rollie's feet and sat down. "Good boy," Rollie said.
The rest of the fight between Jackson and Tully was anti climatic. Rollie had seen Tully spar in the gym and a couple of times saw him in real action, but he'd never seen this side of his friend. Gone was the big, gentle, joking man. In his place was a trained, motivated killing machine. Jackson was quickly put on his back with Tully holding his head back by the hair.
Tully quickly pulled his right hand back to deliver another punch but this time his fingers were folded down at the second joint with the heel of his hand cocked forward. The blow would have driven the bridge of Jackson's nose back up into his brain; it was a killing stroke.
"Tully? Do you really want to kill him?" Rollie asked. "Julie wouldn't like it, you know."
The big Gunnery Sergeant stopped, coming out of his fighting rage. He shook himself, dropped Jackson's head and stood. Tully turned to Rollie with a sheepish grin.
"Thanks Rollie. This scum and that one too," he said pointing to Thomas, "deserve to die. They killed a lot of good men with their actions over there."
Tully walked over to the van and opened the back door. Roxy jumped into his arms and Sally followed her out of the vehicle. "Call Frank and tell him we have the girls," Tully said.
"Tell him yourself," Rollie answered. "He's standing right behind you."
Tully looked toward the gate and saw Frank leaning against one of the stone uprights.
"I guess I shouldn't but I sort of wish Rollie had let you go," Frank said. "Guess that makes me a bad cop. Oh well, I have broad shoulders. I can carry the weight."
"Is that how diplomacy works," Tully asked pointing to Thomas holding his bloody nose. "I'm glad you showed me how to be diplomatic Rollie."
"I suggest we get Roxy back to her mother and call Ted Summers to come and get his little girl too," Rollie said as Frank handcuffed Jackson and Thomas.

********************
Frank Wends looked around Rigazzi's as he and his wife, Jenna, entered the restaurant. Spotting the party he was looking for, he led Jenna to a large circular table in the reserved VIP section. Sitting at the table were Rollie, Jessica, Tully, Julie, Vicky and Roxy. Also at the table were Ted Summers, his wife and their daughter Sally.
"Hey everybody," Frank said. Rollie pointed to the last two empty chairs. "Got some news about our friend Jeremiah," Frank said as he and Jenna sat down. Stalling he fussed around pouring two glasses of wine.
"Don't be a jerk Frank," Tully said. "Tell us what happened to our 'friend' Jeremiah."
"Well...we found several items that were reported stolen from some of the churches clients when we searched the compound. We confronted the church members that had worked at the houses and they rolled over on Jeremiah. With Roxy and Sally's help," he raised his glass in a salute, "we've also got him on kidnapping charges. Got that Brother Samuel and a couple of other elders on the same charges. Seems the Feds have a really dim view of a so called church keeping people against their will. Jackson and Thomas are also being charged with kidnapping and with a second count because they tried to sneak the girls out of the compound."
"Doesn't seem harsh enough for Jackson, Thomas, and especially Jeremiah," Jessica said.
"Don't you believe it," Frank replied. "Prisoners in maximum security for some reason really dislike men who kidnap and abuse young girls."
"But they didn't abuse Roxy or Sally," Jessica said. She looked at the two young women for confirmation.
Frank gave Jessica an evil grin. "According to the rumors that got out to the prison system they did. Their lives are going to be hell; at least for as long as they last."
"Enough, we're here to celebrate the return home of two very special young ladies," Rollie said and raised his glass. "Welcome home Roxy and Sally."
"Welcome home," everyone echoed.

********************
Jessica came home on Tuesday and as usual undressed and headed for the shower. She was a clinical psychiatrist at Washington University; on Tuesdays and Thursdays she made medical rounds at the University Medical Center.
So Jessica always took a shower when she got home on those days. She realized that it was probably psychosomatic but she felt that she smelled like a hospital. As she dressed in jeans and a tank top Rollie called to her.
"Hey Jess, can you come out to the garage? Oh, and bring me a beer please."
Rollie doesn't usually ask me to wait on him, Jessica thought. Oh well, I need to kiss him hello anyway. She grabbed two beers as she passed through the kitchen on the way to the large garage at the back of the property.
"Where are you Rollie?" She asked as she entered the dark building.
The garage had once been the carriage house for the very large home that Rollie owned. It was made of gray stone and matched the outside of the house. Inside were four areas that Rollie called bays. Each was separated from the others by a floor to ceiling, plank walls with six inch spacing between the planks.
"Over here in the third bay."
Jessica walked through the doorway into the third section of the garage, which was brightly lit. Rollie was smiling and leaning up against the front fender of a beautiful, expensive car. It was the Cadillac CTS-V coupe that Jessica had driven when she was undercover as Mrs. Tully.



"Happy birthday Jess," Rollie said, almost laughing at the surprised look on her face. "Like you said, I've got the Corvette and I thought you deserved your own magic chariot."
Jessica squealed like a sixteen year old girl and threw her arms around Rollie, kissing and hugging him.
"We can take this one back to the police impound lot and get you a brand new one if you want," Rollie said when he finally got his breath.
"No, no, I like this one. She and I have a history together. I think I'll call her Roxy."
"Roxy?"
"You have The Beast and I have Roxy. It will remind us of the good thing we did."
"Okay then. Let's go to dinner."
"I'll drive."
"Of course, I expected no less." Rollie watched as Jessica ran into the house to get her purse and a sweater. That look in her eyes and her excitement is worth every penny, Rollie thought. Course with Frank's help, I did get a hell of a deal.
Thirty minutes later they were still driving. "Where are we going for dinner?" Rollie asked.
"I thought that little place with the great BBQ that we like so much," Jessica answered.
"Bandanas? But that's in Columbia, next to the Missouri University campus."
"Is that a problem?"
"Columbia is a two hour drive," Rollie said.
"I repeat, is that a problem?"
Rollie chuckled and shook his head. "No, it's not a problem. You're driving."
"Bet I can make it in less than two hours." Jessica smiled as Rollie shook his head and groaned.
Jessica smiled and made the Caddy roar going up the ramp onto Interstate 64.
The End For Now
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Owensville, Texas was once a booming town; shipping ore from a large mine just outside the town limits. There was a railroad spur to ship the ore, first to El Paso and then on to smelters back east; but when the mine played out so did the prosperous future of Owensville. Twice a year a train would come down the spur to pick up cattle that local ranchers sent to market.
The town proper now consisted of a wide street flanked by weather beaten buildings and stores; many of which were closed and boarded up. The few dozen town people, several outlying homes and a couple of cattle ranches a few miles away depended on the businesses that were still operating. These included a general store that doubled as a post office, a dilapidated hotel, a gunsmith, a café, and a well frequented saloon. There was also a livery stable that was only open on an as needed basis.
Another dying town like dozens I've seen before, Caleb Thompson thought riding down the dusty main street of Owensville. He stopped his horse in front of the shabby looking hotel. This place had seen better days, was his next thought.
An old man came over to Caleb. "Stable your horse for you Mister?" At the look on Caleb's face, the man added, "I'm Joshua Nelson. I run the livery, at least when someone has need of it." He pointed to the barn like structure at the end of the street.
"Don't know if I'll be staying long enough to board my animal," Caleb answered. "Depends if the hotel has any rooms available," he continued with a small smile.
"No need to worry about that. I spect you can pick any room you want." Nelson chuckled. "You're the only customer they've had in a month."
Nodding, Caleb pulled his Winchester .44 "Yellow Boy" rifle from his saddle scabbard and pulled his saddle bags then threw a five dollar gold piece to the old man. "Take good care of Gris; he's brought me a long way. Give him a bath to get the alkaline dust off and feed him a warm oat and corn mash. I'll settle up when I leave town and I'll know if you've treated him proper."
Caleb watched for a moment as his horse was led away, turned and entered the hotel. At one time the "Hanson House" had been a very nice, even luxurious, hotel. Now, like the rest of the town, it had declined into a tired, almost threadbare place. The desk was against a wall made by the stairs leading to the upper floors. To Caleb's right several tables and chairs indicated a dining room. The space doubled as a saloon with a long, wooden bar against the back wall. The big room was empty.
No one was at the desk so he rang the service bell on the counter. Caleb laid his rifle on the desk and waited a few seconds. Then he rang the bell again; harder and longer this time. A bald headed man came through a door in the wall behind the bar looking surprised.
"Howdy. Can I help you Mister?"
"Like to get a room if you've got one available. Don't know how long I'll be staying."
"Sure thing," the man said and walked behind the desk. "Just sign the register please." He watched upside down as Caleb signed his name and then spun the big book around. "Caleb Thompson. Welcome Mr. Thompson." He turned and got a key off a rack behind the desk. "Upstairs, first door on the right. Best room in the house. I'm Moses Hanson; I own the place, so just sing out if you need anything."
"How about some supper in an hour or so?"
"Got some beef stew cooking; should be done by then," Hanson answered. "Fresh baked bread too."
"That will do just fine Mr. Hanson. See you in an hour." Caleb hefted his saddlebags, picked up his rifle and climbed the stairs. Entering the 'best room in the house', he dropped his saddle bags on a chair beside the bed and sat down in another chair. After a minute he stood and propped a chair under the doorknob to make sure the door was secure and he wouldn't be surprised.
Caleb unpacked his bags and hung his two spare shirts in a wardrobe; the dirty clothes he piled on the floor. Have to see if this place has a laundry, he thought. Someone knocked on the door.
"Who is it?" Caleb asked and pulled his Remington .44.
"It's Mary sir. I'm the maid and I have some water and towels for you."
"Just a second." Caleb pulled the chair away and opened the door. A pretty young dark haired woman stood there holding a big pitcher of water and three towels. He motioned for her to come in and watched as Mary set the items down on the dresser.
He saw a young woman about 24 with long dark hair, big brown eyes and a slender but strong looking build. For her part she saw a ruggedly handsome man of 26 or 27. He was tall and slender, but it looked like his slimness was due to lack of eating regularly. Seems like a nice man, Mary thought. If times were different I'd like to get to know him. Those gray eyes and long black hair sure give him a dangerous air.
Mary turned and asked, "Do you need anything more sir? Mr. Hanson said I was to help you unpack or turn down your bed or anything else you want, anything." She hung her head as she said the last part.
Caleb's smile slipped off his face. She sure don't look like a whore, he thought. "No Mary, thank you for your courtesy." He handed her a silver dollar and she left the room. Right nice looking young woman.
After washing up and changing his shirt, he took a small metal flask out of his saddle bags. Tilting his head back he took a long drink of the contents. "Nothing like good sour mash whiskey," he said with a smile. "Especially after the last two weeks on the trail."
He stood by the window and stared out at the high plains surrounding Owensville. "I was never so sick of a country in my life. These damn high plains are more desert than plains. Lots of buffalo grass to feed cattle but damn few water holes and some of them bad. Lucky I didn't die coming up from Mexico." He thought of his journey and its reason for a few minutes then shook himself. "Enough now."
He left the room, carefully locking it behind him and walked down to the dining room. Caleb picked a table close to a door that had to lead to the kitchen.
Hanson must have heard him coming down the stairs and very shortly walked over to the table. "Care for a whiskey before supper Mr. Thompson?"
"Not right now, but a cup of coffee would go down good."
The hotel man brought a large coffee pot and a mismatched cup and saucer. He poured the coffee and said, "Mary will bring your supper right out."
Caleb finished the large bowl of beef stew and half a loaf of bread. As Mary brought more coffee, he asked, "Did you make the stew Mary?"
"Yes sir, cooking is one of my chores."
Hanson came back just as Mary finished talking. "She's got other duties too Mr. Thompson. Be a small additional charge for those," he said with an evil smile.
Caleb stared at Hanson with eyes blazing in anger. "Mr. Hanson, you're damn near to getting yourself killed. Get the hell away from me."
"Who's gonna get killed?" A short, pot bellied man with stains on his vest and shirt had come into the hotel. "Mister, I'm Ray Dickens, I'm Sheriff in these parts. Don't hold with no talk about killing in my town."
Caleb slid his chair back from the table to give him room to get to his sidearm if necessary. "You don't abide talk but you let this piece of cow dung whore out a young woman. Reckon you're not much of a lawman, at least to my way of thinkin."
Dickens was surprised at Caleb's reaction and didn't know what to do. He stared at the young man who was obviously ready for trouble. "What's your name and why are you in Owensville?"
Caleb was mostly a law abiding man, but this sad excuse for a lawman didn't impress him. "Name's Thompson and the reason I'm in town is my business and none of yours." His look at the Sheriff was a challenge. "Best stay out of my way while I'm here Sheriff. You don't want none of what I'm dealin."
Dickens stood looking at Caleb and after a few seconds he turned and left the hotel. Caleb moved his chair closer to the table and poured another cup of coffee. Mary came out to clear away the dishes, shyly smiling at him.
"Is there some place I can get a bath Mary?"
"Yes sir. We've got a tub in a back room and I can heat water on the stove for you, if you like."
He handed Mary a five dollar gold piece. "Please heat some water and let me know when it's ready. I'll be in my room." Caleb stood, nodded at the young woman, and climbed the stairs to his room.
Shortly Mary knocked on Caleb's door. "Your bath is ready Mr. Thompson."
He opened the door and had pants, socks, and a shirt in his hands. "Is there a place I can get my laundry done? Washing them in those alkaline water holes don't do much but get rid of the smell."
"I can do them for you Mr. Thompson." As Caleb reached into his pocket for a coin, she added, "No extra charge sir. The five dollars for getting a bath ready is plenty."
Caleb handed her three dollars. "You should get paid." He hesitated and said, "Speakin of gettin paid, why do you let Hanson...well...rent you out to people?"
Mary looked around as if she was embarrassed. After a few seconds she said, "My Pa ran off and left me and Ma about ten years ago. We were gettin by but then six months ago Ma got the fever and died. I didn't have the money to bury her and Mr. Hanson paid for the funeral. He said I could live at the hotel and work off my debt. Seems I can never get ahead enough to pay him back."
"How's that?"
"With what he charges me for room and board I keep gettin farther behind every day. Last week Mr. Hanson said if I did extra things for his male guests he'd take some off my debt each time."
"How much do you owe him?"
"A hundred dollars."
"A hundred dollars for a funeral? Seems to be a bit high," Caleb said shaking his head.
"It was fifty dollars for the funeral; the rest is what I've been charged for livin in the hotel."
Caleb's eyes almost threw sparks and his lips were a thin line showing his anger. "Meet me in the dining room after I get my bath please Mary. I want to have a talk with you and Mr. Hanson."
"Yes Mr. Thompson."
"Caleb's good enough Mary. I'll see y'all later." He walked through the door and went to take his bath.
"I'll wash your clothes while you're cleanin up Caleb." Mary watched him walk down the stairs. Suppose he's gonna take Mr. Hanson up on his offer of my services, she thought with sadness. This'll be the first time I've had to do anything special.
While Caleb was bathing, Mary crept into the room to get his dirty clothes. He was standing in the wooden tin lined tub using a scrub brush and a bar of homemade soap to clean himself. Mary's eyes opened wide looking at the nude backside of Caleb. His body showed several scars and an area around his left shoulder that wasn't quite healed yet. She blushed and backed out of the room, but giggled on the way to do his laundry.
Caleb sure has broad shoulders, Mary thought as she washed his clothes. Been through hell though, what with all those scars. Wonder where he got them? Wonder how he got them?"
Sure feels good to be clean again, Caleb thought as he put on clean clothes after his bath. Time to talk to Hanson and get this situation with Mary settled. While buckling on his gun belt he noticed his dirty clothes were missing and smiled. Wonder when she came in and got the stuff?
He saw Mary heading into the kitchen and motioned her to follow him. Stepping into the dining room, he called in a loud voice, "Mr. Hanson, I'd like to speak with you."
Hanson came through the door behind the bar. He saw his one guest leaning against a table with thin angry lips and blazing eyes.
"How much does Mary owe you?"
"Why?"
"Hanson, you're about that far away from being horsewhipped," Caleb said holding his left hands thumb and forefinger about a half inch apart while his right hand hovered above his gun. "Answer the question."
"A hundred and ten dollars," he answered. He's as angry as a hungry bear, Hanson thought. He swallowed hard trying to get the lump out of his throat.
Caleb shook his head in disgust. Reaching into his pocket he counted out five Double Eagle gold coins and a ten dollar gold piece. "Here's your $110. I expect a paper sayin that Mary is free and clear of her debt; I want that paper fore the night is over."
"You buyin her?" Hanson objected. His voice quivered in anger and fear. "I don't think I want...."
"No, I'm setting her free from you," Caleb interrupted. "Don't raise too much hell, I could just kill you."
Hanson's face got white. He quickly pocketed the money and left the room.
"But where will I live?" Mary asked fearfully. "How will I live?"
"Here's a hundred dollars," Caleb said handing her five Double Eagles. "If you like, you've got enough to get to Fort Bliss; it's just northeast of El Paso. See a woman named Wilma Stafford; she's my wife's sister. Wilma runs a boarding house and is always looking for someone to help her. The way you cook you could be a big help to her. Tell her about your life here and that I sent you. She'll see that you have a place to stay and give you work. Work that don't include havin to do special things for men."
"Oh, you're married then? I thought we might leave together." Mary's thoughts of maybe staying with Caleb died.
"Not anymore," Caleb answered. His eyes went dark and sad. Mary thought she saw them water up with tears for a second. "Not anymore." He shook himself and gave Mary a sad smile. "And I'm not fit company for a pretty lady. Best go it on your own."
Timidly and in a small voice Mary asked, "What happened?"
"It's a long sad story and not one I usually take time to tell."
"All we've got is time until the stage gets here tomorrow morning," Mary replied. Her voice was stronger now.
Caleb went behind the bar, got a bottle of whisky and two glasses. He returned to a table in the dining room, offered Mary a chair, sat down next to her and poured two drinks. Caleb quickly drank his and watched as Mary took a small sip of the whiskey.
He stared at the back wall for close to a minute; although he wasn't seeing a bar or the wall. His gaze was farther away than the room. Caleb poured and drank another whiskey. Turning toward Mary he said, "Well...It were this way."

********************
General Lee surrendered in April, '65 and with the Union troops taking control of the major cities in Texas in June, it took Caleb Thompson until July to make his way home. He was on the rise above his ranch house as he thought, glad that damn war is over. It'll be good to get home. Looking around at the rolling hills he couldn't help but think that 'The Hill Country' around San Antonio was God's own back yard.
Caleb had served during War Between the States for almost four years. He wasn't a supporter of slavery; he'd never owned a slave; none of his friends and neighbors held with slavery either. No it wasn't for slavery that he fought with "Walker's Greyhounds" the Texas 33rd Cavalry Regiment led by Col. Santos Benavides. Caleb fought because he didn't believe that a bunch of politicians half way across the country, whose only interest was their own well being, had the right to tell Texas what they could do and how to live their lives. He knew it was political infighting that cause the war, but none the less the Northerners tried to control Texas and the rest of the south. He looked closer at his home and had to smile a little thinking of his wife. She always said I thought pretty well of myself, calling the place a ranch. We don't have many head of cattle and live mostly on farming. It's late April, some of the fields should have been plowed by now, he thought. Caleb didn't see any indication that field work had been done. He also didn't see any animals or stock around the house. Should be smoke coming out of the chimney, too.
As Caleb rode down the hill and got closer, he could see that parts of the house and barn had recently burned. "Ellie," he yelled as he dismounted in front of the ranch house. The front door was sagging wide open and showed signs of having been beaten in. Caleb stepped into the house with his pistol drawn. He walked to the back of the house, where he found why Ellie hadn't answered him.
His wife was laying on the kitchen floor with the walls half burn down; Ellie had been shot at close range. Her clothes were in tatters; it was obvious that she had been abused and beaten before she was shot. Caleb knelt next to her body and cried. After a few minutes, he noticed his dog, Buck, lying close to Ellie. The animal had been shot with what looked like a scatter gun. Died trying to defend Ellie, Caleb thought. He stood, walked to the tool shed, which was undamaged, and grabbed a shovel. He began to dig two graves under the big oak tree behind the house. There was a wooden bench that Caleb had made for Ellie next to the tree. "It was her favorite spot," he said as he dug.
Caleb wrapped Ellie in a quilt that she'd made and laid her in one of the graves; he placed Buck in the other grave. "Maybe you can keep protecting her," he said as he filled in Buck's last resting place. He quickly finished burying Ellie, placed two handmade crosses in the ground, and placed flagstone over both graves.
Then he sat down on the bench under the tree and stared at the two graves. Caleb was still there the next morning when his horse, Santos, walked around the house and whinnied; he wanted food and water. He raised his head, wiping the tears from his face then unsaddled the horse, fed and watered him, and turned him into the corral. Caleb went into the barn and lifted a floorboard in the last stall.
"Missed this didn't you, you bastards," he said as he pulled a metal cash box out of its hiding place. Caleb and Ellie had used this box for their important papers and money since there were no banks closer than a day's ride; not that Caleb trusted banks much anyway.
Inside the box were a few keepsakes; their marriage license, the deed to their ranch, and a picture of Caleb taken in San Antonio just before he rode off to war. Ellie had said that she'd look at it when he came back and she had the real thing to compare it to. Caleb's eyes had tears in them for several seconds. "Never got the chance to compare did you girl," he said in a low voice.
The box also contained all the cash money the young couple had managed to put aside. It came from different sources; Ellie's dowry, Caleb's folks when they passed on, and money earned from the ranch. There was over $1000 in gold and silver coins. Ellie could squeeze a Double Eagle so hard you could hear the bird scream, Caleb thought with a smile. He wrapped the marriage license in a piece of oil cloth and put it in his saddlebags, along with most of the money. Some of the money went into his pocket.
"The money will be my grubstake," he said in a cold voice. "Only I'll be hunting men instead of a claim." Caleb walked back to the graves. "They're gonna pay, Ellie, they're gonna pay."
Caleb examined the ground around the house and barn. He found horse tracks leading up to the front door of the ranch house; the sign showed five horses had come to the ranch. Two of the riders had gone to the rear and dismounted while three men had gotten off their mounts at the front of the house. Those tracks stopped at the front porch.
He entered his home and looked around more carefully. The interior of the house had been ransacked; everything of value had been taken or destroyed. Caleb was looking for any sign or clue as to who had killed his wife. He planned on tracking down the men that had done this and bringing them to justice. Not the law or the courts; he would dispense his own justice. Caleb couldn't stay at the ranch after Ellie's death; at least not until her killers had been found and dealt with.



There was too much blood in the kitchen for it all to be his wife's. He found a butcher knife on the floor when Ellie had lain; the blade was covered in blood. Her and Buck, put up a fight Caleb thought. On the counter, next to the water pump, he found bloody bandages.
In the corner, wadded up and bloody, was a Confederate Officer's coat. It showed the insignia for a Captain of the Confederate Cavalry. Inside the coat, stenciled in ink on the collar was the name Fueget, Donald. Captain Donald Fueget, Caleb said to himself. Not a common name; that gives me a point to start looking. The other men can be found later.
After a fitful night's sleep in the barn, or lack of it, Caleb saddled up and rode to the trading post. He didn't want to go into San Antonio with the Union forces beginning to come into the area. Jeff Piccolo was the owner of the post and a friend. He told Caleb that five Confederate Cavalry troopers, who said they had been discharged, had come through two days ago. One of the men was heavily bandaged and didn't look like he would be able to ride far. Jeff said the men told him they were headed for Del Rio Texas and then planned to follow the Rio Grande to Langtry. After that it was northwest to Fort Stockton.
Caleb bought a few supplies for the trail, thanked Jeff, and rode toward Del Rio. Del Rio was about 150 miles west; about a five or six days ride. If I don't catch up to them at Del Rio and the trail leads farther west, I'll have to pick up another mount; or maybe across the border in Ciudad Acuna, he thought. He knew that his horse didn't have the bottom to travel a great distance. The animal was about worn out from duty during the war and the ride back to San Antonio.
Two days into the ride, Caleb saw buzzards wheeling around the in sky just to the north of the trail. He rode in that direction and found a man leaning up against a small rock outcropping; the man was dead. Caleb dismounted and looked at the man closely. Couldn't have been dead long, he thought. Buzzards haven't been at him and even the ants ain't on him yet.
The man wore a Confederate butternut brown shirt that showed where sergeant's stripes had been on the sleeves. He had bandages across his neck and on both arms. Another bandage, around his middle, showed through his open shirt; all of the bandages were bloody. There was a piece of paper with writing on it clenched in his hand. Caleb pried open the dead man's fingers, pulled the paper out and read the message.
"I'm sittin here waiting to die. That woman killed me. Serves me right, we shouldn't a done what we did. Hell, we shouldn't of deserted; the damn war was all but over anyway. None of us had the guts to go against Captain Fueget, so we took turns with her. But she got away and attacked us with that damn big knife. The Captain shot her but not before she got to me then cut him across the face. Fueget laughed and said a Confederate whore didn't deserve no better. I covered her with what was left of her dress before we rode out.
There were five of us. Captain Fueget, Sgt. Riley, Privates Sloan and Gibbons and me. When I had to stop because of the slicin that women did on me, they waited until I laid down and then rode off, takin my horse with them. I know I'm goin to Hell for what I did and hope the rest of those fellers join me. May God have mercy on that woman's soul and on my own.
Sgt. Bill Wilson,
"You're right Wilson, you'll to go to hell," Caleb said aloud. "I wish I could have been the one to send you there. But thanks for the names of the others, you son of a bitch. Think I'll just let the buzzards and varmints have you. You don't deserve a decent burial."
He folded the paper and put it in his saddlebag. Mounting his horse, he took one last look at Wilson and turned back west toward Del Rio. One down, four to go, he thought.

********************
Del Rio is just a sleepy little Mexican village, even if it is on the American side of the Rio Grande, Caleb thought as he rode into the town. Don't reckon those soldiers stayed here for long. It was early morning and he stopped at the only building that showed any activity.
"Buenos Dias, soy Manuel Ortega," the old Mexican man greeted Caleb as he entered the building. "En que puedo ayudarle Senor?"
Caleb nodded and answered, "Buenos Dias. I'm Caleb Thompson. I'm looking to get some trail supplies and maybe a little information."
"I can help you with the supplies Senor. My cantina is also the, how you say, the general store. As to information, Quien Sabe?"
Manuel got the supplies that Caleb needed, putting them on a counter at the back of the store. "Anything else I can help you with?"
"Is there somewhere I can get a horse, mine's about done in?"
The old man smiled. "I also run the livery in Del Rio. Follow me and I will show you what I have."
Caleb and Manuel walked out of the back of the cantina to a barn with an attached corral. "These are the animals I have to sell." Manuel said pointing to six horses in the corral.
Opening the gate, Caleb entered the corral and inspected the animals. His eyes kept coming back to a big gray. The animal was a little skittish and danced away every time Caleb got too close. Grabbing a lariat that was draped over a fence post, Caleb threw a wide loop and roped the horse. He ran the rope around a snubbing post in the center of the corral and pulled the animal closer to him.
Caleb spoke softly to the horse and slowly walked toward him. He held out his hand toward the horse's nose and let the animal smell him. The horse calmed down and Caleb stroked his face and neck as he continued to quiet him. "Big son of a gun aren't you? Bout 17 hands." Caleb said to the gray in a low voice. "Deep chest, long strong legs, and your hindquarters are strong and muscled too. Got a lot of bottom I bet."
Turning toward Manuel he asked, "What's your price on the gray?"
"Oh, I couldn't sell that one. He is like a family pet."
"Not much of a pet, if you can't get close to him without a rope," Caleb answered with a smile. He knew the horse trading had begun.
Manuel smiled back at Caleb and named a price. Caleb shook his head and countered with his own offer. For the next ten minutes the two men bargained back and forth. They came to an agreed price, which included Caleb trading his Confederate issued officer's saddle for a western one.
Caleb started to count out Double Eagles to pay for the supplies and the gray horse. "Now for the information please Senor Ortega."
"What is it you wish to know, Senor Thompson?"
"I'm following four men, maybe wearing remains of Confederate uniforms. Heard they were headed this way. Have you seen them?" Caleb laid a $10 gold piece on the counter in front of Manuel.
"Why do you wish to find these men?"
Caleb looked at Manuel for several seconds and made a decision. He told the old man about coming home from the war and finding his wife. Caleb told him that she had been killed no more than three days before he got home.
"I keep thinking that if I'd a got home a few days sooner, Ellie would still be alive," Caleb admitted. "The four men I'm looking for are the ones that killed her."
"And when you find them, what will you do?"
"I'll bring them to justice. Either mine or God's, but I'll bring them to justice."
Manuel could see the pain and anger in Caleb's eyes. He thought back years ago to his own wife being killed by bandits from across the border. Manuel had searched for the men, much like Caleb, but they had disappeared into the Mexican desert. I can understand his need for vengeance, the old man thought.
"There were four men that passed through Del Rio about five days ago and bought some supplies from me; three wore gray shirts, one had on a gray hat with a yellow headband, and the fourth wore gray pantalones with a yellow stripe on each leg. They wanted to trade horses but I didn't like their looks or their horses so I refused. If my neighbors hadn't been here, I think they would have just taken my horses." Manuel said with a grim smile.
Manuel pushed the gold coin back to Caleb. "I heard the one the others called Capitan say they were concerned with the American Federalizes and they were planning on crossing to Ciudad Acuna; to follow the Rio Grande on the Mexican side up to Langtry. From there he planned to travel northwest to Fort Stockton. I hope you find them Senor." Ortega made the sign of the cross on himself and added, "Vaya con Dios."
Caleb nodded his thanks, saddled his new horse and rode across the Rio Grande to Ciudad Acuna. There were a lot of trees and brush along both sides of the river. It was much greener than the country Caleb had been traveling through. The big gray horse didn't like not being able to see through the willows, cottonwoods and brush. Caleb carefully guided his mount until they got to the river and a natural crossing.
He rode out on the opposite shore and soon picked up a fresh trail through the underbrush; it didn't look to be more than a few days old. "Take it easy Gris, we'll make it okay," Caleb said to his horse. He'd named the horse Gris, it was Spanish for gray. It was around noon when he came into Acuna and he stopped at a small cantina for something to eat. He also hoped to get more information on the men he was following.
The young senorita that served him told him, after he gave her a dollar, that two men wearing gray shirts and another man had ridden on two days before he got there. One man that came into the pueblo with the others stayed behind. He was trying to get one of the senoritas that worked at the cantina to leave with him.
"This man comes in every night, drinks, and talks with the woman," the young senorita said and laughed. "The woman won't leave with him; she is only interested in the money the gringo spends on her."
This may be one of the ones I'm looking for; sure sounds like it. I'll be here tonight, Caleb promised himself.
He found the livery closest to the cantina, boarded Gris, and arranged to sleep in the hay loft. Caleb washed up in the horse trough, spread his bedroll on the hay in the loft, and took a nap. He woke about 6 PM, changed shirts, and went to a small diner for supper. After eating he made his way to the cantina and leaned against the bar.
Caleb didn't have to wait long for the man he was interested in. He was easy to recognize because he was wearing a Confederate gray uniform shirt with dark areas on each sleeve where private's stripes had once been. Caleb drifted closer and heard the bartender address the man as Senor Gibbons.
Gibbons tried for better than two hours to get one of the bar girls to leave with him. She would smile and sit with him while he bought drinks. When Gibbons suggested several times that they leave she would pat him on the arm and shake her head no. Finally the ex-private got discouraged and left the cantina; Caleb followed him out. The man stepped between two buildings on the edge of town to relieve himself. When he turned back to the street, Caleb was waiting.
"You were in the Confederate Cavalry," Caleb said. It was more of a statement than a question.
Gibbons nodded and replied, "Yeah, so what. A lot of men fought for the South. With that Texas twang, you sound like you're from the south yourself."
"You passed through Texas just south of San Antonio." Another statement.
"Who are you and why is it any of your business?" Gibbons asked beginning to get a bad feeling.
"You, Sloan, Riley, Fueget, and Wilson made a stop at a ranch outside of San Antonio before you headed this way. The five of you killed a woman in the kitchen of the ranch house."
Gibbons looked around to see if you could escape the crazy looking man facing him. "I didn't have anything to do with it," he whined. "It was those others; I waited outside."
"You're a liar as well as a coward Gibbons. That woman was my wife and I've come for justice," Caleb said in a cold hard voice and placed his hand on the butt of his Remington .44. "Where are the others?"
Gibbons thought if he told where his three partners had gone; the man facing him might let him go.
"They headed over to Langtry; left a couple of days ago."
"My name is Caleb Thompson. I wanted you to know the name of the man that is going to kill you."
"I won't shoot with you Thompson."
"Then you'll die with your gun still in the holster."
Gibbons shuddered and went for his pistol. Two shots rang out before he could clear leather and he fell backwards. Caleb walked to where Gibbons lay on the ground. The man had a wound in his chest and one in the center of his forehead.
"That's two," Caleb said, "Three more to go." He holstered his weapon and returned to the livery. Caleb saddle Gris and rode into the night. I'm only two days behind them now, he thought and pushed Gris a little harder.
Caleb and Gris crossed and re-crossed the Rio Grande as it meandered south by southeast. The river was shallow and not too fast moving so it was easy to ford. "Gris if they did what they said and rode up the Mexican side of the river we'll make up some time on them by riding in a straight line," Caleb told his mount. "At least until we get to Langtry; then we cut northwest to Fort Stockton."
He rode into Langtry, Texas two days after leaving Ciudad Acuna and decided to stop for a day. Gris needed a rest because Caleb had been riding for 16 to 18 hours a day. He felt he might catch the rest of the men before they got too far toward Fort Stockton. Gris is in good shape due to water from the river and grazing along its banks but we may have a long way to go Caleb thought as he stabled his mount. No need to run him to death.
Caleb ate supper in a café and went to the saloon for a whiskey; the first since he left the ranch. Standing at the bar, he took the glass of whiskey, tilted his head back and drank it all. Setting the glass down, he motioned to the bartender for another; this one he sipped to make it last longer. For a moment he thought about what he'd left at the ranch, then drank the second whiskey and motioned for another. Last one, he told himself; got a hard ride tomorrow.
Nicest saloon I've been in since I was at the Texas House in San Antonio, he thought as he looked around. The Red Dog Saloon was one large room in a big building with a second story. The upper floor had rooms for overnight travelers and some who only needed them for an hour or two.
Five soiled doves as they were known, plied their trade with the early customers. They talked and flirted and enticed the men to buy them drinks; Caleb knew the girls usually drank a dark tea but the men had to pay full price for whiskey. If they could talk the clients into going upstairs that was an extra bonus both for the Red Dog and for the ladies.
The bar was carved wood and extended across the back of the room, opposite the entry with its swinging doors. Several tables with chairs sat in the open space between the door and the bar. Of course the bar had a large mirror on the wall behind it.
It was in this mirror that Caleb saw something that shocked him. Two men came into the saloon wearing Confederate gray shirts; one also wore a gray hat with a yellow headband. As with Gibbon's blouse, one had dark areas in the shape of a private's stripe. The other man's shirt showed an area that had been covered by the three stripes of a sergeant. That's Sloan and Riley, Caleb's mind screamed at him.
The two men came over to the bar and ordered whiskey. Standing there they were approached by one of the dance hall girls. "Thought you two were leaving with your friend," the girl said. She was older than she first appeared.
"Was goin to, Miss Darla, was goin to," Riley replied. "But decided we've rode hard enough for a while."
"He's got a part interest in a freight company up there. Goin to be a business man he says," Sloan added. "He gave me and Riley a grub stake so we're headed to my brother's place up on the Pecos River near Val Verde and there's no hurry to get there."
"Don't you want to see your brother?" Darla asked.
"Reckon I do, but he'll want to put me to work on that out in the middle of nothin ranch of his," Sloan answered. "I didn't make it through that damn war to work myself to death on a hard scrapple piece of land." Sloan drank his whiskey, ordered another one and motioned for the bartender to bring one for Darla. "We'll rest up for a spell up there and then head for California."
Darla took a sip of her 'whiskey' and asked, "That go for you too Riley?"
"Yes 'em, I'm not cut out to work on a farm or ranch. California sounds good to me."
Sloan and Riley continued to talk to Darla and buy her drinks. After about twenty minutes, Darla suggested that they go upstairs and named a price. The men looked at each for a bit.
"Reckon we ought to save a little bit of money so we can get to my brother's and then on to California," Riley said.
Darla saw that she wouldn't get any more business out of Sloan and Riley. She patted each of them on the arm or shoulder and went to find others that were willing to spend their money.
Caleb turned and left the Red Dog. He picked a walkway between two buildings and set himself to wait for the two men. Soon Sloan and Riley left the saloon and headed toward the place they were staying. When they walked by where Caleb was waiting, he stepped out of the shadows onto the street behind them.
"You boys were in the Confederate Cavalry weren't you," Caleb said in a loud voice. Sloan and Riley turned in surprise. "I thought I smelled something rotten," Caleb added.
Sloan and Riley turned to face Caleb. There was dust blowing and he was hard to see. "Who are you Mister and why are you bracin us?" Riley asked with a worried look.
"I'm Caleb Thompson and the why is that you killed my wife back in Texas. I aim to bring you to justice."
"Weren't no witnesses," Sloan said before Riley could get him to hush up. "Law won't do anything on your say so."
"I didn't say anything about the law; I said I was going to bring you to justice." Caleb swept his duster clear of his holster. The blowing wind settled and Caleb told them, "I'll give more of a chance than you gave my wife; defend yourselves."
Sloan yelled and reached for his sidearm; Riley was a little slower but grabbed for his own pistol. Riley was hit twice before he could bring his gun up. Sloan got off a shot before Caleb's bullet struck him in the head.
Caleb walked over to the men on unsteady legs, holding his side: he'd been hit by Sloan's shot and was fast losing blood. "Four down, one to go," Caleb said. He took a few steps toward the livery and collapsed into the dirt.

********************
His first thought when he woke up was, damn that hurts. Caleb's next thought was, where am I?
"You're in our house. The doctor wanted to keep you close so he could watch you."
Caleb didn't realize that he had spoken out loud. The answer to his questions came from a tall, robust woman of about 40. She had a no nonsense way about her as she examined the bandage over the wound in his side.
"Who..?" Caleb began.
"I'm Mrs. Sorenson, the doctor's wife." She paused and said, "To answer your other question; you've been shot in the side, but if you take it easy for a spell you will recover. Sheriff Ames brought you here three days ago. By the way the Sheriff has been waiting to talk to you; I'll have to let him know you're awake."
"Sloan and Riley?"
"If those are the two you confronted, they're both dead." Mrs. Sorenson put a clean bandage on Caleb's wound. As she stood up she said," I suppose you had your reasons for killing them." It was more of a question than a statement.
"Yes 'em. Good reason to my way of thinking." He tried to sit up straighter in the bed; Mrs. Sorenson helped him and put an extra pillow behind him. Caleb started to explain why he'd been after the two men when a man came into the room.



"Doc told me you'd be wakin up this morning, so I moseyed over after my breakfast. Looks like I timed it about right. I'm Sheriff Rawlings. And you'd be?"
"Caleb Thomson, Sheriff."
Tom Rawlings didn't look like a sheriff. He was short and very husky. When he took off his hat as he entered the doctor's home, he showed a bald head. It was hard to tell his age because his face was tanned so deeply by the sun. Rawlings looked like someone's grandpa; except for the steely eyes and the 12 gauge coach gun he carried.
"Can you tell me why those two jumped you?"
Staring at the Sheriff for a few seconds, Caleb replied, "Wasn't like that Sheriff. I braced them."
"You confronted two armed men. Mind telling me why?"
"I have my reasons sir."
"Well let me tell you what I have, son. I have two dead men lying in my street. I have the man that admits killing them. And I have no idea why. So, boy, if you don't tell me, I'll charge you and hold you over for the Circuit Judge."
Caleb started to speak, hesitated, and sighed. "There was a Confederate Cavalry squad, five men it was, stopped by my ranch just after the war. Guess they were on their way west. They abused my wife and then killed her. Sloan and Riley were part of that squad."
He paused and asked, "That reason enough for you Sheriff." Caleb's voice was hard, cold, and defensive. "Those two were numbers three and four. There's one more and I aim to get him."
Tom Rawlings frowned as he listened to Caleb's story and thought back to the time he almost lost his own wife; in a way, he knew how the young man felt. In spite of Caleb's bluster and bravado, Tom could see the pain in the boy's eyes. That pain will be there for some time, Tom thought.
"Well, you won't get him for quite a spell. Doc Sorenson says it's gonna be at least a month fore your fit to ride; and then you won't be able to travel far," Tom smiled at Caleb. "We'll talk more; reckon we're gonna get to know each other pretty well." Turning he waved at Mrs. Sorenson. "See y'all tomorrow Molly."
The next morning, Sheriff Rawlings came calling carrying a coffee pot. Caleb was propped up against the headboard of the bed. "Molly is a wonderful person and helps the Doc a lot. But she can't make coffee for beans, so I brought you some. Here give me your cup." Tom took the offered cup, walked to the window, and emptied the cup out the window. Then he refilled the cup from his coffee pot and handed it to Caleb.
Caleb carefully sipped the hot coffee, nodded, and said, "Much better. Thank you Sheriff."
"Not sayin you don't have cause to go after them gray backs but why didn't you go to the law," Tom asked.
"Wasn't really time if I was going to catch them," Caleb answered. "Our place is about a half day's ride out of San Antonio. By the time I finished burying Elle, got to the Marshal and back to my place, they would have had more a week's head start. Sides they would have been out of the town marshal's jurisdiction by then."
Caleb pause, took a drink of coffee, and stared out the window for a bit. "I reckoned if there was gonna be justice for Ellie, it'd be up to me." He gave a sad little smile and added, "So here I am."
"I could telegraph Sheriff Emery in Stockton and have him hold this Fueget; Emery is a friend of mine."
"Friend or not, he couldn't make charges from back home or from Langtry stick. Fueget would just walk away." Caleb looked Tom in the eye and said, "No it's up to me and by God I'll see that man in Hell; or he'll send me there. One way or another, it'll be all over with when I catch up to him."

********************
"You're not ready for the rigors of that ride," Doctor Sorenson said to Caleb as his patient dressed himself and got ready for the trail.
It had been six weeks since he'd been shot. Caleb had settled his bill and saddled Gris after packing his saddlebags. "Doc, I appreciate all the care you and Molly have given me; I wouldn't have made it without you." He shook the doctor's hand. "But Fueget is still out there and I've got to go after him."
"Don't bother trying to talk him out of it Doc," Tom said. "Been trying for six weeks now; boy's as stubborn as a mule and just as ornery." He shook Caleb's hand. "I telegraphed Sheriff Emery last week; asked about Fueget. Told him why I was interested and to keep it to himself. Emery said Fueget is working at a freight company. Said for you to check in with him when you get to Fort Stockton."
"Thanks Tom. You're a good man and a good friend. But I reckon I have to meet Fueget on my own." Caleb mounted and as he turned Gris northwest he said, "God bless you folks."

********************
Caleb had been riding for four days; he thought he'd be on the trail for another two or three. He could have made the 125 mile journey to Fort Stockton in four or five days riding hard, but he saw no need to push Gris. The country he rode through was high chaparral; an almost desert like area. It wasn't as arid and dry as most of the country in the southwest but there wasn't an over abundance of water.
"Gris, Fueget will be waitin, living high on the hog, while he works at the freight company, Caleb told his horse. He and Gris had stopped at one of the few water holes on the trail. "And he don't know I'm comin for him; but he'll find out soon enough." He reached over and patted Gris' neck. "Won't he Gris?"
Suddenly a rifle shot rang out. Turning, Caleb cocked his head and listened. Two shots, a pause, and then two more echoed off a small rock butte to the northeast. Mounting Gris, He put the horse into a slow, ground eating lope and headed toward the butte.
Caleb carefully rounded a stand of Mesquite trees and pulled his horse up short. At the base of the butte was a wagon wedged between two large boulders that years ago had fallen from the face of the butte. Behind the wagon, some horses were picketed close to the rock wall. Hiding behind the wagon he saw three people. From where he sat on Gris, it looked like a man, a woman, and a young boy. Every few seconds the man would stand, look over the rocky area in front of the wagon, and then duck back down.
Turning Gris, Caleb rode back around the stand of trees and down into a small arroyo. Following it, he quietly cut across in front of the wagon about two hundred feet away. He wanted to get a look at what the man was shooting at before he made himself known.
He got off Gris and slowly on foot climbed out of the arroyo. There were six Indian ponies ground tied about 20 feet in front of him. On the other side of the horses, in a depression, facing the wagon were five Indians. Reckon they're Comanche, Caleb thought. A sixth Indian lay out in the open with the top of his head shot off. Reckon the others will keep their heads down now.
Two of the Comanche had old smooth bore muzzle loading rifles, one had a more modern Sharps breech loader, and the other three had bows and lances. They'd already lost one of their band and pride made them stay to finish their attack on the wagon; but they didn't seem to be too interested in charging.
From his vantage point Caleb could see that Indians were very young. Probably on their first raiding party, he thought. Shaking his head he told himself, older braves would have sense enough to ride on. There are times that all pride gets you is dead.
Caleb had pulled his Winchester from its scabbard when he dismounted. He took aim at a rock near the Comanche closest to the wagon. He fired, chipping pieces of rock next to the young brave. Caleb quickly worked the action on the rifle and fired several more times, coming closer to his target with each shot.
The Indians looked around in confusion, then ran for their horses, mounted and rode away at a high gallop. Caleb laughed as they rode away. Reckon they'll think twice about attacking another wagon, he thought. Walking back to Gris, he mounted and rode toward the wagon.
"Hello, the camp," he yelled before he climbed out of the arroyo. "I'm comin in. Don't shoot please."
"C'mon in," the man said as he stood up. He held his rifle at the ready.
Caleb rode closer to the wagon and stopped Gris. "Howdy, I'm Caleb Thompson. Sorry to spoil your party."
The man shook his head and smiled. "Always room for one more at a party. I'm Ed Reeves; this is my wife Jane and our son, John." Then the man's face got a serious look. "Thanks for the help. I don't know how long we could have held out; we're a little low on water."
"There's a good water hole over that way about a mile, Mr. Reeves," Caleb said pointing back to the northwest. "Just filled my canteen and watered my horse there."
To Caleb, Ed Reeves looked to be about 40 years old. In addition to having been taught to respect his elders, Caleb also admired the man, and his family, for the way they fought off the Comanche; that's the reason he addressed Reeves as Mister.
"I think you can call me Ed, especially after what you did for us."
"Where're you headed Ed?"
"Going to Fort Stockton; inherited a general store from my uncle." Ed turned and nodded toward his family. "We thought we could make a good life for ourselves."
"I'm goin to Fort Stockton myself," Caleb said. "Think I'll ride along with y'all, if you don't mind."
The next few days were routine. The Reeves and Caleb would break camp at first light, drive the wagon team until just past midday, and stop for a meal. They would let the horses rest until late afternoon and get back on the trail.
There was a full moon, known in Texas as a Comanche moon and back east as a hunter's moon, which gave plenty of light in this mostly flat land so they could travel late into the night. After three or four hours the wagon would stop again until first light. Traveling during the early part of the day and after the sun set meant they missed most of the heat and hot sun that was a constant problem this time of the year.
During the journey, Caleb would let Ed, John and sometimes Jane ride Gris. They had no riding stock and people got tired of bumping along in the wagon or walking beside it. It took five days and nights but the wagon reached Fort Stockton late on the fifth day. The Reeves invited Caleb to stay with them at their new home while he was in town. He did accept some trail supplies from them but then he said goodbye to his new friends and went on with the reason he'd come to Fort Stockton.
Stopping in front of a livery stable, Caleb asked the man where the Sheriff's office was. He'd decided to speak to Sheriff Emery before he went after Fueget.
"Sheriff Emery's office is down yonder," the man answered, pointing to a sign hanging out over the boardwalk about fifty yards away.
"Give my horse a bath," Caleb ordered. "We just came through a lot of rough country. Brush him after you wash him and feed him a warm mash." He tossed a $5 gold piece to the man. "That take care of it?" The stable hand nodded.
Caleb walked to the Sheriff's office and entered without knocking. Sitting behind the desk was a big man with a star on his vest.
"Sheriff Emery? I'm Caleb Thompson. I think Tom Rawlings sent you a wire about me."
Emery stood and shook hands. He was bigger than Caleb; not just in height but in build too. Emery's forearms, what Caleb could see sticking out of his sleeves were muscular and looked as hard as stone; his hands were large and show signs of working outside.
"Tom said you'd be heading this way," the Sheriff said. "Appreciate you comin to see me fore you meet up with Fueget. Really don't hold with gunfights or gunfighters, but in this case I'm willin to let things go their own way." Emery looked directly at Caleb. "Long as it's a fair fight, I won't get in the way."
"Thanks Sheriff. I'll give him the first move, but I aim to kill him."
"I can understand how you feel. Lost my wife when Sherman marched to Savanna back in '64; I wasn't home at the time." Emery paused as if remembering. "Well enough about that. When do you plan to see Fueget?"
"I'm goin down to the freight office right now," Caleb replied. "Might as well get it over with."
"It's six o'clock; freight office is probably closed for the day."
"I'll go anyway. If it is closed I'll meet him tomorrow morning when he comes in. Been waitin this long, another night won't matter."

********************
"Don't rightly know where Fueget is now, but he won't be comin back anytime soon," the older man in the freight office told Caleb. It was early morning and Caleb had been waiting outside the office for Fueget. When the man opened the office, Caleb went in to question him.
"Damndest thing. Fueget came by my place late last night. Oh, I'm Samuel Turner; me and Fueget were partners in this freight business. Anyway, he came by my place last night and offered to sell me his share of the company." Turner had made coffee when he came in and now offered Caleb a cup as he poured his own. "Almost begged me to buy him out, he did. I gave him about a third of what his share is worth in cash and he signed it over to me."
"Why would he do that?" Caleb asked. He was disappointed that Fueget had gotten away.
"Ask him the same thing myself," Turner replied. "Said someone was after him, someone that planned on killing him. He said he had to get out of the country." Turner shook his head. "Normally I wouldn't take advantage of a man like that, but Fueget insisted."
Turner paused and gave Caleb a hard look. "You be the one after Fueget?"
Caleb nodded. "Fueget is right, I am after him. How'd he know I was comin?"
"Fueget said he has a friend at the telegraph office that told him about a message for Sheriff Emery. Said it was from a lawman named Rawlings over to Langtry. In the telegram Rawlings told about a young feller that had killed two men in a fair fight who was looking for Fueget." Turner shook his head, "anyway it sure spooked him and off he went."
"Thanks for the coffee," Caleb said and sat his cup down on the desk. "Got any idea where Fueget is headed?"
The freight man hesitated, took a deep breath and asked, "Why are you after him?"
Now it was Caleb's turn to hesitate, looking down for a few seconds. "Fueget and four of his men abused and killed my wife. Fueget is the only one left and I aim to bring him to justice."
"You know it was them for sure?"
"My wife wounded one of the men, a Sgt. Bill Wilson, with a butcher knife. I found him on the trail where he'd bleed to death. Fueget and the others took his horse and left him there to die. Wilson had written a letter naming the others and telling what they'd done." Caleb gave Turner an evil grin. "My wife made them pay and I aim to do the same."
The two men stared at each other for close to a minute. Finally Turner said, "Fueget said he was headed northwest to an old played out mining town called Owensville. Said he was going to gear up there, push on to Van Horn and then to California."
Caleb nodded his thanks and turned to leave. "Ain't much of nothing but a big bellied, no account drunk for sheriff in Owensville since the mine played out," Turner said. "How you plan to turn him over to the law?"
Another evil smile played over Caleb's face. "I said justice; never said anything about the law."
"You gonna be the judge and jury for Fueget?"
"And executioner," Caleb replied. "Or he'll be mine. Don't much matter anymore. But when I find him, one of us is going to die."
"Son, it's not my place to tell you what to do. I don't know you or your wife but from what you told me, she wouldn't want you to spend the rest of your time on this earth living in hate." Turner stood from behind his desk. "Let Fueget go boy, the good Lord will see he gets what's coming to him; either in this world or the next."
Caleb shook hands with the man. "Thanks for your help Mr. Turner and the advice. But I've come too far to stop now. I'll rest when all of those men are dead. Goodbye sir." He turned, walked out the door and mounted Gris.
"Reckon we're headed for Owensville Gris," he said and spurred the horse onto the trail.

********************
"Mr. Turner was right Caleb," Mary said when he finished his story. "Your Ellie wouldn't want you to live this way. Let Fueget go; you and I can leave this town. We could go together if you like."
"Mary..." Caleb began.
"You're a good man Caleb," Mary interrupted. "And I find myself drawn to you. We could get a new start somewheres, together."
Caleb shook his head. "No Mary, I'm gonna kill Fueget. After that I don't know what I'll do but I'm not fit company for a good woman. No, I'll just keep riding until, Hell, I don't know what."
"When are you going to meet up with Fueget?" Mary asked, still hoping Caleb would give up his vengeance.
"I sent a message to him today. Told him either here or on the trail, we was gonna meet; might as well be here." Caleb gave Mary a small hard grin. "Told him at least here, one of us would get a decent burial. Fueget agreed to meet me tomorrow morning just after first light." He paused for a bit and said, "It'll be over before breakfast I reckon."
Caleb was leaning against the hitching rail in front of the Hanson House drinking a morning cup of coffee when Fueget came around the corner of a building about fifty feet further down the street. He walked toward Caleb like a man walking to his own funeral; slow and halting and looking around for nonexistent help.
Fueget was still wearing the gray pants with a yellow stripe of the Confederate Cavalry. He was bareheaded and his dark, long, dirty hair hung down in his face. Across one cheek was an almost healed cut. The kind made by a butcher knife, Caleb thought. He ain't much to look at, but I'm not here for looking; I'm here for justice.
"Just you and me Fueget," Caleb said, standing upright. When the man got close, Caleb said, "You and your squad killed my wife; you're the only one left. My wife cut up Wilson bad enough that he died and I took care of the other three. Now I'm gonna take care of you."
"I'll pay you anything, just let me be," Fueget pleaded.
"You'll pay with your life, you son of a bitch." Caleb shook out his right hand. "I promised a friend that I'd give you the first move. Fill your hand."
"Let's talk about th..." Fueget said but went for his pistol.
He was faster than the others and Caleb had to rush his shot a little. He hit Fueget high in the chest and the big .44 knocked him to the ground. Caleb walked to stand over his wife's killer. He pointed his Remington at a spot between Fueget eyes.
"My Ellie almost got you didn't she?" Caleb said pointing to the scar on Fueget's cheek. "Well I'm here to finish the job. Now you're goin to Hell Fueget," Caleb said and cocked the hammer of his pistol. Fueget was holding his wound and his breath, his eyes showed fear and pain. Caleb stared at the downed man for several seconds. "Hell, Mary's right. Ellie wouldn't want this," he said. Fueget looked puzzled.
"It's one thing to kill a man in a fair fight; it's another to murder him." Caleb let the hammer down slowly and holstered his gun. "We're done Fueget," he said, turned and walked toward the hotel.
Caleb had taken a few steps when he heard Mary yell, "Look out Caleb."
He turned back to Fueget and for the second time since he'd started hunting the men that killed his wife, Caleb felt the fire and pain of a gunshot wound. He pulled his weapon and snapped a shot at Fueget. Caleb's shot was true, hitting Fueget in the head. Caleb grabbed his shoulder, stumbled, and sank to the dusty street. He stayed awake just long enough to feel Mary pulling his head into her lap.

********************
This time when he woke, Caleb felt someone holding his hand. "Hello Mary girl," he said and opened his eyes.




"Hello Caleb. Welcome back."
"How long I been laid up this time?"
"Just overnight," Mary answered. "The bullet went through the muscle on your shoulder; it didn't hit bone or anything but you bled a bunch. I think you'll be back on your feet in a day or two." Mary fussed around straightening his pillow and the covers. "You just stay in bed until I let you get up."
"Yes 'em, whatever you say. Sides got nowhere to go now, but where ever it is, I think we ought to be together girl."

********************
"Where to?" Mary asked as she and Caleb mounted their horses; Caleb on Gris and Mary on a bay mare he'd bought for her. It was almost three weeks after Caleb had been shot.
"I'd like to go see Wilma in Fort Bliss. Let her know about Ellie, if she don't already, and that the men that killed Ellie have been dealt with." Caleb looked at Mary and smiled.
"What say after that we go back and rebuild my, I mean our, ranch. The hill country around San Antonio is God's own back yard and I think we could make a life for ourselves there."
Mary coyly smiled and said "Suits me just fine. Let's go."
The End
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My legs almost healed, Rafe thought as he made his morning walk down to the barn and corral. Should be able to start riding again real soon. Rafe chuckled to himself. Course if Emma has her way, she'll keep me here at the house for another month or two.
As soon as he could get out of bed after being shot in the leg, Rafe started walking to the corral every morning. He wanted to take care of his horse Bowie and it was a good way to get the leg back to normal. He held out a handful of oats to his horse but Bowie turned his nose up at the feed.
Damn horse has been spoiled rotten by Emma, Rafe thought and laughed. Bowie doesn't want just a few oats as a treat now. He's got to have a piece of carrot or apple or even a piece of sugar.
"All right you big baby," Rafe said as he pulled a carrot out of his vest. "Here's your carrot. But don't think you're gonna be getting those when we get back on the trail."
"Back on the trail?" Emma asked. Rafe hadn't heard her come up behind him. "I thought you were going to stay with us Rafe." Before he could answer, Emma turned and ran back to the house. He had seen the tears in her eyes before she turned.
"Aw hell," Rafe said out loud. "Reckon I better have a talk with her," he said and walked back to the house. Rafe had thought a lot while in bed recovering from his wound. He knew that if he wasn't already in love with Emma that he soon would be. Rafe thought of Juanita sometimes but it was with a feeling of fond regret. He no longer thought of her as the woman he'd lost but as a friend he would probably never see again.
The problem wasn't Juanita but the things he'd done since he left home. I've been forced to defend myself several times, Rafe thought. More than most I guess. But I never shot any that didn't have it comin, but killin puts a stain on a man's soul.
Molly looked up from shucking corn when he came into the kitchen. Silently she pointed to the back door. Rafe nodded and stepped out into the covered area that was used for cooking during the hot summer months. Emma was sitting on the low stone wall that surrounded the outdoor kitchen.
"Can I talk to you please?" Rafe asked. Emma didn't say anything and wouldn't look at him. Rafe went on with what he wanted to say.
"I was gonna talk to you and tell you what I'm thinkin." He paused and took a deep breath. "Emma I have feelings for you."
Emma looked up for the first time. There was a hope on her face.
"But you don't know anything about me," Rafe continued. "Emma, I've had to kill men and would have killed another one but I missed my shot. I'm not the hero you've made me out to be." He hesitated and added, "If Emmett hadn't stopped me I would have tracked those bandits down and shot them.....Emma I'm not what you think I am."
Rafe looked at Emma's face and the hope in her eyes. Damn this is the hardest thing I've had to do, he thought. "Emma there's a mark on my soul because of the things I've done. I'm not the type of man you deserve. That's the reason I decided to leave you and the ranch.
"I know most of the things you've done," Emma replied. "I heard you telling Daddy about the bounty hunter and that fellar over to Fort Stockton. I also heard you talk about that vaquero back in San Antonio." Rafe started to interrupt her but she held up her hand to stop him.
"Every one of those men was trying to hurt or kill you. Those bandits tried to do the same thing. You were within your rights to protect yourself." Emma stopped, stood, and stepped closer to Rafe. "How can you tell me you've got feelings for me and then ride away? Cause I have feelings for you too Rafe." She put her hand on his cheek.
"I know the type of man you are Rafe," Emma said. "I've seen you work hard for my family, harder than you had to. You put your life on the line to save the money we earned from the cattle. Not because you'd get a share but because you gave your word to help us. The kindness you've shown to our family shows what type of man you are."
She stopped for a few seconds and angrily added, "So don't tell me I don't know what kind of man you are. You're the kind of man I want to spend my life with, to have children with, and grow old with."
Emma was crying now and Rafe didn't know what to do. After a few seconds he put his arms around her and pulled her to him.
"Reckon I won't be leaving after all," he whispered into her ear.

********************

A month and a half after getting shot, Rafe was allowed to go into town. He still couldn't ride very far but sitting in the wagon wasn't too hard on him. Especially since he wasn't allowed to handle the team; he had to sit next to Emma or her father as a passenger. He still used a cane to help support his left leg when he walked.
"If you get tired or hurtin Rafe get down and ride in the wagon," Molly had told him the first time she let him ride Bowie to town instead of riding in the wagon. He still wasn't allowed to work the ranch or herd cattle. "Promise me now; you won't try to do more than you should."
"Yes em, I promise." Rafe would have promised anything to get out from under Molly's thumb.
The next trip into town Rafe started out a stride of Bowie. The big horse kept trying to gallop; he wanted to run. "Take it easy big guy, we'll get out on the trail pretty soon," Rafe said and leaned forward to scratch Bowie's ears.
Emma and her father rode in the wagon and Rafe rode on Emma's side. They talked a little on the trip into Camp Verde and Emma hinted at a late summer wedding; Rafe just nodded as she talked. He'd just come to grips with the fact that he loved her and now she was talking about a wedding. She don't let no grass grow under her feet, Rafe thought with a smile.
As Emmett stopped the wagon in front of the general mercantile, a tall man who had been leaning against the store front and watching them ride in, stepped to the wagon and offered to help Emma get down.
"My daughter's perfectly capable of getting off the wagon by herself stranger." Emmet didn't like the looks of the man. He was dressed like a dandy wearing whipcord pants, a frock coat, a shirt with a button on collar and a string tie. The man's hair was dark, long, and hung down almost to his shoulders. The stranger also wore a gun with a tied down holster low on his right hip.
"No offense meant Miss...?" The dark haired man said with a smile.
"If I wanted to tell you her name I would have," Emmett said. "Step back and leave us alone."
"I'm Woodson Rhodes Miss. I'd be proud to buy you a midday meal."
"I told you to step back Rhodes," Emmett ordered again.
Rhodes flipped his coat behind his holstered gun. "How do you plan to make me old man? You're not heeled."
Rafe had dismounted on the far side of the wagon and now came around to join the Riley's. He slipped the safety tie off the hammer of his Remington .44-.40 sidearm and confronted Rhodes.
"If need be I'm wearing a pistol Rhodes," Rafe said with barely concealed anger. "I'd be happy to show you how it works."
Rhodes looked hard at the young man challenging him. He saw a man leaning on a cane but he wasn't fooled by that. The boy's eyes are cold and hard, Rhodes thought. He's done this before. This isn't the time; I need to prod him a bit more. There'll be another day.
"I know how a gun works sonny and if you're not careful I'll have to give you a lesson," Rhodes said with a sneer. "But not today." Turning back to Emma he said, "I hope to see you again Miss. Maybe next time I'll get your name as well as the pleasure of your company."
"Not likely," Emma replied. "I'd rather eat with the horses down at the livery. Good day sir." Emma walked past Rhodes and went into the store.
Rhodes watched her go. "Perhaps another time sonny," he said, turned and walked toward the saloon.
Sheriff Rawlings came walking fast to join the Riley's in front of the mercantile. "What's going on here?"
"You sure got here fast," Rafe said sarcastically. "Yep, just as soon as you knew the danger was over, you sure got here lickity split."
"Now see here Rafe..." Rawlings started.
Rafe didn't try to control his anger. "You wouldn't do anything before about Morrison and his band of rustlers; hell you didn't even want to hold Jim Morrison for the circuit judge. So don't come around now trying to play lawman. Stay out of my way Rawlings."
The Sheriff sputtered for a few seconds and then walked away.
Emmett nodded in the direction Rhodes had gone. "Just who in the hell does he think he is?"
"He's known as Woody Rhodes," Rafe answered as he watched the man walk away. "He's a gun hand from down in Texas."
"You know him?"
"Heard of him and what I heard wasn't good. He'll work for whoever will pay him. Doesn't matter who they are or what they want him to do; as long as they meet his price he'll do their dirty work." He turned and looked at Emmett. "You best stay clear of him Emmett. He'd shot you down right here if he was a mind to."
Emmett, Molly, Emma, and Rafe got the supplies they'd come for and headed back to the ranch. Along the way Rafe was deep in thought about Woodson Rhodes. He wondered if someone had hired the gun hand or if the man was just passing through. Rafe didn't like the idea of the pistolero being around Camp Verde.
Three weeks later another trip was taken into Camp Verde. This time in addition to supplies, Emma and Rafe were going to talk to the pastor at the local church; they wanted to schedule their wedding. As they rode into town, Rhodes was sitting on the porch in front of the hotel. His chair was leaned back, balanced with his feet on the porch rail. When he saw Emma and Rafe, he let the front legs of the chair come back down and stood. He tipped his hat at Emma as she rode by.
Easy, Rafe told himself. You can't shoot a man for being polite to a lady. But I can make damn sure that's all that happens. Rafe gave Rhodes a penetrating stare as they rode passed him to the general mercantile. Rhodes slowly walked toward them, stopped about 30 feet away and leaned against the building next door.
When Rafe and Emma came out of the store, Rhodes stood and took a few steps closer. "Howdy Miss. Wondered if you've reconsidered my offer?" He was talking to Emma but kept his eyes on Rafe.
Before Emma could answer, Rafe stepped in front of her. "The lady told you before she wasn't interested. Why are you pushing this Rhodes?"
"When I see something I like, I go after it sonny."
"There's more to it than that, I think," Rafe said. "But I don't much care Rhodes. Leave her alone and stay away from her."
The gunman started to reply but Sheriff Rawlings stepped between the two men. "Here, let's have none of that," he said.
Rhodes gave Rafe an insolent smile, turned and walked back to his chair in front of the hotel.
"Better watch out Sheriff," Rafe said. "You might have to actually act like a lawman if you're not careful." He turned to Emma. "C'mon let's go see Pastor Innes about the wedding."
Riding to the church Emma said, "I could have told that Rhodes feller to go to hell all by myself you know." Her voice sounded a little angry that Rafe thought she couldn't take care of herself.
"Yeah, I know. But I was afraid you'd take a buggy whip to him," Rafe replied with a grin. Then he sobered and added, "Keep your distance from him Emma. He's not the type to pay much attention to what you want."
Emma started to argue the point but saw the look in Rafe's eyes. Emma knew if she tried to handle advances by Rhodes and things went bad that there would be no stopping Rafe; he would make the gun slinger pay, possibly with his life. She didn't want Rafe to have to brace the gunfighter if she did something stupid.
Two weeks later, Emmett, Molly, and Emma were going into town. Rafe was staying at the ranch. There was a mare about to foal and it was her first. Rafe's horse, Bowie, was the sire, so Rafe had more than a passing interest.
The Riley's had been gone about an hour when the mare gave birth. Everything went fine and Rafe wasn't needed. He cleaned up, mounted Bowie and started for town. Rafe pushed the big horse, hoping to be able to spend the afternoon in town with Emma. Bowie sensed Rafe's mood and stretched out at a hard gallop.
As he came into town, he slowed Bowie to a walk. No need to ride over anybody, he thought as he pulled the horse down off a high gallop. At the far end of the dusty street he saw Molly and Emma standing in front of the general store clutching at each other. In front of them, Emmett stepped off the boardwalk to face a man; the man was Rhodes.
He couldn't hear what was being said, but Rafe thought he knew the problem. Rhodes probably approached Emma again and Emmett objected. I'm too far away to stop this. He saw Rhodes stroking the butt of his pistol while Emmett stood in front of him holding a rifle. Angry words were coming from Emmett as Rhodes taunted him.
Rafe pulled his Winchester from its scabbard, took aim, and fired a shot into the ground at Rhodes' feet. The gunfighter turned and saw Rafe sitting on his horse with the rifle pointed directly at him. Rhodes took his hand away from his gun and put both hands in the air at shoulder height. Slowly walking Bowie toward the two men using just his knees to guide the big horse, Rafe never lowered his weapon or took his eyes off Rhodes.
"Not very sporting sonny," Rhodes said with a grim smile when Rafe stopped his horse.
"I didn't intend for you to shoot Emmett," Rafe replied. Rhodes was on Bowie's left side; still holding his Winchester on the gunfighter, Rafe threw his right leg over the front of his saddle and dismounted. "What's this all about Emmett?" Rafe asked over his shoulder, still watching Rhodes.
"Rhodes wouldn't let Emma pass and I had to step in," Emmet answered.
"Here," Rafe said tossing his rifle to his future father in law. He never took his attention away from Rhodes. Slowly he stepped away from Bowie, fully confronting the man.
He's still limping, Rhodes thought. But that won't affect his gun hand. The boy's as tight as a banjo string. It'd be best not underestimate him.
"Rhodes, I think it's about time someone showed you that manners can be taught as well as learned." Rafe voice was cold and full of challenge.
"I don't think you're the one to do the teaching sonny," Rhodes said. He flipped his frock coat away from his holstered pistol. "Better mind your own business while you still can. Hard to do when you're dead."
"Why are you pushing this Rhodes? Rafe asked in a puzzled voice.
"You remember a man named Ralph Colbert?"
"He was from over Roswell way?"
Rhodes nodded. "Was is right; you killed him." It was a statement, not a question.
"He forced the point Rhodes. I gave him the first move and it was a fair fight."
"Doesn't matter. Ralph was kin; my cousin. Now I'm givin you the same fair fight. Go for your gun or die where you stand."
"You two hold on right there," Sheriff Rawlings called from across the street.
Rafe's attention wavered, drawn by the Sheriff's voice. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Rhodes move. The gunman's pistol came to bear just before Rafe's shot hit him in the chest; Rhodes shot went wide of the mark. The surprise on Rhodes face would have been funny if it hadn't meant his death. Rhodes looked down at the blood spreading on his shirt and then looked over at Rafe. He raised a hand in salute and slipped to the ground; dead before he came to rest.
Emma ran to Rafe as Molly hurried to Emmett. "I'm okay Emma, his shot missed me." Rafe holstered his Remington and looked down at Rhodes. "Hope that's the last of that family," he said to himself. "I'm gettin real tired of killing them."
He turned toward Sheriff Rawlings. "You almost got me killed Rawlings. Next time it might be you I shoot at."
"You can't talk to me like that boy," Rawlings replied. "I'm the law in these parts."
"Then act like it. You should'a braced Rhodes yourself but you didn't have the nerve." Rafe put an arm around Emma and teased the family. "If y'all are done causin a ruckus I think we better head back to the ranch."

********************

Rafe and Emma's wedding was the social event of late summer in the small town of Camp Verde. They'd thought about putting it off until after the cattle shipped to market. There was a round up and branding that had to be done before the animals could be driven to the railhead.
"If we get married now, we won't have time for a honeymoon," Emma complained. Emmet and Molly, mostly Molly, wouldn't hear of a postponement.
"Jeb Turner, he owns the ranch upstream on the Verde, wants to sell out and move to Oregon," Emmett said. "He's on a scouting trip right now. His boy, Bob, decided to stay in the Verde Valley. Said he didn't know nothing about Oregon and doesn't want to." Emmett grinned and added, "I think the boy's interest in the Mayor's daughter is the real reason he doesn't want to leave. Anyway, he's lookin for work. I'll hire him, at least until after we ship."
The wedding was held at the church which was filled to overflowing by the friends and neighbors of the Riley family. Most had watched Emma grown into the fine young woman she was and many respected and liked the young stranger that had moved into the Verde Valley.
Rafe and Emma made the ride down the hill to Phoenix after the wedding and the party afterwards. They planned on spending a few days together, alone. Having dinner on their third night together at the Stock Yards restaurant they both started to speak at the same time.
"Honey what would you..." started Emma.
"What would you...." Rafe began and stopped when Emma spoke. "You first," he said.
Emma giggled. "I was going to ask what you would think about going back to the ranch early."
Now it was Rafe's turn to laugh. "I was going to ask you the same thing." He took her hand. "I love you and we've got the rest of our time together. I'm worried about Emmett working the ranch with just the Turner boy to help."
"I worry about Dad too; and Mother," Emma confessed. "Besides, we need to plan where we're going to put our house."
"House?"
"Yes. I was thinking a mile or so downstream; about where the old tree is where the trail forks. What do you think?"
"Best talk to Emmett about that. After all it's his ranch." Rafe thought for a bit and said, "but if he agrees I think that would be just fine."
"It's settled then," Emma said. "We'll start back in the morning." She leaned over closer to Rafe. "I think we should make our last night of the honeymoon special. Let's go back to the hotel." She smiled and coyly blushed.
The next morning they made the ride back to the Verde Valley. When they got to the ranch, they found that Emmett, Molly, and Bob busy in the pasture closest to the house. Emmett and Bob were both mounted. They would rope the cattle and drag them closer to the fire where Molly applied a red hot branding iron.
Rafe and Emma quickly changed into work clothes and went to help. Emmett and Molly were surprised to see the newlyweds and after a short greeting the work continued. Now there were three riders roping and two women doing the branding.



The R Bar R was growing. The Riley's and their new son in law were able to ship almost two hundred head this year; about double what they'd sold for market the previous year. Emmett decided to keep Bob Turner on as a full time hand; he felt if the ranch kept growing they might even have to hire another hand or two.
"Reckon you've been good luck for us Rafe," Emmett said one evening shortly after they returned from the cattle drive.
Rafe grabbed Emma's hand as she was clearing the table and pulled her onto his lap. "I think I'm the one that got lucky," he said as he hugged his wife.

********************

Pulling Bowie to a stop on top of one of the foothills at the base of the Mogollon Rim towering above the ranch, Rafe looked down into the valley below. He stepped off of Bowie and slipped his bit so the horse could graze on the sweet spring grass.
We've come a long way in five years, Rafe thought. At the far end of the valley, against the mountains to the west was the new boundary of the R Bar R. After some serious horse trading, Emmett and Rafe bought the Turner ranch. Rafe invested the last of his stake from his folks and became a partner as well as the son in law.
Bob Turner signed on full time after that first round up and was engaged to the Mayor's daughter, Millie. He made it plain that he wanted to stay on the R Bar R even after they got married. "I got all the good parts of ranchin without none of the headaches," Bob told Emmett. "I get to work outdoors, got plenty to eat, and a good place to sleep." Then he smiled and added, "Sides y'all have been real good to me. Don't see no reason for movin on."
Rafe and Emmett had built a sort of bunkhouse for Bob when he made the ranch his home. Now they were building another, larger cabin for Bob and Millie to live in when they married. Rafe kidded that Bob was the ramrod of the outfit.
"But I'm the only hand," Bob said.
"That just makes it easier for you to get the boys to do what they have to," Rafe replied.
Reckon we're gonna have to hire on another man or two this year, Rafe thought as he gazed up at the Rim. Buying the Turner place and increasing the size of the herd is gettin to be too much for three men. Now that we have a son and a daughter, Emma and Molly can't be bothered to work the ranch; they spend all the time with the children.
Rafe had written to his parents in San Antonio telling them about Emma and the wedding. Emma and Rafe's mother, Sarah, wrote to each other at least once a month and about a year after their marriage, it was Emma that told Sarah that she and Barrett were going to be grandparents.
Barrett and Sarah waited until they received the news about the birth of their grandson William Emmett Cassidy and then made the long trip from San Antonio to Camp Verde. They traveled by train from San Antonio to Amarillo, Texas and from there to Flagstaff, Arizona.
Rafe went to Flagstaff and waited overnight for their train. When they finally got off the train, after an early morning run from Holbrook, it was several minutes of Sarah crying and hugging her 'little boy', before Rafe was able to greet his father. It was a welcome reunion for Rafe after not seeing his parents for so long.
Barrett and Sarah were happy to meet Emmet and Molly, when they finally made it down the hill to Camp Verde and the R Bar R ranch. But their most enjoyable thing was meeting Emma and young William.
Barrett and Emmett were both touched that the boy was named William Emmett after each side of the family. Sarah and Molly laughed about the way the two men puffed up with pride almost every time they saw or talked about their namesake.
"If his head gets any bigger with pride, he won't be able to wear his hat," Molly said about Emmett.
"Barrett's the same way. He's about to bust his shirt open puffing up his chest," Sarah replied.
Two years after Barrett and Sarah visited Rafe; they received a letter from Emma and Rafe. They were going to have another child. This time they had a girl who they named Molly Jean; Jean was Sarah's middle name. Little Jeannie was a joy.

********************

"Okay Bowie, time for us to get back to work," Rafe told his horse. "The family's going into town and Emma will want to say good bye."He put the bit back into Bowie's mouth; the big horse snorted and shook his head. "Hold still you big baby," Rafe said. He got the bit set, mounted and headed down the trail to the ranch.
Emma, the two children, and Molly were already in the wagon when Rafe returned. He guided Bowie close to the side where Emma sat. William climbed over his mother to get to Rafe. He picked the boy up and sat him on the saddle in front of him. Emmett climbed into the wagon, nodded, and slapped the reins on the horse's rump. Rafe rode with them to the big cottonwood next to a rock outcropping. He put William back in the wagon, kissed Emma and young Jeannie and turned Bowie back toward the ranch house.
While the family was going to town, Rafe planned to continue digging the foundation for a new house. With Rafe, Emma, the two children, Molly and Emmett, the existing house was getting a little crowded. Rafe and Emma planned to build their own home about a hundred yards upstream of Emmett and Molly's and high above the flood plain of the Verde River. It would offer some privacy and still be close.
Rafe stood and stretched his back; he'd been digging all day with only a few rests. Bob Turner helped for a spell but had to tend to the stock so his time was limited. Another day and the digging should be done, he thought. Rafe looked at the sun and gauged it was about 3 o'clock; he figured that the family should be getting back pretty soon.
He picked up the shovel to start again but stopped when he heard a horse coming at a hard gallop. Rafe walked to where he had laid his Remington and waited for the rider to come into sight. The hard running horse cleared the trees at the edge of the house place. The rider was Reverend Jackson's son Thomas. He saw Rafe and turned his horse toward him. Sawing on the reins, he pulled the animal to a skidding stop.
"Mr. Cassidy, the doc sent me to get you," the young man said trying to catch his breath. "Doc says you better come into town."
"What's wrong?"
"There was a bank robbery and the gang shot up the town as they rode out." Thomas hesitated. "Miss Emma was hurt."
"Are William and Jeannie all right?"
"Yes sir. They're with Mr. Riley at the hotel. Mrs. Riley is with Emma at the Doc's."
Rafe didn't waste time with more questions. He nodded, buckled on his gun belt and ran to the corral whistling for Bowie. He quickly saddled the horse, mounted and put him at a hard gallop back up the river trail to Camp Verde. On the ride he wondered where the hell Sheriff Rawlings had been during the holdup. The Jackson boy and his horse were soon left behind with just the dust from Bowie's pounding hooves hanging in the air.
Bowie sensed his human's mood. He stretched his neck out put his ears back and ran all out. Rafe tried to pull him up and slow down over the roughest part of the trail but Bowie would have none of it. By the time they got to town, Bowie was covered in lather. Rafe rode to the doctor's office and was off the horse before it came to a full stop. He ran the few steps into the Stinson's home, which was also his office. Bowie stood trembling but looking proud of himself.
Judith Stinson, the Doctor's wife, met Rafe as he charged into the office. Judith took his arm to keep him from charging into the examining room. "Jim is in with her; you can see her in a few minutes."
"How bad is she hurt?" Rafe asked.
"I'll let Jim tell you, he'll be finished pretty quick." Seeing the look on Rafe's face she added, "Don't worry, I'm sure she's going to be fine."
"Is Molly here?"
"No, she went to the hotel a few minutes ago. Said she was going to let Emmett know how Emma is."
Rafe was like a caged animal during the five minutes he waited for Doc Stinson. He would pace to the door to the room where Emma lay, stop and stare for a moment, then return to the parlor where Judith sat. She had brought him some coffee but it sat untouched on the table. Unable to stand the waiting Rafe went outside to tend to Bowie. When he came back into the house, Doc Stinson was waiting for him.
"Howdy Rafe," Doc said. "Emma's going to be fine. She's got some injuries but it could have been a lot worse." Holding up his hand to stop the questions from Rafe, he continued. "Emma's got several cuts and bruises. That bump on her head is what's bothering me."
"But she's gonna be okay?"
"I believe so, but we can't be sure until she wakes up." Doc rubbed his chin and paused. "Right now she's in a deep sleep. Again Doc raised his hand before Rafe could say anything. "When someone is injured, usually a head injury, they sometimes go to sleep. Some doctors say it's a way for the body to heal itself. We'll just have to wait until she rejoins us."
"What happened? How did Emma get hurt?" Rafe asked staring at the doorway into the treatment room.
"Those bastards ran her down in the street," Emmett said; his voice was full of anger. He'd come into the parlor as Rafe and the Doc were talking. Seeing the question in his son in law's eyes he added, "The ones that robbed the bank rode her down. Emma was crossing Main Street with William, coming back to meet me and Molly at the general store. They broke out of the bank, threw some shots around, and rode like hell out of town. Emma pushed William out of the way but couldn't get clear herself."
Rafe's face became hard; his blue eyes became sharp and cold.
"You can go in to see her if you like," Doc Stinson told Rafe. "She's asleep, like I said, but I think you need to see that she's doing fine."
Rafe nodded his thanks and went to Emma's side. Entering the room, not knowing what to expect, he very quickly felt a white hot rage build when he saw Emma. The side of her face was one big bruise and her top lip was cut. She had a three inch gash over her right eye which the doctor had sewn closed with catgut stitches. Emma moved in her sleep and gave a small moan of pain.
Doctor Stinson had followed Rafe into the room. He put his hand on the young husband's shoulder. "Emma's strong and healthy so her injuries will heal fine." Pulling a chair over to the side of the bed, the Doctor said, "You can sit with her for a spell if you like son."
Rafe nodded his thanks and settled into the chair, reaching out to take Emma's hand. After an hour, during which Emma continued to sleep, Rafe stood and left the room. Looking around the parlor he asked, "Emmett leave?"
"He said he'd see you at the hotel after you visited with Emma," Judith answered. "He went to help look after your son and daughter."
William came running to his father as Rafe walked into the lobby of the hotel. "Pa, Mama got hurt. Those bad men knocked her down."
"I know Will, but she's gonna be just fine. She's over to Doc Stinson's sleeping right now." Rafe put his arms around his son and hugged him. Thank God you weren't hurt too, he thought. He'd only had eyes for William when he entered the lobby and now looked around. He saw Molly sitting on a sofa, holding Jeannie; Emmet sat next to her. Rafe walked over and picked his daughter up and hugged her for a moment whispering warmly in her ear .
"You help Grandma with your sister while I talk to Grandpa," he told the boy. Rafe motioned with his head for Emmett to follow him and went outside. He leaned against the porch rail and when Emmett joined him, he asked, "Tell me about it Emmett."
"Three men came out of the bank with a money bag. They started shooting, mounted their horses and rode east out of town. Like I said, Emma was crossing the street and they rode over her."
"Anybody know who they were? And where was Sheriff Rawlings?" Rafe's voice was tight with anger.
"Bank teller said it was the Dooley's; he'd seen a wanted poster on them when he was up to Flagstaff. As far as Rawlings, I reckon he was hiding in the saloon," Emmett answered. "He came out a couple of minutes after the outlaws rode away. Made a lot of noise and blustered about how they wouldn't get away with it." Emmett gave Rafe a sarcastic smile. "But he sure didn't do anything to follow them. He went back to his office and I haven't seen him since."
Rafe looked off to the east; his mind already picturing the ride after the men who had hurt his Emma. His thoughts fought with each other. He was worried about Emma and wanted to stay with her until she got better; at the same time Rafe knew if he didn't get on the trail soon that the men would disappear. Maybe this time the bandits will get away, he thought. I need to be here for Emma.
Molly came to the door and motioned to Emmett. He walked over to her and Molly handed him Jeannie and pointed to William who was playing inside. Her intent was plain; you watch the children her actions said. Then Molly came onto the porch and walked to where Rafe leaned against the rail.
"Rafe you have to go after those men," Molly said. "I know you're worried about Emma but Doc Stinson says we just have to wait; you can't help by just sitting around moping."
"But Molly..." Rafe began but Molly stopped him.
"They stole money from your friends and neighbors; they hurt Emma, and shot up the town. We can't let them run loose; they'll just do it again and maybe kill someone next time. Besides we know your chaffing to go anyway." Molly stopped for a few seconds to see Rafe's reaction; he gave her a very small grin. "Emmett will try to put together a posse to follow you, but you need to go now.
He nodded. "Thanks Molly," Rafe said and hugged her. Sometimes it's the women of the family that are the hardest, he thought.
"I'll send Emmett back out before those kids run him to death." She smiled and went back into the hotel. Emmet came back onto the porch.
"When are we leavin son?"
"We're not, but I am," Rafe answered.
"I'm not too old to ride with you," Emmett protested.
"No you're not, but someone needs to organize a posse to follow me. Besides one of us needs to be here with the family. You're the only one I trust to take care of them while I'm gone or if I don't come back."
Emmett's smile was grim and sad at the same time. Rafe's goin after them and he may not be back or bring them back to face the law, Emmett thought. And he doesn't want any blood on my hands.
Rafe saw the smile. "Emmett, you've got no experience in the things I might have to do. If they give me a choice, I'll bring them back. But I'll not let them run free after hurting Emma." He stood and added, "I'm going to talk to Rawlings and then go back to the Doc's for a spell. I'll come back for supper a little later."
Sheriff Rawlings wasn't exactly hiding in his office, but he didn't want to face the townspeople. He knew that they would not be happy with his lack of action concerning the bank robbers. His heart sank and he was afraid when the one man he really didn't want to see walked into his office.
"I tried to stop them Rafe," Rawlings claimed when the young man slammed the door.
"That's horseshit Rawlings. You didn't come out of the saloon until they already left town; until after they'd ridden down my wife." Rafe fingered the butt of his pistol. "Were you hiding down behind the bar while they shot up the town?"
"I...I..." Rawlings stuttered.
"The only reason I'm here is to get information on the men that did this." Rafe saw the Sheriff relax a little. "The bank teller said he'd seen a wanted poster on them up in Flagstaff. Said it was the Dooley's. You know about them?"
"I think I got one of them posters here somewheres," Rawlings answered and dug through the right hand drawer of his desk. He was glad to get off the subject of his actions. "Yep, here tis." He handed Rafe the poster. "Bill Dooley is the leader of the gang; his cousin, Jeff Dooley, and Tom Smith are the other two. They've robbed a couple of stage coaches and the bank in Flagstaff. Guess they're headed east."
"I'll be headed after them," Rafe said after reading the poster. "If I bring them back, I expect you to hold them for the circuit judge." He looked Rawlings in the eye and warned, "Don't fight me on this like you did with Morrison. You hear me?"
Rawlings nodded and sighed in relief when Rafe walked out of the office. Think I'd rather cross the Dooley's than cross Rafe Cassidy, he thought.
Returning to Doc Stinson's, Rafe found Emma was still in a troubled sleep. He sat in a chair next to her bed and Emma seemed to rest easier when he took her hand. The doctor came in to check on his patient and after doing so he motioned Rafe out of the room. Doc led the way into his office, pointed to a chair, and poured two whiskeys.
"I understand that you plan on going after those men," Doc Stinson said. "You should let the law handle them Rafe."
"Our Sheriff says they're out of his jurisdiction and it'll take too long to get the district U.S. Marshal here. The Dooley's will be in Mexico if we wait."
"It's not your job Rafe."
"Not about whose job it is Doc. Those bastards took money that belongs to most everyone in Camp Verde; they shot up my town, and almost killed my wife and son. Maybe not my job but I'll be damned if I'll let them run free."
Doc Stinson looked at Rafe as he sipped his whiskey. "You know a great philosopher once said 'Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves'."
"Yeah, Confucius said that," Rafe replied. He chuckled at the surprised look on Doc's face. "My Ma made sure I had more schoolin than most and she quoted that at me when I was talkin about dealing with a man named Mendoza back in San Antonio."
Rafe's smile became grim. "The Dooley's are gonna pay; if that's revenge, so be it. Save your breath Doc, I'm goin after them. I'm going to bring them back dead or alive; it will be their choice to make."
Rafe stood and threw down the whiskey all at once. "Thanks for the drink. Think I'll spend a little more time with Emma."
Doc Stinson also stood. "You take care of what you have to do and I'll take care of Emma for you." He put the whiskey bottle back into his desk and watched Rafe return to Emma's room. That young man is a force, he thought. I wouldn't want to be in the Dooley's shoes. No, I surely wouldn't.
About an hour later Rafe walked back into Doc's office. "Going to gear up for the trail and spend the evening with my children; I'll be leavin at first light. No matter what happens, thank you for caring for Emma, Doc. If she wakes up while I'm gone, please tell her I'll be back soon."

********************

"We shouldn't a rode down that woman," Tom Smith said to the two Dooley's. They were resting their horses after a day and half of hard riding to get away from Camp Verde before a posse could catch up to them. "No cause to do it."
The sight of the young woman lying in the street still bothered him. Smith had no problem with robbing stages and banks or even rustling cattle, but hurting women didn't sit well with him.
"She were in our way," Jeff Dooley said.
"No she weren't. She were just trying to protect her boy. We coulda rode around her," Smith argued.
"You callin me a liar?" Jeff questioned in an angry voice.
"Not callin you nothin, just sayin we didn't have to ride her down."
"Well if you don't like it, I guess you can ride out on your own," Bill Dooley joined in.
"Might be best. Give me my share of the bank money and I'll head out."
As Smith and Bill talked, Jeff slipped around behind Thomas. As Thomas put out his hand for his share, Jeff pulled his pistol and shot him in the back of the head. The shot splattered blood all over Bill and Thomas fell to the ground.



"Damn you Jeff," Bill complained. "You got blood all over me. Next time make sure I'm clear."
"Reckon that'll do for your share," Jeff said to the dead man. "Sorry Bill. Wash up and let's hit the trail. You still think we should swing south and head for Phoenix or Tucson?"
"Believe we should," Bill answered. "Got those wanted posters out on us up to Flagstaff and they'll probably put more out for this job in Camp Verde. Phoenix is about a three day ride but I believe we lost any posse so we can take it easy on the trail. If things get too hot in Phoenix, we can head on down to Tucson; from there it's less than a day's ride to the Mexican border."
The Dooley's mounted and turned south toward Phoenix. Neither of them noticed the rider on the big creamy gold colored horse coming down off the ridge line into the valley following their trail.

********************

Rafe found the Dooley's trail about half an hour outside of Cape Verde. The tracks were at least a day old and he held Bowie in a fast trot so he could follow the trail. Three hours following the faint trail, the sign freshened. That showed he was cutting into the Dooley's lead. He put his big horse into a ground eating lope that Bowie could keep up for hours.
He stopped at midday at a small spring to water and rest Bowie. While sitting in the shade of a big mesquite tree, Rafe got an idea. "Bowie, those fellers will cut south in the next day or so." Bowie snorted and went back to grazing on the grass growing near the spring.
"Think we will too," Rafe continued. "They're wanted up in Flagstaff so they won't go north. Going east, it's a hard five or six days to the nearest settlement, Heber-Overgaard; and there ain't much there. Show Low is another day or two. But they're not ridin hard; they've slowed way down from the look of the sign. I think they're gonna turn south to Phoenix."
Rafe stood, retightened Bowie's saddle cinch, and mounted. "Let's ride south by south east and we'll cut their trail by mornin." He put his horse back into the same ground eating lope.
It's a risk not following the Dooley's trail, he thought. I could be wrong; if I am it'll put me several days behind them. Rafe leaned forward and patted Bowie on the neck as he loped along. "But we can still run them to ground," he said to his horse. Bowie nodded his head up and down as he ran, as if agreeing with his human.
Rafe and Bowie stopped at dusk and made a cold camp. "There's gonna be a full moon tonight so we'll rest until it comes up and hit the trail again," Rafe talked to his horse as he unsaddled him and rubbed him down. "Have to go a little slower at night, but we can make time this way."
As the full moon rose, Rafe saddled Bowie and rode at a fast walk. On flat ground with little vegetation, he would kick Bowie into a fast trot or slow lope. When the moon set, they stopped, waiting for first light. Then Rafe rode along a ridge line and down into a very large valley. He hadn't seen the Dooley's yet but the trail was fresh; not over two or three hours old in Rafe's opinion.
"There's buzzards circling up ahead Bowie," Rafe said when he saw the vultures. "Something died and not too long past either."
Reining toward the scavengers, Rafe soon saw what had caught the bird's attention. A man's body was face down in a small sandy arroyo with the back of his head bloody. Rafe didn't want to see his face knowing it had been blown away. Bowie snorted and tossed his head at scent of death. But Rafe dismounted and turned the body over.
"From the description on the wanted poster, that'd be Tom Smith," Rafe said aloud. "Reckon the boys had a falling out." There was nothing Rafe could do so he remounted Bowie and quickly found the, now fresh, trail and rode after the Dooley's. "We were right Bowie, they turned south toward Phoenix. We'll catch up to them before dusk." Bowie put his ears back, stretched his neck out, and surged into his high lope.

********************

"You sure it's smart to be takin it so easy?" Jeff asked Bill. They had ridden into a small box canyon that provided a small water seep for the men and horses.
"Yep. Ain't seen no sign of a posse and even if there was one, we lost them when we turned south." Bill got off his horse and started to unpack his saddle bags to make camp. "Reckon we'll let Tom's horse go; he's about done in anyway." Bill shook his head. "I warned him to get a good animal but he didn't want to spend the money."
"Wouldn't have made a difference to him, seeing as how things worked out," Jeff replied with a grin.
Just after dusk, as the shadows swept over the canyon, Bill used his bandana to pick up the coffee pot from the edge of their fire. He poured some in his cup and held the pot up toward Jeff. "Y'all want some coffee?" Bill asked.
"I'd take a cup," a voice answered from out of the dark just past the light from the campfire.
Bill and Jeff both tried to stand and they pulled at their pistols; the coffee pot fell to the ground, spilling into the fire.
"No don't move now," the voice ordered. "We wouldn't want things to go sideways now would we? So one at a time, toss your pistols to this side of the fire and just stay still."
"Who are you?" Bill yelled.
"Don't matter much; I've got the drop on you. Best do as I say."
Bill exchanged a look with Jeff. "No sir won't do it. At least not until I know who's givin me orders."
"That's right," Jeff echoed.
Rafe, with his Remington in his hand, stepped into the circle of light from the fire.
"Who are you?" Bill repeated. "Don't see no star, so you ain't the law."
"Name's Rafe Cassidy."
"What's your stake in this Mister?" Jeff asked.
"I live outside of Camp Verde."
"You a one man posse?"
"Nope. The sheriff didn't put a posse together."
"Why'd you come after us then? If 'in some of the money from the bank belongs to you, we'll give yours back."
"I'll take the money, only I'm taking it all back." Rafe took a few steps closer to the Dooley's. "The woman you rode down leaving town is my wife. That's why I'm takin you back to the law."
"There's just the one of him Bill," Jeff said. "He can't get us both." Turning to Rafe he repeated, "You can't get us both."
Rafe gave the men an evil grin. "You're wrong; I can get both of you. But if you have to try, go ahead."
Jeff roared and reached for his sidearm; at the same time Bill pulled at his weapon. The sound of shots rang out in the small box canyon, echoing off the rock walls.

********************

Emmett and William were sitting on the front porch in front of Doc Stinson's place. Jeannie was sitting on Emmett's lap happily playing by pulling on his ears. Molly was inside sitting with Emma who was still sleeping; although she seemed to be in a less deep sleep. Emma would move, sometimes mutter a few words that no one could catch, and then slip away again. She hadn't opened her eyes but Doc Stinson said it was just a matter of time now.
"When's Pa comin home?" William asked his grandfather. "He's been gone a long time." In fact, Rafe had left after the Dooley's six days previously. To a youngster like William, six days was an eternity.
"He'll be home soon," Emmett answered in a hopeful voice. He knew Rafe could take care of himself but he was still concerned.
Doc Stinson came out to join Emmett and leaned against the porch rail. "Emma's getting closer to waking up every day now. Won't be long. You mark my words."
"I surely do hope you're right Doc," Emmett replied. "It's been hard on the kids with her sleeping and Rafe gone too. Real hard." He reached down and ruffled William's hair.
Looking down the road toward Camp Verde, Doc pushed off the rail and stood. "Rider coming," he said pointing with his chin.
Emmett turned to look also but it was William who realized the identity of the horseman. "It's Pa... Pa's back," he yelled excitedly. William jumped off the porch and started to run toward the rider.
"William, wait a minute," Emmett cautioned. "Let's be sure."
"It's him Grandpa. I can see Bowie and no one but Pa rides Bowie." The boy turned and continued his headlong rush toward his father.
Rafe spurred Bowie into a slow trot. When he got to William, he leaned over and picked his boy up; setting him on the saddle in front of him. Rafe was busy saying hello to William so Bowie continued his slow pace to the house on his own.
William stayed in the saddle as Rafe dismounted when Bowie stopped in front of the house. Rafe put his Stetson on the boys head and walked over to Emmett offering his hand. Emmett pushed the hand aside, hugged his son in law, and then handed Jeannie to her father.
"Good to have you back son," Emmett said trying to control his emotions. He'd been afraid that Rafe had taken on too much this time.
"Would have been here an hour ago but me and the posse had to drop my prisoners off at the jail," Rafe said. "Thought I might have to lock Rawlings up to get him to do anything."
"You brought them back? I thought you might not," Emmett admitted.
"It was a close thing Emmett." Rafe scratched the stubble on his chin. "After what they did to Emma it was mighty close. I could've just ambushed them from the dark, and I did think about it, but I stepped into their camp and told them I was takin them back."
Emmett glanced at William sitting on Bowie. "What happened to your hat?" The big Stetson had slipped down over William's ears. There was a half inch hole in the crown.
"That's a result of me givin them a chance to give it up. Jeff was a bit faster than Bill. He got a shot off before I stopped him." Rafe smiled, "I hit Jeff in the shoulder and was able to pull down on Bill before he could clear his gun. Jeff sure did complain all the way back. I finally told him I could finish the job if he wanted. That shut him up a bit." Rafe stretched, tired from the long ride. "Ran into the posse yesterday morning."
"I'll tell Molly you're back," Doc Stinson said and entered the house. It was less than a minute before Molly came out.
She smiled with tears in her eyes and stepped off the porch. Molly grabbed Rafe and hugged him. "I'm glad to see you back safe."
Rafe started to tell her about the Dooley's but she waved her hand. "You can tell us about it later. Emma's waiting for you."
He leaned down and kissed his mother in law on the cheek. "Thanks Molly." Rafe handed her little Jeannie, turned and almost ran up the steps and into the house.
Emma was still sleeping but her color was better than the last time he'd seen her. Rafe dropped into the chair next to the bed and took his wife's hand.
"I'm back Emma. The men that hurt you are in jail waiting for the circuit judge." Emma sighed, her hand tightening on Rafe's.
Molly came into the room twenty minutes later. "Rafe, I'll sit with her if you want to clean up and get some supper."
"No, y'all take the kids and go eat. I'll just sit here for a spell."
"We'll eat and Emmett can take the children back to the hotel," Molly said. "I'll come back and sit with Emma so you can get some rest." She patted Rafe on the shoulder and left.
Molly smiled when she returned to the Emma's room an hour later. Rafe still held her hand but he was leaning over with his head resting on Emma's legs; he was asleep.
Sometime during the night Emma woke. She looked around the room that was softly lit by an oil lamp. Then she felt the weight on her legs. Looking down she saw it was Rafe; fast asleep and holding her hand. Emma smiled, touched his face with her other hand and went back to sleep.

********************

Rafe stirred after sleeping for several hours; the hard ride to find and bring back the Dooley's had taken its toll on him. He felt a light touch on the side of his face and turned his head.
"Good morning sleepy head," Emma said smiling at Rafe.
"Emma...My Emma!" Rafe said. He felt tears come to his eyes and quickly leaned in to hug his wife. After almost a minute of holding her, he sat back.
"How long have you been awake?"
"An hour or so. You looked tired, so I let you sleep."
Doc Stinson found them talking about an hour later. "Well young lady, I see you've rejoined us. How do you feel?" Doc waved her answer away. "Rafe why don't you go tell the rest of the family while I examine Emma?"

********************

"You don't look much like a raccoon anymore," Rafe teased Emma as he sat down to the big breakfast that she and Molly had ready for their men.
The vivid black, blue and yellow bruises surrounding her eyes had faded in the six weeks since Emma was injured. Doc Stinson had removed the stitches from the cut over her eye and there wouldn't be much of a scar. Emma giggled and swatted at Rafe as she walked back to the stove.
"When will you two be back?" Molly asked Emmett.
"Should be around noon. We're just gonna check on the new hands." They had hired two more hands for the growing ranch. "This is Bob's first chance to actually be the ramrod."
"Bob will be fine," Rafe offered, and then he laughed. "He sure takes it serious enough."
As Emmett said, he and Rafe rode back to the ranch house at noon. "Got company," he said pointing to the three horses hitched to the post by the corral.
"Sittin on the porch," Rafe replied. "Looks like the Mayor, the storekeeper, and the saloon owner. Mayor Butler may have come out to see Millie but I wonder why the other two are here."
"Howdy John," Emmett said as he dismounted in front of the ranch house. "Why'd the Mayor of Camp Verde ride all the way out here?"
"Hello Emmett," Mayor Butler said. "I think you know James Grover and Charley Stanford," he said nodding at the other two men on the porch. "Hello Rafe."
"Howdy Mayor, Mr. Grover, Mr. Stanford," Rafe answered. He got down off of Bowie and joined the men. "I guess I'm as curious as Emmett. It's a long ride from town just to say hello."
"We represent the town council and want to talk to you Rafe," Butler said.
Rafe nodded and leaned against the porch rail. "Okay Mayor, have your say."
"Elections are two months away and we want you to run for Sheriff." Butler motioned to include Grove and Stanford. "Rawlings just isn't doing his job."
"Be tough to beat him in an election after all these years," Emmett said.
"Don't think it would be," Stanford replied. "Only reason he's been elected the last few years is nobody ran against him."
"Rawlings didn't have the backbone to go after the Dooley's when they robbed the bank," Grover joined in the discussion. "Some folks say he hid in the back room of the saloon until they rode out of town. And that wasn't the first time he showed a yellow streak. Rafe, I remember how you and Emmett almost had to threaten Rawlings to get him to hold Jim Morrison. In fact, if the cowhands get a little rowdy he makes sure he's in another part of town."
"He was all we needed when the town was just a little wide spot in the road," Mayor Butler added. "Now Camp Verde is growing; we need a lawman that'll protect the town and not be worried about jurisdiction and such. So can we count on you Rafe?"
"Why don't you just fire Rawlings?" Emmett asked.
"Can't. He's an elected official and we can't override the voters," Mayor Butler answered.
Rafe thought about the request. "I'll need some time to think about this."
"Of course you will," Butler said in a booming voice. "But at least you'll think about it right?"
"I'll think about it and talk to Emma and the family," Rafe answered. "That's all I'll promise for now."
"Could you let us know your decision by next week? We need to find someone to run against Rawlings if you don't."
Rafe nodded. "Today's Wednesday, we'll be coming in for supplies on Saturday. I'll let you know then."
"One more question Mayor," Emmett said as the three men walked toward their horses. "What kind of wages does the job pay?"
Rafe smiled, he hadn't even thought about wages. Emmett always kept an eye on the money side, Rafe thought.
"$100 a month and found," Butler answered. "Rafe you can live at the boarding house or I've got a small house across from the church that I'll provide."
Nodding, Rafe said, "I'll let you know on Saturday Mayor."
Watching the three men ride back to Camp Verde, Rafe turned to Emmett. "What do you think Emmett?"
"I think you and Emma got some talkin to do."

********************

Mayor Butler was right; folks were just waitin for someone besides Rawlings to vote for, Rafe thought. Rawlings didn't get more than twenty votes. The campaign had been over before it even got started. When Rafe announced he was running for Sheriff, Rawlings days were numbered.
"Don't plan on spendin all my time in that damn office," Rafe had told the town council. "Emma and the family deserve most of me. Y'all can have what's left over."
The only real opposition to Rafe was from Stanley Blake; the newest and biggest rancher in the area. It was he and his men that provided the twenty votes that Rawlings did get. Blake wanted to continue to control the law in Camp Verde, the way he had controlled Rawlings. He knew that Rafe was a man of a different cut.
The day after the election, Rafe took over as Sheriff and Rawlings left town. Blake watched as Rafe made his first rounds of the town. He was standing in front of the general mercantile and as Rafe walked past he spit a stream of tobacco juice into the street; narrowly missing Rafe's boots.
Rafe stopped and faced Blake. "Mr. Blake, I know you've had run of the town with Rawlings here but he's gone now. You and your men will be treated fair but that's all you're gonna get. And if you spit on my boots again, I'll leave my badge at the office and come see you real personal like."
Blake saw the cold eyes and heard the challenge from Rafe; he turned and went back into the mercantile. Reckon I won't be runnin that boy, he thought and sighed. I might have to do something about that.
Been two months since the election, Rafe thought as he left the Sheriff's office. Reckon I'll walk down Main Street before I head home. Rafe turned as he left the Sheriff's office. "Jacob, I'll see you in the morning. Make a couple of turns around the town and bed down. No need to wear yourself out."
"Yes Sheriff. You go on home to Mrs. Cassidy," the young deputy answered. This was only his third week on the job and Jacob Eason was eager to prove that Rafe had made a good decision to hire him. Hiring a deputy had been one of the things Rafe had insisted on before he agreed to run for Sheriff.
Emma greeted her husband when he entered their home. Before she could get more than a quick hug and a short kiss, William came running into the room. He grabbed Rafe's legs and started wrestling with his father. Rafe carefully pulled his pistol, laid it on top of a tall china cabinet and picked William up holding him over his head.
"You two behave now," Emma scolded. "William let your father get cleaned up for supper."
After supper and putting the two children to bed, Emma and Rafe sat on the front porch of the little house across from the church, enjoying the cool spring evening. Emma handed Rafe a last cup of coffee.
"Got some good news today," she said looking at Rafe.
He waited a few seconds and asked with a grin, "Do I have to drag it out of you or did you plan on telling me now that you got my interest up?"
Emma returned his grin. "Mr. Grover offered me a job as his clerk in his general mercantile. Said I could bring the children with me and Mrs. Grover would sit with them if things got busy in the store." Emma waited for a response from Rafe and when he didn't say anything she stood and walked over to his chair. "Well, what do you think?"
Rafe pulled Emma onto his lap. "I think you'll do what you want, just like always," he replied and kissed her. "But far as I'm concerned I think it'd be good for you and for the children."



"That's good," Emma said. "I already told Mr. Grove that I'd do it."
Both of them laughed and hugged each other. "Better not let it interfere with us though," Rafe said, only half kidding.
"No sir. Wouldn't think of it."

********************

"You didn't say it was Rafe Cassidy you was havin trouble with Mr. Blake," Roy Harding said as he watched the Sheriff walk past the saloon. Harding was a hired gun; he'd work either side of an argument or fight. It just depended who would pay for his services.
"What's the matter Harding, you afraid of the boy?" Blake asked. Blake had contracted with Roy Harding, a hard case and pistolero, to rid him of the new sheriff. He wanted to regain his hold on Camp Verde. Since Rafe became the Sheriff, the business men of the town wouldn't pay for protection. To add insult to injury, the townspeople demanded payment for the goods and services that Blake needed. "Ain't afraid of any man alive Mr. Blake," Harding replied with a cold stare. "Don't make that mistake again."
"Alright, alright. You will face him down though."
"It's gonna cost you more than we agreed on." Harding watched as Rafe walked out of sight. "Another $1000 should do it."
"That's $2000," Blake complained. "I can get ten men for that."
"I suggest you do so Mr. Blake. But if you want me to take that man down, it's $2000." Harding lit a cigar and continued. "All you'll do hiring a bunch of men is get more killed."
Blake didn't want to admit to Harding that he'd tried to hire other gun hands but no one wanted to go up against Rafe Cassidy. He shook his head, reached into his wallet, and counted out $1000. "Here you are, but what makes Cassidy so special?"
"Cassidy took down Ralph Colbert over to Roswell in a fair fight. Colbert was the best in New Mexico. Tom Morrison and his sidekick Barlow found out how good Cassidy was; he killed them both." Harding dropped his cigar and ground it out with his boot heel.
"And here in Camp Verde, Cassidy bested Woody Rhodes not long ago. Rhodes is the only man I ever saw that might be as fast as me." "That's why the extra money Mr. Blake. I'll brace Cassidy tonight when he comes into the saloon on his rounds."
When Rafe entered the saloon that evening, he felt a tension in the room. Men looked at him and then turned their heads. As Rafe walked toward the bar he saw one man staring at him. The man leaned against the bar and didn't turn his head away; his eyes watched Rafe's every move. Stanley Blake was sitting at the table closest to the bar.
Rafe sort of nodded to himself. Reckon I knew Blake wouldn't let things go, he thought. That hombre must be a gun hand with that low slung tied down holster.
"You'd be Cassidy." At Rafe's nod, he said, "I'm Roy Harding and I got business with you."
"From over El Paso way?" Rafe asked. Harding nodded. "I've heard of you." He carefully walked closer to Harding. "What business?"
"My employer wants you out of town," Harding said and motioned to Blake.
Blake's face went white and he shook his head. Now everyone knows I hired Harding, he thought.
Rafe looked at Blake and turned his attention to Harding. "There's no need for this Harding; you could ride on."
"Can't do it Cassidy; I took the job and Blake's money. Should'a found out who he wanted rid of before I did, now it don't make a difference; I gave him my word." Harding shook his head. "You have to understand, I gave him my word."
"Keeping your word to this scum is gonna get you dead," Rafe said. "I'll say it again, ride out Harding." The gunman shook his head.
"When I'm done with your hired gun, I'm coming for you Blake," Rafe said never taking his eyes from the dangerous pistolero.
Harding's hand was a blur as he reached for his pistol. As fast as he was, he was just a touch slower than Rafe. Before the gunfighter was able to bring his gun to bear, a shot echoed across the saloon. Harding took two steps backward and collapsed to the floor.
Another shot rang out and Rafe turned quickly. He saw Blake slide off the table he'd been at and fall to the floor. Behind Blake, Jacob Eason slowly lowered his smoking pistol.
"He was gonna shoot you in the back Rafe," the young deputy said. His hand was shaking a little as he holstered his gun.
"Thanks Jacob, you did good."
"Didn't want to have to break in a new boss, don't you know," Jacob replied with a big grin.
"Better get the undertaker," Rafe suggested. "He's got business to attend to."

********************

"You have to run for Sheriff again," Mayor Butler complained. Rafe had just told the Mayor, Mr. Grover, and Mr. Stanford that he was stepping down as Sheriff; he wouldn't be on the ballot in the next election. Camp Verde would have to find itself a new lawman.
"Mayor, it's been three years and that's enough," Rafe replied. "I never intended for this to be a lifelong job. My kids are growing up and I want to spend more time with them. I also don't intend to put Emma through worrying about me coming home every night anymore. We want to move back to the R Bar R and get back to raisin cattle."
"But you've been the best Sheriff we've ever had," Stanford said.
"Thank you for that Mr. Stanford; appreciate it."
During the time that Rafe had been Sheriff, Camp Verde had grown from a wide spot in the road to a fine little community. It had also grown to be a place that families and businessmen could prosper. After the first six months of Rafe being elected Sheriff, the word spread that Camp Verde wasn't a wild cow town anymore.
Cowhands, drovers, and miners were welcome; along with businesses, townspeople, and ranchers. But if you came to Camp Verde you better behave yourself. Wild drunks, shooting up the town, and barroom fights weren't allowed and would quickly get you arrested and put in jail. Arrested by a young sheriff that was about the best with a gun in the county if not the state.
The word also spread to outlaws that Camp Verde was a town to bypass. The stories of Rafe's fights with Woody Rhodes and Roy Harding made the rounds too. The message was clear; if you broke the law in Camp Verde you would be punished. Rafe had also instituted a policy of going after anyone that misbehaved in town; no matter where they ran and with no consideration of jurisdiction. If you did the deed in Camp Verde you would face Rafe and the town court.
Stanley Blake's sister had come from Indiana to take over his ranch two months after his death. Eleanor Blake marched into Rafe's office the day after she arrived in Camp Verde.
"I'm Eleanor Blake, Sheriff Cassidy," she introduced herself.
Rafe stood. "I'm sorry for your loss Miss Blake. Your brother didn't leave us much choice."
"I know that. Stanley always was about two degrees off plumb and now he's paid for it." Eleanor offered her hand to Rafe. "I've never approved of Stanley's methods and wanted to let you know there are no hard feelings."
Rafe and Emma had become friends with Eleanor; Rafe even helped her find a crew of honest and trustworthy wranglers to work her ranch.
"Who will we get to run for Sheriff?" Butler asked Rafe.
"I suggest you back Jacob Eason. He's worked for me for three years and he's a good man," Rafe answered. "I'll put the word out that I think he'd make a good lawman."
"But he's so young," Grover said.
"He's two years younger than me. And he doesn't have a ranch or family in the area so he can devote himself to the town; just like he's been doing for the last three years." Rafe looked at the members of the town council. "Run anyone you want, but I'm done after this term."

********************

Emma just smiled and made no comment when Rafe told her of his plans, other than to say with a big smile "Yes dear."
The day after the election, Rafe, Emma, and the children moved back to the R Bar R. Their first evening home they spent with Emmett and Molly at the ranch house. Rafe and Emma would move into their new house as soon as they could furnish it.The next morning Rafe and Emma took a ride to get a feel for the land again.
"I'm glad we've come home," Emma said when they stopped at a spring and dismounted. "I didn't want the baby growing up in town."
"I don't think we can hardly call William or Jeannie babies anymore," Rafe said with a grin.
"Rafe, I'm talking about a new baby. Should be born sometime just before roundup."
Emma felt herself picked up and swung around. Then Rafe sat her back on her feet.
"I'm glad to be out of the law business and to be home," Rafe admitted.
Rafe and Emma mounted and rode back to the ranch house to tell Emmett and Molly about the soon to be addition to the family.
They rode stirrup to stirrup holding hands.
The End
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********************
It was obvious when they entered my office that they had problems and were in trouble. It's not that I'm so sensitive and astute and aware of people's feelings, it's that people don't come to see me unless they are in trouble or have a problem.
The paint showing the name on the frosted glass of the door was somewhat faded and peeling. It read:

Matthew Steele
Investigations
Security Specialist
That's me, Matthew Steele St. Louis, Missouri investigator and security consultant. I'm what's commonly known as a private detective; I also work as a security consultant at times, better known as a bodyguard.
I'll do almost anything pertaining to investigations, from background checks, to keeping the scum of society off your back and away from your body, to following a suspected cheating spouse, to finding runaways. Doesn't matter if it's a wife, a husband, a kid or your enemy; I'll find them; for a price.
I'll do just about anything that's legal, although that can be a fuzzy line sometimes. One thing I won't do is provide muscle to physically assault someone. If you and your neighbor or business associate are at an impasse over something, I won't kick their ass for you. I'll find out things from their past, if there is anything, that you can use to control them but if it's physical payback you want, then go talk to someone else.
It was just before lunchtime and I'd been sitting back in my chair with my feet on the desk, contemplating the world situation when the man and woman came in; actually I'd almost been asleep. Taking my feet off the desk and putting them back on the floor I sat up and waited for one of them to speak.
"Mr. Steele?" The man asked. I nodded and he continued, "I'm Jason Worth, this is my wife Susan, and I need your help."
He sat down without being asked and without waiting for his wife. Jason Worth was about 55 or so. His styled thinning hair, smooth features, the spray on suntan, and his very expensive clothes should have taken years off his appearance, but didn't. He was 6 feet one, muscular build, probably from a gym, and had an air of entitlement. Worth had an attitude that only a lot of money could bring and it surrounded him like a shroud. I immediately took a dislike to him.
Susan Worth is the kind of woman that shouldn't be allowed to walk down a busy street. Her looks would cause men to walk into sign posts or wreck their cars because they'd be watching her instead of where they were going or what they were doing.
Mrs. Worth couldn't have been more than 35, if I was being cruel; about the same age as me. Tall for a woman at five feet ten, she had the type of body and face that could start wars. Hey, it happened back in Troy, it could happen now. Susan would have made Helen of Troy look like an ugly cousin.
She also had a muscular build, but she looked like she did tennis or golf or something instead of hitting the gym exclusively. Susan leaned more toward a toned voluptuous body than runway models. She had a sexy, girl next door face, sort of like Kate Hudson, long auburn hair worn loose down her back, and piercing blue eyes. If she would walk across a bar or restaurant men, and some women, would follow her with their eyes and thoughts.
I watched as she sat down and crossed her legs. Her fashionably short skirt rode up displaying a lot of long beautiful thigh. I sighed and settled back in my chair. Keep your mind on business, I told myself. Myself answered back saying are you kidding me?
Continuing the discussion with myself; the devil side of me said we would fit well together, as I'm 6 feet 3. The devil also said that my hard muscled body, weighing 200 pounds even, would feel good rubbing up against her. The last thing the devil said before I pushed him out of my mind was that my black hair and gray eyes were just the thing she needed to compliment her.
Get thee behind me Satan.
"I've checked into your background a little and I think you're just the man I need," Worth said.
I nodded sagely and thought, ah yes my background. Matthew Steele had been a rising star in the St. Louis Police's Detective Division at one time. I was sure to make Captain by the time I was 35; that was five years ago. A sad set of circumstances led to my, shall we say downfall or should we say being screwed by the system.

********************
My partner and I were on a stake out and something I ate didn't agree with me. When you're on a stake out, you can't be too choosey about food; I should have been more careful. After almost two hours of jumping out of the car, running into the nearby alley and throwing up, my partner suggested I go home.
"Hell, with you jumping in and out of the car, we might as well put up a neon sign saying, 'Police stake out on duty', so go home."
I walked to the corner about two hundred feet away, called the Precinct and asked for a patrol car to pick me up and take me home. The two patrolmen good naturedly ragged on me all the way to my house. Thinking back on what happened, it's a good thing they were with me.
It's an old story and a cliché, but when I got home there was a strange car in the driveway. I entered my house with the two patrolmen behind me. The noises coming from down the hallway to the bedroom couldn't be mistaken. Somebody or bodies were getting it on.
I walked to the bedroom door, knowing what I'd see before I got there; I was right. My wife Johanna and a man were having, I guess a conjugal visit is as good a way to describe it as any. "What the hell?" That was my not very original question; the same one that's been asked thousands of times.
Having seen my share of domestic disputes I planned on telling the guy to get the hell out of my house. In spite of my anger I knew if I started beating on the guy I might not stop and that would lead me into trouble I didn't need; I already had a plate full. That was before I recognized my wife's playmate.
Her boy toy was my superior at the Department, Captain Joe Harper. Harper was a brown nosing, ass kissing hack that only got his position because of political pull. When I saw him stand up, naked, in surprise, I lost it. Still I wouldn't have attacked him if he hadn't gone for his gun lying on the night stand next to the bed. Guess he was as surprised as me and his first thought was about self preservation.
I closed the distance between us before he could grab his weapon and hit him so hard I bet his daddy got a headache. He fell across the bed; I straddled him and started beating on him. Now I swear I hadn't planned on hitting my wife; I don't hit women. But she jumped between Harper and me; I never knew if she wanted to protect Harper or to stop me from going to jail. Johanna caught a roundhouse right hand and went ass over tea kettle off the bed.
It's a good thing that the patrolmen, who had brought me home, rushed down the hall to the bedroom when they heard me yell. If they hadn't I might have killed that piece of crap Harper. They pulled me off him before I became guilty of manslaughter or murder.
No one including my wife, who worked for the local school board and especially Captain Harper, wanted the situation to go public. He didn't bring charges of assault with intent and convinced Johanna not to press a spousal abuse complaint. However, when the dust cleared, I had lost my job and my wife. I did get to keep the house and most of the money.
I complained that it wasn't right or fair that I would lose my job and Harper would go unpunished. It didn't do any good; I was still terminated for conduct unbecoming or some such bullshit. Harper didn't get off scot free; a severe letter of reprimand was put in his file.
Whoop de do, I thought. Major Taylor, the head of the Detective Bureau, told me that Harper would be demoted to Lieutenant and because of that letter and the reason for it, would never get another promotion. Taylor also said Harper would have a hard time with the rank and file of the Department.
"Yeah, but the asshole still has a job," I argued. "Where is his punishment? What has he lost? I've lost my wife and my job. Hell, I've lost my way of life."
"It's a bad result," Taylor said, "but his family has too much political clout for the higher ups in the Department to do much more. If you need a hand or I can help, call me Matt."

********************
"What about my background?" I ask Worth. I was still a tad defensive about that piece of history.
"I know you were a good, maybe even great, police detective. I also know why you left the department." Worth took a gold cigarette case out of the inside pocket of his very expensive sports coat. "Mind if I smoke?" He asked and lit his cigarette before I answered either way. I slid the ashtray I keep for clients across the desk toward him; I don't smoke but it isn't up to me to police people's vices or health.
"Your knowledge and talents as a detective plus your experience with your ex-wife suit you perfectly for this job."
When he mentioned my ex, I thought, I was right; I don't like this son of a bitch. "What's the job Mr. Worth?"
"My wife," Worth squirmed in his chair, obviously embarrassed and angry, "had an affair with one of the hired help."
"It wasn't like that Jason," Susan complained, but she had a sly little smile on her face.
"Shut up," Worth said in anger. "It was like that. You just couldn't keep your hands off him, could you? I still can't believe it; a woman of your station and class rutting like a pig with a damned pool boy."
"Stanley is more than a pool boy; he's a very talented up and coming actor," Susan countered.
"Talented actor my ass," Mr. Worth responded. "He's had a few bit parts in plays at the Muni Opera. And it doesn't matter if he is an actor; you shouldn't have been with him."
"I didn't say his talent was in acting, now did I?" Susan said with an evil smile.
"Damn you Susan. When this is over you and I will have to revisit our relationship," Mr. Worth promised.
Susan started to answer but I interrupted. "Enough, I'm not interested in hearing you two verbally tear each other up. What's the job Mr. Worth?"
"Like I said, Susan had an affair with our pool boy," Worth stared at his wife, daring her to deny it. "When I found out, I threw him off the property and put the word out so no one that matters would hire him."
"Again, what do you want me to do Mr. Worth?"
"Well apparently the boy didn't like the consequences of his little tryst with my wife and he has threatened me."
"What Jason really means is that Stanley is blackmailing him," Susan said with a sexy little grin. At least it looked sexy to me. "He, Stanley I mean, told my husband that he had a DVD of Stanley and me together. Said he'd make sure it went public and all our friends, family, and Jason's business associates would get a copy if Jason didn't pay him one hundred thousand dollars."
"Shut up Susan," Worth almost yelled. Looking back at me he said, "I want you to find him and persuade him to leave me alone and to give you the DVD and any copies he has made. Do anything that's necessary to make him leave us alone." Worth looked at me with an angry face and added, "Anything that works, anything at all."
"Have you contacted the police? Blackmail is a crime you know."
"If I go to the police I might as well put an ad in the paper saying my wife acted like a slut," Worth angrily replied, glaring at Susan. "That's why I came to you. I've heard that you are very discreet."
"From who?" I asked.
"What?"
"Who referred you to me?"
"Well...Major Taylor for one. We've met him at several of the police social functions." Worth took a deep breath. "I don't understand the question Mr. Steele. What difference does it make how we found you? The only question is, are you going to take the job?"
"I haven't made a decision just yet," I replied. "Leave your number and I'll call you by tomorrow morning with my answer."
"There are other private investigators, you know,"
"Yes there are Mr. Worth. Feel free to contact any of them, but if you want me you'll have to wait until tomorrow morning to see if I'm available."
Worth looked around my office. He saw the worn carpet, the walls that needed painting and the beat up desk I was sitting behind. "It doesn't look like you can afford to be choosy about jobs."
"Appearances are deceiving Mr. Worth and besides, money isn't everything." I lied; money was everything. Well almost everything. "If you like, I'll call you tomorrow; if not, it's been nice meeting you."
"Very well," Worth said and stood. "I'll expect your call tomorrow Mr. Steele. Come along Susan."
Mrs. Worth made a show of uncrossing her long legs, stood, and offered her hand. "I think I'm going to like working with you Mr. Steele. I'll bet you'll be more fun than poor old Stanley."
"Not for the same reasons I hope Mrs. Worth. Goodbye."
I called Major Taylor right after the Worth's left. "Hey Major. I understand you're sending business my way."
"I take it you're talking about Jason Worth, Matt."
"Why'd you suggest he contact me with his problem?"
"I don't know what his problem is," the Major said. "He was a bit secretive about it. When he asked if I knew any PIs I could recommend, I told him I'd recommend you or Rollie Chambers. He's a spoiled rich guy and I thought you might make a piece of change off him."
"Thanks Major, I can't talk about his problem but I'm going to take the job."
"How are you doing Matt?"
"I'm good Major. It's been almost two years since I was screwed by the Department and I've made lemonade out of those lemons. I like my life; I can work when I want and for who I want. And I don't have some politically connected jerk telling me what to do."
"How are you doing for money? I've heard about that office of yours and the truck you're driving."
"Between you and me Major, the work I'm getting is setting me up pretty well. The truck runs good and I don't worry about parking it in some of the areas I've had to go to. As for the office, the only reason I even have one is for some place to meet clients."
"Wouldn't a nicer office impress your clients more?"
"My place makes the people think I'm a little desperate; it makes them think I'll work harder to earn their money."
"Okay Matt. Call me if I can help."
"Sure Major and thanks."
What wasn't mentioned by Major Taylor or myself was the settlement I got from the St. Louis Police Department. I'd sued for wrongful termination and a whole bunch of other things. My attorney, Jeb Smith, was an old college buddy and he is very good; a real vicious Great White shark in an ocean of lesser sharks. Jeb was so good that the other sharks got out of the water when Jeb started swimming.
It's good to have friends; it's even better to have friends that can get you 'Go to Hell' type money in a settlement. 'Go to Hell' type money is when you have enough money to tell everyone to go to hell; you don't need them for your livelihood.
"You really don't have a case Matt," Jeb told me, but he had this shark's grin on. "I mean you did beat the hell out of your boss. And that's insubordination, no matter what the reason. But."
"But what?" I asked.
"But the Department doesn't want the publicity of this case. It's bad enough that a superior humps a subordinate's wife. But when the superior gets off with a slap on the wrist and the husband gets fired, well, that won't sit well with the public and really wouldn't sit well with the rank and file policemen. They'll settle and for high six figures." Jeb grinned and added, "And I'll get them to pay my fees too." Then he laughed like hell. Jeb didn't care much for the establishment.
Jeb sent an 'Intent to file suit' letter to the Police Commissioner with copies to Captain Harper, his boss, and their legal department. Then he sat back and waited for the explosion. It wasn't long in coming. The attorney for the Police, Judas Dobson, immediately called to set up a meeting with Jeb and me. When Jeb told me about the meeting, the when and where, I said "Judas, that's a fitting name for an attorney." Then realizing who I was talking to said, "Sorry Jeb, I don't mean you.
Jeb laughed and opened us another beer. "Call me what you want but pay me my 30 pieces of silver." He read through the request for a meeting again. "We'll go meet with Dobson. But here's what I want you to do."
We walked into Dobson's office and were shown to a large conference room. The secretary got us coffee and Dobson and three other people came into the room; they were all lawyers. Jeb was outnumbered four to one, but I had confidence in my shark.
"Mr. Steele, I'm Judas Dobson," he said as he sat down across the table. It was all I could do not to laugh at hearing his name. "I will speak for the St. Louis Police Department during these negotiations."
"Hold on Dobson," I said. "This is not a negotiation meeting. If my demands aren't met, and met by end of business tomorrow, I'll file suit."
All of this was according to the script Jeb and I had worked out the previous night.
"Surely Mr. Smith has told you that you have no case?" Dobson's face was red. The young pretty female lawyer on his side of the table was trying to keep from smiling.
"Yeah, he did. But I'll demand a jury trial and take my chances in court." I looked directly at Dobson with a challenge. "Worst case scenario is I have to pay Jeb's fees. Best case, the jury will see what a hosing I got and side with me; they'll roast Harper, the Department, and the City of St. Louis. Your choice Dobson. C'mon Jeb, let's get lunch so you can pad your expense account."
I stood and started toward the door. Jeb stood, shrugged his shoulders at Dobson, and followed me. We had a hard time eating lunch because we kept laughing about the look on Dobson's face.
Jeb called me about 1 PM the next day. "We'll have a check first thing tomorrow morning Matt. If you take care, you probably won't have to work for three or four years."

********************
Enough reminiscing, I thought. I picked up the phone and called Mr. Worth. "I've decided to at least talk more in depth about your case Mr. Worth. I'll be out to your place tomorrow morning at 10 to get more information and possibly a retainer."
"Is that really necessary Mr. Steele?"
"It is if you want me to work on your case. Your choice"
"I'll see you at 10 sharp." Worth hung up the phone with a little extra force.
Worth's house was set back from the two lane blacktop road; you couldn't see it from the street. The grounds were more like a golf course with lots of trees rather than just a place for a house. The grass was extensive with no bare spots and manicured to an exact height. The address was so exclusive that it didn't have a city or community name; it just said 'St. Louis County' and a zip code.
The look I got from Worth that morning as I drove up the tree lined road to his house was priceless. I was driving my old pickup truck. The right rear wheel fender was a study in body filling Bondo; I was having the rusted area repaired. My truck has three different colors of paint, not counting the Bondo, because one door and one front fender are each from different trucks.
In its defense, the old Chevy has a 350 Cu. In. engine that's just one or two accessories from being a full blown racing engine. Not only does it run good, it will outrun most cars; including police interceptors. My truck is what is known as a sleeper. The old adage of you can't tell a book by its cover aptly applies to me and my truck.



Worth had a disgusted look and a frown on his face when I pulled to a stop in front of his house. "Really Mr. Steele. Is it necessary to drive to my residence in such a...a...well, a deplorable dilapidated vehicle?"
"Yep. That's my work vehicle, my only work vehicle." I had to shut the driver's door twice to get it to latch. "Shall we get down to business Mr. Worth, or do you want to discuss my ride some more?" I smiled at him and waited.
He looked at my red satin, St. Louis Cardinal jacket, the St. Louis Rams T shirt, faded jeans, and cowboy boots with the same disgust on his face. Worth was wearing a dark blue suit and vest with a lighter color pinstripe plus a blue on blue shirt with little diamond shapes on it, opened at the neck; I think the shirt was a Christian Dior. His clothes were probably, no not probably, his clothes were worth more than my truck.
"Come inside please," Worth said and turned to lead the way into his humble abode. The house was a copy of one of the southern plantation homes that you see in the movies. Tall white columns supported a second story balcony.
I guess he likes to stand out there and watch the peasants work, I thought. Inside facing the entry way was a staircase that would rival the one at Tara in Gone with the Wind. It was about eight feet wide and led to a landing. From there it split so there were two ways to continue to the second story.
"Jacqueline, bring coffee into the sitting room please," Worth requested of a young woman in a gray and white uniform. To me the room he led us into would be a living room; I guess the elite and landed gentry called it a sitting room.
The 'sitting' room was very large and very airy with floor to ceiling windows along one wall. The view was over the manicured lawn and swimming pool at the rear of the house. The furniture was mostly rattan with glass top tables. This is a damn jungle, I thought as I saw all the plants scattered around the room. Guess they want the feeling of being outside without having to deal with the heat or insects.
Susan Worth stood as we entered. This time she was dressed a little more demurely but there was no doubt that she was a very sexy lady. I'm quick that way; I'm a trained detective and I pick up on things like that in a hurry. She wore a pair of tailored slacks that fit very snugly across her rear. Her blouse was silk and unbuttoned about two buttons more than should have been allowed by law. It was obvious from the tightness of the slacks and with the opening in her blouse that Susan wasn't wearing anything else.
She shook my hand and held it a little longer than necessary; both to her husband's and my discomfort. Got to watch myself around this one, I thought. You don't screw around with a client's wife or girlfriend; it makes them hesitant about paying the bill.
Pulling my hand away from her, I looked around the room. On one wall, over a wood burning fireplace, was an oil portrait of Susan Worth. Now I don't know much about art, I just know what I like and I really liked this painting. Susan was sitting on a plain chair with no arms. Her legs were crossed and her arms were folded across in front of her holding her opposite shoulders and she wore a beautiful smile; and that's all.
Mr. Worth walked over to me as I stared at the portrait. "She screwed the artist too," he said with more than a little disgust and anger in his voice. "And then the bastard still demanded full payment. She seems to like tormenting me by screwing the help."
I turned to look at Susan and she gave me a sexy little smile as if to say, 'you too can be one of the lucky ones'. Yeah, I'm definitely going to have to watch myself around this one, my thought echoed again.
"Okay Mr. Worth, tell me more about this Stanley."
"His name is Stanley Moore; here's a picture of him," he said handing it to me. It showed a young man about 25 with a lot of sandy blonde hair, blue eyes and a well muscled torso showing a 'six pack'. "That picture was taken by a security company that watches the house when we're away for any length of time," Worth informed me.
"Okay, I'll need all the information you can give me about good ole Stanley; like his address, phone number and such."
"I've put together this...well biography, on Moore." Worth handed me a folder that contained Stanley's last known address and phone number. It also told me where he went to college, didn't graduate, and what he was interested in; besides Susan Worth that is. I looked at Worth with an unspoken question.
"The parts about his likes and such came off his employment application," he said. Turning to his wife he suggested, "I'm sure Susan knows more about him than I."
Susan gave me one of her semi sexy smiles. "I really don't know that much about Stan." Looking at her husband she added, "We never talked that much."
"How did Moore contact you about the money?" I asked.
Worth went to his desk, unlocked the middle drawer, and searched for something. While he was doing that, I looked at Susan. She's so sexy it ought to be against the law, I thought. Still, I wonder why Worth puts up with her crap. For that matter it's obvious she doesn't think much of her husband, so I'm wondering why she stays? Duuh, silly me, it's the money stupid. Shaking my head, I had answered my own dumb question.
"I received this by courier at my office," Worth said and handed me a folded sheet of paper.
It was a letter, really a note, supposedly sent by Stanley Moore. The note said that he had a two hour DVD showing Susan and Stanley getting it on. He wanted one hundred thousand dollars for the DVD or he would send it to friends, family, and business associates of the Worth's. The note said he would call them in a few days to set up a drop for the money; when he got the money he'd send Worth the DVD. The note was a word document from a computer; even the signature was printed.
"I know this is a silly question, but do you have those kinds of funds available, Mr. Worth?" Jason Worth looked at me like I was an idiot, like I was asking if I'd asked if the Pope was Catholic.
"Oh, Jason has that and much more," Susan answered with a grin. "Don't you dear?"
"Let's keep our business, our business, Susan," Worth chastised her. The look on his face was interesting. He showed both pride that he had that kind of money and frustration that his wife would talk about it. "Yes Mr. Steele, I have the funds. It will take a trip to my bank to get the cash, but it's available."
"How many employees do you have, Mr. Worth?" I asked.
"What difference does that make? Stanley Moore is the one demanding money."
"This note is printed from a computer or word processor. It isn't actually signed by a person; anyone could have used Stanley's name. So, how many employees do you have that are here all the time?"
"Why only those that live here?"
"Only someone that was here all the time would be in a position to record Mrs. Worth and Stanley. A stranger would have been seen coming in to set the camera or to take out the recording. Unless, there is someone who comes here a lot, it has to be someone that the staff wouldn't find unusual being here. "
"There are four that live here." Worth stopped and then continued when I raised an eyebrow.
Raising an eyebrow is a very good way of communicating without speaking, if you can do it. The raised eyebrow can ask a question, show disbelief, interest in what someone is telling you or invite them to continue. I've practiced in front of a mirror until I mastered the trick.
"Samuel is the butler and house manager; his wife Millie is the cook and housekeeper," Worth informed me. "Ralph is the chauffer, he also maintains the vehicles. And Jacqueline assists Millie with the house. After a few seconds, he continued, "Of course there's Susan's string of playmates. The latest one is Danby Summers; he's here at least two times a week from what I hear from the staff. He comes during the day mostly, when I'm at the office."
Susan at first looked surprised that Jason knew that her boy toy visited and then she got a wicked smile on her face. "If you spent more time with me, he wouldn't be able to visit, now would he Jason?"
"If I spent more time with you instead of at the office you'd have to get a job to keep up the lifestyle you've become accustomed to Susan," Worth replied.
Jason Worth looks like he's caught between a rock and a hard place, I thought. If he doesn't make a lot of money, Susan won't stay with him; but him spending a lot of time away gives her the chance to have other men. Rock and a hard place alright.
"You need to get me pictures and information about each of your employees. I'll be spending some time here at your home, checking things out and I'll have some questions for them. You can tell them I'm a security consultant."
"I take it you've decided to accept my case, in spite of your reservations about our lifestyle," Worth said with what I took as a relief.
"Yes sir. It isn't up to me to make a judgment about how you live. It wouldn't work for me but hey, whatever floats your boat. My concern is stopping Stanley Moore or whoever is trying to extort money from you. What about this Danby Summers character? Where would I find him?"
"We're having a little get together tonight," Susan answered. "Just a few people, twenty or so. Danby will be here. Won't you join us?"
I looked at Worth. He didn't seem too happy at the scenario. I don't know if it's because Danby is coming to his house or that I'd be coming in a social context, I thought. Probably a little of both.
"Alright Mrs. Worth. I'll be here at 7
"Will you be staying overnight Mr. Steele?" Mrs. Worth asked. "That could be ever so interesting." The look in her eyes and the tone of her voice was predatory.
"I doubt it," I answered. I'll make sure not to unless it's absolutely necessary, I thought. I don't mess around with married women, but Susan Worth could tempt the bronze statue of Saint Louis in front of the art museum.
"You realize that proper attire will be necessary Mr. Steele," Worth said with a bit of haunting glare.
"I think I have a clean pair of jeans and T-shirt Mr. Worth." The look on his face was priceless. "I'll clean up my act sir, I promise."
"Do you carry a gun Mr. Steele?" I nodded and he asked, "May I see it?" Reaching under my jacket to the small of my back I pulled out my Glock 21C and showed it to Worth.
I'd traded in my 9 MM Beretta 92FS after talking to another former St. Louis Police Detective, Rollie Chambers. He had a couple of shootouts with his 9 and changed to the .45 Glock on the advice of Jacob Tully, a retired Marine Gunnery Sergeant and another former cop. Rollie and I worked a couple of cases together while still with the Department and had become friends.
Tully had been instrumental in my changing to the Glock also. I'd just made Detective First and was full of myself. With my gold shield in hand I decided I wanted to carry a .44 Magnum, like Dirty Harry. I bought a Smith and Wesson 629 with a six and a half inch barrel and took it to the Department shooting range. The first time I fired it, the recoil threw the pistol back into my face; it cut me over my right eye and I had to have three stitches. Tully was the manager and head instructor at the range and laughed so hard he had to sit down. That was the end of my .44 Magnum, Dirty Harry, experience.
Worth reached for my gun but I pulled it away from him. "Nobody touches my weapon" I said.
"My, that's a big one," Susan said and looked directly at me. "Are you any good with it? And are you sure you won't let me touch it?" With the smile on her face and the look in her eye, I wasn't sure that it was the gun she was talking about.
"I'm sure Mrs. Worth; I wouldn't want you to get hold of more than you can handle," I replied. That took some wind out of her sails from the look on her face. "Besides, I wouldn't touch you sexually if I was a monk who years ago had made his vow of chastity but now was trying to make up for lost time."
Mrs. Worth was incensed that I would not be swayed by her charms and for me speaking the way that I did to her.
"You're a cold man, Mr. Steele," she said with more than a little anger.
"Yep, that's me," I replied. Cold as Steel, Steele."
"Susan, behave yourself," Worth ordered. Then to me, "Can you and will you use your gun when you find Moore?"
"I'll find Moore, get the DVD, and he won't bother you again. I can hit what I aim at and will shoot if necessary. But let's get something straight Mr. Worth. I'm not an assassin and I don't hire out to kill people. If that's what you want, you've got the wrong man."
"No, no...I understand." He paused for several seconds. "What is your fee Mr. Steele?"
"I'm sorry to leave," Mrs. Worth said. "But I have a tennis lesson and Sam gets upset if I'm late." She crossed to Mr. Worth and kissed him. "I should be home at the usual time dear, unless Sam keeps me over." Turning to me she said, "Good bye Mr. Steele."
Mr. Worth didn't try to hide his smile at Susan's anger and actually laughed as she hurried out of the room.
"Sam?" I asked after she had left the room. Another man for her to fool around with, I thought.
"Samantha Dooley, her tennis instructor. If it was a man I'd have to watch him too." Mr. Worth shook his head and sighed. "What is your fee, Mr. Steele?"
"$300 a day plus expenses Mr. Worth and I need a five day retainer." Normally I charge $100 a day plus expenses, but Jason Worth was exceeding rich and I just didn't like him, so I upped my rates.
"Isn't that a little high?"
"Not if you want your problem solved," I replied.
"All right," Worth said, went to a desk and wrote me a check.
"Mr. Worth, as I said, it isn't up to me to approve of your lifestyle and you can tell me to mind my own business, but why do you let your wife get away with her crap?"
At first Worth puffed up in anger at my question but then he seemed to deflate like a balloon with a hole in it. Shaking his head he answered, "You've seen her. I know she married me for the money and until recently I could live with that. I mean, having her on my arm when we go out is very satisfying. Guess it's like showing off; see what I've got and don't you wish you did?"
He reached behind him to a built in bar, took a cut glass decanter and poured a dark glass of liquor. Worth held the decanter toward me in invitation. "It's Gentleman Jack, if you'd care for a taste." I nodded and he poured a second drink.
"The problem is that I've come to, well...if not love her at least I've become tremendously fond of her. That's the main reason I've tolerated her behavior." Worth took a drink and stood taller. "But now that her flirting, sexy come-ons, and suggestive behavior have become a reality my tolerance is quickly coming to an end"
I took a healthy drink of the whiskey and looked directly into his eyes. "Mr. Worth, if nothing else you don't have to worry about me around Susan."
He stared at me for several seconds and a small smile came over his face. Worth handed me the check, "Thank you Mr. Steele. Both for taking my case and for your promise. How do we proceed from here?"
"I'll come to your little get together tonight so I can check out Summers. Now I'll be on my way to pay a visit to Moore's address; see what I can find. If either one of them sent the letter and has the DVD, I'll get it and we'll finish this up real quick."
"And if you don't finish it up 'real quick' what then?"
"Then the search goes on. In the mean time, I'll pretend to be a security guy and look around the house. While I'm doing that I'll talk to your staff."
I put the check in my pocket, nodded at Worth, and left the house. On the way to my truck I realized that my dislike for the man had lessened and I was feeling sorry for the guy. He ought to put Susan over his knee and paddle her like a spoiled little brat, I thought. Hey that might be fun.
Stanley Moore lived in a basement apartment of a renovated factory on the near west side of St. Louis. The building had once been a cardboard box plant. I knew that the lofts and top floor apartments were expensive but the ones below street level, in what would be called the basement, were usually much cheaper.
I walked down a short flight of stairs to number 1C and knocked on his door. No one answered but the door to the next apartment was open and an elderly lady looked into the hallway.
"He's not at home," she offered. "Said he was going to visit his sister in Ballwin. Supposed to be back tomorrow."
"Thank you ma'am." I handed her my card. "Would you call me when he gets home; that is if you happen to notice." My bet was that the old lady noticed everything that went on in the building. "I've got a job offer for him."
"That's why you want to see him?" She asked. "Sort of an interview?"
"Yes ma'am. I'd like to know more about him; you know what kind of person he is and such."
"Stanley is a nice young man; always courteous and helpful to me."
"Does he live here alone or does he have a roommate?"
"No, he's alone. But recently he has a friend visiting him a lot; at least until those two ruffians came to see him. He left right after that and I haven't seen him since." "I don't like his friend. He's not very nice.
The old lady shook her head. "Last week I was trying to get my little pull cart through the door and was having trouble. He was walking down the hall to Stanley's and I asked him to give me a hand. He looked at me, smiled, and started clapping his hands; then he went into Stanley's."
"That wasn't a nice thing to do," I said, shaking my head. To me, it would have been funny if after clapping the guy helped her through the door. The guy is an ass, I thought. Maybe I'll get a chance to meet him while I'm looking for Stanley. Maybe I'll have to show him that manners can be taught as well as learned.
"What does this 'friend' look like and do you know this man's name?"
"Not really. Stanley calls him RJ, but I've never heard his name. He's about your height with really dark hair, combed straight back; I think it's a dye job. Big shoulders and well built but sneaky looking, if you know what a mean. I bet his name is Slick."
She paused for a little and added, "It's a shame Stanley lost his job. It wasn't his fault you know."
"Really?"
"That hussy seduced Stanley and when her husband found out, Stanley got fired. Stanley is just a young man and didn't stand a chance against that woman's wiles. Of course her husband was going to find out, as many times as that woman came over here. The husband, Worth I think is his name, blackballed Stanley so he's having a hard time finding a job."
"You've seen her?"
"Oh yes, many times. She'd ring the bell and then walk down to Stanley's apartment like she owned the place. She was always dressed a little too risqué; short tight skirts or shorts, tank tops or blouses unbuttoned half way down to her waist, and it was obvious she didn't wear a bra. A trollop and chippy, if you know what I mean?"
"Thank you for your time Mrs. ...?"
"I'm Irma Foley. I'll call you when Stanley gets back."
Nodding I turned and left the building. I drove back to the Worth's. Time to play security consultant and talk to the other employee's.
Samuel let me into the house and led me to the sitting room. "Mr. Worth had to go out for a while but he left the information you requested in here," he said pointing to the desk in the corner. "If you need anything, push the button and Millie or Jacqueline will be right here." Samuel nodded and left the room.
There were several folders stacked in the middle of the desk. I sat down and saw the button that would summon the help. Must be nice, I thought. You want a sandwich or something, so you just push a button and there you go; instant gratification.



I started to read the employee information folders. Samuel and Millie Ripley were husband and wife, they were both about 57 years old; they'd worked for Jason Worth for more than twenty years. Jacqueline was their niece and was 21; she'd come to live and work with them three years ago when her parents were killed in an auto accident. Ralph James was the driver or chauffeur or whatever; he'd only been with the Worth's for two years.
Something nagged at the back of my mind as I read the folders. I read and reread the information but whatever was tugging at my brain stayed hidden. Let it alone, I thought. It'll come to you.
The next thing to do was make a security inspection around the house and grounds. I walked around the interior of the house, including the second story, inspecting the windows and exterior doors. As I walked I made notations in a notebook I carried. Have to look the part, don't you know? I made my way into the kitchen where Millie and Jacqueline were making lunch and Samuel was sitting at the kitchen table reading. I walked over to Samuel.
He looked up and said, "Just checking inventories; tomorrow is shopping day."
I inspected the doors and windows in the kitchen and generally got in Millie and Jacqueline's way. The third time I had to say 'excuse me' or 'I'm sorry', Samuel smiled and suggested, "Let's go outside and have a cup of coffee Mr. Steele; at least until the girls finish preparing lunch."
We stepped outside onto a patio and sat on a very nicely carved wooden bench. "Who are you really and what are you doing here, Mr. Steele?" Samuel asked. He wasn't angry, just inquisitive.
"What makes you think I'm not a security consultant?"
"You don't have the look," Samuel replied with a smile. "You look and act like a cop. This have anything to do with the demand for money Mr. Worth got?"
"What demand for money?"
"Nobody gossips more, among themselves, than household help. Jacqueline saw the letter when she was cleaning in the sitting room." Samuel smiled and shook his head. "I didn't think the boy was smart enough to pull something like this."
"What boy?"
Samuel raised an eyebrow as he looked at me. Guess I wasn't the only one that could use that trick. "Don't play dumb Mr. Steele; it doesn't suit you. Stanley Moore sent that letter demanding a lot of money for a DVD that supposed to show Mrs. Worth and him, or Stanley would make it public." Samuel chuckled. "I don't know why Mr. Worth would pay money to keep what is common knowledge secret."
Now it was my turn to raise an eyebrow. "The DVD is common knowledge?"
"Not the DVD in particular, but Mrs. Worth's, well... antics are. Everyone already knows about her lifestyle."
"Everyone?"
He nodded his head. "I've heard people talking about her at some of the parties Mr. Worth has here."
"How do they react to Mrs. Worth's...er...antics?"
"Some of the men want to be next, some wonder why Mr. Worth puts up with her." He smiled again. "And most of the women call her some not very nice names. Of course none of their opinions are voiced to Mr. or Mrs. Worth face to face."
"And do you and Millie disapprove of Mrs. Worth and her actions?"
"It's not up to us to approve or disapprove. We're simply the hired help."
"I find that hard to believe Samuel."
"Okay you got me," he said with a small grin. Millie and I worked for Mr. Worth before Miss Susan came into the picture. His first wife, Miss Rebecca, was a really nice person and we loved her. When she died, Mr. Worth was a mess for awhile and then he brought Susan home.
Samuel looked thoughtful for a few seconds and continued, "We were happy for him because he seemed to come back to life. But now? Well, we were here before she came and we'll still be here if she leaves. Our loyalty belongs to Mr. Worth. She only counts as long as Mr. Worth wants or lets her stay."
Suddenly, as I was talking to Samuel, the thing that had nagged at me when I read the employee files jumped to the forefront of my mind. RJ was the friend that visited Moore and Ralph James was the driver.
"Where would the chauffeur be right now?"
"Ralph? He's probably in his apartment over the garage, if he's not working on one of the cars."
"Thanks Samuel. You're a very astute man." I turned and walked toward the garage. I remember seeing Ralph's picture in the employee records. The picture fit the description that Mrs. Foley had given. I found Ralph James in the garage polishing a Bentley.
"Hi, I'm Matt Steele," I introduced myself to Ralph. "I'm doing a security inspection for Mr. Worth."
"Yeah, I heard you'd be around. I'm Ralph James."
"Nice car," I offered pointing at the Bentley.
"It's a Continental GT V8."
"You drive it much Ralph?"
"No, not this one. It's Mr. Worth's baby. I usually drive the Rolls when I take them someplace."
"You know Stanley Moore?" I asked watching his eyes.
"Not really, just that he took care of the pool before he was fired. Why?"
"Part of the security check. You haven't seen him since he was let go then?"
"No, like I said, we weren't friends or anything."
"You know why he was fired? Mr. Worth didn't tell me; just that he'd had to let Moore go."
Ralph hesitated, looked around to make sure we were alone and replied, "Stan got caught banging Mrs. Worth, from what I hear. Her husband caught them or found out about it and sent the boy packin." Ralph snorted and continued, "Mr. Worth not only fired Stanley, but he put the word out to all his rich friends that he'd had to fire him.
The sleaze ball chuckled. "I think he told them that Stanley stole something; anyway Stan can't get a job from the wealthy now and the regular people can't pay enough to support his acting gigs. Worth also sent a couple of goons over to Stanley's place to teach the boy a lesson. Stanley got away or wasn't there from what I hear."
"For a guy that's not Moore's friend, you sure know a lot about what went on after he got fired," I remarked.
"Gossip, just gossip. The house staff is the biggest hotbed of gossip in the world," Ralph said. "But I keep my ears open and my mouth shut. I also keep my pants on where Mrs. Worth is concerned. She's as hot as any woman I've ever seen, but I like this job and don't plan on ending up like Stanley."
"She ever come on to you?"
"No, but I've seen her looking, you know." Ralph preened a bit. "Why is a security consultant so interested in what's going on?"
"Disgruntled or ex-employees are a security risk," I answered. I gave Ralph what I hoped was a disarming smile and added, "I'm just trying to gauge what a danger Stanley Moore might be. Thanks for your help. You're doing a nice job on the Bentley."
As I walked away I knew that Ralph was lying about his relationship with Stanley Moore. In spite of his saying the house was awash with gossip, how would he know about the men Worth supposedly sent over to the boy's apartment? I went to find Samuel again; if anyone knew anything, he'd be the one.
"Hey Samuel, can I talk to you again?" I asked as I entered the kitchen. He gave me a little grin, nodded, and followed me outside. "You know anything about Mr. Worth sending men over to Stanley's?
"Did Mr. Worth do that?" He asked. "It's the first I've heard of it." Samuel thought for a moment. "If Mr. Worth did, it was to get that DVD you mentioned and maybe rough the boy up a bit. You know, for having the gall to try and blackmail Mr. Worth."
"Thanks Samuel. Is Mr. Worth back yet?"
Samuel nodded and I went looking for my employer. I found him in the sitting room, drinking another glass of whiskey. He nodded when I walked in and held up his glass offering me a drink. I shook my head and joined him at his desk.
"I got another letter this afternoon," he said handing me another printed page. It said that Worth would be contacted on Saturday morning and told where to bring the money; the printed signature was again Stanley Moore.
"Did you send two goons over to Moore's apartment?" The look I gave him made it plain what I thought about it.
"I did, but not to attack him," Worth answered. "I thought they might be able to get the DVD."
"Pretty dumb Mr. Worth. Stanley booked and with him any chance at getting the DVD without paying for it." I shook my head. "Not the smartest move on your part."
"What now Mr. Steele?" Worth seemed to deflate in his chair; as if he'd lost all confidence that he'd be able to get out of this bad situation.
"I'll keep looking for him. Hopefully I can find him before the week is out." I had serious doubts that Stanley was the blackmailer. From what I'd learned about the boy, I didn't think he was smart enough to come up with this DVD scheme. I didn't share my suspicions with Worth. "I'll see you this evening," I said and went home to see if I did in fact have a clean pair of jeans.

********************
Jason and Susan Worth were surprised and a little pleased that I cleaned up so well. I was wearing a light brown cashmere sports jacket over a white on white brother to the blue Christian Dior that Worth had worn that morning; my tie was loose around my neck and was a very dark brown knit.
My slacks were a dark brown and had a crease so sharp you could have cut paper with it. I still wore cowboy boots, so sue me I like boots, but these were dress boots; good for dancing but not working.
"My, my, aren't you splendorous?" Susan said as she greeted me. She carried a very large glass containing what looked like a martini drowning an olive.
"Good evening Mrs. Worth; Mr. Worth." He'd just joined us at the entry to the large ballroom. That's not the first of the evening for Susan, I thought.
If I'd thought Susan was a distraction in my office or early today, tonight she'd stop traffic at rush hour. The deep green, low cut, flowing dress she wore went perfectly with her hair color. Her hair was swept up in some kind of style that left her sexy neck and shoulders bare. Satan, get thee behind me, I said to myself; not for the first time.
"Let me introduce you around Mr. Steele," Susan offered.
Mr. Worth stepped in and took my arm. "I'll see to Mr. Steele darling. Why don't you see to the other guests?"
"You're no fun Jason." Patting me on the arm, Susan said, "I'll see you later Mr. Steele."
Apparently Susan's anger at me from earlier that day had been replaced by what she considered a challenge. I nodded at her and let Worth steer me toward the bar. He held up two fingers to the bartender and shortly we both had a generous glass of Gentleman Jack. Samuel was right; it's good to be king.
"That tall, blond fellow over by the fireplace is Danby Summers," Worth told me.
Danby had the look of the idle rich. He was tanned, athletic looking, and I guess women would think he was handsome. He reminded me of some of the men I'd seen when I spent summers in Texas with my Granddad; he held their type in contempt. Granddad described them as "Big Hat, no cattle". Danby would have fit right in, I thought.
"He doesn't have the stomach for blackmail Mr. Worth. It's not him and he's not a threat to your marriage."
"How can you be sure Mr. Steele? You haven't ever met or talked to him."
"I've seen his type before. His biggest concern is the next party or the next playmate that won't cause him a lot of trouble." I took a long drink of the whiskey. "As for Susan, I mean Mrs. Worth; I think she's just pulling your chain about good ole Danby." Pointing to where Susan stood talking to two other women, I added, "She hasn't been around him or even looked at him."
"He's been here several times during the last two weeks, sometimes while I was at the office," Worth explained. "And every time I am around them she, well I guess the term is flirts with him. You know, makes all kinds of double meaning phrases and gives him seductive looks."
"Mr. Worth, your wife could give seductive looks brushing her teeth. Like I said, she's pulling your chain."
"Why would she do that?"
"Look, I'm not a marriage counselor or anything, it's just my opinion."
"So you don't think Susan had or is having an affair with Danby Summers?"
"Nope."
"What about Stanley Moore?"
"Oh, I think she and ole Stan did hook up."
"Why would she do that? I mean so blatantly." Worth seemed to be really upset.
This wasn't the same guy that came into my office and acted like the world was his oyster. Makes me wonder if he was more than half in love with the woman, I thought; in spite of her actions.
"I've had no training in the warm and fuzzy stuff but I have met a lot of people in my line of work. Maybe she thinks you're not paying enough attention to her; that you're spending too much time at the office. Maybe she's mad because you forgot her birthday or your anniversary. Or maybe she is just a bitch. You're asking the wrong person Mr. Worth. I suggest you ask your wife."
Susan picked that moment to come over and latch onto my arm. "Come Mr. Steele, let me introduce you around."
"I'm not here to socialize Mrs. Worth; I'm working."
"But if you don't want everyone to know what and who you are, you should act like just another guest. Don't you think?" Susan looked at me with a challenge. Her eyes silently told me that if I didn't, she'd tell everyone why I was actually at the cocktail party.
"Go ahead Mr. Steele," Worth offered. "Susan's right, I don't want everyone to know I've hired a detective to protect our reputation."
"Lead on Mrs. Worth," I said and put down my empty glass.
So began a round of introductions to people I had no interest in and would probably never see again. There was a cornucopia of Brads, and Chads and of course Danby; not a John or Bob or Jim in the bunch. There was a plethora of Tiffanys and Heathers and Daphnes; not a Mary or Sally or Jane in that group. Quite a collection of phony intellectuals, trust fund babies, and wannabes, I thought.
After making the circuit of the room I escaped and headed back to my favorite person in the room, the bartender. I got a Gentleman Jack and turned. Standing in front of me was a girl, no a woman, that would give Susan Worth a run for her money in the looks department.
"I see you survived the ordeal of introductions," she said with a humorous smile.
"Seriously wounded, but I made it," I replied. "Hi, I'm Matt Steele." This was one woman I wanted to know better and I'd made no promises about keeping away from her.
"More introductions?" She asked, the smile growing. "I'm Abigail Stewart." She extended her hand and we shook as I looked her over.
Abigail was about 5 feet 8, with an athletic body slightly slimmer than Susan Worth; there was no doubt that she was all women. Her hair was strawberry blonde and cut in a pixie style that made her green eyes and full lips stand out. Abigail had a smattering of freckles across her nose.
"Do I pass?" She asked.
"Huh?" I cleverly responded. I'm a silver tongued devil when I put my mind to it.
"You're staring, so I wonder if I passed your inspection."
"Don't be coy Miss Stewart. I think you know you'd pass any inspection by anybody with a pulse," I said with a grin.
"A girl can never be too sure you know. Please call me Abby. I've never seen you here before. Who are you besides Matt Steele?"
"I'm just a business associate of Mr. Worth's."
"That's a shame."
"A shame that I do business with Mr. Worth?"
"No, that you couldn't think of a better cover than a business associate." At the shocked look on my face, she almost giggled and said in a softer voice, "I know that you're a private investigator and I know you're looking into a blackmail scheme against Jason."
"Busted." I said. "How'd you know? I tried to cover my tracks."
"You can't keep secrets from the household staff. They've got better Intel than the CIA." She laughed again. "Besides, Jacqueline and I are friends. I met her at school."
My face must have dropped a little or Abby saw the disappointment in my eyes; I never did have a good poker face where women were concerned.
"Why that look?" She asked.
I shook my head. "Busted again," I answered with a sigh. "If you must know I was hoping to get to know you better, maybe catch a movie or got to dinner or something, but if you went to school with Jacqueline, well...." I hesitated, trying to think of a way to say what I was thinking and not make myself look like an idiot.
"Well what?"
"Jacqueline is 21, so you must be about the same age. As beautiful as you are, you're much too young for me or maybe it's I'm too old for you."
"Thank you kind sir." Again I must have shown my puzzlement. "I said I met Jacky at school, I never said anything about being in her class. I teach at Forest Park Community College; English Lit. Jacky was in a couple of my classes and we became friends."
"At the chance of being indelicate or gauche, just how old are you Abby?"
"A lady never likes to tell her age." She grinned and added, "But this time I'll make an exception. I'll be 32 next month."
The smile covered my face. Well, if I can get her interested at least I won't be robbing the cradle, I thought. "As soon as I get my foot out of my mouth, would you like to join me for a drink out on the patio?"
"I'd love to Mr. Steele. I've never seen someone extricating a foot from their mouth; it might be interesting."
We found a wrought iron bench, sat down, and began to get to know each other. I learned Abby had grown up in a small town in southeastern Missouri; it was about sixty miles from the small town where I'd spent most of my summer vacations when my family moved to St. Louis the year I turned 15. I learned that she loved the outdoors with fishing, canoeing, and camping among her favorites.
After almost an hour, I asked the question I should have asked at the beginning of our talk. "Do you belong to someone? Does someone belong to you?" Abby smiled and chuckled. "I mean, are you in a relationship or married or anything?"
"Married? Not anymore." Abby touched my arm. "I've been happily divorced for two years."
"That's good," I said. Now it was her that had a shocked look. "It means I can ask you to dinner."
Shaking her head, but smiling Abby asked, "When?"
"When I finish the job for Mr. Worth, I'll call you." I leaned closer to Abby and quickly kissed her. "That's a deposit; full payment to come later."
"There will be a penalty if payment becomes past due," she said as she stood. "We'd better get back inside before Jason sends out a search party."
"He pays that much attention to you?" I asked. Please don't tell me you're running with Worth like Susan does her men, I thought. My good ole poker face must have given me away again.
"Jason is a relative, sort of; he's my godfather. My father and he were best friends in college and did a lot of business together after they started their careers. Daddy was best man at Uncle Jason's wedding to his first wife. My father passed away last year but if he'd been here he might have stopped Uncle Jason's marriage to Susan. I tried to but ...."
"Yeah, the heart wants what the heart wants and logic or good sense don't come into it," I said as we started back into the house.
"My, how profound Matt. You have the heart of a poet."
Abby was smiling, I didn't know if she was making fun of me or not. "No, I just read that someplace; seems to fit in Jason's case."
When we stepped through the French doors into the house, Jason came hurriedly over to us. "I'm not paying you to seduce my goddaughter Mr. Steele. I'll thank you to attend to business."
"Uncle Jason, stop it," Abby responded. "I don't need anyone protecting me. And no one's ever been able to seduce me into doing something I didn't want to do."
Good thing she spoke up, I thought. I was about to tell Worth to go to hell and take his cheating wife with him.



"But you're just a youngster Abigail," Jason protested.
"She's about the same age as your wife, Mr. Worth," I put in. If you need to protect someone I suggest you take care of Susan." Mentally shrugging my shoulders, I said to myself, just couldn't keep your mouth shut could you? Oh well, I was looking for a job when I found this one.
Worth's face turned red in anger like he was going to erupt. Then he exhaled very loudly and the anger drained from his face. "You're right of course, Mr. Steele."
"I'll mingle for a while longer and catch up with you tomorrow morning Mr. Worth."
"Join me for breakfast at 8 if you like Mr. Steele. We can discuss our options in more depth."
I nodded and turned to Abby. "I'll call you when I complete my work." Worth wasn't overjoyed at my statement but didn't say anything.
"How long must I wait?" Abby asked. She was smiling and pulling my chain.
"Today's Tuesday, I should be finished by Saturday."
"That soon," both Abby and Worth said.
"I'm not only good but I'm fast too," I replied. "See you tomorrow morning Mr. Worth." I walked around the party for another half hour and left. The valet didn't seem to be too happy bringing my truck to me after driving all the luxury and sports cars, but became happier when I tipped him $10.

********************
Samuel let me in the next morning and led me to the very large kitchen. "I would have thought Mr. Worth would eat in the dining room," I remarked to Samuel.
"He does when Mrs. Worth joins him for a meal. That isn't too often, except for dinner now and then."
"Steele, have a seat," Worth greeted me. "Millie would you get Mr. Steele some coffee and breakfast please."
"Just coffee Millie, thank you. I seldom eat breakfast Mr. Worth. Slows me down."
"Suit yourself," he said and dug into a large plate of eggs, sausage, and country fried potatoes.
He looks different today, I thought. More relaxed not so much tension. I usually have that effect on people. Worth was wearing designer jeans, designer but jeans none the less, an oversize sweatshirt with a Missouri University logo, and sneakers. I've never seen him without his three piece suit and a frown. He wasn't exactly smiling this morning but he didn't have the perpetual scowl on his face either.
"I watched Susan and Danby closely last night," Worth offered. "A couple of times he tried to put his arm around Susan or hold her hand and she slapped him away. She finally told him to leave her alone or she'd have him put off the property. I think you're right, there's nothing going on there."
"Very good coffee Millie," I said. "Like I said Mr. Worth, I think she's just pulling your chain a bit."
"How did you learn so much about people?"
This wasn't the same guy that waltzed into my office acting like he owned the world. I might ever get to like him a little. "Years of doing police and detective work, Mr. Worth. You've got to be able to read people, their facial expressions, body language, voice inflection, if you want to be a good detective."
Susan came through the kitchen in a rush. She was dressed in a very short white tennis skirt and a white wife beater type top.
"Join us for breakfast dear," Worth suggested.
"I can't, I have a tennis lesson with Sam and then lunch with Tiffany and Heather," Susan answered. "I'll see you at dinner Jason. Toodles."
I watched through the picture window as Susan ran to a bright red, Mercedes SL550 convertible. She threw her duffel in the passenger seat, jumped in and peeled rubber down the long curving driveway. That car goes for about a hundred thousand dollars, I thought.
Worth had told me why he kept Susan around, even with her affairs and actions. Now I saw in bright red, why Susan didn't leave. She was a money hungry, gold digging bitch.
My cell phone rang. "Excuse me," I said and answered the call.
"Mr. Steele? This is Irma Foley. I'm the one you talked to about Stanley Moore."
"Yes Mrs. Foley, I remember you."
"Stanley is here, in his apartment. He said he was going to California to live with some friends."
"Thank you Mrs. Foley; I'm on my way, be there in thirty minutes or less. If he tries to leave is there any way you can stall him until I get there? I don't want you to cause trouble for you but I could use your help."
"Mr. Steele, I don't believe your interest is about a job interview." The old woman had me. "Why do you want to see Stanley?"
"Mrs. Foley, Stanley is being accused of a crime. I don't think he's involved but I need to talk to him so I can help him." There was silence on the line and I said, "I give you my word Mrs. Foley, if Stanley is innocent like I believe, I'll help him. If he's guilty, I'll see he goes to jail."
After several seconds that seemed more like an hour Mrs. Foley answered. "I believe I can trust you Mr. Steele, Stanley said a friend was coming by to pick him up at 4. He'll be here until then."
"Thank you again Mrs. Foley." I hung up and looked at my watch. That gives me 40 minutes to get to Stanley's and have a little talk with him, I thought. I waved at Mr. Worth and hurried to my truck. Now the big block V8 was going to come in handy.
When I got to the apartment building, I pushed the button for Mrs. Foley's apartment. She looked out a window, saw it was me, and buzzed me in.
"Stanley's still in his apartment," she said. "I didn't tell him you were coming.
Nodding my thanks I walked carefully down the hallway to 1C. I listened at the door for a few seconds and tried the doorknob. The door was unlocked and I pushed it open quickly. Moore glanced up and got a scared look on his face. He picked up a heavy table lamp held it like a club as he started toward me. "Get the hell out of my apartment," Stanley ordered.
"Son, your mouth is writing checks your body can't cash," I said. I pulled my Cardinals jacket to the side and showed my Glock. "I'm not going to hurt you; I just want to talk to you."
"Did Worth send you?" He asked.
"Yeah, but I'm not like the other two he sent. I'm not here to rough you up." He looked skeptical and I said, "Put down the lamp and let's talk."
Stanley still looked like he might run so I closed the door and leaned against it. "I'm a private investigator hired to find you. You're being accused of blackmail. Something about a DVD of you and Mrs. Worth."
The young man stared at me for several seconds and then sort of melted onto his sofa. "I don't know nothin about any blackmail letter or DVD. First time I heard about a letter or a DVD was when those two goons Mr. Worth sent over asked me about it. I told them, like I told you; I don't know nothin about them." He dropped his head and shook it. Stanley finally looked up at me. "Susan, I mean Mrs. Worth, and I did get it on but I never recorded it."
"Where did you and Mrs. Worth usually get together?"
"It was only a couple of times here and once we used Ralph's apartment over the garage. He was driving Mr. Worth around to meetings that day."
"How did you get away from Worth's men?"
"I was holding my door trying to keep them from coming in. Mrs. Foley came out of her apartment and yelled at them to leave me alone or she'd call the cops. When they turned to look at her, I booked out the back. Went to my sister's in Ballwin. Today's the first day I've been back here."
"Mr. Worth has two letters asking for money. They both had your name at the bottom."
"Wasn't me; isn't me. All I want is to go to California. Mr. Worth has made it damn hard for me to get work here, so I'm heading out there. I can't find any pool work and he even got me blackballed at the Muni. All I want is out of St. Louis. There are lots of pools to take care of in California, and a lot more acting jobs."
"I believe you Stanley and I have an idea of who sent the letters." Looking at the boy I saw him perk up. "But Stanley, you're going to have to put off your trip for one day."
"What do you want me to do Mr. Steele?" His voice was tired and fearful.
"You'll have to play a part Stanley, but from what I hear you're a pretty good actor."
The young man actually smiled. He was pleased with the praise for his acting ability. I didn't know if he was good or not; all that was necessary was for him to do what I said.
"Why do you care Mr. Steele? I mean you could just take me to Mr. Worth, collect your money and walk away."
"Mr. Worth hired me to solve a problem for him. I took the job so I'll do my best to get it done. Guess you could say its pride in my work or something."
I explained what I wanted him to do and when. At first Stanley shook his head but came around when I explained about his 'role' the next day. He finally gave me a little smile and I could see the wheels turning.
"And Stanley, don't even think about running. If you do Mr. Worth will send more guys after you and I'll be one of them. You can't hide from me in the Hollywood scene and you really don't want to see me angry." I gave him what I thought was a fierce look. "You really, really don't want to see me angry," I repeated and patted the butt of my weapon.
There was a knock on the door behind me. I raised an eyebrow at Stanley.
"That's my friend Jimmy; he's an actor too. We're going to California together," Stanley replied to my silent question.
I opened the door and let Jimmy into the apartment. If they ever do a remake of 'The Incredible Hulk" they should hire Jimmy; he could play the part without any computer animation. Jimmy stood about six foot six and weighed close to 300 pounds and none of it was slack belly.
The boy had wide shoulders and a torso that tapered down to a waist not much bigger than mine. He was wearing shorts that showed his tree trunk legs and a cropped top T shirt that showed his stomach; Jimmy had a 12 pack instead of a 6 pack for abdominals.
If this kid wants to cause trouble there ain't much I can do about it, I thought. "Stanley has a favor to ask of you Jimmy. I hope you'll help him out."
"Cool," Jimmy said. He went to the refrigerator, grabbed a beer and flopped down on the sofa. "What'da need Stan?"
Nodding at Stanley, I left and returned to the Worth's; thankful that Jimmy was a peaceful giant.

********************
I parked my truck on the side driveway, walked around to the back of the house and found Millie in the kitchen.
"Mrs. Ripley, where's Samuel? I'd like to talk to him."
"Please call me Millie; everyone does. Sam is down at the garage. Something about a broken water pipe or something."
I found Samuel on his cell phone, standing by a puddle of water. "No, the day after tomorrow won't do." He listened for a few seconds. "Did I mention that I'm calling for Mr. Jason Worth?" Samuel listened again and smiled. "Thank you. Have your man come around to the back of the house and ask for me."
He looked over to me where I waited and smiled. "Mr. Worth is sort of a king around here. It's good to be king if you want something done quickly."
"You know, you remind me of a former Marine Gunnery Sergeant I know. He ran the police pistol range and without Tully a lot of young cops would never have been able to qualify and nothing would have gotten done." I smiled at Samuel and said, "Without you nothing would get done around here either."
"You can put away the soft soap Mr. Steele," Samuel said. "What do you need?"
"I was wondering if you could get me into Ralph's apartment up there. I'd like to look around when he's not here."
"So you think Ralph is involved in the DVD mess?" He looked at me and when I didn't answer he said, "C'mon, this is as good a time as any. Ralph took the Bentley to the dealership, so he'll be gone another couple of hours." Samuel took a key ring out of his vest and motioned me to follow him.
Climbing the stairs to the second story of the garage, Samuel unlocked the door and stepped aside to let me into the apartment. I was carrying what looked like a camera bag. "I'll wait downstairs," he said and started to leave.
"I'd rather you stay Samuel. If I find anything I want a witness. I don't want anyone saying I planted evidence, just to earn my fee." He nodded, came inside, and sat on the couch.
Looking around the apartment I thought, pretty nice digs. The space was almost as large as the garage area below. It was one large room, about 40 by 30, combining living area, sleeping area, and a galley style kitchen with a large table separating the kitchen and living room. The only interior walls were where a full bath had been added to the space. Yep, pretty nice digs.
I walked around just looking over the apartment and came to a stop in front of a large bookcase against the wall closest to the bed. "Ralph doesn't impress me as being a heavy reader." Turning to Samuel, I asked, "You think Ralph has read all these books?"
Samuel shook his head and smiled. "Motor Trend, Car and Driver, or Playboy is more his style."
Stepping to the case I started looking closely at the books. There were two that seemed different than the others and I tried to pull them from the shelf. The two books were actually one piece; they both came away in my hand. Behind the false front of the books was a video camera. I inspected it and found that it recorded to a disc; a disc you could use to make a DVD.
"That's just about what I figured," I said, mostly to myself.
Samuel joined me in front of the bookcase. "You thought all along that Stanley wasn't the one that made the DVD, didn't you?"
Nodding I replied, "Yeah, and when Stanley's neighbor described the guy visiting him lately, I got suspicious of Ralph. I think he's the one sent the letters and typed Stanley's name to them and this pretty much proves it."
"What are you going to do, now that you know?" Samuel asked with a look on his face that told me what he would do.
"Well, I've a little plan." Seeing the look in Samuel's eyes I quickly added, "And breaking his neck isn't part of it." Explaining my idea, I said, "That's why I brought this little darling with me." Opening the 'camera bag', I took out another video recorder. I replaced Ralph's recorder with my unit and returned the false book to the shelf.
"About three hours from now is when the balloon goes up and my equipment will not only record but it will transmit what it's recording to my laptop; I can watch everything in real time as well as record it for backup. Also Stanley is wearing a wire. If everything goes right, we'll have this taken care of by supper time." I gave him an evil grin and added, "Then I'll get out of your hair Samuel."
Samuel chuckled as we left, making sure to relock the apartment. "You'd make a pretty good Gunnery Sergeant yourself, Mr. Steele."

********************
Two hours later, Ralph returned with the Bentley; parking it in its own special place in the garage. The sleek, beautiful automobile, calling it a car was an insult, sat alone in the garage with a ten foot space on either side. No accidental banging a door into this vehicle.
Ralph saw me leaning on the fender of my beat up, but dependable truck. "You ought'a think about upgrading your ride," he said with a sort of sneer on his face. "Man in your line of work should advertize his success."
"I sure can't afford something like that," I replied pointing to the Bentley.
"Got a friend at the dealership," Ralph informed me. "He could get you a fantastic deal on one." Ralph pulled out his wallet. "Let me give you his card; tell 'em I sent you."
As he was digging for the card, Jimmy drove up with Stanley. He got out of the car with Jimmy trailing him and they walked over to me.
"I brought my friend as backup," Stanley said with a little arrogance. "You know, in case there's any trouble."
"Okay Stanley," I said. "I'll go get Mr. Worth." I turned and walked toward the house. As I walked around the corner of the garage, I slipped behind it to one of the exit doors on the backside of the building. Entering the garage, I crouched behind the cars to stay out of sight. Now it was up to Stanley.
Ralph put his hand on Stanley's shoulder but quickly took it off at a grunt from Jimmy. "What are you doing here Stan? I thought you'd be gone by now."
"I was gonna leave, but I didn't want my reputation to get dragged through the mud; so I came to see Mr. Worth." Stanley sounded very concerned and very sincere.
Glancing around, Ralph said, "Let's go up to my place and talk for a minute Stan. No need to let everyone know your business." He pointed to Samuel who was dealing with the plumber.
Stanley followed Ralph up the stairs to the apartment. Ralph looked around to see if anyone had seen them and then closed the door. I quickly ran out to my truck, powered up the laptop, and waited for the fireworks.
"Stanley you should be half way to California by now. Worth's gonna put you in jail if you hang around," Ralph said."
"I know I might go to jail, but I didn't do anything wrong...Well...except for going to bed with Mrs. Worth that is. Thanks for your help the last couple of weeks, but I can't leave with my name in the dirt," Stanley said.
"What are you going to do?" Ralph asked.
"I'm going to give Mr. Worth this," Stanley answered and pulled a DVD from his jacket. "I'm gonna tell him I didn't send the letters and don't want any money. Then I'll be able to go to California, free and clear."
"You've got a DVD of you and Mrs. Worth too?" Ralph asked. He didn't seem to be able to believe his bad luck. "Look Stanley, I was the one that sent the letters to Worth. I mean he's got more money than he can ever use. Why shouldn't we get a piece of it?"
Stanley followed the script and shook his head. "I don't want to be thought of as a blackmailer."
"What do you care what a bunch of rich people here in Missouri think about you?" Ralph said. He felt that his payday was flying away. "Let me get the money and I'll send you half; that way we both make out."
I was watching and listening to the conversation on my laptop. This is cool, I thought. I've got the perp and didn't have to do anything but outsmart him. I heard Ralph confess and thought, that's all I need. I called a friend of mine that I'd had waiting just outside the entrance to the Worth estate.
"Hey Frank, I've got the bastard on video and audio. C'mon lets grab the guy." The man I was talking to was Detective Frank Wends of the St. Louis Police. He and I had worked together before I'd been forced out of the Department; in fact he had been my training officer. Frank was now the lead detective in his precinct.
A patrol car followed by Frank in his unmarked sedan pulled up next to my truck; Frank got out of his car and walked over to my truck. I pointed to the stairs leading up to Ralph's.
"Don't you want to be in on the take down Matt?" Frank asked as he motioned the two patrolmen toward the stairs.
"Not into arresting people anymore Frank," I replied. "Sides, this guy is so slimy I'd be afraid of getting my hands dirty."
"But it's okay for me and my men to get our hands dirty," Frank said. He was pretending to be angry.
"That's why they pay you the big bucks Frank."
Frank followed his men to the apartment. Very shortly all three policemen returned leading Ralph who was in handcuffs.
"You got nothing on me," Ralph claimed. "It's my word against Stanley's"
I held up my laptop. "We've got you right here in living color and stereophonic sound. Well maybe not stereo but we got you on tape buddy boy."
"That recording was made in my place without my consent; you can't use it in court," Ralph said smugly.
"You'd be right if it was really your place. But Mr. Worth owns it and I have written permission from him to wire the garage and the apartment."
"I don't believe he gave you permission."
"Well, I will have by the time your case gets to court." I was the one that looked smug now.



"Steele! I'll see you again," Ralph threatened. His face was red with anger and he tried to step toward me.
"Give me a second will you Frank?" He nodded and I walked Ralph two or three steps away from the cops. . Frank and the two cops were intently studying cloud formations or the manicured lawn and making it a point not to watch Ralph and me.
"You may see me one time too many Ralph," I told him as I looked into his eyes. "It would be a very bad career move on your part; I don't think you'd like the results if we ever see each other again." I hadn't touched the man or even raised my voice to him, but the look I gave him left no doubt as to what I would do if I saw him again. "Do we understand each other?"
Ralph tried to look me in the eye, but he couldn't hold my gaze. He must not have liked what he saw because he sorta slumped and nodded.
"Good." I walked him back to Frank and turned to Stanley. "Nice job Stanley," I praised the young man. "I think you'll have success as an actor out in Hollywood."
Stanley smiled. "Thanks for clearing my name Mr. Steele." He looked toward the house and saw Worth coming toward us. "Tell Mr. Worth I'm sorry about Susan, will you please? C'mon Jimmy let's get the hell out of here."
"Give me a call Stanley and let me know where you are. We might need you to testify."
Frank nodded his thanks and put the handcuffed Ralph in the back of the police unit. I handed him my laptop. "I expect to get that back after your guys pull the recording off of it."
"I'll see it's returned to you Matt," Frank told me and drove away.
"Who were those people?" Worth asked as he got close to me.
I explained my successful plan and that the DVD had been found and that Ralph was the actual blackmailer. "Stanley didn't have anything to do with it...well...except for sleeping with your wife. I let him go."
Worth watched the police cars drive toward the main street. "I guess I can't punish Moore for letting himself be seduced by Susan." He turned to me and gave me a little smile. "Although, I would have liked to punch his lights out."
"He did say to tell you he was sorry. Said he couldn't help himself when Susan came on to him." I chuckled. "Hell Mr. Worth, almost any man would have jumped her bones."
"Yes, I understand," he replied. "Susan can be a force of nature when she puts her mind to it. But why didn't you get with her? She made it obvious she was willing."
"Mr. Worth, you said you knew about my ex-wife. I couldn't do that to another man after what was done to me." I grinned and added, "Besides you would have stopped payment on you check if I went with your wife."
We both turned and looked down the driveway as we heard the roar of a powerful engine. Susan's Mercedes raced up to the garage and power slid to a stop.
Before she got out of the car, I said, "None of my business but have you made a decision about Susan, Mr. Worth?" He nodded and waited for Susan to join us.
"What was the police car doing here?" Susan asked. "Was that Stanley I saw leaving?"
"Yes it was," Worth answered. "He was part of Mr. Steele's plan to catch the real blackmailer, Ralph. And if you hurry you can catch up to him."
"Why ever would I want to go with that young lout?" Susan asked.
"You don't have to go with him, my dear, but you do have to go," Worth answered. "You can go with young Moore, or go to one of your other boy toys or go to hell. But you're not staying here. You don't live here anymore."
"But Jason," Susan said as she leaned up against him. "I don't want..."
"It doesn't make any difference in what you want Susan. You can take your car, and your clothes. Hell you can even take your jewelry. You've got one hour to pack and leave." Worth nodded at me and started toward the garage. He turned his head back toward his soon to be ex-wife. "Contact my attorney when you get settled. You signed a prenuptial agreement, but I have made arrangements for you to get 50 thousand dollars. Goodbye Susan."
She looked at me in disbelief. I shrugged my shoulders and held my hands out as if to say, What'cha gonna do? Susan began to trot toward the garage but Worth's Bentley screamed out of the garage door and took off down the driveway. The sound of its powerful engine could be heard for a long time.
"What am I going to do now?" Susan asked.
It may have been a rhetorical question but I answered her anyway. "I suggest you get your butt in gear and get packed. I think good ole Samuel there will toss you out in an hour."
Samuel was standing half way between the house and the garage with a satisfied smirk on his face; Millie and Jacqueline were right next to him. The last I saw of Mrs. Worth, was her cute behind running toward the house.
After retrieving my camera I got into my truck and drove away. As I left the Worth estate I said out loud, "Your free ride is over Susan. Ain't Karma a bitch?"

********************
"You like Italian?" I asked Abby. I had called her the day after solving Worth's little problem.
"I love Italian but I don't know a really good place," she answered.
"Don't worry about it; I know the best place in town. Pick you up at 7."
Abby lived in an old brick house, across from Lafayette Park. It was an area of old stately homes that had fallen into favor with the renovation and yuppie crowd. I walked up to her door, rang the bell, and almost fell over when she answered. Abby was what they call stunning in a well known 'little black dress', except it was in sunflower yellow. It was just short enough to be interesting and just low cut enough to catch your eye. After catching my breath, I pulled my eyes back up to her face, and greeted her. Then I led her down her front walk to the street.
She looked around and asked with a smile, "Where's this ratty old truck I heard about? Uncle Jason said it was the ugliest thing he'd ever seen."
"He didn't like my truck?" I asked. "How could anyone not like my faithful truck?"
"Deplorable and embarrassing, is what he called it." Abby was trying hard not to laugh.
"I told him that the truck was my work vehicle. This is what I use for special occasions." I pointed to my 63 Corvette Split Window Coupe. I had restored the Corvette and painted it Riverside Red, which was one of the original colors.
Abby's face lit up and she actually giggled. "I've always loved the old Corvettes. Where did you find it?"
"I bought it from an old lady in California about six years ago; would you believe she lived in Pasadena?"
"A little old lady from Pasadena?" Abby was now laughing.
"Her husband bought the car for her as a wedding present and she kept it all these years until he passed away. I bought it and had it shipped here to St. Louis." Opening the door, I handed Abby into the car. As we left, I punched the engine a little to show off.
"Where are we going?"
"To a place on what used to be called Dago Hill before everyone got so politically correct. It's an area that a lot of Italians moved to when they immigrated to America. Every year the people have a big outdoor festival called Hill Day. If you want good Italian food, the Hill is the place to go." I glanced over at Abby. "I'm surprised you don't know about the Hill."
"I've led a somewhat sheltered life since moving to St. Louis when I was a teenager. Do you believe I'd never been on a tour of the Busch Brewery until last year?"
The Corvette made short work of the normal 15 minute drive, taking just under 10 minutes. I have a hard time keeping the Vette under the speed limit. I parked in the lot next to the restaurant. Abby looked around with interest at the neighborhood and the building next to us.
"This is Rigazzi's, the best Italian eatery in the city," I told her as we walked toward the front door. "Not only is the food very good, but it's like eating in someone's dining room. You'll see." I opened the door and we entered.
"Hello, welcome to Rigazzi's," the bartender yelled from across the room. "There's a table just to your left or a booth on your right. Have a seat and your waiter will be right with you." He turned to his left and yelled, "Hey Sal, there's a nice young couple in the front of the house. Take care of them will ya?"
Abby looked surprised. "Sort of informal aren't they?" I asked laughing. "Let's take the table so we can see what's going on," I suggested.
Sal greeted us, handed us menus, and took our drink order. I convinced Abby to try one of Rigazzi's famous 24 ounce, frozen, fish bowls of beer. While Sal went for our drinks, I looked around the large room. At a back corner table I saw three men that I knew. Sal returned with the big mugs of beer and we ordered our dinner.
"Anything else, while you're waiting for your order?" Sal asked.
I pointed to the three men sitting at the back of the restaurant. "See those three back there?"
Sal turned his head. "Oh those guys, sure. They're in here all the time."
Nodding my head I said, "Take them a round of drinks on me please."
I watched as Sal went to the bar and then took three of the fishbowls to the table and set them down. At a question from the largest man at the table, Sal nodded in my direction. The big man raised his glass in a thank you and took a long drink.
"Who are they?" Abby asked.
"The one on the left is Frank Wends, in the middle is Rollie Chambers, and the big guy on the right is Tully."
"Do you know them?" Abby turned her head and took a long look at the three men. Tully raised his glass in a salute to her and smiled.
"Oh yeah, I know them."
"So how do you know them?" Abby asked.
"Well...It's a long story," I answered. "It was like this...." Before I could continue someone came into the restaurant and walked over to our table.
"Hello Steele," Ralph said. "I told you I'd see you again."
I nodded at him. "Out on bail Ralph?"
"No thanks to you," he answered. Turning to Abby he asked, "And who is this pretty little thing?"
"Don't ever go there Ralph." I stood to face him. The look in my eyes and the tone of my voice made him skip whatever he'd planned to say to or about Abby. "Let's skip all the insults and threats and get to it, but I suggest we take it outside so we don't interrupt anyone's supper."
Ralph stepped back, nodded, and headed outside.
"You stay here Abby, I'll be right back." I turned back toward the door; Ralph had already left. I followed knowing I knew I had to handle this right now.
As I stepped through the door I felt a blow across my upper shoulders. I went to the ground and rolled, coming to my feet. The pain was bad but I knew if I stayed down, I could be seriously injured or I might never get up. It would depend on Ralph and I didn't think he would worry about my feelings too much.
Standing I faced Ralph; he had two companions with him, one of which held a short piece of two by four that he'd used to hit me. He looked surprised that I got up. Either one of the two men could have played linebacker for the St. Louis Rams.
"I know you don't have any friends that would help you with this Ralph. How much are these guys costing you?" The situation was already at critical mass so I don't know why I tried to get a rise out of him.
"Whatever it is, it'll be worth it," Ralph said in a very angry voice. Guess I got to him after all. "And don't think about using your gun; we've got guns too." His two cohorts pulled back their jackets. One had a pistol in a shoulder holster; the other had one at his hip.
One of the many things that Tully had taught me and others, was that in a fight be it with fists, knives, or guns, you must act first. The ones that postured or talked trash or hesitated usually lost. My Glock just appeared in my hand; I'm sure the three facing me thought it was magic. If this had been 150 years ago, my draw would have put me in the running for 'the fastest gun in the west'.
Motioning with my weapon at the two carrying guns, I ordered, "Now boys, with your left hand and using two fingers pull your pistols and toss them in front of me."
The larger of the two sneered at me. "There's two of us, you can't get us both."
"Want to bet your life on that?" I pointed the .45 at him. "Maybe you're right, but I'm gonna get you first. You won't care what happens after that."
Another voice spoke out. "I think the boy has a point," Tully said holding his own Glock down beside his leg. "Might be a good idea to do what Steele says." Also Frank and Rollie were standing next to Tully with their Glocks at the ready.
One of the men moved a little too fast for my taste. "Slowly guys; this Glock has a hair trigger and we wouldn't want to have an accident, would we?" I didn't expect an answer; it was a rhetorical question.
"Now why don't you guys step over here with us," Frank said. Let Mr. James and Mr. Steele finish their conversation."
Tully motioned to Ralph's hired muscle and put them up against the brick wall. "Assume the position gentlemen; I'm sure you've done it before."
Frank quickly searched them. When he finished he said, "You two just stand there. Don't get involved in this."
Rollie turned from watching the frisk job. "You're on Matt. I suggest you get to it before some good soul calls the police."
I kicked the two pistols on the ground in front of me into the gutter. Making sure my weapon was safe, I holstered it. "Was there something you wanted to talk to me about Ralph?"
He wasn't as confident as when he had help. Hesitating for several seconds, he finally picked up the two by four and rushed me. I stepped inside the arc of his swing and a hard left hand over his right eye stopped his headlong rush and he dropped the board. A straight right to his midsection bent him over and another left put him on the ground. Ralph was done.
I knelt beside him. "Now Ralph pay attention. I don't want to have this conversation again. Do you understand?" He nodded and I added, "Say it Ralph, I want to make sure you've gotten the message."
He coughed and said in a trembling voice, "I understand."
"Good boy," I replied and stood. "He's all yours Frank; again."
"Ralph James, you're under arrest for assault, assault with a deadly weapon, assault with intent, and for being stupid." Turning to the two linebacker wannabes, he said, "You two beat it before I turn Tully loose on you." To the rest of us he said, "I'll call for a patrol car to take him to the Precinct," Frank said. "I haven't finished my dinner."
Turning around I said "Thanks guys," to Rollie and Tully. They both smiled and nodded.
"See what buying the drinks gets you," Rollie said.
Standing behind Rollie and Tully, in the open doorway, was Abby. Her eyes were wide and she had still had her napkin in her hand.
"Damn, I thought, why did this have to happen when I was with her; and on our first date? Guess there goes that relationship. I walked to Abby and started to apologize.
"You sure know how to show a girl a good time, don't you?" Abby said with a big grin. "C'mon our supper is getting cold." She took my hand and led me back into the restaurant.
A few minutes later, Frank, Rollie, and Tully reentered and went back to their table. Tully slowed as he went by our table and leaned over. "I think you've got a good one here, Matt. Don't screw it up."
Abby heard him and softly said, "Thank you."
I nodded at Tully and smiled at Abby. Damn if I don't think you're right Tully, I thought.
 
The End – For now
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********************
"So what brings you to this part of the country Clay?" Sam Bettors asked the young man sharing his campfire as he scratched his big belly. Sam was about 5' 5 and nearly that big around. His fiery red hair and beard were streaked with gray. The man's close set blue eyes were intelligent and experienced.
He must be fifty or so, young Clayton Boudreau thought. He and Sam had only met earlier today. Clay had been holed up behind a big boulder with a rock butte at his back and surrounded by upset Paiute Indians. They were intent on making Clay pay for trespassing on their sacred land; Clay was just as intent that they wouldn't.
He hadn't known he was trespassing; he was just trying to get through the high desert to California. He had some experience with the Comanche in Texas and Apache in New Mexico; but he didn't speak Paiute and couldn't make them understand that he meant no harm or insult to them or their beliefs. As a result; there were several bodies dotting the landscape in front of Clay's hiding place.
A shot from one of the Paiutes bounced off the rock Clay was hiding behind causing him to crouch down a little more to better hide his 5'8 frame. Clay's long dark hair fluttered in the breeze; he'd lost his hat in the race to get away from the Indians. Damn good hat it was too, he thought. Clay's almost baby face showed his displeasure at losing his hat.
Clay had been breaking camp just after dawn when the Indians attacked. Luckily his horse was saddled and waiting. He mounted, put the spurs to the animal, and rode as fast as he could. Clay was opening the distance between him and his pursuers when his horse stepped in a hole.
Clay was thrown over the horse's head. He rolled as he hit the ground; he was bruised but nothing seemed to be broken. His horse wasn't as lucky. The animal had broken his leg and was thrashing on the ground in pain. In spite of the approaching Indians, Clay did what was necessary and shot the horse.
He pulled his Winchester, his canteen, and his saddle bags off the horse and ran, limping a little, for a rock bluff rising behind him with the Paiute war party bearing down on him. Looks like I might be here for a spell but I can hold them off long as I've got water and food, Clay told himself. Maybe they'll get tired of being shot at and leave me alone.
He couldn't get away with the Indians in front of him but the Paiute couldn't get to Clay without losing more men to his well placed shots. Suddenly a rifle shot rang out and one of the Indians fell hard to the ground. He joined the other bodies in front of Clay's position. Clay peeked over the rock he was hiding behind and saw a figure sitting on a wagon. Another shot came and another Paiute was hit.
Nice shooting Clay thought; that man is over a hundred yards away. One more shot and the Indians decided that Clay wasn't worth all the trouble. They mounted their horses and with what were probably shouted insults rode away. The man gathered his reins and drove his team closer to Clay's little fortress.
"Howdy," the wagon driver said as he pulled to a stop. "Hope I didn't spoil all your fun by chasin your friends away."
Clay chuckled and stood. "No that's fine. I'd had about all the fun I needed anyway. Thanks for the hand. I'm Clay Boudreau."
"Name's Sam Bettors," the big man answered. "Where's your horse?"
"He stepped in a hole and broke his leg while I was trying to get away from my friends yonder," Clay replied. "Had to shoot him."
"Y'all climb up. We'll get the rest of your gear and mosey out of here." Sam grabbed Clay's hand, then helped him climb up onto the big freight wagon and grinned. "Course, you could stay and play with your friends some more ifin you want."
"No Sam, I'm ready to head out," Clay answered. As Clay got settled on the wagon seat he asked, "Where we headed?"
"Just makin my westward swing from Fredonia headed to St. George, after a few stops."
"Passed through Fredonia," Clay said. "Didn't think it was big enough to have a freight service." A few seconds later he asked, "Western swing and more stops?"
"Got a regular route I do," Sam answered. "Run from St. George to Colorado City to Fredonia. Then turn around and make the same run in the opposite direction back through Arizona to Utah."
Sam pulled his wagon close to Clay's horse. As Clay worked to get his saddle and bridle off the dead animal Sam straightened on the wagon seat and pointed. "Yonder's your friends up on the mesa there. They're tryin to work up nerve to attack us."
After rubbing his dead horse's head, and silently thanking the animal for carrying all the miles since he left home, he threw his saddle and bridle into the back. Clay climbed back onto the wagon, pulled his Winchester from the wagon floor and put it across his lap.
"Don't worry, I think they've had enough of the two of us," Sam laughed.
"To answer your question, most small towns don't have regular freight service; maybe three or four times a year. But St. George, Fredonia and Colorado City are different. All three of those places is mostly Mormon."
"What's that got to do with it?"
"Well, you see Mormon settlements are a little different," Sam explained. "St. George has been there a while; gettin to be a rite big place. So the folk in St. George makes sure that Fredonia and Colorado City get what they need. In return the folks at Fredonia and Colorado City send any extra beef, mutton, or wool and such to St. George."
Clay was quiet for a minute. "Don't know much about Mormons," he admitted. "But it's nice to hear about folks takin care of their own."
"Mormon families, and their church, do that more often than most folk." Sam chuckled. "Course they ain't no different than the rest of us. There's good uns and some bad apples. They got rustlers, bandits, and flim flam men just like everybody else. But all and all they're good people. I like most of em."
The two men bounced along in the freight wagon for several minutes when Sam laughed. "Another thing that's different about the Mormons is that they believe a man can and should have more than one wife." Sam cackled like a hen laying an egg. "Now can you imagine that? A man wanting to saddle himself with more than one full time woman! Beats all I've ever seen."
"The men have more than one wife?"
"Yes sir, most do anyway," Sam answered. "Makes sense in a way. The Mormons, and most farmers and ranchers, want big families. To help with the work, don't you know? What better way to have a big family than to have more than one woman birthin children. The women can share the raising of the youngins and they help around the home place."
Sam cackled again and dug an elbow into Clay's side. "Course a man has to work extra hard to get all them kids. Know what I mean?"
Clay couldn't help but laugh at his new friend. "Reckon there's no tellin what folks will believe in."
That evening at dusk Sam and Clay made camp. "We're bout half way to Colorado City. It's a good three or three and a half day trip cause I have to follow the trail around them blamed mountains yonder. Weren't for them I could make the trip in two days easy. We'll pass through Kaibab tomorrow about mid morning I reckon. It's another of those Mormon settlements I told you about."
Sam shared his food and Clay did some chores around the camp so his new friend could take it a little easier. He watched as Clay gathered wood for their fire.
"Grab a cup of coffee if you've a mind. Come sit and tell me your story boy," Sam suggested.
"Not much to tell really," Clay replied. He sat down and leaned against his saddle. "Was workin on a ranch outside of Santa Fe but the place was sold and the new owner didn't have room for a driftin cowboy." Clay stopped and sipped his coffee. "Heard there are some big ranches in California and thought I'd give them a try."
"I think there's more to the story of Clayton Boudreau than that," Sam said with a small grin. "I hear a southern drawl in your speech. Don't sound like Texas, maybe further east and south. But if that's all you want to tell, that's fine with me."
Clay was surprised that Sam caught his accent, not many had. Most thought he was from Texas. He took a deep breath and continued his story.
"I was born in Alexandria Louisiana. Never knew my mother, she died givin birth to me. My daddy was a farmer and it was years before he got over Mommy being gone. Once I got about half grown he admitted that every time he looked at me he thought of her."
Clay got up and poured more coffee for the two of them. Sam pulled a bottle of whiskey out of his camp bag. "Here boy, let me sweeten that up a bit," he said as he poured a healthy portion into both cups.
"Don't normally drink," Clay said.
"Nonsense Clay. After the day we've had we deserve a little somethin to calm us down," Sam replied and chuckled. "Now go on with your story."
"We was doin okay and then the War Between the States came along," Clay continued. "Daddy never owned any slaves; our place wasn't big enough to need them. That didn't stop the damn carpet baggers and Northern Reconstructionists scum from takin our place. Said we were Southern sympathizers. Daddy tried to stop them and was shot. I fired a couple of shots at them and then ran away." Clay stopped thinking back to the day that changed his life.
"I was 15 and alone with no place to live," the youngster said. "So I stole one of my own horses from the farm and headed west. A squad of Union Calvary chased me for two days. But I knew the country better and lost them. That was about ten years ago. Worked my way through Texas as a ranch hand and thought I'd found a place to stay in Santa Fe. Reckon I was wrong."
"Well if it's a ranch hand you want to be, the folks down to Pipe Springs got a good spread and they're always lookin for help," Sam said.
"If it's such a good spread why do they always need help?" Clay asked. Something didn't sound right to him.
"They do have a little trouble now and then with your friends the Paiute and of course the Navajo too; seems the Indians don't like the ranchers any more than they liked you."
"Worked through some troubles with the Comanche in Texas and the Apache in New Mexico," Clay said. "Don't reckon the Paiute could be any worse. How far is Pipe Springs from your trail?"
"You plannin on seeing those folks at Pipe Springs Clay?" When Clay nodded Sam said, "You don't have a horse and it's a mite far to walk; especially in this country." Sam held out his cup for more coffee. "I'll take you there."
Before Clay could object Sam added, "The folks at Pipe Springs will have freight to send to St. George so it won't be a loss. Sides, a friend of mine runs the tradin post about a mile from the ranch. Been wantin to see him for a couple of years now. Get some sleep boy; we'll head out at first light."
On the trek to the trading post Sam explained about his friend. "Riley was a mountain man the last time I seen him. Heard tell he'd just come down out of the high country and wasn't plannin on goin back. Riley said he barely made expenses on his last two trapping seasons. Said he didn't want to spend another winter in the mountains with nothin to show for it."
Sam chuckled. "Never would have thought those winters he spent with different Indian tribes would come in handy down in the flat land. But Riley got the job of runnin the tradin post because of his experience with the Indians; now he owns the place. Most of the tribes around here trust him. Course he treats em with respect and he don't try to cheat em. Reckon that'd work with just about anybody."
It was just about midday when Sam pulled his wagon to a stop in front of the trading post. With the slow pace of the freight wagon it took them almost six hours to cover the 14 miles to Pipe Springs. An hour was added to the trip because they stopped at the little settlement of Kaibab.
A giant of a man stepped out of the trading post as they stopped. Clay thought he'd never seen such a big person. He's got to be 6' 7 and he must weigh well over 300 pounds, Clay said to himself. He's looks to be sixty years old or so, but I sure wouldn't want him upset with me.
"Sam, you old horse thief," the big man said in a loud booming voice. "Ain't seen you in more than two years. How the hell are you?"
"Watch who you're callin a horse thief Riley Johnson," Sam yelled back with a big grin on his face. "You're the only horse thief standin here." Sam climbed down from the wagon.
"Been just fine Riley. Got too fat to ride much," Sam said as he patted his stomach. "So I decided to get into the freight business."
The two men shook hands and all but knocked each other down pounding the other on the back. Clay got down smiling at the two friends greetings. They looked funny together; the giant Riley Johnson towering over the portly Sam Bettors.
"Who's this pup?" Riley asked pointing to Clay with a smile.
"Name's Clay Boudreau, Mr. Johnson. I just met Sam the other day when he pulled me out of a bad situation." Clay went on to explain their meeting. "Reckon I'd still be there if Sam hadn't decided to help me."
"I always did have more gumption than sense," Sam said to Riley laughing. "Couldn't let the boy have all the fun now."
"Them Paiutes and the Navajo too, been real excitable ever since the Mormons built their fort," Riley said.
"Buildin a fort makes sense out here," Clay replied. "For protection and all."
"James Whitmore, he was the manager of the ranch, built the fort right over the springs. I don't think the Indians liked being cut off from the only water hole for 30 miles in any direction," Riley explained.
"How long has the ranch been here?" Clay asked.
"Well I'll tell ya," Riley answered. "Back in '58 the Mormon missionaries were on an expedition to the Hopi mesas. Fellar name Hamblin discovered and named it Pipe Springs. In the early '60s this Whitmore fellar brought cattle and a few settlers and established a pretty big ranch in the area. Course the Paiute, Navajo, and the Hopi had knowed about the place for hundreds of years and weren't real happy with the new settlers. "
"They could've picked a better spot for a ranch," Sam interjected.
"Looks like good cattle country to me," Clay responded. "Lots of natural grass and if the spring gives enough water for the stock, this is a good place to raise cattle. I think you're mistaken Sam."
"Know about cattle don't you boy," Riley said. "Well you're right. It is a good place for cattle or horses or sheep." Before Clay could reply Riley continued his story. "Like the boy said ifin you got water, this plateau is a fine place for ranchin. And Pipe Springs gives plenty of water."
The three men had wandered into the trading post. Riley went behind the counter and pulled out an old jug. He set three Mason jars on the counter. He poured liquid from the jug and slid two of the jars across to Sam and Clay.
"That some of your squeezins Riley?" Sam asked smiling as he reached for a Mason jar. Turning to Clay he said, "Y'all need to try this youngster. It'll put hair on your chin."
Clay picked up the closest Mason jar and took a big drink. He started coughing and sputtering. His face got red and he quickly set the jar back on the counter.
Sam pounded on his back for a few seconds as he laughed. "Smooth ain't it boy?" Then he laughed some more.
Clay finally caught his breath. When he saw the smiles on Sam and Riley's faces he had to laugh at himself. "You know I drank some stuff made by some traders down in Texas. They made it stronger for the Indians by addin rattlesnake heads to it. Thought that was the worst tastin stuff I'd ever had." Clay looked at Riley with a straight face and added, "This makes that stuff in Texas taste like sody pop."
After Riley stopped laughing he asked, "Now where was I? Oh yeah. Anyway about '66 the Navajo and Paiute started makin raids on the ranch. For the next six years it was almost like a war; the Indians makin raids, and the Mormons runnin them off. The ranch hands would hole up around the spring and outwait the Indians. Sometimes the ranchers would strike at the Indian camps to pay them back for the raids on the ranch."
Sam chuckled. "Whitmore decided to build a fort over the spring in '72. A fort was a good idea and it was a smart to build it where he did. Course the Paiute and Navajo were really mad now. The fort cut them off from the water hole they'd been using for hundreds of years."
"I can see where the fort would have really upset the Paiute," Clay offered. "But couldn't the Indians just go downstream and get water?"
"You'll see why they couldn't water downstream when you see the fort. It sure enough put them on the warpath. But there weren't much they could do about it. The Indians made some more raids and killed some stock. But killing cattle didn't run off the ranchers. For the last three years it's mostly been quiet over to Winsor Castle," Sam finished.
"Thought you said the man that built the fort was named Whitmore?" Sam said.
"He did, but in '73 the Mormon Church bought the place from Whitmore. Sent a man named Anson Winsor to ramrod the ranch and keep up the fort," Riley answered. "This Winsor improved the fort some and pretty soon folks started calling it Winsor Castle."
Clay had been watching Riley closely as he told the story of the Pipe Springs Ranch. As he finished his story Clay asked, "How old are you Mr. Johnson, if you don't mind my askin? Sam said you was a mountain man back in the '40s. That's thirty years ago."
"Ya, by the time I met Sam I'd already been trappin for better than ten years. Wintered with Jim Bridger back in '30. He was full of himself and thought he was a hero out of a dime novel, so I only stayed with him the one winter. Went out on my own after that."
"But how old are you Mr. Johnson?"
"What year is it anyway?" Riley asked.
"1875"
"Well let's see. I was born in '07 so that makes me.....bout 68 near as I can figure." Riley grinned. "Reckon I've done everything I wanted and some that I didn't. But somethin new might jump up and that's what keeps me goin."
Clay yawned and leaned back against a sack of beans. Sam smiled and motioned to Riley to look at the youngster. "Been through a lot in the last day or so," Sam whispered.
"Y'all welcome to my extra room for the night or for as long as you've a mind to stay," Riley said in a loud voice.
Clay set up, yawned again and said, "Don't know about Sam here but I'll take you up on your offer Mr. Johnson. I'm a bit tuckered out."
"I'll take you over and introduce you to Winsor tomorrow," Riley offered.
Clay nodded and went to get some rest. Riley poured more of the home made whiskey and quickly he and Sam started talking about old times.
Two hours later Clay woke up. He stood and started to undress; he hadn't even removed his boots. As he bent to pull them off, he heard loud voices coming from the main room of the trading post. That noise is what woke him. Clay buckled on his gun belt, stepped through a door, and entered the main room.
Riley Johnson was on the floor leaning against the counter. He had a knot on his forehead and his nose was bleeding. Clay fearfully turned to look for Sam, but when he saw his new friend he had to grin. There was a man lying face down with Sam's foot on the back of his neck, pinning him to the floor. Sam held a man under each arm with his forearm around their necks.



"If y'all won't respect your elders y'all will damn well respect your betters," Sam said with laughter. "That's me, Sam Bettors."
He quickly and forcefully pulled his arms together in front of him and knocked the men's heads together. They fell unconscious to the floor. Sam bent over and picked up the man that he'd been holding down with his foot. Grabbing the man by the shirt collar with one hand and his belt with the other Sam marched him to the door.
Throwing the man out the door Sam yelled, "Y'all don't come back until you know your place and learned some manners." Sam walked back to Riley to see how badly he was hurt.
The man returned from outside holding a pistol. "I'm gonna kill you old man," he yelled at Sam as he pointed his weapon.
A shot echoed in the room and the man fell to the floor. Clay hadn't hesitated when he saw his new friend in danger. He quickly drew and fired his pistol. The man was dead before he fell.
Sam looked over his shoulder in surprise. He hadn't had time to respond to the man's yell. "Damn boy, I didn't know you was a gun hand. Reckon it's a good thing for me that you know how to use that Remington," Sam said with a grin on his face.
"Mr. Johnson okay?" Clay asked as he came on into the room.
"I'm okay," Riley replied. "That one there," he said pointing to one of the men on the floor, "Hit me in the nose and I tripped over my own feet. Hit my head on the counter when I fell."
"Where'd you learn to handle a pistol like that," Riley asked.
"I worked for a couple of years for Creed Taylor down in Dewitt County Texas. He and his brother had a feud goin with a family named Sutton. Creed taught me how to use a gun so's I could protect myself. But when the shootin got real serious Creed ran me off. Said I wasn't part of it and made me leave."
"Well I'm real glad he did." Sam patted Clay's shoulder in thanks.
"What started the ruckus?" Clay asked.
"That one there," Sam said pointing to the dead man, "got all riled up. Said Riley was tryin to cheat them and started stealin things. That one," he said pointing to one of the unconscious men on the floor hit Riley." Sam paused for a moment and said, "That's when I jumped in."
"What'll we do with these fellars?" Clay said.
"Slit their throats and throw them into one of the canyons around here," Riley said. "Serves' em right."
"We can't just kill them," Clay objected.
"You squeamish boy?" Riley asked.
"No sir, I can stand up to killin in a fair fight if I have to but I can't shoot a helpless man. Maybe I could borrow a horse and go for the law," Clay suggested.
"Nearest law is over to St. George. That's better'n 60 miles just to get there," Riley explained. "Best to just dump em in a canyon."
"Tell you what Riley. Let's wake em up and scare the hell out of them. Then send em on their way," Sam suggested motioning toward Clay. He could see that Riley's idea bothered Clay.
"They'll just come back on us," Riley protested. "Better to do it now." He saw Sam's motion toward Clay and added, "But you took em down Sam so if that's what you want to do, we'll do er."
They drug the two unconscious men outside along with the dead man. Sam threw a bucket of water in their faces and they begin to sputter and wake up. When they sat up and looked around they saw their companion lying next to them with a bullet hole in the middle of his forehead.
"That'll be you two, if we ever see you again," Sam told them pointing to the dead man. "Toss your guns away and stand up." Once the men complied with his orders Sam continued, "Now get on a horse and head out."
They walked to where their horses were tied and started to mount up.
"I said one horse. Y'all get one horse between you. You can take turns ridin or carry the horse on your backs but move on," Sam ordered.
"Those are our horses Mister," one of the men complained. "How do you expect us to make it out of here on one horse?"
Riley was standing in the doorway with a Winchester held in his arms. He raised the rifle and set the butt stock on his hip. "Were I you, I'd be glad for the one horse. If it was up to me you would never have got up off the floor. You can thank the youngster there that you're not buzzard bait. Now get before I decided to do things my way."
The two men left riding double.
"Hey Riley what should we do with this one?" Sam asked pushing at the dead man with the toe of his boot.
"There's a deep ravine about a hundred yards yonder," Riley replied. "Dump him off into that hole. Buzzards and varmints got to eat too you know."
"Okay. Give us a hand will ya." Sam said.
Riley shook his head and looked at Clay. "You kilt him, you bury him," he said and returned into the trading post.
Sam and Clay threw a rope around the man's feet and used his horse to drag him to the ravine. Once they got there Sam knelt and searched the man. He unfastened the gun belt and handed it to Clay. Continuing to search, Sam fished two Double Eagle gold coins out of the man's pocket and a tobacco pouch off his belt. Then he pushed the body over the edge and listened to it fall for over seventy feet.
Clay took the pistol from the holster and examined the weapon, cocking and releasing the hammer several times. "Whatever he was he wasn't just a cowboy," Clay remarked holding up the gun. "This is an almost new Colt Peacemaker in .44-40," he told Sam. Most cow hands can't afford a weapon like this."
"Most cowboys don't carry $40 in gold coins either," Sam agreed. Opening the tobacco pouch he took a sniff. "Most can't afford this good a tobacco."
Sam handed Clay the gold coins. "Reckon the Colt and those coins rightfully belong to you," he said and with a smile added, "His horse too; but I'll hold on to the tobacco. And it's a favor I'm doin you; y'all too young for that vice."
Clay shook his head and in spite of the circumstances, laughed at Sam. He tossed one of the coins back to his friend. "Reckon I should share this with you since you were his target but I'll keep the Colt."
Sam nodded and smiled. "Tomorrow mornin early Riley will ride over to the ranch and see about a job for you. If they don't have a place for you I'll take you on to St. George with me."

********************
"Mr. Winsor, can I talk with you?" Riley asked.
Anson Winsor was a small man, especially compared to Riley, but tough looking. His face and hands were like tanned leather from working outdoors for most of his life. Windsor stood straight and was whipcord lean. The way he moved and talked was a challenge to life and its troubles. I won't be beaten his actions seemed to say.
"What can I do for you Mr. Johnson?" Winsor replied.
"Like to introduce you to Clay Boudreau here. He's my friend and he's lookin for a job," Riley said. "I'd appreciate it if you'd talk to him."
"What type of work are you looking for Mr. Boudreau?" Winsor asked as he turned and shook hands with Clay.
"Ranch work mostly," Clay replied. "I can work stock pretty good, cattle and such. Know my way around horses too. Can do a little blacksmithing if push comes to shove. Worked for the Bar S up to Santa Fe for three years. Before that I worked for Creed Taylor down in Texas for two years."
"Why'd you leave those places young man? Is there trouble on your trail?" Winsor watched Clay's eyes as he answered.
"No sir, not that I know of. Left Creed's place because of the feud between his family and the Suttons. Creed didn't want me gettin involved he said and sent me on my way. The Bar S was sold to a company back east. The company sent out a ranch manager and he didn't have any use for a drifter. That's what he called me, a drifter; even though I'd been at the ranch for three years."
Winsor examined Clay and liked what he saw. The young man stood tall, faced you head on and looks you in the eye, Winsor thought.
"Had some trouble the last few days you might need to know about Mr. Winsor," Clay admitted. At Winsor's nod he told the ranch boss about the trouble with the Indians and meeting Sam Bettors. He continued with the story of the three hard cases at the trading post. "I didn't want to kill that man but he was gonna shoot Sam in the back. Couldn't let that happen."
"That cuss would have probably done me in too Mr. Winsor," Riley offered. "Sides if I'd a been able I would have shot that skunk myself."
"Come along Clay; I'll give you a tour of the grounds and we'll talk. Afterwards we can both decide if you should join us."
Winsor led Clay around the grounds close to the ranch house, or in this case Winsor Castle. After looking at the corrals, barns and other outbuildings, Winsor showed Clay the fort. Clay was impressed with the building. It wasn't really a Castle but could pass for one on this high plateau, in this part of the West.
The fort had a courtyard that was framed by two buildings with gated walls at each end. The northern building had walls close to thirty feet tall, as they backed into a hill; the southern building was shorter at 20 feet. The walls were of quarried red sandstone from a nearby bluff to the west of the fort. Clay could see the markings where the stone had been cut out of the bluff. Mortar was used to fit the stones together and hold them in place.
Each wall was 70 to 80 feet long and about two feet thick. The entrance was through two huge doors on each end of the square. The doors were made from thick tongue and grooved wooden planks. The gates swung open from the middle and were 10 feet wide by 12 tall. That masonry work looks like some of the brick buildings back in Louisiana, Clay thought. Only bigger.
There was a covered porch running along each of the buildings facing the courtyard. Back home we'd call them verandas, Clay thought. A wide catwalk joined the porches across the east end of the courtyard. The west end had stairs leading to each side of the second story. Clay was told later that the lumber for the gates the porches were from a Mormon sawmill located sixty miles south on Mount Trumbull.
There were five rooms in each building. A kitchen, meeting room and living quarters for some of the families Clay was told. Every room had a glass window that looked down into the center court between the buildings. Each room's exterior wall had openings cut through the stone to the outside.
Clay looked hard at these openings. "Are those are firing ports Mr. Winsor?" He asked. "Seen somethin like that in some of the homes in Texas and New Mexico. People used them when the Comanche or Apache made raids. "
"That's right Mr. Boudreau. If we're attacked we can mount a defense without exposing ourselves."
"Must get cold in the winter," Clay remarked.
Winsor stepped to one of the ports and swung a wooden shutter across the opening. "In the winter these shutters will stop the cold and wind from getting into the room." Clay nodded and Winsor led him back to the ground floor.
"Here's what makes our fort special," Winsor said as he led Clay through a door into one of the rooms built into the foundation.
Winsor called the room the parlor. He moved a rug out of the way and pulled up a four by two foot wooden section of the floor. Pipe Springs flowed up out of the ground and the rushing water flowed into a covered trough dug into the floor. Motioning Clay to follow him, Winsor showed him that the covered tunnel extended across the floor of the center court to the other side and into that building. They entered a room across the fort. In the center was a pool of clear, cold spring water about six feet across.
"We dug this room several feet lower than the others. The dirt surrounding the room and the cold water from the spring keep it much cooler," Winsor explained. "So we use it as a sort of cold room to store perishables." He waved Clay through the big gate and walked around the fort. He stopped at what was the outer wall of the cold room and pointed to the waterway which flowed from under the fort's foundation.
Clay saw two large fresh water ponds about 50 feet from the wall of the fort. Each pond was close to 30 by 30 feet and about 4 foot deep. At the end of each pond was a small door, or weir, that could be raised or lowered to regulate the amount of water held. The escaped water flowed into a stream bed at the bottom of the rise.
"The Indians or other raiders might get our cattle and livestock if they force us into the fort but they can't starve us out for lack of water," Winsor explained. "That's why the placement of our building is so special. Our springs are a stopping place for most of the travelers crossing the Arizona Strip. Pipe Springs is the only good water for a day's ride in any direction so we get a lot of travelers passing through."
"The Arizona Strip?" Clay questioned. "Haven't heard about that."
"It's the part of the Arizona Territory north of the Colorado River and south of the Utah Territory," Winsor replied. "It's an excellent place to raise cattle or most stock for that matter, but the Grand Canyon sort of makes this a hard area to get to. There are lots of grassy meadows in the valleys and the Kaibab Plateau here is good for summer grazing."
Clay nodded. "That's what I told Sam. He and Riley told me about the lack of good water in the area so I see why folks would stop here. " To himself Clay added, I can see why the Paiute and Navajo are on the warpath too.
As they started back to the front of the fort, they passed a corral that held an angry horse. Two men were trying hard to pull the animal up to a snubbing post so they could saddle him. The horse was trying just as hard to stay away from the post.
Clay stopped to watch for a few seconds. "Crossbreed," he mumbled.
"What's that?" Winsor asked.
"That horse is a cross breed, ain't he?" Clay asked. "Looks like a mustang and one of your stock horses got together and this colt was the result."
Winsor nodded. "Some Navajo ran off a string of horses about three years ago. We never did catch the animals and they ran wild for a time. Last week we rounded up some of the horses. We need good horses to run the ranch so we thought we'd break some of the mustangs for our use. This stallion was one of them."
Winsor shook his head and had a grimace on his face. "No one's been able to make much headway training him. Reckon he's just too wild and we'll have to let him go or shoot him. The others may be too wild also."
Clay watched as one of the men used a rawhide lariat to whip the horse. "Never get him trained that way," Clay said aloud.
"If you like, give it a try Mr. Boudreau," Winsor said and motioned toward the corral.
"Get those men out of there please," Clay requested.
Winsor called the men out of the corral. They dropped the rope around the horse's neck and the animal quickly rid himself of the lasso. The mustang watched them go, shook his head and pawed the ground with one hoof.
That horse has got a lot of spirit, Clay thought. It's like he's challenging those two to come back and fight some more.
Clay got the lariat from the cowboy that had been using it and sat down on the top rail of the corral. He watched the young horse for several minutes and then threw the coiled lariat onto the ground about ten feet from the mustang. After several seconds the young horse attacked the lariat with his front hoofs. He screamed his anger and a challenge at the ones that had hurt him.
Shaking his head in admiration, Clay began to talk to him in a low soothing tone. He talked for four or five minutes. The horse looked directly at Clay shook his head from side to side a few times and listened to the man's voice. Clay slowly climbed down from the top rail and went back to Winsor.
"Nothin wrong with that mustang that a little patience won't cure," Clay told the range boss. "Your men probably haven't worked with horses that got as much spirit as the mustangs. They take a little different style of breakin than regular horses."
"You've worked with mustangs before I take it," Winsor replied.
"Yes sir, down in Texas. Lots of mustangs down there; up near Santa Fe too." Clay looked at the mustang stallion again. "I admire them; they live wild and pretty much go where they want."
"I have a few more questions for you if you don't mind." Clay nodded his head and Winsor continued, "Would you have a problem working with people of our faith? The reason I ask is that some people don't approve and in fact hate us for our beliefs. What do you think of our faith Mr. Boudreau?"
"Don't know much about it Mr. Winsor. All I know, I learned from Sam and Riley."
"That'd be Mr. Bettors and Mr. Johnson?" Clay nodded. "And what did those gentlemen have to say about the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints?"
"Latter Day Saints? Oh Mormons. Well...Sam says you take care of your own better than most folks he's seen. He said some of you are better off than others, just like any other folks, but that y'all make sure that every family has enough to eat and a way to make a livin. Sam admires that and I do too Mr. Winsor."
"And Mr. Johnson?"
"Riley said about the same thing." Clay hesitated and added, "Sam also told me that y'all believe in a man havin more than one wife. Said some of y'all have three or four wives."
"Yes, some do. Does that bother you Mr. Boudreau? Will it cause you a problem if you work for us?"
Clay looked at Winsor for several seconds and grinned. "Long as I can do my job and earn my wages I reckon what folks want to believe and do with their own lives is their business. Won't bother me none at all."
Winsor and Clay continued walking toward where Riley Johnson was waiting. "Mr. Boudreau I'd like to offer you a place with us at Pipe Springs," Winsor said. "Pays $50 a month and found. We'll give each other a try for a month and see how we fare. You can work with the mustangs and train them to be working stock if you like. I'll pay you $5 a head for every animal you train that we can use."
Clay didn't hesitate. "Believe I'd like to stay Mr. Winsor. I'll take the job."
"Good. Today's Saturday, you can gather your gear from Mr. Johnson's trading post and start on Monday."
"Thank you Mr. Winsor. I'll be here at first light tomorrow if you like," Clay replied.
"Tomorrow is the Sabbath Mr. Boudreau. People will be at worship most of the day. So Monday is soon enough."
Clay nodded, walked over and mounted the horse that until recently had belong to the dead gun hand.
"Get the job did ya?" Riley asked. Clay nodded. "And when do you start?"
"Monday morning. Got to find another horse between now and then if I can. I'll need at least two mounts to work cattle." Clay looked sideways at Riley and asked, "You got a horse I could owe you for until I get my wages Mr. Johnson."
"I do, but you don't need to owe me boy," Riley replied.
"But I got to have another horse to work cattle," Clay argued.
"You got another horse in my corral," Riley said. Clay gave the old mountain man a questioning look. "Those three hard cases came in on three horses," Riley explained. "Those men you and Sam let live took one. You already got the one horse; that leaves the other horse for you."
Clay started to protest but Riley continued. "Sam don't need no saddle broncs drivin his wagon and I got all I need with Ned here." He leaned over and patted his horse on the neck. "I'd have to feed and water the other until I could get free of him anyway. Be doing me a favor if you'd take em off my hands."
"You could sell that animal for good money Riley. Why would you just give them to me?
"If a buyer came through I might could sell it. Or I might could sell the beast to the folks over to Pipe Springs," Riley said. "But without you I would have lost my friend Sam. A good friend is hard to come by in this world and he's about the only one I have. So take the horse with my thanks. Okay boy?"



Clay nodded touched by Riley's words about Sam. "Riley if y'all got a mind to, you can count me as a friend too."
Riley grinned. "Reckon we can do that Clay." He coughed and looked away. "Nough of this foolishness, let's get some whiskey."
"Did you get the job?" Sam asked as Riley and Clay rode up to the trading post. Clay nodded. "Reckon I'll be goin on to St. George by myself," Sam complained with a smile.

********************
Well, I've been here three months now, Clay thought. He was driving a small herd of twenty cattle toward the water and grazing near the fort. Reckon Mr. Winsor likes my work. It's a good thing cause I sorta like it here. I get to see Riley at least once a week and Sam comes through every month or so.
The week before Clay had made a trip with Sam in his wagon to the sawmill at Mount Trumbull. They were to bring back some lumber cut from the pines on the mountain. While he was there he took a half day side trip to see the Grand Canyon. Biggest hole in the ground I've ever seen, he told Sam when he returned.
Mr. Winsor greeted the wagon when they returned and examined the load. He asked Sam to put the wagon near one of the out buildings and had some of the men unload it. Clay helped to put the fresh lumber, stacked with a space between each layer, in a shed. It would stay there for a couple of months while it dried out.
"You have to let the wood dry out before you use it," Winsor explained to Clay. "If you don't it shrinks as it dries and leaves gaps and openings in whatever you've built. He glanced at his young hand and asked, "Did you get a chance to see the Canyon while you were there?"
"Yes sir. They had to take a day to finish the lumber for us so I took a ride over to the Canyon." Clay looked off to the south toward the Canyon. "It sure is somethin; it cuts this part of the country off from the rest. Now I understand what you meant about the Arizona Strip. Reckon we're sorta cut off up here, ain't we?"
"It certainly does make it difficult to get to this area from the south," Winsor replied. "The Canyon is over 250 miles long and there's only a few places you can cross it."
"Be tough to do on horseback," Clay remarked. "And I don't care much for walkin. Glad I'm on this side."

********************
Clay's horse switched directions to push some cattle back into the herd before they could wander away. He was riding the mustang stallion he'd seen while talking to Mr. Winsor when he applied for a job. It had taken him almost a week to get the animal to trust him. He would sit on the top rail of the corral every evening after supper and talk to the horse. Clay also brought carrots, apples, or sometimes a piece of sugar to feed to the stallion. Soon the mustang would approach Clay for his nightly treat. After that he was another ten days before he could ride the spirited horse. Now the mustang was a well trained cow pony.
Winsor had watched Clay's progress with the mustang and with the other three he gentled at the same time in the same way. The ranch now had four horses ideally suited for working cattle in this almost arid mesa country. He was so pleased with the success of the training that he gave Clay the mustang stallion. Clay named the horse "Puuku".
Puuku wasn't impressive as horses go. He stood just over 14 hands at the shoulder. But he had a deep chest and very strong sturdy legs. The mustang was quicker from a dead stop than most of the other horses on the ranch and could change direction in an instant. Because of this Puuku was an extremely good horse for herding cattle and other stock.
The mustang's coloring was strange and he stood out because of it. He was basically a buckskin but had spots of dark brown across his withers. Must have some Appaloosa in him, Clay told Winsor.
"We suit each other just fine don't we Puuku?" Clay said as he patted the horse's neck. Puuku nodded his head as if he understood Clay.
Reckon we better bed down for the night, Clay thought. No need to ride off into a ravine or somethin in the dark. He saw a small box canyon off to his right and pushed the cattle toward it. It was more of a depression back into the sandstone bluff but it was big enough to hold the small herd overnight.
Clay finished his supper of beans and bacon and was leaning back against his saddle watching the fire. He heard a noise from behind him in the dark. Puuku was hobbled off to Clay's right and raised his head from grazing to stare into the night toward the noise.
Someone's out there, Clay thought. He slowly stood and walked over to Puuku, patting him on the neck and checked the hobble. Clay stepped behind the horse and walked into the darkness. He silently crept around his camp to the other side of the clearing. There was a small figure kneeling beside his bedroll looking through Clay's saddlebags. Pulling his Colt, Clay stepped closer to the intruder.
"Hold it right there," Clay said loudly. "I've got my pistol pointed at your head."
The figure stiffened at Clay's words and didn't move.
"Get your hands out of my saddlebags and spread them out to your side," Clay said. The figure obeyed dropping a cloth bag that held beef jerky. "Stand up and put your hands over your head," he ordered.
Clay could see the person shaking when they stood. Gettin ready to run, Clay thought. "Don't try it. I'm a better than average shot and I can't miss at this distance. Just hold still."
Slowly Clay stepped into the light and circled the standing figure until he could see the face. "I'll be damned," Clay said in surprise. "You're just a youngin. How old are you son?"
"Thir...thirteen sir," the boy answered with a quiver in his voice.
"Put your hands down," Clay said as he holstered his Colt. "What are you doin at my camp? For that matter what are you doin out here all alone?"
"I'm not alone. My Pa and sister are just down the trail a bit," he answered.
"What's your name boy?"
"Jacob Sanders sir."
"And what are you doin in my camp instead of being with your family?"
Jacob hung his head and didn't answer. Finally he looked up at Clay. "We heard the cattle and then saw your fire. I was gonna take some food and water. We haven't had anything to eat for a couple of days and our waters almost gone." He hesitated. "I'm sorry Mister. Can I go now?"
"Your father send you to steal from me?"
"Oh no sir. Pa would tan my hide if he knew I was here. But he was asleep when I left our wagon," Jacob said. "He's hurt and sleeps a lot. Rebecca's asleep too or she wouldn't have let me come either."
"Rebecca?"
"She's my sister." Jacob shook his head and added, "Acts like my Ma most of the time."
Clay hid a smile. He took the bag of jerky and tossed it to the boy. "Tear into a piece of that jerky while I saddle my horse. Then we'll go see to your Pa and your sister."
"Thank you Mister," Jacob said around a mouthful of jerky. Clay tossed him a canteen and the boy took a big drink.
"Take it easy youngster," Clay suggested. "Too much at once and you'll just bring it back up. Little sips work best."
Jacob nodded, took a smaller sip of water, and bit off another piece of jerky. Clay finished saddling Puuku and led him over near the fire.
He mounted and held his hand down to Jacob. "Climb on up and let's go find your camp," Clay said.
Clay walked Puuku in the direction the boy pointed. "You said your Pa was hurt. What happened?"
"We broke a wagon wheel and Pa tried to fix it," Jacob answered. "He was able to get some rocks under the rear axle so the wheel was up off the ground. When he was puttin on the new wheel, the wagon fell off the rocks onto his leg." Jacob shook himself. "I'm pretty sure it's broke. Then our horses got away night before last so's Rebecca or me couldn't ride to find help."
"Was probably Navajo or Paiute got your horses. Sounds like you've got a peck of trouble Jacob. "
"Yes sir. That's why I was tryin to take some stuff from you. Think it was Indians took our horses?" Jacob asked. Then he extended his arm past Clay's shoulder and said, "Over that way about a mile."
"Reckon it was Indians. Not much trouble around here lately but they still like to steal a horse once in a while." He grinned and added, "Just so they don't forget how."
Clay could see the light from a fire and reined Puuku toward it. As they neared the camp, the clouds drifted away and let the light of the full moon shine down. From thirty yards away Clay was able to see a man lying close to a tilted wagon. A woman sat on the ground next to him.
The woman heard the horse and stood, cradling a Winchester in her arms. "Who are you Mister and what do you want?" She challenged Clay.
Clay turned his horse to the side and the woman saw Jacob.
"It's okay Becky," Jacob said. "This man's gonna help us."
Rebecca didn't lower the rifle. "Jacob get down and come here." She ordered.
Clay slowly raised his hands to shoulder height. "Boy's right Ma'am. I brought a little food and a canteen for y'all."
"I told you to get down Jacob," Rebecca repeated.
Jacob slid off the horse's rump to the ground and went to his sister. He carried a large canteen and the bag of jerky. Jacob dropped to his knees and held the canteen to his father's lips. The man was almost unconscious but took a little water.
"Thanks for the water," Rebecca said. "You can be on your way now."
Clay used his knees to guide Puuku closer to the woman, never lowering his hands. He was twenty feet away when he realized that Rebecca was a young woman of about 22. Right nice lookin too, Clay couldn't help but think.
Rebecca Sanders was slim but looked strong. Her mane of strawberry blond hair hung down her back almost to her waist. It was tied back with a piece of rawhide. She was staring at Clay with big brown eyes.
Those eyes could right through you, Clay thought. He cleared his throat.
"Would it be alright if I lowered my hands Miss?" Rebecca nodded. "My name's Clayton Boudreau, Clay to most folks. As far as me headin on, I can't rightly leave y'all here. That canteen and jerky won't last for very long and it don't look like you're goin anyplace soon," Clay said pointing at the broken wagon and her injured father.
He dismounted still holding his hands away from his body. "Can I take a look at your father? Maybe I can help."
Rebecca sort of slumped, nodded and moved a few steps away; she still held the Winchester in her arms. Mr. Sanders' pants leg had been slit open and a heavy wet cloth had been put on his leg below the knee. Clay bent down and looked at the injured leg. It was discolored with bruises and swollen some. Clay felt along the lower leg until he felt a bump.
"Leg's broke for sure Miss Sanders," Clay said to Rebecca. "But it feels like a clean break." He looked the young woman in the eye. "If you let me I think I can set his leg." Rebecca hesitated and Clay said, "Needs to be done. If it's not, your father will probably lose it."
"Have you done this before Mr. Boudreau?" Rebecca asked.
"Yes' em, down in Texas," Clay answered. "One of the hands broke his leg when he got knocked off his horse by a steer." Clay smiled. "It was him that told me what to do."
"I suppose we don't have much choice."
"Well the Fort's about a half a day's hard ride," Clay said. "I could go for help but it'll be at least a day and a half, maybe two days, before we can get back here with a wagon." He looked down for a moment and then back at Rebecca. "I don't know if your father's leg will be okay that long."
Rebecca nodded, stepped closer to her father and knelt down next to him. "Daddy can you hear me?"
Mr. Sanders opened his eyes and smiled at his daughter. Rebecca motioned Clay over to them.
"You leg's broke bad Daddy. This is Mr. Boudreau and he's going to help us."
Clay laid his hand on Mr. Sander's shoulder. "Sir, I can set your leg but it's gonna hurt. If we don't set it you could lose your leg or you could end a cripple."
Sanders raised himself onto his elbows and looked down at his leg. Turning to Clay he said, "Do it."
Clay explained what he was going to do. "Jacob get two of those spokes off the broken wheel please." The boy brought the spokes and laid them next to his father.
"Rebecca, Jacob take hold under his arms and hold tight" Clay ordered. "I'll pull slowly on his leg until the bone lines up again and then we'll use those spokes and put a splint on it."
Clay got up and went to his horse. Searching in the saddle bags he found the piece of rawhide he wanted. Walking back he knelt down and handed the rawhide to Sanders.
"You might want to bite down on this Mr. Sanders," Clay told him. "When I pull on your leg it's gonna hurt bad but it's the only way."
Sanders nodded, his children took hold of him under his arms. Clay held onto the man's ankle and slowly pulled on the leg. He didn't stop when he heard Sanders groan. Finally Clay felt the bone slip back into place and he stopped pulling. He looked up and saw that Sanders had passed out. Can't blame him, Clay thought. He put a wagon spoke on each side of the leg and used rope from the wagon to tie them snug against the leg in several places.
"There ain't a lot of trees on this plateau," Clay explained. "And the Mesquite and Palo Verde round here don't grow straight limbs. That's why I used wagon wheel spokes for the splint. That ought to hold your father until we can get him back to the fort."
Clay walked to his horse and mounted. "I'm goin back to my camp and get the rest of my gear. Be back in an hour or so. There's another canteen and somethin more to eat than jerky."
Back at his camp he cut some of the sagebrush and creosote. Clay drug the brushes across the mouth of the box canyon where the cattle were bedded down. Maybe that'll keep em from strayin too far, he thought. He packed his gear, including the pot of beans and bacon that he had cooked earlier, and rode back to the Sanders' wagon.
"Jacob come take this for me," Clay said and handed the pot down to the boy. "There's about enough left to feed you two," he explained. "We cook somethin up for your father when he wakes up. Probably be in the mornin."
By the time he unsaddled Puuku and spread his bedroll close to where Mr. Sanders was, Rebecca had gotten plates and forks from the wagon. She had divided the beans and bacon into three portions. Then she handed a plate to each of them.
Clay smiled and gave Rebecca and Jacob what was on his plate. "I had mine," he said. "Y'all go ahead."
As the group settled down for the night Clay offered to sit with Mr. Sanders. "You've got to be wore out Miss Rebecca, you too Jacob. Get some sleep I'll watch for a bit and if I get sleepy I'll wake one of you."
As the moon started to set Clay heard Mr. Sanders moving around. He went to the man and put his hand on Sanders' shoulder.
"It's all right sir. You're doin fine." Clay said to reassure Sanders. He held the canteen so the injured man could drink.
"Who....Oh yes," Sanders said. "You set my leg."
"Yes sir. I'm Clayton Boudreau but most folks call me Clay. Come daylight we'll go for help from the fort Mr. Sanders. We'll have you on the way back by late afternoon I'd say."
"My given name is Eli," Sanders said with a weak grin.
"Get some rest Eli," Clay suggested. "You and your family are goin to be all right. I promise."
Sanders lowered his head and went back to sleep. Clay returned to his spot next to the wagon.
Just before first light Clay was leaning against a wagon wheel not quite dozing. He heard someone walking toward him and quickly drew his pistol.
"It's just me," Rebecca said from out of the darkness. "I thought you were going to wake one of us to take our turn on watch." She handed him a cup of coffee. "We didn't have the water to spare to make coffee before. Taste's pretty good.
"I figured you and Jacob had a hard go the last few days and could use the rest," Clay responded as he took the offered cup. "Come daylight, I'll ride for the fort and get help. We'll bring a wagon and some horses back."
"Jacob told me that you said Indians took our horses," Rebecca said in a worried tone. "Do you think we'll be safe until you get back?"
"Don't think they'll bother you anymore," Clay answered. "They're probably on their way back across the Colorado with your horses by now."
The sun came up as Clay was saddling Puuku. He'd changed his mind about heading for the fort.
He talked to his horse as he saddled him. Clay pulled his Winchester out of its scabbard. "Puuku I don't think the Indians are still around but you can't tell about them. Sometimes they do things one way and do it different the next time. I'm gonna have you take the boy to the fort."
The horse leaned into his human and nodded his head as Clay scratched his ears.
"Jacob, come here," Clay called. When the boy joined him Clay said, "I'm gonna send you to the fort on Puuku here. He's a good horse and knows his way home. Point his head east, nudge him in the flanks and give him his head. He'll get you there."
"Yes sir," Jacob replied. He was excited to be doing more than just sitting around camp. "Why did you name him Puuku?"
"Puuku is Comanche for horse." Clay answered. "I admire the way the Comanche has with horses." He was adjusting the stirrups to fit the boy. "A white man can ride a horse until it keels over and won't move. A Comanche can come along, get the horse back on its feet, and ride for another day."
"Really?" Jacob asked not quite sure if Clay was funnin him or not.
"Really, I saw em do it down in Texas." Clay finished with the stirrups and motioned for Jacob to mount.
"I don't reckon the Indians are still here, but..." Clay caught the boy's eye. "If they come at you kick Puuku into a gallop and ride hard." He could see a little worry on the boy's face. "Don't be scared. Ain't an Indian pony in the territory that can ketch Puuku. Just hang on and he'll get you to the fort."
"Yes sir."
"Here strap this around your waist," Clay ordered and handed Jacob a spare gun belt with his Remington in the holster; he'd taken to carrying the Colt from the man at the trading post while keeping his old Remington in his saddlebag. "You probably won't need it but if the Indians ride toward you fire off a round or two to discourage them and then ride like the dickens. Understand? "
Jacob nodded and Clay helped him mount up. Once the boy was in the saddle Clay led Puuku and pointed him east. "Take the boy home Puuku," he said and slapped the horse on the rear. The mustang was at a fast lope in three or four strides. Jacob leaned over in the saddle and just hung on.
Rebecca walked over and asked, "Where's Jacob going?"
"Sent him to the fort. Got to thinkin about those Indians and figured I better hang around just in case they decide they want more than your horses."
"But what about Jacob? Won't the Indians go after him?"
"Don't believe so," Clay replied smiling to calm Rebecca. "Your horses were led west by two riders. I found the trail at first light." He put his hand on Rebecca's shoulder. "I talked to Eli before I sent the boy. He'll be fine Miss Rebecca."
Rebecca gave him a small smile, placed her hand on his arm and nodded. "Can't help but worry about him. Our mother died two years ago and I've been looking out for him and Pa ever since."
Clay looked away from her, embarrassed at the sudden feelings for her. "Eli's awake, let's go see how he feels this mornin and get some breakfast."
Eli was feeling much better, although his leg was throbbing. Clay built up the fire and cooked another big pot of beans and bacon.
Rebecca giggled as she ate the food. "We don't normally eat beans and bacon for breakfast but it sure does taste good," she said as she scooped up another spoon full.



"I'll be glad to get back to the fort and get something besides this to eat," Clay replied. "Been eatin nothin but beans, bacon, and beef jerky for the last three days."
After they finished eating, Rebecca used a clean cloth from the wagon to wipe the plates clean. Water was too scarce in this parched land to waste washing plates.
"The boys from the fort will be here by late afternoon and they'll have more food and water," Clay remarked as he watched her clean up. Suddenly Clay stood and looked to the south. Rebecca turned following his gaze.
"We got company comin. Get your rifle and get in the wagon Rebecca," Clay ordered.
"Who are they?"
"Don't rightly know just yet," he answered. "Could be a couple of drifters just passin through. But ifin I start shootin you do too."
Clay walked over to Eli, told him about the incoming riders and handed the injured man his Colt. "If they get past me don't let em get to the wagon sir."
Eli pulled himself up to lean against a wagon wheel and cocked the Colt.
Clay walked out a few yards and leaned against a boulder with his Winchester cradled in his arms at the ready. Two riders topped a small rise and came into sight.
Not Indians, Clay thought. Maybe drifters like I said. He watched the two men carefully as they rode closer.
The riders stop about sixty feet away. "Got trouble, do ya?" One of the men asked, pointing to the broken down wagon.
Clay nodded and examined the two men. The one that spoke looked older and was the bigger of the two. The other man was much smaller and looked shifty to Clay. Looks like a weasel from back home, he thought.
"Lost a wheel yesterday. But I got people comin from Winsor Castle to help. Should be here anytime now," Clay bluffed. He had a bad feelin about the two men.
"Name's Slayton, this here's Hollister. We could help you put a new wheel on your wagon if you like."
"Don't have an extra with us," Clay lied. "Started out a little under equipped this trip, we did. We'll just wait for the boys to get here. But thank you kindly."
"Looks like you got an injured man up there under the wagon," Hollister said. "Maybe we could help."
"You don't look like a doctor Mister. I reckon we can get by." Clay stood from his spot against the boulder. "Now is there anything else I can do for you boys? If not I'll get back to my camp."
"Mister, we're hungry and ran out of water a spell back," Slayton said. "Could you spare a little of either?"
Clay's feeling of unrest deepened. He saw that they each had a canteen tied to their saddles. They haven't missed many meals either, he thought. They want somethin more than food and water.
"None to spare boys, sorry. Got about enough to get back to the fort." Clay paused. "Fort's about a half a day's ride to the east. I'm sure they can help you."
"The hell with this," Hollister swore, pulled at the piston on his hip, and spurred his horse toward Clay. Slayton turned his horse toward the wagon and kicked him into a gallop.
Clay calmly brought his Winchester up to his shoulder and shot Hollister out of the saddle. He didn't watch him fall but turned to get a bead on the other man. Slayton was about forty feet from the wagon when the bark of Clay's Colt rang out followed closely by the sharper sound of a rifle.
Slayton rolled over the rump of his horse and was still.
Walking over, Clay turned Hollister with the toe of his boot. The dead man had a bullet hole in the middle of his forehead. Clay took the man's pistol and searched his pockets. He didn't find anything and walked to Slayton, who was also dead. There were two bullet holes in his chest. Clay searched the dead man and ended up just taking the man's weapon.
"Reckon the Sanders know how to shoot," Clay said softly. He gathered up Hollister's horse, mounted and caught Slayton's horse. Clay rode back and tied the animals off with a long lead to the back of the wagon.
"Good shootin folks," Clay told Eli and Rebecca. He took his Colt back from Sanders and reloaded.
"What will we do with them?" Eli asked.
"Not much to do," Clay answered. "See if they had anything worthwhile and let the varmints have em."
"Shouldn't we get a sheriff or marshal and report this?" Rebecca asked.
"Nearest law I know for sure is in St. George. That's better than 60 miles one way through hard country," Clay responded. "Don't aim to make that hard of a trip for the likes of them."
"We should at least bury them Mr. Boudreau," Rebecca said. "It's the Christian thing to do."
"They would have left you folks to rot if they'd got to you Miss Sanders," Clay replied with a hard tone. "But not before you entertained them. What is it the Good Book says? Do unto others as you would have them do unto you? Well we did to them what they would have done to us. They can rot in Hell for my part."
Clay turned and went to look at the horses. He'd once felt the same way Rebecca did. This land will surely change your mind about some things, he told himself. Clay was talking with Eli when Rebecca came out of the wagon with a pick and shovel. She walked out away from the camp and started to dig.
"Becky, what are you doing?" Eli asked.
She stood and faced her father and Clay. "Just because these men were pigs doesn't mean I should get down and wallow in the mud with them. I'm going to bury them and say a prayer for them."
Clay could see the tears in the corner of her eyes. "I don't know if Rebecca is crying because she mad at me or sad because she had to kill a man," he said aloud.
"Believe me Clay if she was mad at you there'd be no doubt in your mind," Eli said with a grin.
"Well...either way she's got a strong belief in what she sees as right," Clay replied. "Got to admire her for that." He watched Rebecca for a minute and said, "Reckon I'll go give her a hand; this ground sure is hard."
Rebecca looked up as Clay joined her. He grabbed the pick axe and started breaking the hard packed earth. She looked at Clay and smiled. Nodding her head she used the shovel to scoop up the loose soil. It took them close to an hour to dig two graves, roll the bodies into the holes, and cover the men. Rebecca bowed her head and quietly said a prayer. Clay looked off in the distance until she finished.
As they walked back toward the wagon Rebecca said, "That was the Christian thing to do for those men Clay. God bless you."
Clay stopped and turned to Rebecca, who halted when he did. "I didn't do it for them Rebecca, I did it for you. It seemed to mean a lot to you so I thought I'd give you a hand." He grinned wickedly and added, "As far as God goes, he could've had those two pass us by. No blessing there."
Back at the wagon Clay looked over the horses and rethought his plan. He'd hoped to put the new wheel on the wagon, hitch the horses up and go to meet the men coming from the fort. But the horses were saddle stock and in poor condition. But one will do to go see about the cattle, he said to himself.
He watered both animals and picked the strongest to go check on the cattle. The horse seemed to perk up after getting water and Clay rode off at a fast trot. He smiled as he came to the box canyon. Some of the more adventurous steers had begun to nose and push at the brush he had used to block the entrance to the canyon.
Clay drug the brush away from the entrance and started the cattle toward the Sanders' wagon. He knew the good grass at the foot of the butte near the wagon would hold the cattle for a spell. At least until the boys from the fort get here, he told himself.
He watched the small herd for about an hour after driving them to the grazing. None of them wanted to explore, they all stayed close. Clay rode back to the wagon, dismounted, and sat near Eli.
"Won't the cattle get away?" Eli asked.
"Nope. Don't think so," Clay said. "There's good grass yonder and most cattle would rather eat than walk around. I think they'll stay put."
"When do you expect your friends?"
"Reckon just about any time," Clay replied. "Shouldn't have taken more than an hour to get on the trail once Jacob got there. Course if most of the hands were out workin the herd it might take a mite longer."
Clay rigged a pair of hobbles out of rope from the wagon and put the horses to graze on the good grass. Nothin to do now but wait, he thought.
"If you don't mind the tellin what brought you folks through Pipe Springs Eli?" Clay asked.
"Well, we're from Abilene Kansas originally," Eli answered. "I'm a blacksmith so I made a decent livin but the town had become a cow town with lots cowboys lettin off steam after the drives; place turned into a shooting gallery. My wife, Molly, had been sickly for quite a spell and died. After two more years of dodging bullets and drunken cow hands we decided to pick up stakes and move
Eli stopped as Rebecca sat down next to him. He coughed and cleared his throat. "After Molly passed our place didn't leave much besides bad memories so we decided to head west." Eli had been staring at the ground as he talked but now he looked up at Clay. "Get a new start in a new land."
Clay nodded his understanding because he'd been through something similar.
"That was a bit more than two years ago," Eli continued. "Tried Colorado Springs for a spell; didn't much care for it. Moved down to Pueblo for a few months. Then a fellar I knew back in Abilene came into the smithy one day. We got to talkin and he told some tales about a little town called Visalia in the San Joaquin Valley California. I thought, why not and here we are."
"Why the San Joaquin Valley?"
"That's cattle country and there's always work for a blacksmith in cattle or farming areas," Eli answered. "Figured we'd give it a try and if we don't like it we can move on." He looked off in the distance for a few seconds. "Be nice if it worked out this time; I'm gettin tired of movin around."
Rebecca had been listening to Clay and her father. She looked off to the east. "Rider's coming," she said pointing to a dust cloud. You could see a rider's dust for miles on the flat plateau.
Clay looked over his shoulder. "It's the boys from the fort. They're still an hour or so away." Turning back to Eli he said, "Sounds like a good idea to get a new start sir. We'll get you and your wagon fixed up and y'all can continue your journey as soon as you're fit." He stood, caught up a horse, and mounted.
"Reckon I'll go out and meet the boys," Clay said. "I'll have em come in from the south so they don't spook the cattle."
Two men on horseback from Pipe Springs led the way, following by two figures in a wagon. The two riders were cow hands that came to drive the cattle back to the ranch. John Williams, a jack of all trades for the fort, rode in the wagon pulled by four horses with two more on short leads trailing behind the wagon. He'd come to repair the broken wagon if possible. The figure sitting next to him surprised Clay but it shouldn't have. It was Jacob Sanders returning to his family.
"Howdy boys, Mr. Williams," Clay greeted the men. "It's good to see y'all. He rode to the right side of the wagon. "Didn't expect you to be with them Jacob."
"I couldn't leave Pa and Rebecca out here," the boy replied. Clay nodded his understanding.
Tom, one of the two hands, rode up to Clay as they rode into the Sander's camp. "Leave it to you to find a good lookin woman out here in the middle of nowhere," he said with a big grin. He turned toward Rebecca, touched the brim of his hat and said, "Howdy Miss."
Rebecca blushed and nodded returning Tom's greeting. "Thank you helping us. Thank you Mr. Williams," she added to the older man.
The other cowboy, Jim, said, "We can't let Clay here have all the fun. Might as well be out here as workin our tails off back to the fort. We'll get y'all back safe and sound Miss."
"Ifin we can get the wheel on that wagon we'll do her," Williams said. "If not we'll load their things into this wagon and head back. Either way we need to get on the trail."
"Why in such a hurry Mr. Williams?" Clay asked.
"There's been a couple of raids since you been gone Clay. I don't hanker to get caught out here away from the fort." William took off his hat and ran a hand through a great mane of dark, gray streaked hair. "I aim to keep my hair right where it is."
The two wranglers, Williams, and Clay used the long wagon tongue as a lever to get the axle high enough to put the new wheel on the Sanders' wagon. Four of the horses were hitched to the fully loaded, repaired wagon and with Clay driving they headed back to Pipe Springs. The two cowboys rounded up the cattle and pushed them toward the fort. Eli was resting on a pallet in the back of the wagon complaining that he could drive.
Rebecca shushed her father and rode next to Clay on the seat. Jacob decided to ride with John Williams; he found the big man stories about the Indians very interesting.
"You're not from around here are you Clay?" Rebecca asked.
"No ma'am. Born and raised in Louisiana. Lived near Santa Fe before I got here."
"How'd you end up here? Oh sorry, I'm being nosey and it's none of my business." Rebecca blushed a little at her forwardness.
"No, I don't mind talkin about my travels," Clay answered smiling at Rebecca's embarrassment. "My Pa and me had a small place in Alexandria ........ For the next hour Clay told the young woman the story of his travels. How he left Louisiana and why, the people he met and worked for in Texas, and how he thought he'd found a home working in Santa Fe.
"I was just gettin away from the carpetbaggers when I left Louisiana and I was headed for California when I left Santa Fe. Sorta fell into this job at Pipe Springs. Been a long and sometimes real interesting journey so far," Clay finished.
How long have you worked at Pipe Springs?" Rebecca was intrigued by this young cowboy. She'd seen his bravery dealing with the bandits and his gentleness in his actions with Jacob.
"Been there going on six months or so. Mr. Winsor took a chance gave me a job so I reckon I'll stick around for a spell." Softly, too low for Rebecca to hear, he added, "Got no place else to go."
"I guess you get along with the others at the ranch from the way these men greeted you," Rebecca said pointing at the two wranglers and Williams in the other wagon.
Clay nodded and smiled. "They can get ornery sometimes but they're good men. Yep, we get along just fine." Pointing to the other wagon he said, "Now Mr. Williams there is a different color horse." Clay laughed and shook his head. "He's just plain ornery all the time. Always complainin about how much work he has and how the younger men don't respect their elders, and how much he wishes he was back in Texas.
"Truth be told he's one of the hardest working men I've ever met. Always willing to help with your work if need be: course he complains the whole time. But you if asked someone else before him, he'd be upset. John just about runs the operation around the fort. Mr. Butler is the ramrod and Mr. Winsor is the boss but you'd never know it if you heard John yelling orders."
"We met Mr. Winsor when we stopped for water and some supplies. He seems like a good man," Rebecca said. "Most of the people we had dealings with at the fort seemed to be nice people."
Clay nodded his head in agreement. "But like with any place you be, there's a few that can rankle you sometimes. You have to overlook them. Some of the Mormon ways are a little strange to a Louisiana boy but most are good people."
"Mormon's?" Rebecca paused and then added, "Well, Mr. Winsor and the others we met were kind people, whatever their beliefs," Rebecca said.
The two young people were quiet for several minutes. Rebecca seemed lost in her thoughts. For his part Clay was nursing a feeling he'd never had before. He was hoping that the Sanders, and particularly Rebecca, stayed at Pipe Springs for a spell.
Finally Clay broke the silence. "To my way of thinkin, it's how folks treat other folks that says what kind of people they are. No matter what their beliefs, ifin they treat others fair that's all that counts."
Rebecca smiled. "That's very Christian of you Clay."
"Never did much church goin after Ma died, but the one thing I remember is the Golden Rule." Clay turned his head and looked at Rebecca sitting on the wagon seat next to him. "That 'do unto others' stuff seems like a good way to live your life."
Tom and Jim pushed the cattle a little harder, whooping and yelling, as the top turret of the fort came into view. Clay shook his head with a smile.
"We talked all the way back," he said pointing with his chin toward the fort. "Ain't talked that much in a long time." Clay smiled at Rebecca. "Sure did make the trip go faster though."
Mr. Winsor was waiting at one set of the big gates that guarded the entrance to the main courtyard. "I didn't expect to see you again Mr. Sanders," he said by way of greeting. "But you and your family are most welcome." Turning back toward the interior of the fort he called, "Come help Mr. Sanders to a bedroom on the first level please. We'll have our doctor look at him."
After Eli was safely transferred into a room, the 'doctor' examined Eli's broken leg. The doctor wasn't a real medical man, he was the man that treated sick cattle and horses; sort of a veterinarian. He replaced the wagon wheel spokes that Clay had used to splint the leg with smaller thinner pieces of wood and wrapped them with a large piece of cowhide.
"Stay off your feet for a week or so," he told Eli. "After that take er easy for a spell." The 'doctor' patted Eli on the shoulder and laughed. "If you were a horse we'd a shot you. But I don't reckon your daughter would like that."
For the next month Eli did as he was told. The "doctor" brought him a crutch carved from a cedar tree. After a week staying inside the fort he started to walk short distances. His leg was healing and getting stronger so he increased the distances and the time that he walked. Eli was able to switch to a cane and it was easier for him to get around. Five weeks from the day he arrived back at the fort Eli went to see Mr. Winsor.
"I wanted to thank you and your people for taking care of me and my family Mr. Winsor," Eli said and shook the man's hand. "I'd like to do something to repay you for your help."
"We only did what was right Mr. Sanders. Wouldn't have felt good about myself if I hadn't extended our hospitality and assistance." Mr. Winsor gave Eli a slow grin. "Besides, Mr. Boudreau was quite adamant about helping you. Seems he's taken a shine to you and your family."
Eli grinned in return. "Yes sir, Clay pretty much saved our bacon when he found us out on the mesa. I know it's because he's a good lad but I think Rebecca might have something to do with his concern." Eli laughed a little and said, "It isn't the first time some young man has become interested in my daughter."
Mr. Winsor nodded. "Whatever his reasons, Clay was very forceful about helping you. He's a fine young man with a good head on his shoulders. I'm proud to have him with us here at the ranch."
"I might have figured out a way to repay you and your people a little Mr. Winsor," Eli said. "Who does your blacksmithing?"
"Mr. Thomas, from Fredonia, comes to us about every three weeks or so and does the repairs that we can't handle. Mr. Williams can shoe horses and does what repairs he can."
"That'd be John, who drove the wagon out to rescue us?" At Winsor's nod, Eli continued. "I'm a blacksmith by trade and I could do your repairs and such until I'm healed up. Right now I'd need a pair of hands and a strong back to help. Maybe John would be willing to give me a hand."
Winsor and Eli discussed the idea and decided that Eli would be the ranches' blacksmith for two months. That would allow Eli's leg to mend completely. At that point Eli could decide what he wanted to do.



"If you want to stay I'm sure we can find a place for you at Pipe Springs," Winsor offered.
Eli, Rebecca and Jacob were given one of the cabins just outside of the fort for living quarters. As Eli worked at his trade, Rebecca helped some of the women with their children. She also taught the younger ones their letters and how to do sums. Jacob tagged along after Clay most days when he wasn't helping his father at the smithy.
Clay was glad to hear that Rebecca would be staying for a spell. Over the next two months he made a point of talking to and seeing Rebecca as often as he could. Some of the other single men at the ranch had the same idea and Rebecca was very popular.
Rebecca was polite with the men but didn't accept any of the offers for Sunday afternoon rides or picnics. Her interest had narrowed to one special cowboy, Clay. His kindness when they first met, his concern for Jacob and his easy going manner drew her to him. Clay was the one that she went on those afternoon rides and Sunday picnics with. Jacob accompanied them on most of the outings but a few times the young people were alone.
There wasn't anything special about their times together; just that they were together. They held hands and even had a kiss or two when they were alone as all young people do. Clay had been raised to be a gentleman and Rebecca to be a lady so the hand holding and few kisses were all that happened. A lot of their time was spent talking about their hopes, dreams, and goals.
"You've come a long way from that drifter you told me about," Rebecca said on one of their rides. "Mr. Winsor was talking about you to Daddy. He said you were one of his best men. Said you had a future at Pipe Springs for as long as he runs the place."
"Mr. Winsor and the folks at the ranch have been good to me," Clay replied. "Reckon I'll stay put for a spell." He didn't notice the sad look that crossed Rebecca's face.
Clay was going to meet Mr. Winsor to discuss the herd on the far side of the ranch. Winsor thought that with the drought like conditions it would be better to have the cattle closer to the fort. As Clay approached the big gate into the fort he saw Rebecca trying to get past Jasper Young.
Jasper Young had come to Pipe Springs a couple of weeks earlier. He was about 30, tall and lean, and cocksure of himself. He's immediately started giving orders to the wranglers and other workers. No one paid much attention to him and that made him mad. Winsor told him that he'd have to earn the respect of the people at Pipe Springs before they would listen to him. It didn't set well with Jasper.
"You don't understand Rebecca," Jasper said as he grabbed her arm when she tried to step around him. "You could better yourself by marrying me. I'm related to...." he began to say.
"Take your hand off me Mr. Young," Rebecca ordered and she twisted her arm to dislodge his grip.
"Were I you, I'd listen to the lady," Clay said and grabbed Young's wrist. Neither Young nor Rebecca realized that Clay was there until he took hold of Young. Clay put more pressure on Jasper's wrist until the man released his hold on Rebecca.
"Didn't your folks teach you manners?" Clay asked. "Most ladies don't like to be pawed at." He stepped between the two. "You might want to remember that Young. Specially with Miss Sanders here," Clay warned.
Jasper stepped back from the hard look on Clay's face. Rubbing his wrist he asked, "Do you know who I am, you damn cowboy?"
"You're the fellar that's about to be taught some manners by this damn cowboy," Clay replied with steel in his voice. "Step back and go about your business Young."
"I'm directly related to Brother Brigham Young," Jasper said with pride.
Clay gave him an empty look. "Who's Brigham Young?"
"He's the leader of our church and I'll have you thrown off this ranch for interfering with me."
"Well for a preacher he sure didn't teach you any manners, now did he?" Clay replied. "As far as running me off, Mr. Winsor hired me and he's the one that'd have to tell me to leave." He stepped closer to Young. "Leave the lady alone, Young," Clay warned.
Ignoring Clay, he turned back to Rebecca Jasper said, "You could do yourself some good by marrying me Rebecca."
"And which number wife would she be?" Clay asked. "Your second or third?" He turned and took Rebecca by her elbow. "Let me walk you back to your cabin Miss Rebecca."
"Hold on there," Jasper ordered. "This ain't none of your concern."
Clay turned back to see the angry man standing with his hand close to his gun butt; Young's intent was obvious. "I'm makin it my concern. And if you draw that hog leg, I'll kill ya," Clay in a voice cold as the snows up in the mountains.
Jasper Young saw Clay's hard eyes and the way he stood with his hand close to his holstered Colt. For once, the young man made the right decision. He dropped his hand, turned and walked back into Winsor Castle. Walking away, he thought, that man would have killed me sure as hell.
As Clay walked Rebecca back to her cabin, she asked, "Would you have shot him?
Clay saw the concern on Rebecca's face and the tone in her voice. "Remember our talk about the Golden Rule? Yes em. If he'd drawn on me, I would have put him down." He took a breath and added, "This ain't Kansas, Miss Rebecca. Out here you have to face dangers y'all don't have there. Out here you have to ready to defend yourself or you might die. So yes, if Young tried for his gun, I would have shot him."
Rebecca could hear the conviction in Clay's voice and see the wistful almost sad look on his face at the sometimes cruel world he lived in. "What was that about being a second or third wife?" Rebecca asked. It was a question more to change the mood than for information
"You don't know about the Mormons?" Rebecca shook her head and Clay continued. "Men of the Mormon church are encouraged to have more than one wife. From what I've heard it's more like they're required to have two or three wives. The first wife is sorta the boss in the house; the second or third ones are more like the hired help. There's a fellar over to St. George that has four."
"You mean even if I was interested in Jasper, it wouldn't be just him and I?"
"Don't rightly know if he's already married, but I'm pretty sure you wouldn't be his only wife for the rest of his life," Clay replied.
"Well he's going to have a long wait if he expects me to marry him," Rebecca said. "That pompous ass," she added in a low voice.
"Can you stay for a few minutes to talk?" Rebecca asked and Clay nodded. "Daddy is talking about going on to California pretty soon."
"I know," Clay replied. "Heard him talkin about it over to the blacksmiths. He's still talkin about Visalia in the San Joaquin Valley." He gave what was more of a snort than a laugh. "Hear him talk, it's the Promise Land."
"Daddy feels it is the Promise Land, at least for us. It will give us a chance to settle and have a normal life, Rebecca answered.
The two young people talked for several more minutes and then Clay said good bye to Rebecca and returned to the fort for his meeting with Mr. Winsor. He noticed again how many new faces there were around the fort. All of the outlying cabins were in use, some by more than one family, and there were three wagons close by with families living in them. Sure is getting to be a popular place, he thought.
Winsor motioned for Clay to sit in one of the big chairs in the office when he walked in. Clay accepted a cup of coffee from his boss. For the next hour the men discussed the moving of two of the herds, the best place to move them, and when they would start.
"Heard you had a run in with Jasper," Winsor said trying to hide a smile.
"Hope I didn't cause you any trouble Mr. Winsor, I mean him being related to the head man in your church and all." Clay got a hard look in his eye. "But I wasn't gonna let him make advances to Rebecca." He paused and asked, "Exactly who is this Brigham Young?"
"Brother Brigham is the head of our church," Winsor replied. "And a very important man." He smiled and added, "Don't worry about getting me in trouble. In spite of what Jasper said, he's not a direct relative of Brother Brigham; he's a third cousin twice removed. "
"I'm glad I didn't cause you any trouble," Clay repeated.
Winsor sat for a few seconds and said, "Robert Jackson, the range boss, is going back to Salt Lake City right after the roundup. That's in three months. I'm offering you his job." Winsor held up his hand as Clay started to respond.
"Our people go on missions for the church that last from two to six years. Robert's been here for six years and now it's time for him to return to Salt Lake. I think Pipe Springs needs a range boss that can keep things going the same way from year to year." Winsor smiled at Clay's reaction.
"But I've only been here a few months," Clay replied. "And I'm not a member of your church."
"You've done everything I've asked of you and more." Winsor smiled at the young man. "You take charge of cattle drives, you step in and help with the work on the fort and ponds and you're the first one to help with the work around the ranch, even though it's not your job. Your religious beliefs are your own business."
"What about some of the new men that have come to the ranch? Wouldn't one of them be a better choice?" Clay suggested. "I mean if they're here on a six year mission they'd be around for a spell."
Winsor didn't answer and was quiet for s bit. "Some of the families are here on their missions, but most of the newcomers are sort of on the run." He thought for a bit trying to decide if he should tell Clay the real reason for the increase in population.
"Clay as you've learned our church suggests and encourage our men to marry more than once," Winsor explained. "We feel it's a way to ensure good families, strengthen and grow our faith. Of course that is only part of our creed." Clay nodded his understanding.
"Not everyone agrees with our beliefs. We came here from eastern states like New York, Illinois, and Nebraska just to name a few. In every place we've set up tabernacles or settled we've faced hatred and persecution. In fact the Federal government is actively against us; passing laws and regulations to make us conform to what they think is right. You understand so far Clay?" The young man nodded again.
"Brother Brigham led us to Utah and this area to escape the persecution and so we could continue our way of life." Winsor looked off into the distance through a window and sighed. "Now the government has become more vigilant against us; they've started to enforce their laws even out here. Most of the new families are like refuges; escaping from those laws. Some will be here for quite some time and others will move on shortly."
Winsor refilled Clay's cup. "I'm afraid our faith and way of life will be changed drastically over the next few years." He sighed again. "But back to the present. Will you take the job Mr. Boudreau?"
Clay took a sip of his coffee and thought about what Mr. Winsor wanted to do. Two weeks earlier he would have jumped at the offer. It was more than he could have ever hoped for when he left Santa Fe. But that was two weeks ago.
He'd been having supper with the Sander's one evening and Eli got to talking. Rebecca had joined her father and Clay on the stoop in front of the cabin after cleaning up the supper dishes. "Rebecca and I have just about decided to move on to California," Eli told Clay. "We've been her four months, my leg is pretty much healed and I feel we've paid our debt to Mr. Winsor."
It bothered Clay to hear that Rebecca would be leaving. He'd never come right out and said anything to her but he was beginning to love Rebecca.
Eli interrupted his thoughts. "Why don't you come with us Clay?" "You're good with stock and cattle and I'm sure you can find a place with us in the San Joaquin Valley."
Before Clay could answer Rebecca said, "Please come with us Clay. We would hate not seeing you again." Rebecca put her head down, hesitated and said softly, "Oh the heck with it." Looking up at Clay she added, "I would hate not seeing you again. I've come to look forward to spending time with you every day," she said with a special smile.
The young wrangler looked at Rebecca for several seconds. Reckon that was plain enough, he thought. I had planned on California when I left Santa Fe and I sure wouldn't like not seeing Rebecca again. I've got a real good job here but I could get work in California too. It's a lot to take in.
"When are you leaving?" Clay asked.
"End of the month at the latest," Eli said. "That'll be early April and we'll have to cross Death Valley, that's the hottest part of the desert, so we need to have it behind us before full summer hits. And we need to be over the Sierra Nevada Mountains before winter. Those mountains get a lot of snow and we don't need to get caught in a blizzard."
"Riley Johnson over to the tradin post," Clay looked at Eli to see if he knew Johnson. Eli nodded and Clay continued. "He's been all through that country. He said if he owned Hell and Death Valley, he'd live in Hell and rent out Death Valley."
Eli laughed. "Then I reckon we need to get through it rite quick. The earlier the better."
"I know it's a lot to ask you to leave Pipe Springs," Rebecca said. "Will you at least think about it?"
Clay nodded and stood to leave. "I'll think hard on it Rebecca. See y'all tomorrow."
Now in Winsor's office Clay had a big decision to make. "Can I sleep on the offer Mr. Winsor?"
"By all means, Clay. Take a day or two and let me know your decision."
It didn't take Clay a day or two to make up his mind. The next morning he went to see Mr. Winsor. "I reckon I'll have to say no to your offer sir. I plan on leavin at the end of the month."
"So you're headed out with the Sanders are you?" Winsor said. It was a statement and not a question. "Guess I should have seen that coming, what with the way you've been squiring Miss Sanders around." He offered Clay his hand. "Good luck to you son. I hope you find what you're looking for."
Clay nodded his thanks and went to find Rebecca. He motioned for her to join him at the well as she finished the morning reading class.
"Rebecca, I've decided to come to California with y'all," Clay told her. She smiled and started to respond. He held up his hand to stop her. "I'm only comin with you for one reason." He hesitated and said, "I'm in love with you Rebecca and want to marry you. Ifin you don't feel the same way, I reckon I'll stay at Pipe Springs."
A smile as big as the Grand Canyon broke across Rebecca's face. She took Clay's hand and replied, "Of course I feel the same way. I've just been waiting for you to say something to me." She giggled at the look on Clay's face.
Rebecca and Clay went to see Eli. He looked up as they walked into the blacksmith shop where he was working. Eli put down his hammer and stuck the metal he'd been working on back into the fire.
"So are you gonna get married before we leave or wait until we get to California?" He asked and laughed at their red faces.

********************
Clay and Rebecca decided to marry before leaving Pipe Springs. During late summer, the cow hands on the ranch were always extra busy and worked harder for the round up and branding, but they didn't hold a candle to the women that spring that had a wedding to organize in less than three weeks.
Sam Bettors made an extra trip with his freight wagon hauling in special high grade flour for the pies and cakes that had to be baked. He also brought several bolts of dress goods because not only did Rebecca require a new dress, according to the women, but several of them decided they deserved a new dress too. The men of the Mormon families usually ran the household but for this wedding the smart ones wisely decided to keep their mouths shut and let the women have their way.
Clay found himself standing in front of the meeting room altar in his first store bought suit; the button on collar and string tie were too tight to his way of thinking. Rebecca walked down the aisle on her father's arm wearing a satin dress hand made by two of the women at the fort. Jacob stood next to Clay; proud to have his place of honor as the best man and excited that he was getting a new brother.
Sam Bettors had been Clay's first choice as his best man, but Sam begged off. "Reckon Riley will be celebratin a mite more than is good for him. Best I stay close and make sure he don't fall down or somethin."
Looking over the assembled crowd in the meeting hall, Clay had to laugh. Riley had donated a small keg of whiskey for the festivities and when he was reminded that most Mormons don't drink, took it on himself not to let the whiskey go to waste. There were others that had overlooked the non drinking edict but few to the extent that Riley had. Sam was one of those that helped Riley almost empty the whiskey keg. Riley Johnson was being held upright in his seat by Sam Bettors. The only thing that kept Sam upright was the arm of the pew he and Riley were sitting in.
The wedding ceremony, presided over by Mr. Winsor, was short and to the point. A spread was put out on tables in the meeting room and everyone had a nice supper. Riley and Sam, leaning on each other, took the keg of whiskey back to the trading post; a few of the drovers followed and they continued with their own party. You could hear the laughter and yelling until the wee hours of the morning. Clay and Rebecca slipped out to a line shack to the north of Winsor Castle for their first night as man and wife.
The newlyweds returned to the fort, early the next morning. Their belongings and supplies were supposed to be loaded on the wagon so they could begin their trek to California. But apparently Eli's religion didn't have a restriction on drinking like the Mormons. He hadn't been in any condition to walk much less load the wagon for a long journey. Rebecca was a little upset, but Clay laughed.
"Today or tomorrow or even the next day," Clay said to his new bride trying to calm her. What does it matter?"
"But we should be on....." Rebecca sputtered.
"Wife, we'll go when we're ready," Clay said as he put his arms around her. "And you might show a little of your Christian charity to your father." He pointed to Eli who was trying to stop the world from spinning as he made his way to the outhouse.
Rebecca tried not to grin but couldn't help herself. Then she laughed. "Serves him right," she said and laughed again.

********************
Between Eli's condition and last minute additions to their equipment and supplies, Clay and Rebecca had been married for three days before they could start for California. Mr. Winsor gave Clay two more of the cross breed mustangs he'd gentled and trained; a young filly and a mare. It would be the start of a herd for them. He also gave young Jacob a proven mare, again from the cross breeds.
"You can't ride the wagon the whole way to California Jacob," Winsor said and handed the youngster the reins. "Boy ought to have his own horse for a journey this long. God bless you and a safe journey," he said to Clay, Eli, and Rebecca and then returned to the fort.
Riley Johnson handed Clay a .50 Caliber Sharps buffalo rifle and a half dozen boxes of the metal cartridges for it. "If you need meat this will allow you to shoot from far off. Sometimes a Winchester just don't have the reach, don't you know?" The big man leaned down and whispered in Clay's ear. "If need be, it'll keep any hostiles at a respectable distance too."
Sam Bettors placed two sides of bacon and a 50 pound bag of beans in Clay's wagon. "No need to go hungry boy," he said with a grin. "Been a pleasure and an honor to know you son." Sam turned and walked to where Riley stood.



"Sam, Riley, if y'all decide to come west, look us up," Clay said. "You're always welcome at my campfire." As Clay helped Rebecca onto the seat of the wagon next to her father he thought he saw tears in Sam's eyes. Must be a trick of the light, he thought with a smile.
Clay mounted Puuku. "Lead us out Jacob," he ordered. Turning in his saddle he said, "Come see us. Be something new for you Riley, and Sam you'll get old just driving your team on the same route month after month. We'll be in Visalia in the San Joaquin valley if you've a mind to join us."
The End
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********************
"Don't hit me. Please, for God's sake don't hit me," Jerry Smith begged. The man Jerry was pleading with was Ben Stillman, known as Big Ben on the street. The nickname was due to Ben's size, he was 6' 6. If he'd had been shorter, he would have been called stocky; he weighed 270. Instead, he was considered muscular and not someone to mess with.
Ben was holding Jerry off the ground with one of his big hands around the neck because his boss, Moe Farrell, had ordered him to collect the money owed to Moe by Jerry. Moe was among other things, a loan shark. He was also the boss of a small time criminal gang on the south side of St. Louis. His 'gang' was involved in loan sharking, protection, and gambling. Moe didn't have the 'scones' to get into drugs or prostitution, but he wanted to become affiliated with the family that controlled the crime in the city; Moe was a wannabe wise guy.
"Look Jerry, just give me what you owe and I won't have to hit you," Ben said as he sort of shook Jerry like a dog playing tug of war with a piece of cloth.
"But I don't have the full amount," Jerry complained. "Moe will just have to wait."
"Moe's not a very patient man. I don't think he'll like your answer." Ben sat Jerry back on the ground and shook his head. He really didn't want to rough up the little guy, but it was his job. After his parents died in a tenement fire, Moe had taken in the orphaned Ben at age 14 and took care of him. He'd given the boy a place to live, food, and shelter.
Ben had started working for Moe when he was 16; running betting slips from the neighborhood stores and parlors to Moe's office and other things that a young boy could be counted on to do. Ben was now 26 and had been working as an enforcer and collector in Moe's organization for over four years.
Ben sometimes had to get physical with Moe's "clients", but not often; his size was usually enough to convince the delinquents to pay up. When he did have to actually put hands on people, Ben tried to do little permanent damage. He'd several times refused to cut off a man's finger or ear or any number of other gruesome suggestions made by Moe. Although not please with Ben's refusals to go ballistic on customers, Moe had to admit that Ben's collection success rates were the best of the group.
"How much you got Jerry?" Ben asked.
"I've got $2000 and can get another two by next week." There was a small inkling of hope in his voice.
"That will pay last week's and this week's interest," Ben stated. "What about the principal?"
"I can't get that for another month."
"Well you know the drill," Ben said. "Your interest is $1000 a week and if you don't at least keep that paid...well you and I will have another discussion: a very unpleasant one. Give me the money." He took the $2000 from Jerry and walked to the door.
Just as the little man started to breathe easier, Ben turned. "I'll be back next Friday for the $2000 you talked about."
"But I'll only owe a thousand interest by next week," Jerry protested.
"Consider it a collection fee," Ben replied and almost stomped out of Jerry's shop.
"Damn I hate this job," Ben said aloud as he walked to his car. He continued his complaint silently, People like Jerry make the mistake of borrowing money from guys like Moe and don't think about the tremendously high interest that Moe requires. He snorted a laugh. Moe likes to call it the 'juice' or 'vigorish' because he thinks it makes him sound like a 'wise guy'. I hate hurting people, hell I hate scaring people. Wish Moe would let me work in one of his warehouses or his club or even let me leave, he continued to himself. Don't know where I'd go or what I'd do but I'd find something.
The warehouses and the club were Moe's half hearted attempt to appear legitimate. Said warehouses were actually a profitable enterprise. They accepted, stored, and set up deliveries for any number of goods for many different businesses; the warehouses were also a good way to funnel stolen merchandise.
The club, called "Acquiescence", was what was referred to as a gentleman's club. That meant, several young ladies would dance, barely clad and usually topless for the entertainment of the mostly male clientele. The ladies were also required to get up close and personal with the customers by doing "lap" dances. A job at "Acquiescence" was one step, sometimes a very small step, from prostitution.
Moe had taken over a neighborhood bar from a client that couldn't pay his debt; it was either give up the bar or go to the morgue. After watching a series on cable TV about a crime family back in New Jersey, Moe decided he wanted a club similar to the one pictured on the TV show. That's when "Acquiescence" was born. Moe was thinking about stepping into the world of prostitution and thought the club would be a great place to "show the wares", so to speak.
Ben walked into the little coffee shop that Moe used as an office; he owned both the business and the building that stood on the border of the Hill. "The Hill" was a closely knit conclave on the mid west side of St. Louis made up of mostly Italian immigrants, their restaurants and businesses; Moe thought it put him closer to the big boys. He doesn't stop to think that the family that runs organized crime in St. Louis was bossed by a Swede, named Gustavsson, Ben said to himself. Moe still believes in the old stereotype of Italian mobsters being in charge. Ben laughed as he walked over to the booth in the rear of the shop to face Moe.
"Here's $2000 from Jerry Smith." Ben said and dropped the money on the table in front of his boss. "He'll have another $2000 next Friday. I told him the extra thousand was a collection fee for me having to come after him."
Moe picked up the money, counted it, and handed Ben five one hundred dollar bills. "Good job on the extra fee Ben. When's the jamoke gonna have the principal?" Moe thought talking like a gangster would help him get in with the big boys.
He really sounds like a character in a bad movie, Ben thought, but he didn't dare say it out loud.
"He said it'd take another month," Ben answered and then quickly continued before Moe could protest. "Smith knows that the vig is a $1000 a week. He won't get behind again."
"You're too easy on them Ben."
"I've never failed to get your money when you've sent me after it," Ben defended himself. "It's not always necessary to break fingers, or arms or legs."
"Louie's a tougher collector than you," Moe said.
"Louie beat two guys to death last year and crippled another one with that knife of his. The crippled guy is still in rehab, not able to work or make payments on what he owes you. Where's your money from those three deals? What did that cost you, $40,000?"
"Got another job for you, if you want it," Moe said. He ignored Ben's statement and questions because he didn't like admitting that his pet pit bull had gone overboard and cost Moe money. "On second thought, maybe I better send Louie."
Ben waited for Moe to go on. He's too full of himself not to show me that he's the boss.
"Got a Mortadella that owes me $10,000."
"Mortadella?" Ben asked.
"Means loser," Moe answered looking at Ben as if he were stupid.
"Okay, a guy owes you money. So what else is new?" Ben remarked.
"Problem is this Peter Johnson, died before I could collect."
"Did Louie go talk to him and cost you another ten grand?" Ben asked, not caring if it pissed off Moe.
"Careful Ben. Don't be a smart ass," Moe admonished, trying to look mean. "You're not too big to be slapped down a notch." Moe took a sip of his coffee. "The jabone has a daughter."
Ben's first inclination was to ask Moe who he was going to use for the slap down. Although one of the youngest of Moe's people, he was also one of the toughest when the need arose. Instead he asked, "Jabone?"
"Means asshole. Anyway he has a daughter," Moe tried to continue.
"Where do you come up with this Italian slang and names? You're Irish for God's sake." Moe frowned and Ben held up his hand. "What's the daughter got to do with her old man's debt?"
"Quit interrupting." Ben nodded and Moe continued. "Anyway," Moe stopped, looked at Ben to see if he was going to keep quiet and continued. "I want her brought to me."
"Why?" Ben couldn't help himself, he had to ask.
"Because I'm gonna offer her a chance to pay her father's debt." Moe looked pleased with himself. "Actually I'm gonna tell her, not ask, that she will work in my club until the debt is paid off."
"How old is she?"
"She's legal, 22 or 23, so she can work in the club."
Ben shook his head. "What if she doesn't want to work in that kind of business?"
"Loretta, that's her name by the way, won't have a choice," Moe replied. He leafed through a briefcase and handed Ben a piece of paper. "This is the girl's address. Go pick her up and bring her to me over at Acquiescence this evening."
"Maybe she won't want to come."
"Persuade her Ben. You're good at persuading people to do what I want; that's why I keep you around." Moe waved his hand to dismiss Ben. "See you tonight, anytime after 8."
Ben drove to the girl's address and waited for her to come home from her evening classes at Forest Park Community College. A little investigation had told him that Loretta Johnson was a substitute teacher and was working to get her accreditation as a full time teacher.
When the young woman got out of her little subcompact car at 8 PM and walked to her door, Ben got his first look at her and thought, just the kind of girl that will be a big hit at the club. She's tall, must be 5' 9 and she's got that healthy, voluptuous, type body that makes no mistake that she's all woman; no stick figure, runway model type here. That long blond hair and big brown eyes don't hurt either, Ben finished his thought.
I don't like this one little bit, he said to himself and he walked to intercept the girl. "Loretta Johnson?" Ben asked as he got close to her.
Loretta turned and looked at the hulk of a man talking to her. "I don't know you," she responded and quickened her pace toward her door.
"My boss, Moe Farrell, wants to see you," Ben said and stepped between the girl and her door.
"I don't know him either. Please leave me alone," Loretta replied.
"Miss Johnson, you don't have a lot of choice in the matter; you need to come with me."
Before he could say any more, Loretta pulled a spray canister from her purse and pointed it at Ben. He moved with a speed that surprised most because of his size and grabbed the canister from her. Looking down at it he shook his head.
"Were you going to spray me with Mace?" He asked and smiled at her. Ben was impressed that the girl was willing to fight to protect herself."
"Yes I was, and I'll cut you if you don't leave me alone." Loretta threatened Ben; holding a box cutter with the blade extended.
"Miss Johnson, I'm sorry but you're going with me. Even if I'm bleeding, you're still going with me." Ben took a step back away from her and added, "I promise that nothing will happen to you."
"Who is this Moe Farrell and why does he want to see me?"
"Your father owed him a lot of money, $10,000, when he passed away and now Moe wants you to pay the debt."
"I don't have that kind of money. I'm a substitute teacher and a college student."
"I guess that's what Moe wants to talk to you about," Ben told her. The more I think about it, the more I'm not real happy with my part in this, Ben thought.
Loretta shook her head; both in denial and refusal. "I'm not going. Leave me alone or I'll call the cops," she said as she took out her cell phone.
Ben sighed, reached out, and took the phone away from her. "That wouldn't be a good thing Miss Johnson: and yes, you are coming with me. You can walk or I'll carry you, but you are coming with me."
The girl's shoulders slumped; she knew she had no chance against this giant of a man. Nodding her head, she let him lead her to his car. Once in the car she leaned against the passenger door trying to stay as far away from Ben as she could. Loretta stared at the floor board until the car stopped. She raised her head and looked at the building where they had stopped.
"But this is a...a...." Loretta stuttered.
"A gentlemen's club is the most genteel name Miss Johnson," Ben replied. He saw the look on her face and thought I'd better prepare her for her meeting with Moe. "I think Moe's plan is for you working here until you pay off your father's debt and the Vig."
"Vig."
"It's the interest on the loan your father took from Moe." Ben hesitated and added, "The Vig is a $1000 a week; right now that amounts to another $3000."
Moe looked up as Ben escorted Loretta into his office. Even with the door closed you could feel the bass vibration from the driving music from the club. There was a large two way window that allowed whoever was in the office to watch what was going on out in the club.
Loretta looked up just in time to see a dancer do a split while hanging upside down holding onto a brass pole; her rear end faced the window and the thong she wore did little to cover her butt.
"Miss Johnson, have a seat," Moe said and motioned to a chair in front of his desk. When Loretta still stood there, he almost shouted, "Sit down." She sat down and turned her attention from the dancer to Moe.
"Maybe you better study that girl Miss Johnson; that's going to be your job. Well, at least until you pay off your father's debt."
"Are you crazy? I won't do that, I can't do that."
"Oh, you'll do it, and more," Moe said in a menacing voice. "Or else."
"Or else what?"
"I'll have Louie here persuade you to see things my way," Moe said motioning toward the other man in the room. "Louie likes that sort of thing."
Loretta saw a man step out of the shadows toward where she was sitting and shuddered at his appearance. She could almost feel a wave of anticipation rolling off him.
Louie was a close to a direct opposite of Ben. Where Ben was tall at 6'6 and muscular, Louie barely topped 5'10 and was thin and angular. Although Ben moved extremely fast when called for, he was a hulking presence, like a bear. Louie was almost gaunt with very quick, jerky movements, like a weasel. Ben had dark hair, worn close cropped to an inch and a half and his eyes were a deep dark brown. His tanned complexion just added to his resemblance to a big Kodiak bear. The only mar to his rugged good looks was a 3 inch scar over his right eye; the result of an altercation between Ben and one of Moe's unhappy clients.
Louie's hair was so blond it looked white and in spite of a receding hairline it was worn long, hanging down his back in a pony tail. His very pale, white, complexion coupled with the hair made him look like an Albino; a resemblance that was proven when he removed his sunglasses and stared at Loretta with red colored eyes. He too had a scar but his ran across his neck, almost from ear to ear. That scar was a result of a knife fight when Louie was much younger. He'd killed his opponent and still carried the knife he'd take out of the dead man's hand.
"Hello Miss Johnson," Louis greeted the girl with a high pitch, scratchy voice. He bowed, pulled a flick knife, the souvenir from his youth, out of his rear pocket and started cleaning his fingernails. "I look forward to working with you."
"You'll begin tomorrow night; as a dancer to start with," Moe ordered the girl.
"What do you mean to start with?" Loretta asked.
"There are other things you can do to earn money."
"You mean become a prostitute."
"Prostitute is such an ugly word," Moe replied. "I like to call my girls escorts." He saw the stubborn look on Loretta's face. "It's your choice Miss Johnson; but either way you will work for me until your father's debt is paid.
Moe pushed a button on the intercom. "Summer, bring some costumes into my office," he said. "About a size 10, I think." He looked at Loretta and she nodded.
"How long do I have to work for you?"
"Until the debt is paid, including the juice," Moe answered. "The loan was for $10,000, the weekly vig is $1000. I expect the vig and at least $500 toward the principal each week."
"That's $1500 a week," Loretta protested. "I can't make that kind of money dancing."
"Then you'll just have to work longer or become more than a dancer. Any week you don't pay the vig, it will be added to the debt." Moe sat back in his office chair. "And don't even think about the cops; Louie doesn't like cops. Do you Louie?"
Louie gave Loretta an evil grin, shook his head, and flicked open his knife again. "No, I surely don't. They make me all crazy and stuff."
A short, almost plumb young woman came into the office carrying a small duffle bag. Moe motioned to Loretta and the girl put the bag on the floor next to her chair.
"Summer, this is Loretta," Moe said. "She starts dancing tomorrow night. Show her the ropes; you know where she can dress, how much makeup, and how to treat the customers. And think of a stage name for her; Loretta isn't sexy enough." Turning back to Loretta he added, "Today is Thursday; I'll give you the weekend to get used to your new position. Hell, I'll even cut this week's vig just to show that I'm not such a bad guy. See you tomorrow night at 6."
Moe pulled a credit card out of his wallet and handed it to Ben, "Take her shopping tomorrow and get her some more clothes; you know the type she needs. "Don't worry Miss Johnson; I'll foot the bill for them; after all you'll be using them to make me money."
Moe opened a ledger on his desk, waving Loretta out of the office. Ben and Summer followed her.
"How about Tawny?" Summer asked Loretta as they left the office.
"What?"
"Tawny; you know for a stage name," Summer answered. "With all that blond hair and those big eyes, it fits." Seeing the troubled look on Loretta's face, Summer's eyes filled with compassion. She had once been where Loretta was now; a good woman forced into a type of life she didn't want. Summer continued, "Don't worry honey, it's not all bad. You can make some really good money and most of the men aren't really that bad; most are just lonely."
Ben waved over a taxi and handed the shocked girl into the back seat. "I'll pick you up at 10 AM to go shopping; be ready to go," he said. He handed the cab driver a fifty. "Take her home and help her with her bag." Ben returned to Moe's office.
"How about cutting her some slack?" Ben asked. His voice was close to a challenge.
"Why should I?" Moe replied.
"C'mon Moe, it's not her fault her father was stupid. Cut the vig and let her pay off the loan." Ben's voice was milder.
"I think she can make a lot of money for me."
"Not for long; she'll make enough to pay you off in three or four months," Ben argued.
"Not with all the charges she'll have to pay to work here," Moe said with a grin. "You know, shift fees, dressing room rental and payment for the drugs she uses."
"She doesn't do drugs," Ben protested.
"She will before the month is over. We'll slip her a little, just to help her out you understand, and then she'll go into escort work to make more money."
"You're an asshole Moe," Ben said angrily.
"Louie doesn't like it when people call me names, Ben," Moe cautioned. Louie stepped around the desk and smiled at Ben. "I'd hate to have him get upset with you."
Ben's smile made him look like a big bear even more. He motioned to Louie, "C'mon Whitey, you're an asshole too."



Louie took a step toward Ben as he opened the knife again. "Louie, behave yourself," Moe said. "Ben just do your job and let me worry about Miss Johnson."
Ben shook his head and left. He knew arguing with Moe was a waste of time. The guy thinks he's a real hood, now that he's getting into prostitution, Ben thought. Maybe it's time I find another line of work.
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"He was a hell of a man in his day," Marshal John Tillman motioned toward Elwood T. Sloan who was slowly walking down the opposite side of the main street in Prescott Arizona. As the early morning heat was building, friends, Marshal John Tillman and Lawrence Edwards, sat in heavy wooden chairs tilted back against the shaded wall of the Marshal's office. The men were drinking coffee and basically waiting for the business day to start; it was a morning ritual between the friends.
"Don't look like much," Edwards replied watching the sad looking figure.
Sloan had been tall in his younger days, topping 6' 2: but time, age, and a hard life now caused him to limp and stoop as he walked; Elwood was in his late 60's. As the saying goes, he'd been rode hard and put away wet; his body showed the effects of the years of hard work, hard riding, and truth be known hard drinking. The deep blue eyes had faded a little but still held your gaze when he faced you. He wore his almost entirely gray hair long, down to his shoulders.
"Don't let looks put you off; he was a real curly wolf at one time. Even now, there's others I'd rather face than him. He's had a real hard life, Elwood has," Marshal Tillman said. "He was one of the most feared pistolero's in the west in his day. Some say he was faster than Hickok or John Wesley Hardin. Story goes he faced down gun slinger Clay Allison over to Elizabeth, New Mexico. That was four years back in '69 when Elwood was 64. Even at his age, Sloan is a man to reckon with.
"He's still carrying a gun at his age," Edwards remarked in surprise.
"They'll get his gun when they kill him," Tillman said. The tone of his voice carried his admiration for the aging gun fighter.
Turning to his friend Edwards said, "You sound like you respect him John."
"I do respect him, maybe not his line of work, but he never shot a man in the back or from ambush. He always faced the men he was after. And he always kept his word; not all can make that claim."
Elwood Sloan's hearing was still very good, in spite of his age and he'd heard the Marshal talking about him. John's right, he thought. I stood eye to eye with each man I went after. Some didn't deserve it, but I called them out and gave them a chance. Coming to where his horse was hitched, he slowly mounted and rode out of town. He wasn't going anywhere in particular but it was a fine spring day and he wanted to see the wild flowers that had blossomed after yesterday's early morning shower.
He was about five or six miles outside of Prescott, riding at a canter along an old logging trail, surrounded by tall Ponderosa pines, when his horse stepped in a gopher hole and threw him over the animal's head. Elwood was thrown about six feet and landed on a short thick branch in a deadfall left behind by the loggers.
The branch pieced his midsection; it was like one of the Indian lances he'd face in his day. After several minutes, Elwood recovered and with a great deal of pain, slowly pulled himself off the branch. He collapsed next to it, exhausted by the effort. Elwood tried to move and found his legs wouldn't work; guess I broke my back too, he thought.
Elwood could see his horse on the ground, screaming and thrashing in pain. He slowly pulled his Remington .44; the effort almost made him black out. Gathering himself he took aim and put a bullet into the head of the injured animal; the shot ended the horse's agony. Elwood fell back, still holding his pistol. Might have to do the same thing for myself, he thought.
Elwood didn't know how long he'd been there; he kept fading in and out of consciousness. During one of his aware periods, a stranger knelt down beside him. "Take it easy old timer; I'm gonna help you," the man said to Elwood. He held a canteen to Elwood's lips and after taking a few cautious sips of water, Elwood passed out again.
The next time Elwood awoke, the stranger sat staring at the old man. He had stripped the gear from Elwood's dead animal and used the saddle as a pillow for Elwood's head. "You're Elwood Sloan," the man said. "The famous gun fighter."
"Yep I'm Elwood Sloan, though I don't know about the famous part," Elwood replied. "And I've been called a gun fighter, shootist, and a hired gun. Some called me a bastard; not many of those lived to tell about it though. Who'd you be?"
"I'm Luke Donaldson from over to Chino Valley. Was on my way into Prescott when I saw a couple of buzzards circling overhead. The higher the sun rose and the warmer it got, more vultures joined the first two. I rode over to see what had died and found you." Luke held the canteen to Elwood's lips again. "I'll tend you the best I know how old timer, then I'll go to Prescott and get help."
"No need Luke. I'm done in. That damn tree branch stickin me is as bad as being gut shot. I'd never make it until you got back; lost too much blood. Sides that, my back is broke and my insides feel like mush." Elwood sighed. "I've had a good run though." Luke and Elwood talked for a bit; Elwood to keep his mind off his pain and Luke because he was interested in the old man.
After several minutes Luke said, "Heard you faced down Clay Allison down in Texas. He had quite a reputation too; almost as famous as you."
"Not a word of truth to that story boy," Elwood replied. "Allison came into the saloon and thought I was one of the Kennedy clan; they were a mite upset at Allison for killing Charley Kennedy. I told him I wasn't a Kennedy but if he wanted trouble that I'd oblige him. I cleared my slicker away from my gun to free it and stood waiting. The bartender vouched for me and Allison pulled in his horns. He apologized and bought me a drink. And that's the way it went."
The old man coughed and grimaced in pain. "Don't want to do that again," he said. Turning to Luke he said, "You know all that hogwash about gun fights?"
"What about gun fights?"
"All those stories the dime novel writers put out about men facin each other in the street at dawn or high noon is just plain bull crap. Most time men got shot from off a distance or were ambushed. There are two exceptions; Bill Hickok and John Wesley Hardin. They'd face down any man, given the chance."
There was three," Luke said.
"Three what?" Elwood asked.
"Three that faced men from the front. Hickok, Hardin, and you. I've heard the stories from men that were there and saw you do it."
"How about you Luke? You said Chino Valley but I hear a bit of the south in your talk."
"Born and bred in Virginia." Luke was quiet and had a faraway look in his eyes. "Couldn't abide what was happenin after the war so I left."
"You serve with the South?"
"Yes sir; First Virginia Cavalry, Valley Rangers, under J.E.B. Stuart. We rode and fought for four years." Luke got quiet for a couple of minutes, thinking back over those horrible, violent years of his life. He shook himself and looked back at Elwood. "Anything more I can do for you Mr. Sloan?"
Elwood shook his head and studied Luke; he liked what he saw in the boy. Luke looked to be about 30. He was tall and straight and carried himself with a quiet confidence, moving like a big mountain lion. Elwood sort of smiled and thought I used to move like that fore I got old. "Need a favor of you Luke." Donaldson nodded and Elwood said, "Got a wife and son down in Wickenburg; I've got something I want you to take to them for me." Elwood chuckled. "Don't look like I'm gonna be able to do it myself."
"That's three days hard ride, maybe four," Luke replied.
"Yep, sure is. What kind of work do you do Luke?"
"I'm a cowhand and wrangler when I can find work. That's why I was comin to Prescott; to see if any of the spreads around there are hiring."
"What's a hand get paid these days?"
"Usually $30 a month and found."
Elwood carefully reached into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out a rawhide, drawstring bag. "I'll give you better than 3 months wages to make the trip to Wickenburg. Hell, that's a lot of money for a week's work." Elwood counted out five $20 Double Eagle gold coins and handed them to Luke.
"I could take your money and run Mr. Sloan," Luke said.
"You could but you won't," Elwood replied. "You don't have that look about you." He nudged the bag toward Luke. "In the bag is another $800. I'm askin you to take the money to my wife. Last I knowed she was livin close by Grant's Stage Station. Tell her I rode my last trail and won't be botherin her again."
"How long since you saw your family Mr. Sloan?"
"Close to five years now. Caleb, that's my son, was near 17 last time I saw him."
"Why so long, if you don't mind my askin?"
"Have to tell about my history to make you understand and that's a long story; but I guess I'm not going nowhere." Sloan motioned toward the canteen and Luke held it up to his lips.
"I'm not going nowhere either Mr. Sloan. I'll stay with you and see you get a proper burial, when the time comes."
Elwood nodded his thanks. "I was born in Georgia back in '05; let's see that makes me 68, I reckon. Anyway my Ma died givin birth to me and my Pa was a drunk. He didn't have much truck with a youngster that had taken his wife from him, so I sorta grew up on my own. I was about 15 when I started running with a bad crowd. Went to a work farm for two years after me and some others were caught stealing pigs."
Elwood seemed to notice for the first time that his head was propped up by his saddle. "You get my saddlebags when you stripped the gear off my horse?" Luke nodded. "I got a flask of good sippin whiskey in one of those bags. A little taste wouldn't hurt either of us." In a low voice he added, "It'd help with the pain a bit too."
Luke found the metal flask and held it up to Elwood's mouth. The old man didn't sip this time; he took two deep drinks and sighed. He motioned for Luke to help himself and continued with his story.
"I got shook of that farm when I was 18 and took off for places west. I'd had enough of Georgia and Georgia lawmen. Was two years or better I was on the trail before I lit in Texas. I rustled a few cattle or horses, and just generally did what was necessary to get by. Guess it was just in my nature, but when I got to Texas, I ran into another bunch of fellars that weren't the most law abiding citizens."
Elwood laughed and then moaned. "Damn hurts to laugh," he said.
"What's funny?" Luke asked.
Sloan took another long drink for the whiskey flask that Luke had handed back to him. "Some folks would say I should'a worked a mite more on the lawful side. I did try workin as a hand at a couple of ranches but it weren't for me. Long days and nights in the saddle bein a nursemaid to a bunch of stinkin beasts didn't set well."
Elwood closed his eyes was quiet for better than a minute. Luke thought the old man had passed out again, but Elwood roused himself. "Sorry, pain got a mite fierce there. Anyway I lit in Texas at San Felipe de Austin; was '25 or '26 as I recall. Sam Austin and others founded the town after makin a deal for settlement with the Mexican government. That was where I killed my first man."
Sloan was quiet and thoughtful for a spell. "Man insulted me and me being young and full of piss and vinegar couldn't let it go. I yelled something back at him and he went for his gun; I was faster and a better shot. Austin ran me out of San Felipe, he did. Said I was a 'blight on the community'; told me if I ever came back he'd hang me. I took the dead man's horse and property as...spoils I guess you'd call it, and lit out. Worse thing about that fight was that it gave me a taste for usin my gun. Figured I could hire out as a gun hand and not have to work too hard.
"I did try to work on the right side of the law for a spell. Got jobs ridin shotgun on stage coaches, payroll guard; even worked in a big saloon once keepin the cowboys in line. I was ridin shotgun out of San Antonio and four men tried to rob the stage. I kilt three of them and got scratched a mite myself but I stopped the robbery. After that I decided I wasn't gonna get kilt protecting other people's money and lit out again."
It was getting late in the day and with the sun going down, a coolness descended on the pine forest. Luke built a campfire close to when the injured man lay. He noticed that Elwood had emptied the flask, so Luke got a bottle from his own saddlebags.
"This ain't as good a whiskey as what was in your flask, but it'll do. Was savin this to celebrate gettin a job," Luke said and handed Elwood the bottle. "Reckon the ride to Wickenburg can be considered a job."
"That stage robbery started my career as a hired gun," Elwood continued. "I'd work for anyone that would pay the freight. Some who hired me didn't want it knowed I was working for them; some wanted me to kill someone on the quiet side like. One thing I wouldn't do was shoot a man from ambush or in the back. Lost more than one job because I wanted to face the men I shot. I don't have much to be proud of in my life, but I'm proud of that by God."
The old man grunted and used his hands to pull himself up higher against his saddle. He waved off Luke's offer of assistance.
"I got a reputation as a fast gun; every so often somebody would just have to test me to see who was faster; never met a man than was better than me. Some were faster but weren't as accurate; before they could try a second shot I'd kilt them. That was my life for a lot of years; hire out my gun and defend my reputation. I probably would have done that until I finally met someone faster but I met my wife."
Luke stood and put another log on the fire; Elwood stopped until he finished stoking the fire.
"My Gillian worked in a bordello as a maid in San Antonio. She is a fine figure of a woman but she'd had smallpox when she was a youngster; left her face scarred real bad and she used to wear a veil to hide the pox marks. I was a regular customer at the fancy house and saw her once in a while, sorta in the background. Then one day outside the general store a man cornered her and started ranting about how ugly she was. Don't know what made him attack her like that, but I stepped up behind the man and tried to bend the barrel of my pistol over his head.
"Gillian hung her head, said thank you, and ran back to the house. The next evening I saw her and stopped to talk with her. At first she was shy and didn't want to talk to me, but shortly she opened up a mite. It wasn't many nights before I decided that I wanted a steady woman instead of visitin that fancy house. I tolt her I wanted her for my woman."
Elwood turned his head and looked at Luke. "You gotta understand, she was better than 20 years younger than me but I was the first man that showed an interest in her. She quit the bordello and we lived together for about two years."
Elwood looked off into the distance and said, "I'm not sure she really loved me, but she liked me a mite and I treated her right. When she found out she was going to have a baby, we decided to get married. Hell, I even gave up hiring out my gun; got a job as a deputy sheriff. But being a deputy didn't stop men from testin me, or from testin themselves. About every three months or so, some gun hand would call me out."
The old gunfighter laughed and then cursed at the pain it caused. "After every fight, I'd go home and Gillian would pester me to move or change my name or something, anything, so's I'd stop the fighting. Said she could handle me being a deputy but it worried her to death that I might not come home from one of the gunfights and she'd be all alone again. Told her I was rite proud of my name and I'd never been run out of a place that I wanted to stay."
Shaking his head, although he couldn't move it much because of the pain, Elwood continued. "Gillian told me I was about to be run out of our home. Said she didn't want to have to tell our son that his Pa was dead, because he was too proud and stupid to give up the life of a hired gun. Said she'd rather raise the boy alone than have to worry about me not comin home. Now ain't that something?"
"Sorta makes sense, at least from a woman's point of view Mr. Sloan," Luke answered. "I can see that not knowing if you was gonna make it day to day would be worse than living alone."
"Reckon so," Elwood said. "Anyway, I gave her and Caleb about a $1000 I'd saved up, saddled my horse, and rode out. Once or twice a year I tried to make it back to look in on them and I'd send money every couple of months too."
"Must be hard not being with them," Luke said.
"Yep. When Caleb was eight, Gillian told me to stop comin around. Said Caleb was startin to ask questions about the man who came to visit and then rode off again. She said she'd tolt the boy that his Pa was killed fightin Indians and that I was a friend that'd knowed him."
Elwood sighed and was quiet for several minutes. "Didn't stop me from lookin in on them though. I still go, but I'd stay in the background; not let them know I was around. About five years ago, I ran into Caleb at the livery stable and we got to talkin; but I didn't tell who I was. Gillian caught us talkin and later came to my room and asked me not to come back. In a voice so low that Luke almost couldn't hear him, Elwood said, "That's the last time I seen my boy or his mother."
Slowly turning his head toward Luke, Elwood pushed his big pistol toward the younger man. "Sides the wages, I'll give you my Remington. It's a fine gun and you might need it on your trip to Wickenburg; heard tell some young bucks have jumped the reservation and are raising hell down that way."
"I couldn't take your gun Mr. Sloan," Luke protested. "It wouldn't be right."
"Ain't gonna do me much good. I'm not gettin up from here and I hate to think of my Remington laying here with me, rustin away or some Indian usein it. You'd be doin me a favor Luke."
Luke nodded, took the pistol and looked closer at it. The gun showed lots of use but it had been well cared for and was a fine weapon. He pulled his Colt 1860 Army .36 caliber pistol and replaced it in the holster with the Remington .44.
"That there has been a good friend to me. Always worked, never misfired or left me stranded in bad times. Bought it in '58. Course I was past my prime and gettin to be an old man, but I always did like a good weapon. Had it converted to metal cartridges in 69, so it'd a mite easier to use. There's two extra cylinders in my saddlebags and when I'm gone you take my gun belt too. The holster was made special for the Remington."
Elwood motioned for the whiskey bottle and took a drink. "I got a sorta journal in my bags too. Could you bring it to me?" Luke dug out the journal and handed it to the dying man.
"Got one more chore for you," Elwood said as he started writing in the journal. "I'd like you to take this message I'm writing to Marshal John Tillman in Prescott, you can read it first." When he finished writing Elwood added, "I wrote down my thoughts in that journal, wrote every time I had to face a man or when something important happened. Guess you could say it's a history of my life. Give the journal to my wife if you please."
Luke took the journal and the note from the old man. "Reckon I'd like another drink and then I'll rest a bit," Elwood said. "Ain't it funny, I'm not hurtin no more." He took another drink, handed the bottle back to Luke and closed his eyes.
Sometime during the night, Luke heard Elwood say "Gillian". The old man was dead at morning light.
"I'll see that your Mrs. and your boy get the money Mr. Sloan; I give you my word." Luke said as he finished a silent prayer. Then he read the note.



"Hello John,
I always said some young gun would kill me but reckon I was wrong. My horse stepped in a hole and threw me and I'm all busted up inside. Reckon my back is broke and I fell on a broken tree and am gutted like a pig.
This young fellar with this note is Luke Donaldson. He found me on the trail and tended to me the best he could. Weren't much he could do, but he tried. He'll tell you where my body is and ifin it's not too much trouble I'd like to be buried on that little knoll over lookin Lynx Creek. Always did like fishin in that little creek; never caught much but sure liked tryin.
Anything of value in my shack, give to Pastor Fuller. He'll make the best use of it. There's a Greener 12 gauge coach gun under my bed that might help you with your marshaling. I wished you'd take care of it for me until we meet again.
If the Pastor is right, we'll get together again one of these days. In the meantime thanks for being my friend.
Elwood Sloan.
Luke took the gun belt and strapped it on. He used the oilskin ground cloth from his bedroll to wrap around Elwood to protect his body from the elements. Luke started to pick up the whiskey bottle but smiled and left it next to the old man. He sure did appreciate good whiskey, Luke thought.
When Luke rode into Prescott he saw what had to be Marshal Tillman sitting with another man in front of the marshal's office. He got off his horse, hitched him to the post in front of the office, and stepped up to the two men.
"Marshal Tillman?" The lawman nodded and Luke handed him Elwood's note. "Mr. Sloan asked me to bring this note to you."
"Elwood Sloan?" Marshal Tillman unfolded the note and read it. "You Donaldson? Luke nodded. "What happened?"
Luke explained everything he knew and the job Elwood had hired him to do. "Elwood's on that old loggin road that cuts the trail to Chino Valley; about a hundred yards back in the woods; I wrapped him in my ground cloth. If that's all Marshal, reckon I better get on the trail to Wickenburg."
"Mr. Donaldson, thank you for helping my friend," Tillman said and shook hands with Luke. "I'll be headin out to get Elwood; ifin I leave him out there the varmints might get at him. If you got a mind to, I'll put you up at the boarding house and stand you to a good meal. Y'all can ride south tomorrow morning with a good night's sleep and a full belly."
"Thanks Marshal. Another day won't make a difference to me I reckon."
At first light, Luke saddled up and started his ride down the hill, as the locals said, to Wickenburg. All day long Luke rode at a slow lope for half an hour, walked his horse for fifteen minutes, and took the animal back to the lope. He stopped three times that day for about an hour at a time to water and rest the horse. He made good miles that first day and stopped just before dusk to make camp.
Prescott was situated in the Bradshaw Mountains at an elevation of 5400 feet. Wickenburg was in the high chaparral of a semi desert at 2000 feet. The road was mostly downhill and was well traveled. As Luke got closer to Wickenburg, the countryside changed from high country pines to junipers to sagebrush and an occasional Acacia or Mesquite tree. There were a lot of other low bushes and desert plants that Luke didn't know as he'd grown up in the high country.
The weather changed too; from the high country coolness to the hotter temperatures at the beginnings of the desert. The mostly arid land once you got down off the mountain was the hardest part of the journey from Prescott to Wickenburg.
Luke followed the same plan the second and third day. Making camp on the evening of the third day, he told his horse, "We'll make Wickenburg about midday. Then we need to decide if we head back to Prescott or take a different trail."
He was pouring a cup of coffee when a rifle shot rang over the mesa. Luke dropped the cup and moved behind a big mesquite stump; three more shots kicked up dust in front of his hiding place. He pulled Elwood's Remington and waited. A dark figure crept toward Luke but never made it closer than 30 yards; the bark of two shots from the Remington put an end to the figure. Another man rose and fired a rifle at Luke. It was at extreme range for the big Remington but it spoke two more times and that man went down too. A shadowy third figure must of had a horse waiting and rode away, whipping his mount to make the animal run faster.
Luke walked over to the two men on the ground. One looked like an Apache and the other was a white man. Probably from the reservation, he thought as he toed the Indian and the other's what's called a renegade. Luke went back to his camp and changed the cylinder in the Remington. Have to get some more cartridges in Wickenburg.
There were no more incidents during the next morning and as he'd told his horse, Luke rode into Wickenburg at mid day. He thought the two places that might know where Gillian Sloan lived, was the general mercantile and the post office. In this case there were one and the same.
"Howdy Mister. How can I help you?" The older man behind the long counter asked.
"Need a couple of boxes of .44 cartridges and some information."
"Got the cartridges right here," the man said and reached behind him, took two boxes of ammunition, and set them on the counter. As far as information I might be able to help, might not."
As Luke paid for the cartridges, he asked, "I'm looking for Gillian Sloan and her boy Caleb. Can you tell me what part of Wickenburg they live in?"
"Can't," was the reply.
"Pardon?"
"They don't."
Pardon?"
"They don't live in Wickenburg; haven't for over a year."
"Can you tell me where they went?"
"Why do you want to see them?" Luke turned at the voice and saw a large man with a Sheriff's star on his vest.
"I have some personal things from her husband. Promised I'd deliver them to Mrs. Sloan."
"What's your name Mister?"
"I'm Luke Donaldson, from up Chino Valley way."
"And you rode all the way from Chino Valley to make a delivery?" The Sheriff's tone showed his disbelief. "I'm Sheriff Deevers, and I was a friend of Gillian and Caleb's while they were here." Deevers paused for several seconds. Changing the subject he asked, "How do you know Elwood Sloan? Did you gun him down?""
"No sir. Mr. Sloan and I got to be...well sorta friends." Luke explained how he'd found and met Elwood; and the promise he'd made to a dying man. "I aim to keep my word Sheriff. With your help or without it, I aim to make that delivery to Mrs. Sloan."
Sheriff Deevers stared at Luke for almost a minute. Luke had just turned back to the store clerk when Deevers spoke. "I like your looks youngster and not many would make that trip just to keep his word. Gillian and the boy moved to Tucson about a year ago. She said she knew some people there that would give her a job. Johnson here," the Sheriff pointed to the store clerk, "has been forwarding her mail to the post office in Tucson."
"Any more you can help me with?" Luke asked. "It ain't a lot of information to find a woman and a boy."
"Not much to add son," Johnson said. "I've been sending any of Mrs. Sloan's mail to general delivery at the Tucson post office."
"She said a woman she used to work with years ago had opened a general mercantile there. Said she was gonna help with the store," Sheriff Deevers offered. He paused, took off his hat, and scratched his head. "Don't rightly know the name of that place, but there can't be too many general stores in the Old Pueblo."
"Old Pueblo?" Luke asked.
"That's what a lot of folks call Tucson. They tell me it comes from Tucson being founded back in 1775."
Luke nodded and waved at the clerk. "Thanks for the help Mr. Johnson, Sheriff. I'll get a bite at the café and head out."
"Nobody would blame you if you didn't keep goin. Sloan only hired you to go to Wickenburg," Deevers said.
"I would blame me," Luke replied. "Like I said, I gave Mr. Sloan my word to get this stuff to his wife."
"What's so important that you'd ride four days from Prescott and then another week to ten days further south?
"I've got some money for her. Also got a journal written by Mr. Sloan that he wanted his wife to have. Of the two things, I think Mrs. Sloan will appreciate the journal the most."
"The country between here and Phoenix is a hard land Mr. Donaldson and it gets worse south of Phoenix; there's not many water holes. There' be a lot of bandits and other outlaws along that trail, so you stay sharp."
"I ran into a couple of, guess you'd call them renegades, comin down the mountain. Thanks for the warning Sheriff, I'll keep my eyes open. Maybe I'll see you again on my way back." Luke nodded at Deevers and left the mercantile.
As Sheriff Deevers had said, the land between Wickenburg and Phoenix got worse the farther south he rode. It was hot, and windy. Luke followed a trail that ran along the Hayassampa River for several miles before having to cut cross country. The river was lined for long spaces with cottonwood trees and the water made for easy camping.
That first day out from Wickenburg, Luke was chased for a few miles by a group of men. They had no way of knowing that Luke carried a lot of money; they were just bandits trying to pick up what they could. Luke and his horse were able to out run and outlast the bandits. There would be a full moon that evening and Luke had planned to ride late into the night to put some miles between him and the outlaws.
Phoenix was the biggest town Luke had ever seen. He looked around, marveling at the number and different types of people walking the streets. Along with the whites, he saw a lot of Mexicans, some blacks that had to be freed slaves, and several riders that looked to be ex soldiers. Luke rode past a "bawdy house" with several women sitting on the front porch, who called out invitations to come join them to most of the men that rode in front of the building. He resisted the temptation to see if the "ladies" were as friendly as they seemed.
Got better things to do with my time and my money, he told himself. Sides, if I stop there I might stay for a week or more and I need to get to Tucson. Luke got a sleeping room at what was called a flop house and had the first real supper he'd had for three nights. Before going to bed he bought some trail supplies, including an extra canteen. Luke thought he might have need of it if the water holes were as few and far between as he'd been told.
At first light, Luke put his horse on the road to Tucson. He wanted to ride in the relative coolness of the early morning until around mid day when the heat was almost torture; then he'd hole up until late afternoon or early evening and ride as long as there was light to see. The pleasant spring weather in Prescott had changed into the searing heat of summer in the desert.
The land along the trail wasn't quite desolate but what little vegetation grew was mostly Creosote bushes, stunted Mesquite trees and more of the short, knee high bushes he'd seen riding into Wickenburg. That first day he followed his plan and stopped at mid day. That evening he rode till nearly 8 PM and as he began to look for a place to bed down until morning, he saw the light of a fire. Riding closer, he could make out a camp of ten freight wagons.
"Hello the camp," Luke called sitting on his horse about a hundred feet from the wagons. "Like to come in if I might"
"C'mon in Mister but keep your hands in the open and don't make no sudden moves." Holding his hands out to his side, Luke used his knees to guide his well trained cow pony into the circle of wagons.
"You don't look like trouble," a very large man holding a Winchester said. "Climb down and sit a spell. Jacob get the man a cup of coffee and a plate of that stew," he ordered. A young man of no more than 17 jumped to getting the food. "Name's Toland Stafford," he said. "I'm the boss of this group of misfits."
"Luke Donaldson," he replied and shook hands with Stafford. Toland was very large standing close to 6'7 and looked like as wide as a buffalo. Toland looked to be in his 50's and with his long brown hair, streak with gray here and there, wore down his back and the full bushy beard, the man had a striking resemblance to a big grizzly bear.
He told Toland about his run in with the bandits two nights earlier. "Like to camp here with you tonight if I could," Luke said.
"Where you from and where you headed?" The big man asked.
"Come from up Chino Valley by way of Prescott. Headed to Tucson to find a woman and her son; got some possessions for her from her late husband."
"Came through Prescott did ya?" Toland asked. Luke nodded with his mouth full of stew. "Run into Marshal Summers up there?"
Luke wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "Only Marshal I met was a man named Tillman. Didn't know there was two Marshals in Prescott."
"There's not," Toland said and smiled. "Just testin you boy."
Luke sat down his plate and cup and stood up. "Why would you do that?" He asked in a voice that didn't quite hide his anger.
"Take it easy Luke." Toland picked up Luke's cup and motioned for Jacob to refill it. Once Luke had coffee, Toland, said, "I just wanted to see the cut of your jib fore I let you stay the night in our camp."
"What did you say? Cut of a jib, what's that mean?"
Toland laughed. "It's a seafarin term. Means see what kind of man you be. Guess I forgot not everyone knows nautical terms."
"You were a sailor then," Luke replied.
"For thirty of the last forty years, I was a seafarin man. Started as a cabin boy when I was twelve. Worked my way up to first mate and then begged, borrowed, and stole until I could buy a ship of my own."
"What are you doin running a freight business here in the desert? If you don't mind my askin."
"Lost my ship in a typhoon in the Philippine Sea off the coast of Japan I did." Toland looked down at the ground but was seeing his ship go down. "Had everything I owned tied up in the 'Rose Marie', when she sank so did my life." The big man shook himself and raised his head. "Havin become used to eating at least a few times a week, I got a job with a freight company when I got back to San Francisco, and here I be. Put together a stake and set up this company a couple of years ago."
"Don't you miss your old life? I mean you said you'd been at sea for thirty years."
"Well now...let me tell ya. Sometimes I miss the feel of a ship under my feet somethin fierce. Then I remember how many times the sea tried to kill me. I remember how she picked up my ship and shook it like a dog with a bone and I don't miss it so much anymore. Lost nine men when the 'Rose' went down; damned near drowned myself." Toland smiled. "The sea is like a beautiful woman; full of promise and excitement. But she can be a vengeful bitch at times. That's the part I don't miss."
Motioning again to Jacob, Toland said, "He'll show you where to spread your bedroll. Ifin you like you can ride with us on to Tucson. Won't be a fast as by yourself, but we've got guards and outriders so the bandits and such usually leave us alone. And if they do make a raid, we've always been able to beat them off. See you in the morning; we'll be leaving at dawn."
At daybreak Luke had saddled his horse and helped hitch the teams to a couple of wagons. Toland watched him for a few minutes. When Luke saw the wagon boss watching, he said, "Figured I'd earn my spot with you. I'll be an out rider if it suits you."
The wagons stopped at midday to rest the horses and then rolled on toward Tucson. They had slowed down crossing a dry arroyo, when Toland saw Luke coming at a high gallop. Shooting back over his shoulder with his Remington, Luke was being chased by about 25 riders; they were about a hundred yards behind him and returning fire.
Toland ordered the wagons into a protective circle. As the wagons circled, he shouted orders to the guards and outriders. He placed them in the best positions to beat back the raiders; 'repel the boarders' was the term he used. Some of the men making the trip for the first time were confused but the veterans who knew of Toland's background smiled and did as ordered.
Luke pulled his horse to a skidding stop when he got inside of the circled wagons. He pulled his Winchester 1866 .44 rim fire "Yellow Boy" from the saddle scabbard and quickly climbed up onto one of the wagons. Beneath the front or driver's seat of the big Conestoga type freight wagons was a fairly deep space. The 'well' was large enough that a man could crouch there and fire a rifle while he was protected by the sideboards.
Most of the other guards and riders carried Sharpe's military carbines .52-70s that had been converted to use a metal cartridge like Luke's Remington; some still carried older types of rifles. The Sharpe's was a single shot weapon and had to be reloaded after each firing; their rate of fire was much slower than Luke's "Yellow Boy". The lever action of the big Winchester could bring 15 rounds to the fight before reloading.
In spite of the defensive fire from the wagons, four of the bandits made their way inside the circled wagons. Luke jumped off his wagon and faced the raiders. He didn't wait to face them down or challenge them; Luke pulled his Remington and started shooting. Two of the men went down with the first shots; the other two returned fire. Luke wasted little time and put the two remaining bandits down with four more shots. As he climbed back onto the wagon, he reloaded the Remington by changing to a preloaded cylinder.
Picking up the Winchester, all Luke could see were the backs of five or six robbers riding away from the wagons at a high gallop. The raiders had lost better than fifteen men and wanted no further part of the wagons or their defenders.
"We better hole up for the rest of the day," Luke suggested. "They might get more men and come back."
"Nope," Toland said. "They've had enough. Looks like they're headed back to Perdition to lick their wounds a bit."
"Perdition?" Luke asked.
"It's an outlaw town down in the Alvarez Mountains southwest of Tucson. Reckon that bunch will spread the word that we're best left alone."
The remaining trip into Tucson was just the boring, normal, slow pace of the freight wagons. Toland didn't know anything about a Mrs. Sloan. He told Luke that the town marshal knew about everyone in the area and should be able to help track her down.
The wagons tracked down the main street and Luke peeled off in front of the Marshal's office. Toland stopped with him and introduced Luke to Marshal Dixon. As Toland was leaving he handed Luke $20 in gold coins. "That's for riding guard and helping to beat off those damn raiders." He refused to let Luke return the money. "Anytime you need a job, look me up. There'll always a spot for ye on my crew."
Luke thanked his new friend and turned to Marshal Dixon. "Looking for a Mrs. Sloan and her boy Caleb, Marshal. Know where I might find them?"
"I do," Dixon answered but asked, "And why might you be lookin for them Mr. Donaldson?"
"Got a delivery to make; from her husband." Luke stared at the Marshal and decided he could be trusted. "Her man is dead and he hired me to bring her and the boy some money; also sent a journal written by him."
Marshal Dixon was impressed with Luke. Toland had told him of the man's actions during the attack and Luke had an air about him that led people to trust him.
"Mrs. Sloan works at the mercantile on the south side of town." Dixon pulled his watch out of his vest. "She should be about ready to close up but you should be able to meet up with her fore she leaves for home."
Luke nodded his thanks and left the office. He mounted and turned his horse toward the south side of Tucson. As he pulled rein in front of the general store, a handsome woman, with a pock marked face, came out and locked the door behind her.



"Mrs. Sloan?" Luke asked. He dismounted and held his hat in his hands.
"Yes?"
"I'm Luke Donaldson ma'am. I got a package for you."
"A package. From who?"
"From your husband ma'am." Luke handed Mrs. Sloan the drawstring buckskin bag and the journal. "Elwood asked me to bring this to you and your son."
"Where did you meet my husband?"
Luke explained finding Sloan on the trail and how he died. He motioned at the bag again.
Mrs. Sloan opened the bag and saw the gold Double Eagles. "Do you know what's in this bag?"
"Yes ma'am. Elwood said it was $800."
"You said that my husband asked you to bring this to me."
"Yes ma'am. Well...he hired me to go to Wickenburg to give them to you. "
"We haven't lived in Wickenburg for over a year." Gillian looked at Luke for what seemed like a long time. "You could have taken the money for yourself."
"Yes ma'am, I could've."
She smiled and added, "And you were hired to go to Wickenburg, not another near 200 miles or so. Why did you?"
"Ma'am?"
"Why didn't you keep the money and why did you travel farther than you were hired to?"
Luke shrugged and returned Gillian's smile. "Your husband and I sorta became friends fore he died. But mostly I came to find you because I gave Elwood my word."
Gillian impulsively hugged Luke. "God bless you Mr. Donaldson."
Luke handed Mrs. Sloan the journal. "Elwood said he wrote down things about his life and such in this book; said I should bring it to you too."
"Ma?"
Luke turned at the voice and saw a tall young man walking hurriedly toward Mrs. Sloan.
"You alright?"
"Yes Caleb. This is Mr. Donaldson. He brought some money and a journal from your father." Caleb walked up and stood beside his mother. "Your father is dead Caleb." Gillian told Caleb how his father had died and that he'd hired Luke to find them.
"I didn't know Mr. Sloan very long Caleb," Luke said. "But we became friends real quick." Caleb frowned and looked down at the ground. "He told me about you and your mother; he was real proud of you."
Caleb raised his head. "I just wish he could've changed so he could've lived with us."
Gillian put her arm around Caleb and pulled him close to her.
Luke made a point of looking down the street; letting the mother and son grieve alone for a few minutes. He cleared his throat. "If you don't mind me saying so, you sure do look like your Pa, Caleb."
"Ma tells me that all the time," Caleb replied with a smile.
"Elwood gave me something else; something for you Caleb." Luke unbuckled his gun belt and handed it and the Remington .44 to the boy. "He carried that gun for a lot of years and said it should belong to you."
Caleb took the belt, looked down at it for a few seconds, and then buckled it around his waist. He had to pull the belt through to the last notch to make it fit. Caleb pulled the Remington then set it back in the holster. He nodded his thanks to Luke.
"Reckon my job is done," Luke said. "Guess I earned my wages, by God." He shook Caleb and Gillian's hand. "I might as well head back to Prescott. Ma'am, Caleb. Y'all take care now." He turned, mounted his horse and rode away.
Gillian and Caleb watched him go and then headed down the boardwalk toward their house.
Before heading back to Prescott, Luke made a stop at the gunsmith. He wanted to buy a pistol to replace his Colt Navy 1860. After carrying and using the Remington .44, Luke wanted something bigger than the .36 caliber Colt. He looked at several weapons; including two or three used Colt Army model 1860 in .44 caliber, a nearly new .45 Peacemaker and a few less well know pistols. A smile spread across his face when he saw a Remington .44 in a display case at the rear of the shop.
"That's a real dependable weapon," the gunsmith said. "Been converted to use metallic cartridges and I got an extra cylinder for it. It's been used a bit but it's in damn good condition."
Luke nodded and took the pistol when it was handed to him. "I'll take it," he said with a big grin.

********************
"Who's the stranger?" The saloon patron asked the bartender.
"Don't rightly know. Came in last night about this same time and sat at that back table nursing a beer for three hours or so."
The man they were talking about was about 25 or 26. He was tall with long dark hair and piercing blue eyes. He moved with a cat like grace and carried himself with a quiet confidence. The bartender poured a beer for the young man, who then walked to the back table. As he sat down facing the bar, he flipped his oil cloth slicker back so the pistol on his right hip was clear and ready for use if need be.
Another man, several years older and rougher looking, soon entered the saloon and walked to the bar. "Whiskey," he ordered and tossed a coin on the counter. As he turned to look around the big room, the older man paused as he looked at the back table. There he could see a man with a large pistol in a tied down holster worn low on his hip, looking back.
"What are you staring at?" The older man at the bar barked at the man sitting at the table.
"You Whiskey Joe Black?" The man asked as he stood and stepped away from the table.
"What business is it of yours youngster?"
"I'm Deputy Caleb Sloan. There's paper on you and I'm taking you back to Tucson. You're under arrest for robbing the Phoenix stage and killing two people."
Black pushed off of the bar and straightened up. He dropped his hand closer to his sidearm. "I heared of a gunfighter by the name Sloan; Elwood Sloan it was. You kin to that Sloan?"
"He was my father."
You a town sheriff or county marshal boy?" Black asked. "You got no sway here in Yuma."
Using his left hand, Sloan pulled his slicker back to reveal the star pinned to his vest. "I'm a Deputy U. S. Marshal and I've got jurisdiction anywhere in the territory and Yuma is still part of that territory." Caleb took a few steps toward Black and with a deadly look in his eyes said, "Y'all can come easy or y'all can come hard; but you are coming back to Tucson, Black."
Black's hand moved with a blurring speed toward his gun. Before he could clear his holster, a shot rang out. Whiskey Joe was thrown back off his feet; he was dead when he fell to the floor several steps away.
"Reckon y'all better send for the undertaker barkeep," Caleb suggested. Without hurrying he reloaded his pistol and returned it to his holster.
"Yes Marshal," the bartender replied. He yelled at his swamper and sent him for the undertaker. "You really Elwood Sloan's boy?" But before Caleb could answer the bartender said, "Never saw a man go down so quick, or so hard," he said. "What did you shoot him with?"
Caleb gave the man a grim smile and patted the butt of his pistol. "It's a Remington .44."
The End
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"Rollie Chambers," he said, answering his cell phone.
"Hi Rollie. This is Julie. Perhaps a strange question, but have you seen Tully today?"
Julie Colwell was 40, she was the RN supervisor at St. Louis University Hospital, and she was Jacob Tully's significant other. Tully was Rollie's best friend, mentor, and part of Rollie's detective agency, Chambers and Associates.
"Hi Julie. Last time I saw Tully was at dinner with you guys the other night. Why?"
"It's probably nothing, but he and I had a little spat day before yesterday and he left in a hurry back, to his own place after our date. Said he wanted to chill for a night. You and Tully are like brothers and to be honest I thought he might have called and talked to you about our discussion."
"No, like I said I've haven't talked to him since the dinner."
"Well...Our disagreement was about my 20 year class reunion," Julie said. "It's in two weeks and I was telling Tully about some people from that class and mentioned Ken; he's a guy I went out with for almost three years. I'd told Tully about him before, just in passing. I think Tully thought Ken was the reason I wanted to go to the reunion."
"Sounds like jealousy is rearing its ugly head," Rollie said with a chuckle.
"It's not funny Rollie," Julie complained. "I asked Tully to go with me but he refused."
"He say why?"
"Tully said he wouldn't know anyone there and didn't want to spend the evening watching me and my old boyfriend get re-acquainted." Julie hesitated and added, "Then I made a big mistake."
"What did you do?"
"I smiled at him and asked if it would bother him to see me talk and dance with Ken. I was just teasing and fishing for a compliment, but he took me seriously. We'd been sitting together on the sofa and he stood up. Said I should give him a call when I got back from the reunion. Then he said, very sarcastically, that maybe Ken and I could get re-acquainted. That's when he left and I haven't heard from him since."
"Okay, Julie, I'll do a recon mission and find our wayward Gunnery Sergeant. Call you when I talk to him." Rollie hung up and stared out of his office window. Julie's right, Rollie thought, Tully should have checked in by now.
Rollie stood, took his Glock 21C out of his desk drawer, and put it into a holster attached to his belt in the small of his back. Maybe I ought to run by Tully's place before I send out the troops, Rollie thought. He had a key to Tully's apartment and let himself in. The place was a shambles.
One of the two big easy chairs usually in front of the fireplace was pushed against the wall and the other one was lying on its side. The big screen TV had been knocked off its stand onto the floor; it had a big crack across the screen. There were three table lamps on the floor. One of the metal ones was bent almost in half and had a blood smear on it; as if it had been used as a weapon. Rollie's practiced eye saw the two bullet holes in the far wall. Guess that answers a lot of questions, he thought.
Rollie made several calls, trying to track down his friend with no success. Then he made two more calls. The first was to his one of his Confidential Informants. Calvin had been "working" as a CI for Rollie for a number of years while he was a detective and continued after Rollie left the force. He was the largest fence for stolen merchandise in the St. Louis area, but he knew a lot of street people who were on the fringes and the wrong side of legal. Rollie had kept Calvin from going to jail and now the men were friends.
The second call was to Ricky Willard; a "reformed" computer hacker and geek who worked for the St. Louis Police Department. He could find most anything and everything if it was posted on a computer someplace. Ricky would track Tully's credit cards and bank account to see if they showed activity.
Rollie tried to call Missouri Tactical Academy but got an answering machine. He got into his truck and drove out of St. Louis to the facility. The Academy instructed civilians in proper shooting techniques and held Concealed Carry Permit classes. They also instructed and trained policemen and even military personnel in urban tactical situations. It was run by a group of former military and police personnel. Tully was the majority owner and head instructor.
"Hey Rollie," Ray Jenson said as Rollie entered the office. Ray was also one of the owners.
"Hi Ray. I called earlier and got your voice mail. You all by yourself?"
"Sorry, I've got desk duty today but I had to step out to the shooting bays and explain some safety procedures to a new client. Ever since Mike Thomas left us, I've been doing double duty."
"Yeah, I heard Mike sold his share of the business to you guys. Why'd he leave?"
"He moved to North Carolina to be with his son and his family. They've got three kids now and Mike wanted to be closer to his grandkids." Ray smiled, "Tully's the one that bought Mike's share. Makes me the minority stockholder. What did you need?" Ray asked.
You seen Tully in the last day or so?"
"No, in fact I was just gonna call him with a reminder. He's got a class for some of the rookie Hillsboro police this afternoon."
"Tully won't miss an appointment. Have him give me a call when he shows up," Rollie said. He didn't go into details about Tully's strange actions and the condition of his apartment. No need to get people freaked out, he thought.
"Sure thing. Nice to see you Rollie. Come back sometime and we'll have another shooting contest." Ray grinned. "I want a chance to win my money back."
Nodding, Rollie smiled and waved as he left the office. He didn't want to get Ray and the other instructors at the Academy involved just yet, he thought. Like Tully, almost all of them were former Marines, Seals, or Green Beret. They'd treat this situation like a search and destroy mission. If Tully's in trouble, they might chase whoever is involved underground.
He headed back to Tully's place again. Maybe I missed something, he thought. The previous time he'd checked the place, he'd just walked in and called out for Tully; this time he stopped just inside the door and let his eyes slowly examine the living room. Then he saw something he'd missed the first time.
Tully had lost his right leg, below the knee, to an IED while serving in Iraq. He wore a state of the art, titanium and carbon fiber, prosthetic leg. The prosthesis was lying under the coffee table in front of the sofa with one of the sofa cushions over it. Rollie walked over, bent down, and picked up the device. Tully might go off on his own to work something out or to get his head straight, but he'd never leave his leg behind, Rollie thought.
On the floor under the coffee table was a brochure for Missouri Tactical Academy. Rollie looked closer at the glossy pamphlet. It was opened to the second page, which had a mark on one section. It looked like someone had used a fingernail or something to underscore and mark one line. That line was one that advertized that the Academy had several fully automatic weapons on site; both for rental with the right permit and for instruction.
While on the St. Louis Police Department, Rollie had been, if not the best, one of the best detectives in the Precinct 16 squad and the Department for that matter. The intuition that made him a good detective came into play. Why would Tully have an advertisement for his own business in a prominent place on his table? And why would he or someone mark a section?
After another hour of searching, Rollie went home. In spite of his concern for his friend, he had to smile when he entered his apartment. Jess was cooking, standing at the stove barefoot and wearing one of Rollie's shirts. Nothing sexier than a woman in a man's shirt, he thought; especially when she's as beautiful as Jess.
Dr. Jessica Talbert had been the therapist for Rollie's wife, Susan, after she had been attacked and raped. Jessica and Rollie had talked several times while Susan was in therapy. When Susan committed suicide, Jessica approached Rollie to help him with his grief. They later worked closely together when Jessica was brought in as sort of police profiler on a serial rapist case. Their relationship built quickly after the rapist was caught.
They had discussed marriage and decided they liked things just as they were at least for now. Jessica had been married after a two year live in relationship, but it ended in divorce. She said things changed after the wedding and they sort of lost who they were. After Rollie's wife ended her life, he wasn't sure he wanted to get married again so the hurt for each was still close to the surface. Rollie and Jess were totally committed to each other and neither thought a ceremony or paper work could make their life any better.
"Hi Sailor, looking for a good time? Jessica turned to greet Rollie. The shirt's top three buttons were undone and the resulting view when she turned proved that she was wearing nothing but the shirt. She saw the look on his face and asked, "What's wrong Rollie?"
"Tully's sort of missing," he replied. Rollie explained Julie's call and what he'd found at Tully's place. He laid Tully's prosthesis on the coffee table. Tully wouldn't go on a 'walk about' or bug out without telling me and he certainly wouldn't go without this."
Jessica walked over, hugged Rollie, and said, "You're right Rollie, something has happened to our big brother."
"I don't know what yet, but I'll find him," Rollie promised.
Later Jessica said, "Julie still hasn't heard from Tully and I know you'll find him but is there anything I can do to help?"
"Not that I can think of, but I'll let you know if something comes up. In the mean time, I've got Calvin and some other CIs checking for info on the street; also told him to find out anything about weapons deals. Talked to Frank Wendt down at Precinct 16; he said he'd put out a BOLO on Tully. Said if it's a false alarm, he'd fade the heat; but he agrees with me that something isn't Kosher." Rollie paused. "That pamphlet on Tully's table has me concerned. Jessica nodded and Rollie continued, "I think whatever is going on has something to do with Missouri Tactical."
"In what way?" Jessica asked. By now she'd learned to trust Rollie's instincts.
"Nothing solid, just a feeling. What I do know is that Tully's in trouble." Jessica raised an eyebrow and Rollie continued. "Tully's place has been trashed. Someone was looking for something or there was a fight or maybe both. Tully's leg was left at the apartment; he would never leave it behind. You know how much he hates using crutches. And I still can't shake that pamphlet I found under the table with the markings by the full auto advertisement."
Rollie's cell gave out its annoying ringtone, something Jessica had programmed into it. They'd been to a concert at the Fox Theater and one of the songs, "It's Your Love" by Tim McGraw and Faith Hill, really seemed to strike a note with Jessica. The next day she programmed the song into both of their phones as a ringtone.
"I can't believe a woman as intelligent and well educated as you would get all mushy and worked up about a song," Rollie protested the first time his cell rang. They were sitting side by side on the large sofa in their apartment.
Jessica moved over, sat in Rollie's lap, put her arms around his neck and kissed him. "It reminds me of us," she replied. After that statement, Rollie didn't dare delete the ring tone from his phone.
"Chambers," Rollie answered. "Oh, hi Ray." Jessica listened to Rollie's side of the conversation. "No I haven't heard from Tully either. He missed his class with the Hillsboro Police? Yeah, that's not like him at all. I think something's not right. I was at his apartment after I talked to you." Rollie explained what he'd found at Tully's, including the marked pamphlet.
"I think whatever is going on involves you guys. Y'all keep frosty, but we don't need your crew going on a recon or search and destroy mission just yet. Yeah, okay, I'll call you as soon as I get any more intel."
He hung up and turned to Jessica. "That was Ray; Tully missed an instructional class today."
"I heard," she replied. "You're right, something is wrong." She took Rollie's hand. "You've got to find him, Rollie. He's family."
Nodding his head, Rollie said, "I'll go see Calvin tonight; see if he's heard anything."

********************

Rolling to his side, Tully looked around the room. His hands were tied behind him and his legs were tied together above his knees. Bastards could have brought my leg, he thought. I can't believe I let these assholes take me; must be getting old.
Tully had answered the knock at his door without checking the peephole. Maybe Julie came over to tell me she's not going to that damn reunion, he was thinking. Before he could react, the man at his door stuck a hypodermic needle in Tully's chest and pushed the plunger. Tully grabbed the man and started to beat on him. Three others jumped in and the battle was on.
Got to finish this, Tully thought as he fought the four men. He was giving as good as he got but he could feel the effects of whatever was in that shot affecting him. Tully threw one of his assailants against the wall and grabbed another man's head and was just about to twist the guy's neck so he'd be looking over his shoulder but the others wrestled Tully to the floor. Very little time passed before the drug turned Tully into a zombie.
Now, lying on what felt like a cold tile floor over concrete, Tully was on his side with his hands tied behind him and trying to decide which one of the four men he would kill first. They've got me trussed up like a hog tied steer, he thought. Smells like we're on the riverfront. Probably one of those old buildings north of Laclede's Landing. The sound of a tugboat's loud fog horn could be heard. Yep on the river, Tully thought. He took a closer look at the four men who jumped him.
The apparent leader was a Hispanic, who the others call Jorge. The other three were a black man, Tyrone, an Asian, Chang, and a white guy, Tommy. They each wore a satin jacket with a large circle embroidered on the back and a smaller one over the left breast in front; in the center of each circle were the script letters SLRC. Strange mix for a gang, Tully thought. He must have grunted or something because Jorge came over to check on him.
"Back with us old man?" Jorge bent and checked the ropes on Tully.
"I'm gonna show you old man when I get loose," Tully replied.
"Like you did before?" The young man laughed and kicked Tully in the side.
"You drugged me or I wouldn't be here." Tully's eyes were hard and cold. "I'm gonna rip off your arm and beat you to death with it boy."
Jorge saw the look in Tully's eyes and in spite of the "old man" being tied up, stepped back. "Shut this old fool up," he ordered. Tommy came over, stuffed a dirty piece of cloth into Tully's mouth and used a strip of duct tape to keep the gag in place.
The four men gathered in the middle of the room and talked among themselves, ignoring Tully for the time being. Rolling closer to the wall behind him, Tully managed to get into a seated position and leaned back. Tyrone watched their captive until he was sure Tully wasn't trying anything. After a few minutes, Tully let his chin droop down onto his chest as if he was sleeping.
The group's voice rose in an argument. "Pipe down," Tommy said in a stage whisper voice. "The old man will hear us."
"Like what's he gonna do," Chang said. "He's under control and pretty soon he'll give us what we want." Chang looked at Jorge. "Then we can get rid of him. Right?"
"Not until we get the weapons in our hands and get away," Jorge answered and then he smiled. "Then you can have him Chang."
In spite of his appearance, Tully was paying close attention to the discussion. Weapons? He asked himself. Must be something to do with the Academy.
"When are we gonna get the guns?" Tyrone asked.
"My guy says the full autos aren't prepped yet," Jorge answered. "He said they are packed in Cosmoline."
"What's Cosmoline?"
"It's a sort of a gel, like Vaseline, only thicker. They use it to rust proof guns and it's a bitch to get off. So we'll let the boys at Missouri Tactical clean em up and then we'll take them."
"This guy you talk about, who is he?" It was Tommy asking.
"Name's Brian Davis; he owes me money. It was either help us or go to the hospital; maybe even to the morgue. After the deal with Delgato fell though, I contacted Brian." Jorge smiled and added, "All we have to do now is wait. Soon as the guns are prepped, we'll force this old fool to give us the security codes to get into the building. It'll be just like shopping in a grocery store. Maybe we can call it 'Guns or Us'."
So that's what they wanted me for, Tully thought. Jorge my friend, Tully said silently, you'll play hell getting those codes.

********************

Driving his old beat up truck, Rollie parked in front of Calvin's "pawn shop" on Chouteau Avenue. The area was a run down, inner city slum, with many boarded up stores and houses. Glad I didn't drive the Vette, Rollie thought, observing the less than upstanding residents hanging out on the street.
He saw, what the politically incorrect, would call a wino, leaning against the front of Calvin's place. He was eyeing the old truck; his thoughts of scoring enough for alcohol apparent on his face. Rollie walked over to the man, took a $20 bill out of his pocket and tore it in half. "Tell anybody that gets around my truck that it's not worth dying for," Rollie said and slid back his jacket showing his Glock 21C.
He handed half of the twenty to the man. "If nobody bothers my truck, I'll give you the other half when I come back." The wino stood up straighter, took the half of the bill and nodded. He walked over and leaned against a light pole near the truck, looking like a mangy guard dog.
"Hey Rollie," Calvin called out a greeting from the back of his shop. He saw the serious look on Rollie's face and swallowed the smart ass remark he'd intended to make.
"Heard anything Calvin?" Rollie didn't return his CI's greeting or the smile; he wasn't in the mood to be social able.
"No hello, no how are you, nothing," Calvin replied. He saw Rollie's eyes get hard and quickly added, "Yeah, heard a couple of things."
"Sorry Calvin," Rollie said. "I guess I'm running a little hot right now." He walked over and shook Calvin's hand. "So what did you hear?"
"Haven't heard anything about Tully, still got the word out on him. But something else interesting popped up. You know Anonymous Andy?" Rollie nodded his head. "He tolt me a guy came to see him lookin to score some guns. Not a gun, but guns.
Andy is like me, we don't deal in that shit. Jewels, paintings, silver service, yeah but not guns; too dangerous for my blood." Rollie waited, not too patiently and motioned for Calvin to get to the point.
"Andy said he tolt the guy to check with a cat named John Delgato; he's got that place down the street from Union Station. It's called Mississippi Nights; he owns the place and does his business out of the back room. You know the place I mean?"
"Yeah, used to be a good place to listen to blues," Rollie answered. "But with Union Station going downhill the whole area has gotten a little rough."
"Delgato was tryin to put a deal together but he needed time to get the goods. The buyer reneged on the deal and booked. Seems he didn't want to wait so long and word is, Delgato was tryin to clear enough to retire on." Calvin reached under the counter and pulled out a bottle of good bourbon. He sat two glasses on the counter and motioned with the bottle to Rollie. Getting a nod, he poured the drinks. Calvin took a sip. "Don't know the buyer, neither does Andy"



"Delgato Hispanic?"
"Only his name. From what I hear, his father was some kind of big shot along the Mexican border in Texas; El Paso I think. Anyway he came to St. Louis after some guy and met a woman. They had a thing and Delgato was the result."
"His father still in the picture?"
"Nope. Father's dead. He found the guy he was lookin for. Seems his machismo crap from Texas wasn't such a big deal after all. "
"I bet this Delgato knows the buyer," Rollie offered. "And he might just be a little pissed that the buyer jumped ship on him." Rollie paused in thought and then said, "I think it's time I paid Mr. Delgato a visit." Rollie finished his drink, thanked Calvin and turned to leave. As he got to the door, Calvin called out.
"Rollie, be careful. This Delgato cat is the real deal; he's not like his father. He might not like you askin questions."
"Don't much care if he does. I've got a feeling that Tully got involved some way with that gun deal. Delgato will tell me what he knows or he won't be doing business in St. Louis again; maybe he won't be doing business, period."
Calvin had seen Rollie agitated and involved before but he'd never seen him this intense; or angry. He'd never seen Rollie's eyes so hard and deadly looking. I feel sorry for Delgato if he gives Rollie any crap. He waved at Rollie as he left the shop.
Rollie's truck was untouched and unharmed. Walking over to the derelict, Rollie handed him the other half of the $20 bill. "Good job man," he said and climbed into his truck.

********************

Rollie drove into the parking area at the west end of Union Station, got out of his truck, and walked further west along Market Street. Union station had at one time been the world's largest and busiest train station; handling over 100 thousand passengers a day. The main part of the building was constructed out of Indiana limestone and was a National Historic Landmark.
As railroad traffic declined the building fell into disrepair, but in the 1980's was renovated into a large hotel, with shops and restaurants. Now, better than 20 years later, the grand old building and the surrounding area were again headed toward the seedy side.
The spray from the huge fountain in Aloe Plaza across Market from Union Station caused Rollie to duck his head as he walked. Strangely, in spite of developing blight in the area, neither Union Station nor Aloe Plaza had been plagued by graffiti artist or taggers as they were called. A lot of people called them vandals.
Entering Mississippi Nights, Rollie stepped to the side of the door to let his eyes get accustom to the low light of the bar. He saw a door with an "office" sign at the end of the long carved wooden bar. In front of the door stood what could have passed for a big bear. The guard was about 6' 7 and as nearly big around as he was tall.
Rollie walked toward the door and tried to step around the Grizzle Bear. "This is private, you can't go in there," the big man said as he stepped in front of Rollie.
Pulling out a $20 bill, Rollie handed it to the guard. "Tell Mr. Delgato, that Rollie Chambers would appreciate a few minutes of his time. Tell him I've got a business proposition."
The guard made the twenty disappear and turned toward the door. "Wait here," he ordered. In less than five minutes the man returned. "Mr. Delgato is busy. He says to come back another time and maybe he'll talk to you."
Rollie sighed and shook his head. He tried to walk around the guard and go through the door, but the man put his big hand on Rollie's shoulder to stop him. Rollie, using the training he'd gotten from the St. Louis Police Department and his friend Tully, grabbed the hand and twisted it inward.
As he twisted with his right hand, his left pushed against the elbow which forced the giant to his knees. The man was cussing and yelling in pain; Rollie reached over and slapped the guard over the ear with his palm. The big man used his uninjured hand over his ear.
"I'm here now, so I guess it would be better if I could see him tonight," Rollie said.
The tone of Rollie's voice, the look in his eyes and the easy way Rollie had put him down, made the big man decide that he could be brave another day. He just watched as Rollie went through the door.
"Thanks for your help," Rollie said as he closed the door behind him.
"Who the hell are you?" The man sitting behind a desk asked when Rollie entered the office. Another behemoth, leaning against the back wall, straightened and started to pull a pistol out of his waistband. Rollie drew his Glock 21C with a speed that would have done justice to an old time western pistolero.
"That's not a good idea," Rollie said and pointed the Glock in the man's direction; the man raised his hands and returned to leaning against the wall. Turning back to the man at the desk he holstered his gun and said, "You must be Mr. Delgato; I'm Rollie Chambers and I'd like a few minutes of your time."
"I've heard about you," Delgato replied. Motioning toward Rollie's pistol he said, "I think you won't use that." Delgato smiled. "You're one of the good guys."
Rollie stared at the man for a few seconds and the smile faded from Delgato's face. The only thing Hispanic about Delgato was his name; the man had blond hair and pale blue eyes. "Normally you'd be right John; I don't shoot people for no reason. But this isn't a normal time. If you don't answer my questions I'll put a bullet in your knee. Each time you refuse to answer, I'll find another spot to shoot you."
The guard leaning against the wall stood up straight again. "Better tell him to leave, because if he moves again you'll be short a man."
Delgato decided that Rollie wasn't bluffing and motioned his man out of the room. Rollie took a straight back chair and lodged it under the doorknob. Then he did the same to the door leading outside.
"Now we can talk uninterrupted," Rollie said.
"What'da you want Chambers?"
"And here I thought we were on a first name basis John. Oh well. About a month ago you had a weapons deal fall through."
"How'd you know that?" Rollie waved for Delgato to continue. "Yeah, I did. The bastards wanted the guns like right now and they didn't want to pay for the special handling." While he was talking, Delgato slowly, as if by accident, moved his hand toward a desk drawer and the pistol hidden inside.
"John, don't be stupid," Rollie ordered. Delgato leaned back in his chair. Rollie nodded and said, "Better. The way I heard it you couldn't get the guns as quickly as they wanted and you tried to make a year's profit on that one deal." Delgato started to respond and Rollie motioned for him to be quiet.
"I don't really care why the deal went south. What I do care about is who the buyer or buyers were." Rollie gave Delgato an evil, menacing grin. "Think you could give me that info John?"
Delgato hesitated and then slumped in his chair. He believed Rollie's threats. "Four guys, cat named Jorge and one named Tommy did all the talking; the other two didn't say nothing."
"Descriptions please," Rollie requested.
Delgato described the four men. "Funny thing, Jorge is Hispanic, Tommy is a white guy, and the other two were a black and an Asian. Never saw a group like that."
"Anything else about them; scars, tattoos?"
"Jorge's got a spider web tattoo on his neck. You know one of those macho, barrio type things. Macho my ass, my old man had one too, and look what it got him." Delgato's eyes sort of lost focus as he thought about his father. Shaking himself, he looked back at Rollie. "One other thing, they all wore the same kind of jacket. Satin or something shiny with a circle on the back; they had the letters SLRC inside the circle."
"Any idea what it means." Rollie asked.
"I asked Jorge about it; he said the letters stood for St. Louis Rainbow Coalition. He didn't say what that meant."
"One more question John. What type and how many guns did they want?"
"They wanted semi auto .45s and 9MMs. But the thing that torpedoed the deal was the full autos they wanted." Rollie motioned for Delgato to continue. "They wanted 10 fully automatic assault rifles and a couple of HK MP 5s. Those would have taken some time to get and Jorge didn't want to wait. Cheap bastard didn't want to pay the price for them either."
"I was wrong; I've got another question. Did they give the reason they wanted an arsenal like that?"
Delgato nodded. "Tommy said something about their gang takin over the South Side. Then Jorge said there was a new sheriff in town and laughed like hell." The gun dealer looked at Rollie for several seconds. "I know you used to be with the police. "You gonna get the cops down on me?"
"The other rackets you've got going, the prostitution, gambling and such, isn't my concern; that's the police department's job." Rollie stepped closer to Delgato. "But the gun running impacts the whole city, including my neighborhood. I suggest you get out of that business. If you don't, I won't call the cops; I'll deal with you myself. We understand each other?" Delgato hesitated and then nodded.
Rollie turned, took the chair away, and opened the door. Turning back toward Delgato, Rollie said, "Nice doing business with you John. See ya."
Walking back to his truck, Rollie kept alert in case Delgato sent someone after him. He didn't think the man had the stones, but Rollie wasn't taking any chances. Rollie started his truck and headed back to Calvin's. Now that he had more information, Calvin could intensify the search on the street for the SLRC.

********************

Tully waited for a few minutes after his captors finished talking and bragging then lifted his head. "Hey, why did you leave my leg and what's that SLRC crap on your jackets?"
The one called Tommy walked over and kicked Tully. "Show some respect old man. It stands for the St. Louis Rainbow Coalition."
"Back off Tommy," Jorge ordered. To Tully he said, "You gave us some trouble before the drug started working so I thought you'd be easier to control if you only had one leg." Jorge nudged Tully with his toe and added, "Looks like I was right."
"Untie me and I'll show you easy," Tully replied. After getting nothing but a frown from Jorge, Tully asked, "What coalition?"
"Our loyalties are to each other," Jorge said as he walked closer to Tully. "We'll accept all races and colors in our army; as long as they follow our orders."
"Army? Sounds like a common everyday gang to me."
"Maybe, but the problem with gangs is their loyalties. All that macho bull about being brothers and such. The SLRC has one goal, to control the city. The first step is to control the South Side; we'll branch out from there."
"I think the Krauts might have something to say about that," Tully replied. "They like to think they run the South Side.
The "Deutschlanders" were a gang whose members were of mostly German ancestry. The gang was sort of headquartered on the near south side of St. Louis in the Soulard district; it was close to the Anheuser Busch brewery and was in the process of revitalization. The district was a mixture of young families, some retired people and fashionable shops and stores.
The "Krauts", as they were called by their victims, offered "protection" to the store owners and gambling to the more adventurous. The gang wore that derogatory name with pride and defended their territory against all comers; using violence when necessary.
"Those Kraut heads won't be a problem for long," Jorge bragged and then with a grin said, "Not after you help us."
Tully didn't like the look on Jorge's face. Judging by his smugness, it don't look good for the home team, he thought. "I don't know what you expect Vato, but you'll play hell getting any help from me."
"I expect you to get us into your shooting school, I expect you to use your security code, the voice recognition and fingerprint scan, to get us into the armory and I expect you to get us the full auto assault rifles that you have on hand."
"Not gonna happen," Tully replied.
"Oh yes, but it will happen Gunnery Sergeant Tully," Jorge answered. "You see we did a very careful recon on your company. Isn't that what you Marines call it, a recon for Intel? The only other two instructors that have security access are single; they don't have anyone they care about or that care about them.
Sorta sad," Jorge said in an aside. "Being ex-Marines we might have a problem forcing them to help us. But you Gunny, you have people you care about; people that care about you."
"Former, Tully said in a cold voice.
"What former?"
"It's former Marine, not ex; Once a Marine always a Marine."
Tully sat up as straight as he could and stared at Jorge. Tully's eyes narrowed and become hard and dangerous. He didn't waste time making idle threats but he calmed himself thinking about how much he was going to enjoy dealing with Jorge once he got loose.
Jorge noticed Tully's reaction and took a step back before he could stop himself. "You have a Miss Julie Colwell and a Miss Jessica Talbert, and a Mr. Rollie Chambers. All of these people are friends, almost like family, and in Miss Julie's case, more than friends." Jorge gathered himself. "Sergeant Tully, you will help us or your friends, each and every one, will meet with a horrible accident."
Tully's mind was racing. If I can get to the armory vault at the training center I can put a stop to this, even on one leg, he thought. He shook his head and sighed; the sight made Jorge and the others smile, thinking they had Tully right where they wanted him. No matter what, the SLRC will not get those automatic weapons, Tully said silently to himself.

********************

Rollie stopped his truck in front of Calvin's. The watchdog from his previous trip was again or still leaning against the wall. This time he held a brown paper bag wrapped around a bottle of cheap wine. He waved the bottle at Rollie. "Thanks man," the derelict said.
"Want to earn another twenty?" Rollie asked. The man nodded and Rollie handed him half of a $20 bill. "Same deal as before friend. Guard the truck and you'll get the other half when I leave."
The man took the half bill, pulled his pants up off his hips and sat on the front bumper of the truck. "It'll still be here when you come back," he promised and took a long drink from his bottle. Rollie, smiled, nodded and entered Calvin's building. He'll be lucky to still be conscious when I come back, Rollie thought.
Calvin came out of a back room to meet Rollie. "Did you talk to Delgato? Did he give you any trouble?"
"Yes I talked to him. Mr. Delgato is not as mean as he likes everyone to think." Rollie smiled but didn't go into details. "Got some names I need you to check on for me, Calvin." He told Calvin about the four men and the SLRC. "See what you can find out about them for me; call me when you get something. Okay?'
"I'll have something by tomorrow night."
Rollie smiled his thanks and went back to his truck. As he thought, his guard dog was lying asleep on the sidewalk next to Rollie's truck. He knelt down and stuffed the other half of the $20 bill into the man's front pants pocket. "There you go old timer."
"Did you find him?" Jessica asked when Rollie walked into their apartment.
"Not yet, but I think I'm getting closer." Rollie took her hand and led her to the huge couch in the living area. He explained to her about the botched weapons deal, the SLRC members, and his thinking that Missouri Tactical was involved.
"You think this SLRC is the reason Tully is missing? Why"
"Got nothing but intuition, just a hunch, I guess you'd say. But I'd bet chalk, money, or marbles that they're involved."
"Julie's going nuts. She thinks she's responsible for Tully being gone." Jessica pulled Rollie's arm around her and snuggled closer to him. "Tully's part of our family; like a big brother. Find our brother, please Rollie, find him."
"I will Jess, I promise, I will," Rollie said as he put his arms around Jessica.
Later that night, Rollie's phone gave off its love song ringtone. "Who the hell is calling me at midnight?" He picked up the phone and answered, "Chambers."
"Rollie this is Andy, you know Anonymous Andy, Calvin's friend."
"Yeah, Andy. What do you want?"
"Calvin's in the hospital. He said I should call you and let you know; they won't let him use a phone. Says you should come see him, like right now."
"What hospital Andy and how bad is he hurt?"
"He's at the Washington University Med Center. I don't know how bad he's hurt; they would let me stay with him. Then he told me to call you."
"Are you still at the Med Center Andy?"
"Yeah, I'm in the lobby of the ER."
"Tell Calvin, I'm on my way. Better make yourself scarce before the cops get there. Thanks Andy."
Jessica got up while Rollie was talking and left their bedroom. He got dressed and as he walked into the living area, Jessica handed him a cup of coffee. Rollie smiled and gave her a quick kiss. "Be back soon as I can."
Walking into the ER, Rollie asked the woman behind the counter about Calvin. They directed him to treatment area 42 which was closed off by a sliding curtain. He peaked through the opening of the curtain and saw Calvin was lying on the bed arguing with a nurse.
"Damn it, I'm okay. Let me go home," Calvin said in an angry voice.
"No more of your nonsense Mr. Deters," the nurse said. "You'll go home when I say you can and not a minute sooner."
"Better listen to the lady Calvin," Rollie suggest as he walked into the treatment area. "You look like you've been rode hard and put away wet."
Calvin didn't look like he needed to get out of bed. He had a large, deep, cut over one eye, his lips were swollen as if they'd had collagen injections, and the rest of his face showed the aftermath of a beating. Two fingers on his left hand were splinted as was his thumb on the right hand.
"Huh? What?" Calvin didn't understand the phrase. "Never mind...guess Andy got hold of you."
"Yes he did. What happened?"
"The SLRC didn't like me askin questions so they gave me this," he said pointing at his face and then his broken fingers, "to tell me to stop." Calvin sucked a drink of water through the straw in a glass on the table; his lips were so bad he couldn't use them to drink. "But I got the information you wanted."
"Sorry Calvin. I didn't mean for you to get busted up."
The injured man laughed and then groaned at the pain it caused. "Isn't the first time...and probably won't be the last." He sipped his water and then continued, "Got names and a little history on those assholes."
The nurse returned and checked Calvin's vitals. Then she inspected the splints and the sutures in the large cut over his eye. "Doctor Wells wants to keep you over night for observation; you might have a concussion. So we'll be moving you up to a room very shortly Mr. Deters." She turned and looked at Rollie. "You best finish your visit and leave young man," she ordered.
Before Rollie could say anything, Calvin spoke. "Nurse, I know you're trying to help me and are just doing your job but give me a few minutes with my friend." She looked at him impatiently and he asked, "Please?"
She huffed a little, checked Calvin's vital signs again. "You've got ten minutes young man," she said poking Rollie in the chest with her forefinger. "Ten minutes and then I'll have security on you. Understand?"
Rollie nodded and smiled as the nurse left. "Tough woman," he said to Calvin. "Reminds me of Julie."
"Whose Julie?"
"She's Tully's woman; Julie is the head nurse at St. Louis U Med Center. We've only got ten minutes so tell me what you learned."
"The SLRC has about ten members, but those four you told me about are the real players; the rest are just wannabe tough guys and gang bangers." Calvin took another sip of his water. "Wish this was Gentleman Jack," he said in a low voice. "My friends, and some of Andy's, hear that the 'Army', as they call themselves, wants to take over the city; but they're going to start on the near south side."



"The South Side belongs to the Deutschlanders," Rollie said. "They won't like the competition."
"Yeah, the Krauts are gonna be real put out," Calvin replied. "They'll put up a fight to keep their territory. I think that's what the busted gun deal was about. The SLRC can't outman the Krauts but they might be able to outgun them."
Rollie thought for a minute. "Tell me about the players."
"The leader is Ernesto Ruiz, aka Jorge Mendoza, and he's the real deal Rollie. He grew up in the barrio in East L.A.; got too hot for him so he came east to St. Louis to live with a cousin. Sometime after he got here he hooked up with Tyrone Jackson, Tommy Smith, and Chang; no first name, it's just Chang."
"I think I ran into Tyrone Jackson when I worked for the Department," Rollie offered.
"You probably did. He's been involved in a lot of stuff over his 25 years. Smith is a leg breaker from the North Side. Chang just sort of showed up. Don't know much about him except that he's a bad ass; knows Kung Fu and Karate and all that martial arts stuff." Calvin looked hard at Rollie. "Be careful with that one Rollie; from what I heard, he's a stone killer; likes to watch people die and stuff. If you go after them, take back up. No need to be a hero. Okay?"
"Thanks Calvin but this isn't my first rodeo. I know a little bit myself."
"Time for you to go young man." The nurse had returned and there was a security officer with her.
"Yes ma'am," Rollie answered with a grin at the officer. "Call me if you need anything Calvin. Thanks."
On his way home, Rollie called his friend Detective Frank Wendt. "Hi Frank. Did Ricky come up with anything on Tully?"
"Not a hint of any credit card usage or anything. Where ever Tully is, he's not using any of them."
"Can you run a few names for me Frank?"
"These guys involved with Tully?"
"Don't really know; all I've got is a feeling," Rollie admitted. He gave Frank the names
"Call you back shortly," Frank said.

********************

"I didn't mean to upset Jacob," Julie protested again to Jessica.
The two women were sitting at the breakfast bar that separated the kitchen from the living area in Rollie's apartment. Jessica poured another cup of coffee for Julie and gave her a sympathetic smile.
"I know," Jessica replied.
"I was just teasing him; I didn't expect him to get so angry."
"Tully hasn't had many relationships," Jessica continued. At the look on Julie's face she said, "He's been with women but he never formed a strong bond with any of them. Part of it was because he was always moving around with the Marine Corp." Jessica smiled again. "He told me once that he didn't want to leave a woman or family wondering if he was going to come back from a deployment; he also told me he regretted it."
"He never told me that," Julie said. There was just a touch of sadness in her voice.
"I'm a trained Psychiatrist; it's my job to get people to open up. Besides, he's sort of adopted me because of Rollie so I'm like talking to his sister or something." Jessica pointed at Julie. "You on the other hand are definitely not his sister and I'm sure he has other things to talk to you about." She smiled wickedly at Julie.
"Rollie and I have known Tully for a long time and believe me if he was angry he'd tell you in no uncertain terms." Jessica smiled again and added, "Tully's not much of a diplomat." She motioned and the two ladies moved to the sofa. "Where ever Tully's at, you're not the reason he's gone."
Julie chuckled. "I call him Jacob but you and Rollie call him Tully. Why is that?"
"Don't really know. He's always been Tully to us. The first time I met him he said 'Call me Tully' so I have."
Becoming serious again Julie asked in a small sad voice, "Where is he?"
"I think I have an idea," Rollie said coming into the apartment, surprising the ladies. "Or at least why he's not here."
"Where? What?..." Julie stuttered.
Rollie explained his feelings, his hunch, about the SLRC, Missouri Tactical, and Tully. "I think they've taken Tully and plan to use him and his security codes to steal weapons from the academy."
"Jacob's in danger then," Julie responded.
"Have you ever read a story by O. Henry called 'Ransom of Red Chief'?" Julie shook her head but Jessica smiled; she was familiar with the story. "Seems these two men kidnapped the son of a prominent businessman," Rollie continued. "They were going to hold the boy, whose nickname was Red Chief for whatever reason, for ransom. Turns out the boy was such a hellion and gave the men so much trouble that they paid the father to take him back."
Rollie chuckled. "In Tully, I think the SLRC has gotten hold of Red Chief, only on steroids. He'll give them a lot of trouble and they still won't get the codes from him." Rollie slid onto the sofa next to Jessica. "The security code is more than just a group of letters and numbers. There are a retinal scanner and a voice recognition system; the voice system requires numbers and letters. There are also parameters for the stress level in the voice being used. They'll play hell getting Tully to help them, even if he wanted to."
"That could make it hard on Tully," Jessica offered.
"Yeah, it could. But Tully and Ray decided that was the best way they could protect the armory with all of its weapons and ammo."
The landline rang and Jessica answered it. Handing the phone to Rollie, she said, "Frank Wendt."
"Hi Rollie; got some information on those names. Let's see." Rollie head Frank hit computer keys. "Okay, Jorge Mendoza is a recent addition to our fair city and to our records; lots of little stuff here, but nothing serious, at least not so far. I'm waiting for a report from L.A.
Tyrone Jackson is a graduate of our juvenile system. He was first arrested at age 13 for vandalism and he's just been getting more serious as he got older. Arrest for theft, breaking and entering, robbery, and Grand Theft Auto; all while he was still considered a juvenile. Now he's an adult."
"That's a pair to draw too, isn't it," Rollie offered.
"Tommy Smith and this Chang aren't in the system; although Chang has been questioned about some strong arm incidents lately. That's about it. Call me when you find them Rollie. You're not a cop anymore; let the Department handle them." After a few quiet seconds from Rollie, Frank laughed and added, "Never mind. I forgot who I was talking to. Just be careful."

********************

"Chambers is askin around about you and the SLRC," Jorge told Tully.
Tully thought for a second about not answering but decided there was no reason to fight that battle. "Yeah I figured he would. My lady and his are really good friends. I've been out of touch for a couple of days now and Julie probably asked for his help."
"He'll quit looking now," Jorge said. "We had a talk with his man Calvin who was asking all the questions about us. Chambers won't bother us if he doesn't want the same thing to happen to him; or to his lady."
Looking at Jorge for several seconds, Tully got an idea. "Were I you, I'd just leave him alone and for God's sake don't bother his woman. You don't have any idea about this guy. If you go after him or his lady, all you'll do is piss him off. Chambers will be after you like a dog on a bone."
"He's just one guy. What can he do?" Jorge asked with a disbelieving look on his face.
"You heard what happened to Tommy Jackson, the drug dealer?"
"I did," answered Chang. "He tried to strong arm some guy and his woman. The guy and a friend went after Jackson and damned near killed him. Scared him so bad he pissed his pants." Chang snorted. "If Jackson ever gets out of stir, his street rep is destroyed." The Asian looked hard at Tully. "That was Chambers?" Tully nodded and Chang said, "And you were the friend I guess." Tully nodded again.
Jorge watched Tully's eyes get hard as he talked about Jackson. "Chambers and this man are hombres peligros, he said out loud. Chang looked puzzled and Jorge explained, "Dangerous men." He walked over to a covered window, pulled the curtain aside, and looked out.
Before the curtain fell back into place, Tully saw the pillars of a bridge that spanned the Mississippi. He also saw a smoke stack on one of the tugboats on the river go past. I was right, he thought. That's the Eads Bridge so we're on the waterfront north of downtown.
After several minutes he turned away from the window. "I think you should call your friend, this Chambers, and tell him you're okay," Jorge said. "Tell him you're takin a few days vacation." He turned toward Tully. "Do this right and nobody gets hurt; including your friend and your lady."
Tully locked eyes with Jorge for several seconds and then slumped back against the wall. "Okay Vato, whatever you say." Tully looked down, not wanting Jorge to see the hate and anger in his eyes.
Jorge walked over to Tully and cut the rope that bound his hands. Tully rubbed his wrists to restore some circulation and took the cell phone that was held out to him. "Call Chambers now," Jorge ordered.
Tully punched in Rollie's number. After a few seconds Rollie answered. "Hey Chambers; its Jacob Tully. Yeah, I'm okay. No, nothing's wrong; just wanted a few days by myself. Well, if you must know, I'm not real happy with Julie right now. She told me about her old boyfriend coming to town and that she wanted to see him. I can't adjust or adapt to that so I thought I'd take a break. You know, get my head on straight."
Tully listened for a few seconds and continued. "I'm gonna stay at the apartment over the office at the Academy for a week or so; going out there tonight. Tell Brian not to freak out if he hears someone moving around up there." Tully hesitated and added, "Do me a favor and don't call me please. I need to overcome Julie wanting to date another guy. Okay, talk to you later."
Jorge took the phone back. "Very good old man. Now do as you're told and you'll make it through this."
Tully nodded and hung his head again. We'll see who makes it through this, he thought.

********************

"Okay, bye Tully," Rollie said and closed his cell. Turning to Julie and Jessica he said, "That was Tully. He's okay," Rollie said before Julie could start asking questions. "He's in trouble but now I know where he is, actually where he will be, and we can help him."
Julie wouldn't be put off. "Where is he? What kind of trouble?"
"I'm going to call Frank Wendt and get him over here," Rollie said instead of answering Julie's questions. "I'll explain my thinking while we wait for him." Both Julie and Jessica nodded. "Okay first, I can't see Tully not meeting a problem head on," Rollie said. "Can you? If he had a problem he would tell you and discuss the situation; not run away and hide. Ergo."
Ergo what Rollie?" Jessica said. "Don't tease us; Julie's not up to it."
"A group or gang or whatever, calling themselves the SLRC, had a gun deal go south and I think they are the ones that took Tully. I found a brochure under his coffee table, with a section on machine guns underlined. I think Missouri Tactical and the full auto weapons they have in their armory vault are the reason for Tully's disappearance." Julie started to ask something but Rollie cut her off. "Don't ask me to explain why, but it just feels right to me that this bunch of punks is involved."
He waited for the ladies to nod that they were with him. "Now, Tully calls and tells me it's Jacob Tully; he's always been Tully since the first day I met him. He also called me Chambers instead of Rollie. Then he says he can't adjust or adapt to Julie seeing an old boyfriend. He said he can't overcome his jealousy about that."
He turned to look at Julie with a grin. "Remember when I was in your hospital Julie and you came in reading Tully and I the riot act for messing up your schedule?" Julie nodded with a puzzled look. "Tully asked you out for dinner when you got done chewing us a new one. What did Tully say when you said something about him being sure of himself?"
Julie thought for several seconds and returned Rollie's grin. "He said he was a Marine and had been trained to adjust, adapt and overcome."
Rollie nodded and continued his description of the phone call. "Then Tully said he was going to stay at the apartment over the office at the Academy and to tell Brian not to freak out if he heard someone up there tonight."
"What's wrong with that?" Julie asked.
"There is no apartment over the office at the Academy," Jessica answered. "It's a secure file room."
"And Brian doesn't work at night," Rollie continued. "I think Tully mentioned him because Brian is in the middle of this somehow."
The doorbell rang and Rollie said, "That's Frank. Go let him in will you Jessica?"
When Detective Frank Wendt came into the room, Rollie quickly explained his thoughts. "I'm going out to Missouri Tactical and talk to Brian," he said. "Then I'm going to wait around for Tully to show up."
"I'm going with you; I like Tully too."
Rollie shook his head. "I don't want the Department involved in this yet Frank." Wendt gave him a surprised look and Rollie said, "You know how those guys are. They'll sound boots and saddles and send a SWAT team to handle it. Tully could get killed while those guys play John Wayne."
Frank slowly nodded his head. "I didn't say anything about the Department; I said I was going with you. Maybe between the two of us we can get Tully out of trouble. If not, we'll give the SLRC a hell of a scare. We can always call SWAT." He smiled at Rollie and walked toward the door. "You coming?"
"Yeah, I'm coming." Rollie answered. He kissed Jessica and as he joined Frank at the door he said, "You're as crazy as me."

********************

Missouri Tactical Academy was about 10 miles outside of Wildwood, Missouri and about 40 miles from downtown St. Louis, situated on 100 acres surrounded by National Forest on three sides. It was an abandoned farm that Tully had bought at a tax auction. The property had a ten foot high chain link fence with a roll of tangle foot razor wire across the top of the barrier.
The fence and razor wire were a great deterrent to trespassers. The site had outdoor pistol, rifle, and long rifle ranges. Snipers could train out to 1000 yards with state of the art controls. There was also a combat range with pop up targets and tactical situation ranges for pistols and shotguns.
The Academy was an innovative shooting facility. The main building was two stories built over a full and very deep basement. The building was poured concrete and looked like a World War II bunker. The basement had down angled steel plates embedded in the rear walls that deflected bullets harmlessly into a sand pit.
It also contained the indoor shooting ranges. There were 3 pistol ranges, with 10 bays each, which allowed shooting to distances of 25 yards, a small rifle and shotgun range with six bays, which had targets out to 50 yards.
The shortest range was for pistols and was only 25 feet in length. Tully, and most police instructors, felt the average distance a police office would have to use his gun was 7 yards or 21 feet. This short range had targets that turned face on to the shooters for a few seconds and then turned back on edge. It trained the officers to quickly recognize targets, aim and fire.
Frank had never been to the facility and was very impressed with the no nonsense approach taken by the owners. This was not a posh, California type, gun club. "Hell of a place," he said as he and Rollie parked in front of the main building.
"Hey, twice in one week," Ray Jenson said as Rollie and Frank walked into the offices of Missouri Tactical. "You looking for a real job or something Rollie?"
If Tully was a poster boy for retired Marine Gunnery Sergeants, then Ray Jenson was one for a Captain of the U.S. Marines. He was 6'3", with shoulders so broad he'd had to be careful going through the water proof hatches of the ships he often served on for 30 years.
Like Tully, his hair was a salt and pepper mixture; but unlike Tully, Jenson wore his long down his back in a pony tail. He always said he didn't have a chance to be a hippy because he was in the Marines so he was going to be one now.
"Hi Ray. This is Frank Wendt," Rollie said.
"Yeah we met once before," Ray replied. "You're a police detective, right?" Frank nodded and Ray asked, "What brings you out here this time Rollie? Is it something to do with Tully?"
"Not bad for a beat up old Marine Captain," Rollie answered. "Yeah it's about Tully. Let me tell you what's going on and then I want to talk to Brian." Rollie filled in Ray by explaining his 'hunch', what Calvin has found out, and Tully's phone call that morning. "Brian here?"
"Yeah, he's down in the pistol shooting bays, policing brass. Want me to call him to the office?"
"No, I'll go see him," Rollie replied. "Need to talk to him and I don't want to spook him." Rollie turned to leave and asked, "Indoor short range?" Ray nodded and Rollie took the stairs to the lower floor that held the indoor ranges.
"This should be good," Ray said. He turned and pushed a couple of buttons. On a large monitor sitting on the desk, a TV picture of the pistol range showed. "Like a good seat at the game," he said motioning toward the monitor.
"Close circuit TV?" Frank questioned.
"Yeah. We had a female student that claimed one of our instructors tried to teach her more than shooting techniques. After we took care of that we decided we'd keep every area under surveillance. That is in addition to the other security cameras and proximity alarms."
"Proximity alarms. What's that?" Frank asked.
"We have sensors on the fence surrounding the Academy and along the road onto the property from the main highway," Ray answered. "We can tell the minute someone comes onto the property or toward the complex."
"That's a bit of overkill isn't it?" Rollie asked.
"Yeah, I guess it is. We were gonna put in the cameras anyway and contacted Mike in Raleigh about buying them from his company." Ray chuckled. "Guess retirement didn't suit him; he opened a security hardware business about a month after he sold out to Tully and moved to North Carolina.
Anyway, he wanted to test out these proximity sensors. He was thinking of adding them to his inventory. Mike said he'd split the cost with us if we'd install and test them. A deal's a deal so we popped for them. Only place we can't see or don't have sensors is the office, the locker rooms and the bathrooms."
Brian Teller was an unimpressive young man. About 24, the only outstanding thing about Brian was how average he was. He was about 5'8" with dull brown hair, brown eyes and a slender build. If you looked in the dictionary under average, you'd see Brian's picture, Rollie thought.
Rollie walked into the shooting bays and waved. "How you doing Brian?" Pointing at the spent cartridges on the floor he said, "Hell of a lot of brass."
"Yeah, we had a beginning shooters class late this afternoon." Brian continued in a low voice so that Rollie couldn't hear. "Damn instructors could have swept up the brass. But no, leave it for Brian."
In spite of his whispering, Rollie heard Brian's complaint. "How long you been with Missouri Tactical now Brian?"
"It'll be eight months next week. Hope to stay on for awhile; maybe get an instructor's certification."
"I don't think you can get a weapons instructor certificate with a felony conviction on your record," Rollie said.
"What are you talking about? I've never had a felony conviction."
"You will when you're arrested for kidnapping, Grand Theft and whatever other charges I'll bring against you."
"Kidnapping?"
"Jorge and the others in the SLRC kidnapped Tully and they plan to rob the Academy; for full auto weapons I think. You're an accessory so you're just as guilty as they are."



Brian turned a sickly shade of white and eyed the only way out of the shooting bays.
"Don't try it," Rollie ordered and stepped in front of the door. "Even if you get past me, Detective Wendt of the St. Louis Police is waiting on the other side." He shook his head and grimly smiled at Brian. "I don't think you can get past me and of course Ray is out there too. Face it boy, you're screwed. Unless..."
"Unless what?"
"If you tell us how you fit in and what the plan is, I'll tell Wendt that you cooperated. Hell, I'll even tell the judge you came to me because you regretted your part." Brian hesitated, thinking about how he could get out from under the storm that was coming.
"I'll tell you what I know and you jump in anytime," Rollie suggested. "I know that Jorge and the SLRC had a deal with Delgato and it fell through. They contacted you and made some kind of deal for you to help them get automatic weapons from Missouri Tactical. I'm pretty sure they kidnapped Tully to get his security codes." Rollie gave the boy a piercing look. "That about right Brian?"
Brian looked at the ceiling took a deep breath and sighed. "I didn't know they were gonna kidnap Mr. Tully; I swear I didn't. I was supposed to tell them when the guns were cleaned up and ready to shoot. Then I was gonna tell them what times the Sheriff's Department made their security sweeps. That's it."
"Why? Did they offer you money or what?"
"I owe some money to Jorge. He said he'd write off the debt if I helped him; he also said he break my legs if I didn't."
"When are they coming to get the weapons?"
"Don't know for sure, but I think it'll be tonight. I called Jorge yesterday and told him the guns were ready and stored in the armory." Brian hung his head and in a soft voice said, "I drew them a map of the complex."
That supported Tully's phone call, Rollie thought. He raised his head and looked at the security camera. "You get all that Frank?"
"Yeah, I'm on my way," Frank answered over the speaker in the bay. He entered, walked over to Brian and put handcuffs on him.
"You can't arrest me," Brian said. "You got no, what'd you call it, jurisdiction. You're a city cop."
"He's not arresting you," Rollie said. "We're just going to put you somewhere for safe keeping until we deal with your buddy Jorge. Frank, would you lock our boy here in the secure file room please."
"What then Rollie?"
"Guess we'll hide our trucks out back and just hang out and see if Tully shows up." Rollie followed Frank as he led Brian out. After securing their prisoner, they went to the security station that showed the view from the cameras on three monitors. "Now we wait," Rollie said. "Got any coffee Ray?"

********************

"I need my leg, unless you want to carry me," Tully told Jorge. It was around midnight and Jorge had just ordered Tully to lead the way to the door.
Tommy shoved a pair of crutches at Tully. "Make do with these crip!"
Tully took the crutches, stared at Tommy for a few seconds and started toward the door. Seeing the look in the "cripple's" eyes, Tommy stepped back and pulled a pistol from under his jacket. Once outside, he motioned for Tully to get into the back of a panel van. Jorge got behind the wheel and Tully was seated between Chang and Tyrone on the second seat; Tommy sat on the passenger side, turned and kept his pistol on Tully.
Jorge looked in the rear view mirror and caught Tully's eye. "This is the way it's gonna go down. If anyone is there, you'll tell them that Tommy is your cousin and you're just showing him the place. Tell them that we're thinkin about takin lessons for our CCW or something. Got me?"
Tully stared back at Jorge in the mirror then gave him a grim smile and nodded. "We got no problem if the place is empty," Jorge continued. "Either way, you get us into the building and then into the armory." Jorge turned in his seat and looked directly at Tully. "We know there is a numerical security code, you'll give us that code."
"Okay, I'll give you the code," Tully replied. "You don't need me to go with you."
"Don't play dumb, old man. We also know there are a retinal, voice and a finger print scanner; without your eyes, voice and prints, the number codes don't mean shit."
"What happens after you get the weapons?"
"We tie you up, leave you in the armory with the door open, and go on our way," Jorge answered. "It'll be at least a day before someone finds you and we'll be underground by then." Jorge turned back to the front, started the van, and drove away from the waterfront warehouse where they'd been holding Tully.
Somehow I don't believe they're just gonna leave me there, Tully thought. Come on Marine, time to adapt to the situation, he told himself.

********************

At 1 AM, there was no moon; the Academy and the grounds were shrouded in darkness. Ray took turns glancing out of a window and at his security monitor. "Dark as the inside of a black cat out there," he said. "Good night to run an op." Ray bent and stared at the tracking display on his monitor for a few seconds. "We've got company," he said. "A car just passed the outer perimeter; should be here in about three minutes."
"Let's stay frosty," Rollie ordered. "We don't want to tip off Jorge and the boys if this is them."
"You forget who you're talking to," the former Marine Captain answered.
A battered panel van with a crumpled rear quarter panel and faded paint pulled to a stop in front of the office. A man stepped out of the van and looked around; then he motioned and four other figures climbed out to join him. One of the men was on crutches.
"That's Tully," Rollie said in a low voice. He watched as the man that had to be Jorge pushed Tully toward the entrance to the building. "Can we get behind them from the office?" Rollie asked Ray.
"Yeah, but why don't we get ahead of them?" Ray asked with a smile. Rollie looked puzzled and Ray continued. "In the Corp we used to run search and destroy missions; one of the things we did was set up ambushes for the bad guys. We could do the same thing for these guys."
Rollie smiled and nodded. "Frank can wait up in the file room until they get out into the hallway and then he'll be behind them," he suggested.
"I want to be part of the ambush," Frank complained. "Tully's my friend too you know."
"Frank, I may not be able to ask nicely for Jorge and his friends to give it up; I may have to put them down right away," Rollie replied with a serious tone. "It could mean the end of your career if you're involved in that." Rollie walked over and put his hand on Frank's shoulder. "If things go south, call the Sheriff's Department."
Taking three ear bud radio communication devices, Ray handed one to Rollie and Frank. "Courtesy of Mike Thomas," he said." They're the same type used by Marine Force Recon units and the Navy Seals." Ray chuckled and added, "Mike is the king of over kill."
"Give us a heads up when they leave the office Frank," Rollie requested. Frank nodded and Ray led the way toward the armory with Rollie on his heels. Arriving at the security door, he turned to Rollie. "Since it's the place they're headed for, I thought we might spring our ambush from inside. There are several weapons crates that we can hide behind. What'da you think?"
"Sounds like a good plan," Rollie answered. "Jorge and his boys won't expect us to be in there."
Ray ran through the security checks and opened the large vault door. The door would have done justice as a vault door for the biggest banks in St. Louis. There were two rooms in the armory; one large, open bunker like space and a smaller room off to one side with its own security door.
Against each of the three of the walls of the big room were racks of weapons. Each rack held pistols, rifles, or shotguns. The smaller room contained ammunition for the guns.
The vault door was pulled closed and pushed into its frame; but Ray didn't lock it. The door could be locked from inside the room by using a keypad set in the wall next to the door. Once locked it would take explosives to force the door open from the outside.
The two men quickly stacked a few of the crates on top of each other for cover. Rollie pulled three of the large wooden boxes close to the wall on one side of the door. When Tully and his captives entered, Rollie would be behind them; Ray would be facing them from across the large room.
"Stay cool when they get here Rollie," Ray cautioned and then grinned at the look Rollie gave him.

********************

As Tully hobbled toward the door of Missouri Tactical, he saw the tail end of Rollie's truck parked down by the storage sheds that were used for the outdoor ranges. Tully looked down at the ground because he didn't want Jorge and the others to see the look on his face. I'm not alone anymore, Tully thought.
Jorge motioned and Tully used a numerical code to unlock the door to the building. Tommy pushed Tully inside and Chang closed the door behind them. "That door leads to the armory," Jorge said after looking at a hand drawn map. "Lead the way old man."
Tully continued with the labored way he used the crutches and slowly led the men down the hallway to the vault door of the armory. When he got there he saw that the security locks were already opened and he knew someone was in the armory waiting for him. It took a lot of effort to keep the smile off his face. You boys are going to get a big surprise, Tully thought as he went through with bogus procedures to supposedly open the door.
As he entered the armory, Tully could see that some of the crates had been moved. He took three swinging strides with the crutches and dove behind one of the crates to the left of the door. Jorge yelled and followed Tully.
"Hold it right there," Ray yelled and showed himself from behind his hide; he was holding an M16 and pointed it Jorge and the others. Ray had grabbed the weapon from a rack on the wall and loaded it. "Toss your guns toward me and get on your stomachs."
Tommy recovered from his surprise and started to move to the side. "He ordered you to stand still," Rollie said from behind Tommy and the others. Glancing over his shoulder, Tommy saw Rollie holding a large pistol on him. The young man hesitated, and then tried to turn and bring his pistol to bear on Rollie. The high pitched bark of the M16 sounded and Tommy fell to the floor.
Chang paused; he had no intention of giving up but he couldn't decide which of the armed men to attack. He moved to the side; taking two steps to his left he fired at Rollie. Chang never made a third step as Rollie put two bullets into his chest. Tyrone had better sense than Tommy or Chang; he jumped back through the still opened armory door and turned to run down the hallway. As he turned he came face to face with Frank Wendt.
Frank motioned with his own Glock and said, "On your knees and then on your stomach. Tyrone followed the order and Frank secured him with handcuffs and then secured the cuffs around a metal drain pipe running down the wall. That's when he heard Jorge scream, a gunshot and then silence.
Jorge had seen two of his men taken out of the fight and the third run out the door. He screamed in anger and frustration, and then snapped off a shot at Ray. Tully stood, using the crate to steady himself and swung one of his crutches. The polished oak crutch caught Jorge in the throat. The force of the blow snapped the crutch into pieces and Jorge dropped his weapon. He grabbed his throat, made choking sounds and slumped to the floor.
"How's that for a crippled old man?" Tully asked. He started at the stump of the crutch in his hand, dropped it, and using the crate carefully picked up the other crutch. Ray came out from behind the stacked crates and pulling Jorge's hands away from his throat and secured them with a nylon zip tie.
"Clear?" Frank yelled from outside the big room.
"Clear," Rollie confirmed and Frank entered the armory.
"The cavalry's on the way," he said. "I put in a call to the Sheriff's Department; they said they'd bring an ambulance and EMTs with them."
Rollie walked over to his friend. "Hey Tully, long time no see. How you been? What you been up to lately?"
"Just cleaning up some trash," Tully answered and smiled. "Thanks for the help Rollie; you too Ray. Nice to see you Frank."
"All bull aside, are you okay?" Rollie asked.
"I feel like a three legged horse without my peg leg but other than that I'm fine." Tully grinned and sat down on the crate. "Could use a good meal though. Maybe when this is over we can make a run to Rigazzi's."
Rollie took out his cell phone and started to make a call. "No reception in the vault area," Tully said. "You'll have to get out from under all this metal.
Nodding Rollie stepped out and called Jessica. "Found him Jess," he said when she answered. "Yeah he's okay but he needs his leg. We're at the Academy. Would you call Julie and let her know?" He listened for several seconds, and then interrupted her. "We'll tell all about it when you get here; Tully needs his prosthesis." He listened again and said, "I think we're going to be held up out here with the Sheriff's Department for a while. See you soon."
The sound of a siren could be heard coming from the main road up to the office complex. "Guess I better get out there and meet the Sheriff," Frank said.
He left at a trot down the hallway to the front of the building. As he opened the office door, he saw a patrol car skid to a stop. A young Deputy Sheriff, who couldn't have been more than 22 or 23, stepped out of the car as the siren wound down. Using the open car door as cover, he pulled his service weapon and pointed it at Frank.
"Freeze Mister," the young Deputy yelled.
Frank put his hands in the air and thought, great I told them to come quietly and I get a combination of Barney Fife and Dudley Do Right with sirens screaming. "I'm Detective Frank Wendt of the St. Louis Police," he identified himself and took a step toward forward.
"I said freeze," the Deputy repeated.
Frank shook his head. "Look I'm a cop too Deputy. What's your name anyway?"
"I'm Deputy Stiles."
"Okay, look Stiles I don't want to get shot and I especially don't want to get shot by mistake," Frank said. "I'm going to reach into my jacket and get my badge and ID. Okay?" Moving very slowly, Frank pulled out the small leather folder that held his badge and ID card. He held it up so Stiles could see it and took another step forward.
Stiles went into a modified Weaver stance and again pointed his pistol at Frank. "Anyone can flash a fake badge," Stiles said.
Frank stopped for a couple of seconds and then again raised his hands over his head. "I'll just put this on the hood of your car and you can verify who I am." Lowing one hand, he slid the folder across the car toward the Deputy and stepped back; lacing his fingers behind his head. In the distance, Frank could see the lights of at least three more vehicles speeding toward the complex.
Stiles picked up the folder and studied the picture ID and then the badge. He was still looking, turning from the ID to the badge and back again, when another patrol car pulled to a stop beside him. A man climbed out of the car and put on the Smokey Bear hat of the St. Louis County Sheriff's Department.
"What you got Stiles?" The man asked.
"I heard the radio call for a disturbance at Missouri Tactical and since I was closest I hurried over here Sheriff."
"Did you also hear that the call for was for a quiet approach and you weren't supposed to use your siren?" Sheriff Rawlings shook his head. Stiles' was going to be a first rate deputy one of these days but today wasn't it.
Frank waited and listened as Rawlings chewed the Deputy a new one. Rawlings was another of the poster boys for law enforcement. He was tall at 6' 4, with broad shoulders and a slim waist. Rawlings looked like the tight end he'd been in college. Rawlings and Frank had met several times at different law enforcement seminars and symposiums. They were kindred spirits dedicated to law enforcement and had shared a few dinners together after the meetings and classes.
Looking at Stiles, Rawlings ordered his Deputy to holster his weapon. "Hello Frank," Rawlings said. "What are you doing out here in the boonies? And put your hands down, you're embarrassing me."
"Hi Sam. Got a little situation here," Frank answered as he lowered his hands. He quickly explained about Tully's kidnapping, the SLRC, and what the outcome had been. "Tully, Rollie Chambers, and Ray Jenson are still in the armory. There's a guy cuffed to a drain pipe in the hallway and there are three down in the vault; two are dead and the other one probably wishes he was."
Rawlings turned as the other two vehicles came to a stop. "Ambulance is here," he said unnecessarily. Guess we better call for the medical examiner too."
"I'll do it Sheriff," Deputy Stiles offered.
"No, I'll do it. You'll have him charging out here. You go bring out the prisoner and put him in your car," Rawlings ordered. Frank handed the Deputy the key to the handcuffs and the youngster went inside.
Before the EMTs could get their equipment together on a gurney, Stiles returned pushing a staggering Tyrone in front of him. Tyrone had a cut over his left eye and blood was dripping from a cut lip. Rawlings raised an eyebrow at his deputy.
"He tried to grab my gun when I freed one of his hands," Stiles explained with a shrug.
"Looks like you showed him what a bad choice that was," Frank said with a grin.
In the armory, Rollie said to Tully, "You know those guys would have killed you after they got the weapons. What were you going to do?"
"Yeah I know, but it didn't make any difference because they would have never gotten out of the armory." Rollie looked puzzled and Tully motioned with his hand toward Ray.
"There's a button on the interior keypad that will lock the door from the inside," Ray said. "The release is voice activated. Once it's activated, you're not getting out of the vault without a set of numbers spoken by an authorized voice."
"You were going to lock yourself in with those guys?" Rollie asked. "I think Jorge would have been a little upset at you. Why would you do it?"
Tully sighed and looked around the vault for a few seconds. "St. Louis is my home. I've come back to it twice after my military career; once when I retired from the Corp and after my consultant's stint in the sand box.
There was no way I was going to help or let those assholes make my home into a free fire zone." Tully paused and then added, "I was going to lock the door and they wouldn't have gotten me to say the code. We would have been in here until Ray or one of the others got here in the morning."
"There is an alarm that turns on the cameras in here if the door is locked from the inside," Ray explained. "When I got here in the morning the video feed would have been on the monitor on my desk."
"Jorge would have killed you Tully," Rollie said with concern in his tone.
"Maybe, but they still wouldn't have gotten out until Ray let them out." Tully smiled. "Besides they didn't do so good when they grabbed me. If they hadn't drugged me I would've kicked their asses at my place."
Rollie returned Tully's smile. "I believe you would have Tully."
"Rollie," Frank called from the hallway. "Comin in."
"Well come on you sorry excuse for a cop," Tully yelled back. "Don't wait for a written invitation."
"You know you get right down nasty when you don't get enough sleep Sarge," Frank replied. "C'mon the Sheriff's Department is waiting for you guys. They want to talk." Turning to leave he saw Deputy Stiles standing in the door. "In fact, here is one of those fine officers now."



Tully stood and using the remaining crutch made his way out of the armory vault. Stiles stepped closer to help him but a withering look from the Gunnery Sergeant made him back away. I could have told you, Rollie thought. If the man wants help, he'll ask for it.
Tully put the hand not holding the crutch on Rollie's shoulder. "Thanks for coming for me," Tully said in a low voice and then followed Rollie down the hallway.
Rollie slowly led Tully toward the entrance. "Wouldn't have come at all if it weren't for those two nagging women," he said over his shoulder. "First Julie and then Jessica were on me to find you; over and over, they ragged on me. Finally I had to come just to get them to shut up."
Tully used his hand to turn Rollie toward him. "For whatever reason you came, thanks."
Rollie nodded, wiped a tear from the corner of his eye and replied, "You're welcome."
"Hello Ray," Sam Rawlings said as the men came to the front of the building. "Didn't know you were involved in this too. Hi Tully. How about you guys telling me what happened."
For the next hour, Tully, with input from Rollie, told Rawlings about the SLRC, their plans, and how Tully got pulled into it. Just as they were finishing, young Deputy Stiles interrupted.
"Sheriff, there's a lady out there that demands to be let in." Stiles swallowed hard and added, "She said if I didn't let her in she was gonna shove my badge up my....well she threatened me. Said she was a friend of Tully's and a guy named Rollie." As if to himself he said, "Never heard a woman go all ballistic like that."
Rollie and Tully looked at each other and smiled. "Jess," Rollie said. "Could you let them in? Bet you Julie is with her too. See I told you, they wouldn't let me alone."
Getting a nod from Tully, Rawlings said, "Bring her into the office Stiles. Be careful she don't turn you over her knee."
A few minutes later two women stormed into the office. Jessica was in the lead and Rollie had never seen her look more beautiful. She was dressed in one of his old shirts over a tight pair of jeans. Her auburn hair was pulled into a long ponytail and her normally fair complexion was tinted red, either from anger or frustration and her freckles stood out.. Jessica's deep blue eyes were as sharp as a laser as she looked around. She spotted Rollie and Tully and with Julie close behind her hurried to their side.
Jessica grabbed Rollie and held herself close to him with her face buried in his neck. "I'm glad you called," she said softly.
Not to be outdone, Julie had pounced on Tully and was softly crying as he held her with his free arm and tried to balance himself with the crutch. "I'm sorry," she repeated over and over.
He patted her on the back answering, "It's okay; everything's alright." Tully looked over Julie's shoulder at Rollie and raised his eyebrows. Rollie just shrugged and Tully went back to holding his woman.
Jessica separated herself from Rollie and when Julie stepped back Jessica hugged the grizzled sergeant too. She handed him the prosthesis she'd brought from his home. Tully sat in an office chair, put on his leg, and stood. He moved back and forth and took a few steps and then threw the crutch down.
Jessica waited for Tully to finish then said "Didn't I tell you not to play with strangers Tully? You never know where they've been."
"Yes ma'am," Tully answered with a grin. Turning to Rawlings he asked, "Are we done here Sam?"
"Yeah. Y'all probably have to come back for the inquest but that don't mean nothing."
"Good. I'm hungry; let's eat."
"Where to?" Rollie asked.
"I want Italian. Think Tony will still let us in Rigazzi's?"
"You're a bit ripe Tully," Jessica answered. "Let's go back to our place and order a big pizza. You can take a shower and clean up."
"Okay, I guess. But no anchovies."

********************

"I didn't mean to make you mad," Julie said to Tully for the twentieth time.
It was two days after the fiasco at Missouri Tactical and Tully had finally got to go to Rigazzi's. At a large table, there was Tully and Julie, Rollie and Jessica, Frank Wendt and his wife, Ray Jenson and a co-worker of Julies. Ray wife had died several years ago and he was pretty much a confirmed bachelor but Julie was trying to change that fact.
"I know, it was all on me," Tully answered again for the twentieth time.
"I was just teasing about wanting to see Ken," Julie said again.
Tully put his arm around Julie and pulled her closer. "I've been a soldier for a lot of years and don't really know how to deal with women; at least a special woman." Tully grinned at Julie. "So I went home to figure out how to adapt...."
"Adjust, and overcome," the rest of the group finished with him and laughed.
"Didn't work out so good, did it?" Tully asked.
"Oh, I don't know Tully," Frank said. "You save the South Side a lot of bloodshed and trouble."
Julie looked like she was thinking for a moment. "I'm grateful you found Tully, Rollie, but why didn't you get the police involved; I mean more than Frank here?"
Tully chuckled, even Frank smiled. Rollie looked at Julie; he wasn't laughing.
"Because they couldn't have found him," Rollie answered. "Don't get me wrong, Frank and the other cops do a good job. But..."
"But what?" Julie asked.
"They have rules and regulations they have to follow," Jessica answered for Rollie. "If they don't abide by the law they become the same as their targets. Rollie, Tully too, can do what they do and the only line they can't cross is the one they put down themselves." Jessica reached over and took Rollie's hand.
Looking back at Tully Julie suggested, "Maybe you should sell your part of the Academy," Julie suggested. "I mean if bad people are going to come after you for the guns and such."
Tully turned Julie in her chair and looked into her eyes. "Yes I could, and I could go hide in my apartment or a cave and hope nothing bad ever comes along. But that wouldn't be any kind of life, at least not for me, and it wouldn't necessarily mean bad things wouldn't happen anyway. I've gone along so far doing the things I need to do, in places I'd rather not have been and not worry about what might or could happen because of 'bad people' as you call them. I'm not about to pull into a shell, like a turtle, at this late date."
He took Julie's hand. "If we're going to be together, that's something you'll have to accept and get used to." After a few seconds he asked, "What do you think love?"
Julie looked back at Tully for several seconds. She smiled and said, "Screw em, let them come. We'll take them all on."
A small cheer went up around the table. Antonio Rigazzi, the owner of Rigazzi's, came over with a bottle of wine. "This will help with the celebration. Nice to see you back with us Tully." Tony leaned over Rollie's shoulder and whispered in his ear. "I've got a cousin that could use some help Rollie."
"Not tonight Tony; no business tonight," Rollie replied. "Call me tomorrow." Tony nodded and left the table.
"There's a pastor on the South Side that raising a little hell," Frank informed them. "He's playing the race card and says you guys killed those 'poor boys' and got away with it. He said that the law won't punish you but God will judge you."
Tully and Rollie looked at each other. Tully turned toward Frank and said, "We can live with that."
"Works for me," Rollie added with a smile.
The End
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The note taped to the bathroom mirror read:
Johnny,
I've got nothing more to say to you, I can't see things your way and you refuse to see things my way, so I've gone to stay with my sister in California. Please don't try to contact me; I don't want to see you again.
Alyssa
Now I was worried. I'd tried to call my wife Ally, short for Alyssa, at lunch time. We'd had a spat that morning about nothing important and I wanted to apologize for losing my temper. I found the note when I got home from work. There were several puzzling things about that note.
First it was where the note was left. Ally and I always left notes on a cork bulletin board on the kitchen wall next to a key rack. We'd hang our car keys and house keys on that rack when we came home, so we thought that was the logical place to leave notes.
The next thing bothering me about the note was my name is John, not Johnny, Delahome; Ally had never called me Johnny. She said if my parents saw fit to name me John that she wouldn't insult them by calling me a bastard form of the name; Ally really likes my parents.
Another part of the note was a problem because my wife doesn't have a sister living in California; in fact Ally is an only child and her parents had passed away ten years ago. Also worrisome is that my wife never uses her full name. I'd started calling her Ally on our first date, she didn't mind that I shortened her name and she's gone by that ever since. She even signs her checks and credit card slips Ally Delahome.
The final thing that bothered me was that Ally wouldn't have run off without giving me a piece of her mind in person and in my face. I'd learned in our one year of dating and two years of marriage that Ally wasn't a shrinking violet when it came to confrontation. My wife is a passionate Irishman; her maiden name was O'Rourke. She had a temper that was advertized by her long red hair and intense green eyes. Those eyes could be sweet and loving or as sharp as broken glass as they bored through you like a laser. Ally might hit me with a skillet to settle our dispute when I came home but she would have been there.
I walked through the house trying to find more information on Ally's disappearance. None of her clothes were missing from her side of the closet, that I could tell, and her personal items from the bathroom were still sitting on the counter. No woman would leave without taking her clothes and makeup, I thought. Her cell phone was in its charger; that's another thing she wouldn't have left behind. Once we get used to having the convenience of a cell phone, we feel almost naked without one.
I made another pass through the house trying to get a clue as to what was going on. The kitchen was, for Ally, a mess. The dirty breakfast dishes were still on the counter next to the sink, she usually cleaned up before she left for work; Ally leaves about an hour after I do. There was cup was on the floor with the coffee it had held in a puddle around it. That wasn't like Ally.
********************
Ally had been living with two other girls when we met. They had left dirty dishes in the sink for days, empty pizza boxes in the small living room and apparently didn't know that clothes were supposed to be hung up or put in drawers. The two roommates' sloppy mannerisms were a bone of continuation between Ally and them on more than one occasion.
When she moved in with me, Ally let me know in no uncertain terms that our place would be kept clean and orderly. I thought with a small grin remembering how stern she had been. She wasn't a "neat freak" but she liked our place tidy in case someone dropped by for a visit.
After one more look around the house, I grabbed a bottle of Jack Daniels, poured three fingers, added ice and headed outside to our covered patio. I sat down in one of our Adirondack chairs with my mind freewheeling. The bright sunny, but cool, spring evening seemed out of place as I sipped on my drink.
Several unrelated and non relevant things ran through my head. Need to cut the grass this weekend, I thought as I looked out across the yard. Really should finish that cover over the BBQ grill; these chairs could use a new coat of stair before the summer gets here; maybe we should put a couple of fruit trees over in that corner of the yard.
It should be cloudy, rainy, and cold, I continued my thoughts. The sun is bright, I can hear the birds chirping and having a hell of a good time; the kids in the park across the street are laughing and playing. How can everything seem so normal when my world is coming apart?
As I tilted my glass, my brain caught up to my thoughts. "No, this is the last thing I need," I said and lowered the glass. "There aren't any answers at the bottom of a bottle. You find solutions to problems so get off your ass and find a solution for this problem."
I'm what's called a consultant for a company here in St. Louis; Last Call Solutions. Our motto is that we are the last company you'll need to call about a problem or question. We are in a sort of ask and you shall receive business. If you want help setting up or have a problem with IT, we are the Last Call you'll have to make; we solve your problem and/or answer your questions. If you have a problem or want to revamp your security measures, we're your Last Call. We can even research and tell you which machinery will be best for manufacturing whatever your product is. I was a problem fixing and solutions guy but I had no experience with this type of problem.
Returning to the kitchen, I poured the rest of my drink back into the bottle. I wasn't a great investigative mind like Sherlock Holmes or even a detective out of a book like Spenser; the character invented by Robert B. Parker. My mind set was finding the problem and fixing it. Okay, I finally thought, I need to call the police first thing.
My phone call to the police was less than satisfying.
"911, what is your emergency?"
"I came home and my wife is missing," I answered.
"Are there signs of a struggle or break in?"
How do you explain to someone that didn't know Ally why I was concerned about the note she left or the messy kitchen? "No, no sign of a struggle or break in."
"Then you've called the wrong number; this is for emergencies. You can call 555-1234 and they will direct you to your closest police precinct." Then the operator hung up.
I wanted to call back and argue that this was an emergency, but realized that it would be a waste of time. So I called the number I'd been given. After being transferred a few times I finally got to the Desk Sergeant at the 16th Precinct.
"You can't file a missing persons report until someone's been gone for over 24 hours," the Sergeant said after I gave him my name and explained the reason for my call.
"But Sergeant..."
"I'm sorry, Mr. er did you say Delahome? Anyway that's the procedure. I'll make a notation in today's log but that's all we can do at this time." He paused for a few seconds. "Look Mr. Delahome, most times the wife just went on a binge or is mad about something or had an evening with someone and they come home in a couple of days all sorry and repentant." Then he hung up.
"Son of a bitch," I yelled at the dead phone.
My head felt like someone was beating it like a bass drum. Instead of the whiskey I took some Advil for my pounding head and sat down in my easy chair. Need to calm down I told myself and laid my head back. My cell phone going nuts woke me up.
"Hello?" I answered in a gravelly voice.
"Where the hell are you John?" The caller was Thomas Boone, my boss.
"I'm at home." Glancing at the big antique clock on the side board, I saw it was 9 AM. I'd slept through the night and past my normal wake up time.
"I realize that stupid. I mean why aren't you here? We have that meeting with our new customer, James & James, at 11 and we need to have a final discussion before we meet them."
Shaking my head to clear it, I struggled out of my chair while I talked to Thomas. "Something's come up Boss. I can't come in today so you'll have to handle the meeting."
"What could be more important than increasing our business by 20 percent?"
I hesitated for almost a minute.
"John, you still there?"
"Yeah, I'm still here." I hesitated again, for just a few seconds this time. Thomas was more than my boss; he'd been the best man at our wedding, he was my mentor and my best friend. We'd know each other and been friends since the second grade; sometimes it seemed like a hundred years. "Ally's gone," I told him.
"What'da you mean gone?"
"I came home and found a note that said we were done and she was gone."
"Bullshit," Thomas said in a loud forceful voice. "Ally wouldn't leave like that."
"I know and that's what's got me worried." I explained about our argument, my misgivings about the things she'd written in the note, the fact that none of her clothes or personal items were missing and finally about the messy kitchen.
"You're right, something isn't Kosher here. Ally might have waited and beat you about the head and shoulders with a broom but she'd never just up and leave."
Thomas knew Ally pretty well; they'd worked together at Software Solutions before he started Last Call. He'd tried to get her to come to work for him, but by that time Ally and I were living together. She thought it wouldn't be a good idea for us to work together too. Ally said she had her hands full with me at home; she didn't need it at work too so she stayed with her job.
"Don't move, I'm on my way," Thomas told me.
"What about the account meeting?" I asked. I was grateful he was coming but I didn't want him to throw away a profitable new customer.
"I'll have Sarah handle the meeting. It was only to stroke their egos anyway. J & J's team are all men and with Sarah there they won't even know that I'm not."
Thomas was right; if you were a normal, heterosexual male, it would be hard to pay attention to anything or anyone but her. Sarah is a stone cold fox. She's probably the most beautiful woman I've ever known personally; with the exception of my Ally of course. When Sarah walked through a bar or someplace public she got the attention of most men and some women. They would watch her and curse the gods that she wasn't with them.
Sarah's beauty was both a curse and a blessing. People, both men and women, underestimated her because of her looks. Many didn't take her seriously, to their own detriment. She was about as sharp as they come. Sarah had a BA from NYC and MBA from Wharton, one of the premier business schools in the world and she was working on a PHD.
Sarah was also a lesbian. It always made Thomas and me laugh at how men fell all over themselves trying to get her attention and get close to her; not knowing that she could care less about them. Ally especially thought it was funny because Thomas had tried to romance Sarah when they met at a business seminar. He didn't make any headway but he did piss off Sarah's partner a bit. Instead of dating her, Thomas hired her.
"I'll be right there," Thomas continued. "Don't do anything stupid."
Going into the kitchen to make coffee, I saw something I'd missed before. To one side of the kitchen door, sort of pushed aside, I noticed a piece of cloth on the floor and picked it up. It was an oval patch with the name Bill embroidered on it. The patch was the kind mechanics and service station workers wore. Still attached to it was a piece of what looked like a striped shirt; again like the type mechanics wore.
Who is Bill and what is his name patch doing in our kitchen? I asked myself as I cleaned up the mess. I know, it's a funny thing to do but Ally wouldn't like the place looking like it did. Sitting down at breakfast bar, I waited for the coffee to brew and tried to think what to do next.
While waiting for Thomas, I made a call to 16th Precinct and talked to another Desk Sergeant. This time he took down the information for the report and asked that I come in to sign the paper work. Then I jumped in the shower, shaved, and generally got myself ready to face the day. As I finished, Thomas knocked on my door.
"Well, you look better than I thought you would," he said as he came sweeping into my house.
Thomas was always like that, taking charge and larger than life. We are both 30 but that's where the resemblance ends. At 6'1" I'm a little taller than average but I had to look up six inches to see Thomas's face. I weigh about 200 pounds and seem slender beside Thomas at around 270. He also has the build that Arnold Schwarzenegger, in his prime, wished he had.
People know he is a big man but they have no idea what Thomas hides beneath the suits he wears at work. It's only around the pool or playing a shirts and skins basketball game that his true size shows. Jealous or envious men wouldn't stop with his size; they also resented his hero like good looks. Women looked at him the way men looked at Sarah and Ally too. In my mind too many men paid too much attention to my wife.
Overzealous attention from some men had caused Ally to grab my arm to keep me from rearranging some jerk's face more than once. She'd pull me out of the situation and would pretend she was angry with me but she would have a little smile on her face. She liked the idea that I would fight for and protect her.
When we were in the Army, the brass even used Sergeant Thomas Boone on recruiting pamphlets and posters as the perfect specimen of an Army soldier. On patrol in Afghanistan he used to say I had the best deal because I was a smaller target. The only thing we had in common physically was that we both had dark hair and blue eyes.
I showed Thomas the note that Ally had supposedly left. He looked for me for a couple of seconds. "You put all those things you told me together and I agree that Ally didn't write this note. And therefore everything in it is bullshit. What do ya want to do?"
Shaking my head I looked back at him.
Thomas reached over and pushed at my shoulder. "I've got your back and I'll save your ass just like I did in the sandbox."
Even in my worried mindset, I had to laugh. It was an old joke between us that Thomas had saved me in Afghanistan; truth of the matter was just the opposite. Our squad had been on patrol outside of Farah and was attacked. Instead of finding cover and hunkering down, I pushed my men on through the ambush to the safety of a building where we could fight off the Taliban. During the rush to cover, I shot two men that were angling to fire at Thomas.
"I'd know how to handle a few Mujahidin insurgents; this is a different game," I replied. "I've called the cops and still have to go to Precinct and make a formal report, but I haven't got an idea after that." I paused for a moment and added, "The one thing I do know is that Ally didn't leave me; at least not on her own."
Thomas nodded in agreement. "Okay, what else you got besides what you've told me?"
I reached over to the table, picked up the name patch I'd found, and handed it to Thomas. "Found that on the kitchen floor near the back door."
"Looks like it's from a mechanic's or some type of service person's shirt," he said.
"That's what I thought. Sometime while I waited for you to get here, my brain must have kept working because now I think I may know who this could belong to." Thomas waved with his hand for me to go on. "We use the same gas station, that one at Chippewa and Kingshighway, two blocks from our building most of the time. There's a guy by the name of Bill that works there."
I paced across the kitchen. "Ally said that he was always nice to her. He'd clean her windshield or offer to check the oil even through it's a self service station." I hesitated for several seconds. Then I muttered more to myself than out loud, "I should have handled it."
"Handled what?" Thomas asked.
"Ally said that this Bill was getting a little too friendly and she was going to have a word with the owner. She specifically told me that she would handle it. When I tried to argue, she said the last thing she needed was to have to bail me out of jail, and besides she was a grown woman and could take care of herself." I added, "She was probably right, I would have had a very serious talk with this guy but Ally and I did get into a spat about it."
"We going where I think?" Thomas asked. I nodded and he said, "Let me stop at my car and get my Colt." He laughed at the look on my face. "Hey if you can carry so can I."
The service station looked like any other on a busy intersection. There were four pumps and two open bays where the actual mechanical work was done. I pulled my truck in front of an empty bay and got out of the truck. As I did, Jim Dawkins, the man that owned the station, came over to meet me. I knew him by sight if not personally.
Dawkins was about 45 with graying hair and a hard face. He wasn't that tall at 5' 8 but he must was solidly built with a barrel chest. His hands were stained with grease and he carried a 42 inch breaker bar.
"If you're here about Bill, I've already fired him," Dawkins said. He didn't seem to be happy to see me.
"What?" I asked.
"Your wife made a complaint about him and it wasn't the first one I've had about Bill gettin too friendly with the females customer, so I fired him." Dawkins frowned and said, "He sure was pissed. Ifin I hadn't have been holding this breaker bar I think he would've tried to kick my ass." The man paused and continued, "My wife's mad at me too cause he's her cousin or some such."
"Where's he live Mr. Dawkins; I need to talk to him."
"Don't believe I'll tell you. Ifin I do, you might just beat the hell out of him and my wife's mad enough at me."
"Mr. Dawkins, I need to talk to Bill," I replied.
"Like I said, don't think I'll tell you anything," Dawkins said as he patted his palm with one end of the breaker bar. "And I don't think you're big enough to make me."
As I was debating my next move, Thomas got out of the truck. He'd taken off his suit coat and tie and rolled his shirt sleeves up showing off his huge forearms. Thomas stepped around the front of my truck and said, "If he isn't, I am." Dawkins weathered face paled as the big man walked toward him.
"I wouldn't hit Thomas with that bar," I suggested to Dawkins. "You'll just piss him off."
"I don't think you understand," Thomas said to Dawkins, looking him in the eye. "That wasn't a request; it's a demand." He put a large paw on the man's shoulder and exerted a little pressure. "Now where does Bill live?" Before Dawkins could answer, Thomas continued. "In fact, we want to see your employment records on him."
Dawkins winced at the pressure on his shoulder and started to raise the breaker bar but seeing the look on the big man's face changed his mind. He dropped the bar, nodded, and led us into his office. Dawkins pawed through a file cabinet that had seen better days and handed me a folder. Inside was an employment application that showed Bill Dixon's address; no phone was listed.
He had gone to O'Fallon Trade School in St. Louis and taken courses in auto mechanics. According to the app, Bill was 25and the person to contact in case of an emergency was Jim Dawkins; there was also a photo of him which showed him to be about 6 feet and slender to the point of being thin, with blond almost white hair and brown eyes. He looked like he'd been rode hard and put away wet.
"Looks like something you'd find under a rotting log," I said after looking at the picture. "You have a phone number for him?" I asked Dawkins.
"Nope, he said he didn't need one at his place and didn't want to spend the money for a cell."




"Thanks for your help Mr. Dawkins," I said and started to leave the office.
Thomas stepped closer to Dawkins and said, "I know you said Bill doesn't have a phone but we wouldn't like it if we found out you got hold of Bill and warned him we are looking for him." He put his hand around Dawkins' neck, squeezed a little. "Understand?"
Dawkins nodded so hard I thought his head would fly off. "Yes sir. Don't care if I even talk to him again. I knew Bill had some trouble down home, but he's my wife's cousin or somethin. So, you know?" Dawkins shrugged his shoulders and went back to the car he'd been working on.
I started the truck and headed for the apartment building listed as Bill's home address. It was in a less than a prosperous area. The two story building had once been a fine residence but apparently hard times had befallen the owners because it was just a few years away from being a dump.
"Wouldn't be a bad place with some work and renovation," I told Thomas as we walked to the manager's office just inside the entrance.
"Yeah, nothing a bulldozer starting at one corner and going to the opposite one couldn't fix," he answered.
I knocked on the manager's door, waited about twenty seconds and knocked again. A man came down the stairs from the second floor. "He ain't at home," the man said.
"Thank you," I replied. "Do you know when he might be back?"
"Naw, he's downtown at the court house; somethin about a license for the building." The man coughed for several seconds. "Too damn many cigarettes. Anyway this place is falling apart and the city inspector is threatening to keep the owner from renewing his license to run an apartment building."
"Do you know which apartment is Bill Dixon's?" Thomas asked.
"Yep, but he ain't here either. Left yesterday morning early and ain't been back."
"Which apartment please," Thomas repeated.
"He lives in the basement apartment at the back." The man looked at us for a bit and asked, "Anything else?" I shook my head and he continued out the door.
We walked around the building and saw the entrance to the basement apartment. I knocked on the door two or three times and then tried turn the doorknob; apparently the door was locked.
"Guess we'll have to come back when the manager is here," Thomas said with a grin.
"Guess so," I replied and put my shoulder to the door. "No wait its open," I said as I pushed my way through the lock and into the apartment.
The old man had been right, Bill wasn't at home. From the looks of the place he'd left in a hurry. There were some clothes scattered around the one room apartment. The bed hadn't been made but then again it didn't look like it'd ever been made. The kitchen was a disaster area with stacks of dirty dishes in the sink and the trash can was overflowing.
"Not something you'd see in House Beautiful, is it?" Thomas said. "Hell, I'm a slob and my place never looks this bad." He grinned and added, "That's why I have the lovely ladies come over; to clean my place."
That was another sort of inside joke. The only person I'd ever met that was as concerned with things being clean, neat, and tidy as Ally is Thomas. In the Army, he cleaned his weapon daily, even if it had never been out of our quarters. His rack and foot locker were always inspection ready. Thomas even had a local woman tailor his clothes because he didn't like the way the G. I. issue hung on him.
"There's sand and stuff in the air that can damage my weapon and I might need it one day," was his reasoning. He may have been right because his rifle never jammed or misfired; others who were less concerned couldn't say the same thing.
"Yeah, you and Ally are the two biggest slobs I know," I said and laughed.
"Why are we in Bill's apartment when he isn't home?" Thomas asked.
"Might be something that will tell us where he went. If he took Ally, we'll need an idea of where he took her," I replied.
"When did you get all detective like?"
"It's just common sense. Don't take a Magnum P I or Mike Hammer to figure that out." I walked over to a beat up wooden dining room table that had a lot of papers and mail on it. "So let's see what we can find."
Leafing through the stack of papers on the table I came across three or four letters from an Emily Swanson. It was apparent from the content that this was Bill's mother. The return address was Clinton, Arkansas. I called Jim Dawkins.
"Who's this Emily Swanson?" I asked. With what I'd read in the letters I knew the answer but I wanted to double check.
"That's Bill's mother, she remarried after Bill's father died. She lives outside of some hick town in Arkansas." Dawkins answered. "Bill's a real red neck type, you know."
We got back into my truck and Thomas said, "By the way, have you checked Ally's credit card records for usage?"
"I knew you were good for something," I replied as I shook my head.
"I can do it on my smart phone but let's get back to your place where I can use your computer; it'll be easier and faster. We'll find out pretty quick."
Credit checks, back ground checks, and financial information wasn't in my wheel house but apparently it was easy for Thomas. It only took him about five minutes on my computer to get into the credit card files. It showed several charges on Ally's card.
Thomas ran up Google maps, input a request for directions from St. Louis to Clinton and then pointed at the screen. "Looks like she's heading south," Thomas said. "The first usage was at a McDonald's in Rolla, the next time it was in Springfield for gas." If Ally's with Bill, looks like they're on the way south back to his hometown, back to Clinton."
"So are we," I replied. I stuffed a couple of changes of clothes in a duffle bag and walking over to a cedar chest located against the far wall of the living room I opened it. Reaching inside I pulled out my Glock 21C in its paddle holster and fastened it to my belt. My concealed carry permit allowed me to be armed. The cool spring weather made a good excuse for the jacket I threw on to hide the pistol. "C'mon," I said.
"If we start looking for Bill in a small town and people tell him about it he might recognize your truck. He's never seen mine." I nodded and he said, "My apartment is on the way, I'll grab some stuff and we'll head out."
Thomas' truck is a wolf in sheep's clothing. Once you've met or spent time around Thomas, you'd never forget him; his truck was just the opposite. The twenty year old, 1992 Ford, pickup looked like it was ready for the junk yard. At one time the truck had been a two tone blue; now the main color was rust red/brown.
It's under that nondescript, forgettable body that made the truck special. The Police Interceptor engine generated over 400 HP with a top speed of over 150 MPH. The chassis, suspension, exhaust, and brakes had also been beefed up. Thomas' truck could compete, power wise, with a lot of the Nascar Sprint cars.
After stopping at Thomas' apartment, we were very quickly on I-44 South, pushing the speed limit. Thomas set the cruise control and sort of leaned back in his bucket seat.
"Once we get outside the city, I'll pick up a little speed," he said. "No need to get stopped by a State Trooper. It'll take a little under five hours to get there and Bill has a full day's head start, but we'll find him and Ally," he said with conviction.
"That's pretty quick," I offered. "It's better than 300 miles to Clinton."
"Yeah, but we're in my truck. Once we get on those secondary roads I can let the horses run," he replied.
After a couple of hours on the road, Thomas pointed at my Glock and asked, "You plan on killing him?"
"All I want is Ally back safe and sound." I looked out the window for a minute. "If he's hurt Ally all bets are off though." Turning toward Thomas as he drove I said, "If that bothers you, let me off at the next place I can rent a car and I'll go on alone."
"Doesn't bother me," he replied. "If he's hurt Ally, I'll want a piece of him too. Just don't want to lose my best employee; got too much time and money in you for you to go to jail." He glanced at me and then back at the road. "If need be, I'll help put him away and dig half the hole."
I reached over and patted Thomas on the shoulder. It felt good to know that he had my back; no matter what.
We stopped at the service station just south of Springfield where Ally's card had been used. The Hep U Sef station was small with only four gas pumps and a convenience store. The clerk didn't remember a man fitting Bill's description, but using Ally's credit card there would have been no need to go inside. While Thomas filled up with gas, I made a pit stop.
The two restroom's doors were outside on one side of the store. The door to the ladies room was propped open with a trash can. Coming out of the men's room, when I passed the open door I glanced in. There was something written on the mirror above the sink. It looked like lipstick was used.
Help. I've been kidnapped. Am in blue Chevy sedan, license TXW 554. Headed south on 65. Call police.
Ally Delahome
I was excited for two reasons. First it proved I'd been right; Ally hadn't left me. And second, it was the first indication that we were on the right trail. I called Thomas to show him the note.
"Guess he's heading for Clinton like we thought," he said.
"C'mon," I told him. "We can't be more than a day behind them."
********************
I should have let John handle the situation with Bill, Ally thought as her captor tied her hands again and pushed her into his car. Course I never thought Bill was crazy enough to kidnap me. Ally had never meant for the mechanic to be fired; she'd only wanted him to leave her alone.
Ally had been upset with John the morning after she'd talked to Dawkins. John said he was the husband and the man and should have confronted Bill about the problem. Ally argued that she was fully capable of taking care of herself. Their talk escalated into a heated argument. It wasn't five minutes after John left for work that both he and Ally regretted the spat.
She took the trash out to the trash cans in the alley before she left for work and forgot to lock the door when she returned to the kitchen. As she began to clean up, the back door opened and Bill stomped in with a large hunting knife in his hand.
"Why did you talk to Uncle Jim?" Bill asked. "The old fool fired me." His face and the tone of his voice showed that he was upset. "I know you secretly want to be with me instead of that pretty boy you're married too." Bill stopped for a few seconds; seemingly lost in thought. Then he smiled. "I know, I bet that punk husband of yours made you talk to Uncle Jim and get me fired. Yeah, that's it; he made you do something you didn't want to do. I should kick his ass for that."
"You're wrong Bill, I love my husband and don't want to be with anyone but him," Ally said trying to keep calm. As she edged away from the angry man and picked up a small skillet she'd been cleaning. "I suggest you leave before I call the police."
"No, you want to be with me. We'll go to my home town; my Mom lives there on the farm. She'll take us in."
"You're crazy if you think I'm going with you," Ally responded.
Bill took two strides toward her and backhanded her, knocking her to the ground before she could use the skillet. "Don't call me crazy," he yelled. "The people at the hospital called me crazy and I had to hurt them; I'll hurt you too."
While she was dazed, he picked her up, almost like a rag doll, and took her to the alley where his car was parked. He threw her in the passenger seat and tied her hands and feet.
Ally drifted in and out of awareness for the next 30 minutes; although she never did fully lose consciousness. In one of her waking moments she looked out of the car's windshield and the side window she saw a big green and white sign that said "Eureka, next 5 exits". She realized the car was headed southwest on I-44.
After a little over three hours on the road, Bill stopped at a little station just south of Springfield to put gas in his car. He swiped my credit card through the reader. Great, he's using my own credit card to kidnap me, Ally said silently.
"I need to use the restroom Bill." He shook his head. "I need to put some cold water on my eye and go to the bathroom." Bill shook his head again. "If you don't let me I'll pee all over your car."
Bill stared at me for several seconds as he kept filling the gas tank. As the pump shut off, he nodded. "I'll pull up in front of the door and wait for you. Don't try nothin," he ordered.
Parking the car right in front of the door to the ladies room, he came around to the passenger side and untied me. The door to the ladies was propped open with the trash can. I took my purse, got out of the car and entering the bathroom closed the door. Soaking some paper towels with cold water, I put the compress on my face.
As I started to leave I had an idea. Taking a lipstick from my purse I wrote a note on the mirror asking for help and giving a description of Bill's car and his license number. I peeked out the door and Bill was on the far side of the car. Propping the door open, the same way it had been, I quickly climbed into the car. Bill got in and motioned for my hands which he tied but at least this time they were in front of me. I hope someone sees my note and calls the cops before it's too late.
********************
"I need to drive," I told Thomas. "If I don't I just sit there thinking bad thoughts." Thomas tossed me his keys and we left the Hep U Sef station headed south on U.S. 65.
"Should we call the police and try to get their help?" He asked.
"You can if you want, but it's too late. If Bill is headed for Clinton he's already there. And even if we can get the Missouri cops to notify the Arkansas police, it may be too late for them to do anything."
U.S. 65 is a very wide two lane highway. It widens to four lanes for exits to the towns but then returns to a two lane through the country side. I had to slow down sometimes for traffic around the exits but I put Thomas' Interceptor engine to the test once we were in the clear. The highway cut through the valleys between the high hills where it could and sometimes climbed through the hills. There were only a few times we even saw another vehicle so we had the road pretty much to ourselves.
It's a little over five and a half hour drive to Clinton from St. Louis at the speed limit. We pulled into the small town four hours and ten minutes after we left St. Louis.
"Glad we brought your truck," I said. "We made good time."
"I was beginning to think we'd get here before Dixon and Ally did," he replied with a grin.
Clinton is a typical small community of 2600 people. This doesn't include the outlaying farms and houses that aren't within the city limits but have a Clinton mailing address. There are older residential areas spreading back into the surrounding tree covered hills from the main road and a lot of business sites lining the highway for a couple of miles on either side the town. McDonalds, Hardy's, Taco Bell and other fast food places were prominent on the main thorough fare.
"So what do we do now?" Thomas asked. "Bars are usually a good place to get information but I don't see any."
"I used your smart phone to find out a little about Clinton while you were driving," I replied as I slowly cruised through the small town. "It's in a dry county so there are no bars or even a place to buy liquor."
Thomas asked, "What'da you do if you want a drink? How the hell do you live if you can't get a beer now and then?"
"According to what I read, if you want beer or liquor you go to the next county. Closest place seems to be about 20 miles east."
"Twenty miles over back county roads just to get a beer? Don't think I could handle that," Thomas offered with a grin. Turning to look at me he said, "Let's find a barber shop; those are usually a good place to get information."
"Or, instead of sitting around a room with a bunch of men, who don't know us and wouldn't trust us, we could go to the post office," I suggested. "The Post Master or whatever can tell us where Emily Swanson lives."
********************
"This place is like something out of Deliverance," Ally said aloud as she walked around the bedroom she was lock in for the hundredth time. "I can almost hear the banjos playing."
The room was about 12 by 12, with a double bed against one wall. There were two doors, one was the entrance to the room and one led to the bathroom, plus one window; the wooden shutters outside had been closed over the window. Ally opened the window and pushed against the shutters. "I'll never force that open," Ally said. "This room looks like something that was added on". The walls had faded and peeling wallpaper and there were no other decorations.
"Hell, even when it was new, that wall paper sucked," Ally said.
She hadn't had a chance to get a good look at the house when Bill parked in front of it. He had spent three hours or so driving the back roads around the area, so it was dark when they came to the house.
"Gotta make sure no one is following us," Bill had told her.
Not going to help you, Ally thought as she hung her head. "When John finds us, he'll rip your head off and crap down your neck," she told Bill. "Take me back to town and let me go. I'll catch a bus or whatever back to St. Louis and persuade John not to follow you."
"Bullshit, Cousin Jim won't tell him anything and he can't find us. Beside, you belong to me now."
When they stopped in the front yard of the house, Bill came around to help her out of the car. Her hands were still tied but her feet were free. Ally kicked Bill in the groin and when he huddled over she started to run. She made it about twenty yards before he caught up to her. For the second time he backhanded Ally, knocking her to the ground.
"Don't try that again," he yelled as he helped her to her feet.
Ally's Irish temper showed itself and she tried to kick him again. Bill caught her leg and pulled her in close where she couldn't use her feet.
"Guess I'm gonna have to teach you some manners," he threatened as he drug her toward the house.
Bill walked her into the house and into the bedroom where he untied her hands. Watching her carefully, he backed out of the room and Ally could hear the door being locked.
"Things don't look good for the home team," Ally said.
********************
"Why y'all want to know where Miss Emily lives?" The clerk behind the counter at the post office asked. The name plate on the counter read "Bertha Smith". Bertha was somewhere between 50 and 65 with gray hair worn in a French roll gathered at the back of her head. In spite of her age and appearance, she was full of life and gave the impression that she didn't take sass from anyone.
"Mrs. Smith," I began.
"It's Miss Smith. Never been married; came close a couple of times. Seems somethin always got in the way of me gettin hitched. I caught one of them squiring around a waitress from over to Greenbrier and the other one got on my nerves. Sent both of them packin."
I smiled at Miss Smith, impressed with her directness and attitude. She appeared to be full of life and enjoying it.
"Well, Miss Smith," I continued. "My name is John Delahome and this is Thomas. We're on our way to Greers Ferry Lake and thought we'd stop by and see Bill. He did some car repairs for me and I never got a chance to pay him before he left St. Louis. So if you could give me directions to his Mother's place, it'd be helpful."
Bertha stared at me for several seconds and snorted. "Sonny, just cause I live in a small town in Arkansas don't make me stupid. That story is just like the cow patties out in the pasture; it's bullshit. Now why do you want to see Bill?"



Thomas stepped over to the counter, dwarfing Bertha and asked, "Ma'am, why don't you give us the information we what and be done with it?"
"Sonny you better step back and mind your manners. You're not too big to take a switch to."
I laughed and shook my head. Thomas was shocked that anyone wouldn't react to his size; especially a little old woman like Bertha. When she threatened him, it blew his mind and he did what she said; Thomas stepped back. For almost a minute I stared at Bertha and she looked back at me. Finally I made up my mind. "Miss Smith, my wife is gone and I think Bill took her."
"Took her as in they ran off together or took her as in kidnapped her?"
"I think he took Ally, that's my wife and made her go with him," I answered. A little of the anger and concern showed in my voice.
"That's what I figured," Bertha replied. I raise an eyebrow in question and she continued. "John, you're a nice looking boy and you got good manners; no woman in her right mind would leave you for Bill. He always was a problem boy; about two degrees off plumb, if you know what I mean. Bill was put in the nut ward at the hospital over to Conway, but he busted out and ran off to St. Louis. Bill ain't worth the powder to blow him to hell, but I'd donate it ifin I could get someone to do the job."
"The hospital didn't go after or search for him?" I found it hard to believe that they wouldn't have tried to bring an inmate back.
"It's a small place and since they didn't think Bill was dangerous so they just sorta forgot about him." Bertha shook her head. "Guess you don't agree he ain't dangerous do you?"
"So will you help me, Miss Smith?"
"Call me Bertha; everyone does." She seemed to hesitate for several seconds while I held my breath. Pointing at my waist where my jacket had pulled to the side and showed my Glock. "Y'all plan on killin him? Y'all gonna have your revenge on Dixon?"
"My only plan is to get Ally back; peaceful if I can but I will get her back," I answered as I looked Bertha in the eyes. "But make no mistake, if Bill gets between me and her, I'll put him down if need be."
Slowly Bertha nodded her head. "I'll take your word on that John. Bill's good for nothin and Emily knows it, but he's her son and she still loves him. He given her nothin but grief since he was a teenager; but she don't deserve the hurt of seeing him killed." She took a large note pad, wrote something on it, and handed it to me.
"That's the address; Rural Route 2, Box 12." Bertha gave me detailed directions, what roads to use and how far on each road. "When y'all pass the drag strip, the house is the fourth one on your left; there's a mail box with Swanson and the number painted on it. The house is about a quarter mile off the main road in the middle of some heavy woods. "
I read the directions and nodded. "Thank you Bertha Smith."
"Tell me John, why didn't you go to our police?" Bertha asked. "We've got a small force but our Police Chief, Todd Williams, is a good man."
I explained how the St. Louis Police had been tied up in their procedures and hadn't been very helpful. "I wasn't sure how your police would handle it; Dixon being from around here and all. I know how Thomas and I will. Thanks again Bertha."
"Be careful, Bill don't look like much but he can be a handful." She looked over at Thomas. "Reckon you can be more than a handful. Good luck John. "
********************
I'm going nuts being stuck in this room, Ally thought. Looking through the gap between the shutters, she could see that it was later in the day. It's only been one night and part of a day and I'm ready to beat my head against the wall. Pacing back and forth isn't going to help. She sat down at the table against one wall; the table, chair and the bed were the only furniture in the room.
Just then the door opened and Bill walked in. He was carrying a tray with a plate and a cup on it. "Brought you an early supper; it's my Ma's beef stew. It's really good," he said as he sat the tray on the table. "I made the coffee."
"Why did you kidnap me?" Ally asked. "John and I aren't rich so you can't get much money out of us."
"I told you; I know you want to be with me instead of that pretty boy you're married too. You won't admit it so I made the choice for you."
"You're crazy. I love my hus...." Ally began.
Bill rushed her and put his hands around her neck. "I'm not crazy. Don't you say that." Ally's face started to turn red and Bill dropped his hands. "You love me and I know it. I'll have to teach you to tell the truth."
Ally gulped oxygen back into her lungs and coughed several times. "That's going to be an expensive lesson," she threatened." She stared at Bill with hatred and vowed to herself that she'd never let him touch her in a romantic, physical way.
"Eat your lunch," Bill ordered. "I'll come back in an hour or so and take you around the farm; it's gonna be your new home." He left the room and Ally could hear the door lock behind him.
Ally had thought about throwing the cup of coffee at Bill but when he told her he'd be taking her outside she decided to wait. I'll have a better chance at getting away then, she thought.
It was less than the hour he'd promised, when Bill unlocked the door and stepped into the room. He was holding a long nylon zip tie in his hand. "I'm gonna take you out side for a spell," he said. "Ifin you can behave I'll tie your hands in front of you; it'll make it easier to walk around. Ifin you won't, I'll have to put your hands behind you. What's it gonna be?"
Ally didn't hesitate; she stood and held out her hands. She had no intention of "behaving" but it'd be easier to mount an attack or run with her hands in front of her once she was outside the house.
Bill zip tied her hands and led her out of the room, through a kitchen, and out the back door into the yard. It was a bright sunny spring day but the wind was a little sharp so he put his mechanics jacket around her shoulders. He pointed and began to tell her about the farm.
"Me and Ma will learn you how to be a real farm wife," Bill said. "My friend Fred is a preacher of his own church and he'll marry us tomorrow."
"I'm already married," Ally stated.
"City marriage don't count down here," Bill replied. "We get married tomorrow."
Ally held her tongue. No use arguing with this demented fool, she thought. Ally looked around to see if there was anything that could help her get loose and escape. All the fields were to the west of the house and there was a thick ring of trees surrounding the north, south and east sides of the home place. The woods came within sixty feet of the building. A shed sat close to the west corner with a couple of pieces of farm machinery in front of it. Maybe I can get over to that tool shed, cut this zip tie, and get away, she thought.
********************
I slowed as I past the turn off to the Swanson place and read the mailbox.
"That's it," Thomas said. Then he chuckled and added, "Duh."
Driving on past the road about a hundred yards, I turned around and came back to the turnoff for the farm. Slowly I made the turn, drove into the tree line for a short distance and parked the truck.
"We'll do a recon on foot," I ordered.
"It's like being back in the sand box," Thomas offered.
I pointed around at the trees and countryside. "Not hardly," I replied. "And considering Ally, this is more important."
"Yeah, there is that." Thomas looked at me. My hands were shaking a little and my movements were quick and jerky. "You okay?" He asked.
"Have to be, don't I?" I'd been on an adrenaline high almost all day; everything was more intense and vivid. Back in the sand box, this was a normal everyday thing; I'd forgotten the stress that adrenaline puts on your body. I was going to crash pretty soon, coming down from the high. Just hope it waits until Ally is safe, I thought.
We got to where we could just barely see the Swanson house through the trees and went into recon mode. Thomas took the left side of the line we'd chosen and I took the right. One of us would advance several yards and stop behind some type of cover like a big tree or bush. Then the other would advance and leaf frog that position for a short distance. This action was repeated until there was only a thin line of trees left before the open space around the house.
Circling we went through the woods to face the back of the house. Once we'd gotten within what we thought was a hundred yards of the place we didn't speak; we used hand signals learned in the Army and on patrol in Afghanistan. I held up my hand to stop Thomas, I pointed to my eyes and then toward the house to let him know I was continuing forward to get a closer look.
I signaled for Thomas to halt his advance and stay put. He nodded and went to one knee behind a fallen tree that shielded him. I crept to one of the last of the trees bordering the clearing, knelt behind a big oak tree and peeked around its trunk. Just as I looked the back door opened and Bill Dixon came out sort of leading Ally. He had hold of her arm and pulled her along.
Afraid that Bill might harm her before I could get to him, I whistled like one of Ally's favorite birds to let her know I was close. She had been pretty much of a city girl when we met, but fell in love with the outdoors and camping when we started dating. One evening we were sitting around camp when a quail began its funny, measured call to the others of its covey. The call sounds as if the bird was saying, "Bob White, Bob Bob White".
In the Midwest and parts of the South the Northern Quail was known as a Bob White. Ally would giggle every time she heard one and was amazed that I could mimic their call almost perfectly.
Ally heard my call and looked toward the woods at the southwest corner behind the house. She said something to Dixon and they walked toward my hiding place. Ally pointed with her tied hands toward the fields. Thomas was still hidden by the brush and trees began to make his way to the east side of the house.
I've never seen a man the size of Thomas move so quietly when he wanted to. Growing up, running the woods around where we lived, or over in the sandbox, I used to kid him that Ole Dan'l Boone must be one of his ancestors. The man was a ghost.
Thomas cleared the trees and made it to the corner of the house. When he got there, he made a small noise and Bill turned toward the sound. I tried to make a silent charge from my hiding place to get to Ally. Apparently I wasn't as silent as I'd hoped. Bill turned, still holding onto Ally, to face me. He pulled a bowie knife from its sheath at his belt and held it out in front of him at waist level.
"Think I didn't hear those quail calls?" He asked with a grin on his face. "I knowed you was there all the time."
I took a couple of quick steps closer to them but stopped when he pushed the knife edge to Ally's stomach area.
"Y'all come any close and I'll gut her like a hog," he warned. "What? You thought you could just waltz in and take my woman?"
"She's not yours Dixon, she's my wife," I replied as I pulled my Glock. "Y'all kidnapped her and I mean to take her back home where she belongs." My speech had morphed back into the country drawl I'd had growing up in a small southeastern Missouri town. "Did y'all think I'd just let you run off with her."
"I've got a name you know," Ally said somewhat heatedly.
"Hush woman," Bill ordered as he looked at her and pulled on her arm. Ally looked at him with those laser eyes and if intent was reality, Bill would have fallen over dead. I moved another step or two closer before he returned his attention to me.
Bill pointed with his knife at my gun. "Y'all don't have the guts to take a shot; you might hit the woman. Sides she wants me, she always has. That's why she was always nice to me." He continued the rant for a couple of minutes.
As he talked I took another step closer; now we were only separated by about twenty feet. I watched for an opening, one where Bill gestured with the knife, taking it away from Ally's body. As he put the knife at her throat I went into the cold hard place in my mind that had helped me get through the firefights in that far away desert. I had no doubt that I would take him down.
Bill began to back away toward the farm house, still holding on to and pulling Ally with him. I followed along, never relaxing with my Glock still at the ready. There was no way I was going to let him pull Ally into that house.
He got about ten steps away from the door and gestured at me again with the knife. I didn't really hear what he said because I was concentrating on my target; I'd decide to take the shot. I could put the thirteen rounds my Glock carried into the ten ring of a target at 20 yards every time, but that was shooting at a target. A miss at a paper target didn't put my wife in jeopardy.
Before I could shoot, Thomas stepped around the corner of the building. He grabbed Bill's arm with one hand, pulled it and the knife away from Ally and then stretched his arm straight up over Bill's head; because of Thomas' height Bill was sort of hanging in air. It was a study in contrast of the height difference. I thought of David and Goliath but with the giant being the good guy this time.
I could see Thomas' forearm bulge as he applied pressure to Bill's wrist and the weapon popped loose. Catching the knife, Thomas threw it at the house, sticking it into the wooden siding. Then he dropped the wrist, which allowed Bill to fall back on his feet. Thomas then put his hands around Bill's neck. Ally staggered away a few feet, caught her balance, and stared back at the two men.
Thomas basically picked Bill up off the ground again, by the neck like he was nothing; applying pressure and shaking him like a dog with a chew toy. The look on Thomas' face said that this man who'd threatened his friend's wife was going to die, and die painfully.
"Don't kill him Thomas," I said. "He ain't worth you going to jail. Let the law take care of him."
"Where the hell was the law when you needed them?" He asked. The question was rhetorical, I think because he never released the pressure on Bill's neck nor did he stop shaking him.
"Don't know, but they're here now," I answered as I pointed over his shoulder toward the front of the house.
Thomas turned his head to look as a patrol car slid to a stop in front of the farm house. He didn't stop shaking Bill though.
Clinton was painted across the car door top and Police across the bottom; in between in large letters was the word Chief. Damn, he's almost as big as Thomas, I thought when the driver got out of the car. That's got to be Chief Williams that Bertha told us about.
I guessed Williams to be about 6' 6, with very broad shoulders that tapered down to his waist. He wore a long sleeve uniform shirt so I couldn't see his arms but his hands were large and powerful looking. They were certainly big enough to handle the .44 Magnum he carried on his hip. Williams walked toward us with his hand on the butt of the Magnum.
He wore a "Smokey the Bear" type hat and when he got closer, the hair I could see was dark with a few speckles of gray in it. The face beneath the hat had seen more than one day out in the sun and rain; it was tanned and weathered. I couldn't see his eyes because of the mirrored sunglasses he wore. Williams appeared to be about 50 years old.
"Y'all might want to put that boy down," Williams suggested to Thomas, still fingering his weapon.
"Thomas..." I said with a warning. I was afraid that Thomas was so mad that he wouldn't pay any attention to Chief Williams. When my friend got angry it wasn't a pretty sight and it was better to be in another part of the state.
"Son, please put that boy down, so's we can talk," Williams requested. "Be a shame if you broke his neck." The Chief stopped about twenty feet from where Thomas was still playing with Bill.
Thomas looked at the Chief, then at me, and back to Williams. He nodded and dropped Bill to the ground without letting go of his neck. I breathed a sigh of relief.
"Now, y'all wanna tell me what's going on?" Williams asked.
"I'll tell you what's going on," Ally said as she stepped around Thomas and Bill to confront the Chief.
Better watch out folks, I thought. Ally's got her temper up and if she explodes y'all might get caught in the blast area.
"This piece of garbage here," she said pointing to Bill, "kidnapped me and drug me down here to this God forsaken farm house." For the next several minutes, Ally told Chief Williams what had happened, the possible marital status of Bill's parents and his specific short comings as human being.
Once he realized that she was all right, Chief Williams didn't do anything but listen to Ally rant on. A couple of times he ran one of his big hands over his face as if he was trying not to smile at this little girl going off on and about Bill.
Thomas knew Ally had a temper but he'd never seen her in all her glory. He took one hand off Bill's neck and just watched the show.
Ally ran down with a final, "You better see to him." She pointed again at Bill and started toward me. As she passed Thomas and Bill, she reached out and punched Bill in the nose. "You're lucky my husband and Thomas got here," she told him.
She stood on tiptoe and kissed Thomas' cheek. "Thanks," she offered. Turning back toward me, she ran and jumped into my arms. I saw her coming and was able to holster my Glock before she got to me. Ally put her head on my shoulder and let herself go. I held her until she recovered and then set her down.
Chief Williams took his hand off his Magnum, reached behind him and took out a set of handcuffs. He walked over to Thomas and Bill.
"Let me take this idiot off your hands," he said to Thomas. He cuffed Bill and started walking him to the patrol car.
Bill's mother stood on the front porch and watched Williams led her son to the patrol car. Looking back at his mother Bill said, "Ma?"
"You're on your own boy," she answered. "I said you were born to hang; guess you will now." She turned and went back into the house.
Bill looked at Ally and me before Chief Williams put him in the car. "I'll be comin back for you Ally. The judge will just send me back to the hospital and after a bit I'll leave."
"Y'all got it all wrong Bill," Williams said. "What you done is a federal offense."
"What'da ya mean a federal rap?"
"When you kidnapped Mrs. Delahome and took her across state lines, you violated The Mann Act," Williams answered.
The Mann Act? What's that?" The Chief had Bill's full attention.
"It says if you take someone across state lines against their will and/or for immoral purposes, you're in violation of the federal law." Williams grinned at Bill. "I think you wantin to force Mrs. Delahome to marry you counts as immoral purposes. Once the FBI comes to get you, I don't think you gonna be out of prison for a long time." The Chief turned toward us and added, "Y'all come and see me once you get calmed down John."
I was curious and asked, "How do you know our names and how'd you know to come out here?"
"Bertha at the Post Office told me about your wife and where you'd gone, so I thought I better mosey over and make sure you kept your word to Bertha."
"My word?" I was confused.
"You promised her you wouldn't kill the boy, lessen you had to," Williams replied. He smiled at my confusion. "I was out of town and out of radio range for most of the day. As soon as I was in range, Dispatch told me to call Bertha; she's my Aunt you know. Anyway Bertha told me about you and here I am." Williams looked at Thomas and smiled. "Reckon it was a good thing I got here when I did or all there'd be left of Bill is a pile of bones."
The entire time Williams and I were talking, I had Ally under one arm and Thomas on my other side. I kissed Ally, playfully punched Thomas on the arm and said, "Let's go see the Chief and then go home." Looking down at Ally I added, "Unless you want to spend a couple of days in Clinton."



Ally dug her fist into my ribs. "John Delahome, you better take me home right now, if you know what's good for you."
"Yes em."
On our way to the police station, Thomas asked, "Would you have shot him?"
"Right between the eyes," I replied. "He was about two seconds from death."
We did stop to give statements to Chief Williams.
"I figure the FBI can contact y'all for statements and maybe testimony," he told us. "Don't rightly see any reason y'all can't head on back to St. Louis." He walked us out to Thomas' truck which had gotten us to Clinton in such a short time. "Y'all come back and see us. Clinton ain't such a bad place."
Thomas got behind the wheel; Ally and I slid in on the passenger's side. As we started north on 65, Thomas spoke in a put on country accent. "Damn good to be shucked of that town. Don't reckon we'll be comin back."
Ally and I snuggled as best we could in the cab of the pick up; whispering back and forth. After about an hour Thomas said in his normal voice, "You guys better put a sock in it or I'll find a motel for you."
"Now that's a good idea," Ally replied.
"Never mind. I got a business to run and need to get back to it." Thomas glanced over at us, grinned and using his country drawl added, "Y'all just have to bide yo time till we get back to the big city."
"Yes sir, Sergeant Boone sir," I said.
"Don't call me sir," Thomas responded. "I'm a Sergeant, I work for a livin."
********************
Things worked out pretty much like Chief Williams said. The FBI came to see Ally, Thomas, and me. We did have to go to the regional office in downtown St. Louis to give depositions. The Feds transported Dixon from Clinton to St. Louis. They planned on charging and trying him there because that's where the whole business began. However, Bill's court appointed attorney was able to get Bill considered as some sort of mental case and he never went to trial; Bill was committed to a mental health facility in the city. This one he wouldn't be able to walk away from.
Because of Dixon's commitment none of us had to testify; the depositions from us, as well as from Chief Williams, were enough evidence.
Our life has gone back to pretty much normal. I still work for and with Thomas and Sarah is still breaking men's hearts; in fact it's even worse than before. She breezed into the office one morning and showed off an engagement ring and a picture of her soon to be husband. That's right husband. Seems the lesbian thing was an act to keep men from hitting on her.
Ally has mellowed somewhat; she still has a temper but controls it much better now. The thought of becoming a mother, our boy will be arriving in about four months, will do that to a woman; of course it also tends to make a man more serious.
The End
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"You don't have to leave Zach," Caleb said.
Zachery Carson looked at his four years older brother for several seconds before answering. People would never guess, except for the lines on his face that Caleb was the oldest. Zach was taller at 6 feet, and stockier built. Caleb had lost weight during his time at war and never had gained it all back yet. The thing that marked them as brothers was their gray eyes. Eyes that could be soft or as hard and piercing as a knife.
"Yeah, I do Caleb."
"But why?" Caleb asked in a puzzled voice.
"C'mon Caleb. I've been, and Ma and Pa have been, just waiting for you to get back from that damned war. Everything was put on hold until you came home."
"I know you had to shoulder a lot of the work while I was gone. Is that the reason you're leaving? You've had to do your work and mine too for four years? Are you mad because I decided to fight for the Union and you thought I should fight for the Confederacy?"
Living in Franklin Missouri, at what was considered the beginning of the Santa Fe Trail, Caleb could have fought for either side with equal conviction if he wanted. Franklin was about half way between St. Louis and Kansas City and proponents of both side of the conflict traveled through the town regularly. There were families and neighbors divided by the ideals and so called reasons for the war.
Some in the area sided with the South, using the call of state's rights as a rallying point. Others thought the south didn't have the right to secede and form their own nation or continue slavery, so they said. In some families, brother fought against brother and sons fought against fathers. Neighbors who had been friends for years and years suddenly found themselves on different sides of the conflict and came to blows over it.
Zach sighed. "I don't think you should have fought for either side." Before Caleb could argue his beliefs of what the Union stood for, Zach continued. "Wouldn't have had to be a war if those bastards in Washington, and I'm talkin about both sides now, they hadn't got into a pissin contest to see who was the big he bull of the country."
He shook his head. "I was only 14 when you left Caleb. I didn't care about the extra work; I was just worried about my big brother." Zach stopped and smiled. "Do know I tried to enlist in the Union Army so I could be with you. They turned me down, thank God. Anyway, Ma and Pa, mostly Ma, decided she'd already given one son and wasn't going to give another; not as long as she had something to say about it."
Zach continued saddling his horse. Speaking over his shoulder to Caleb he said, "One of the things I learned about was the so called reasons for the war. Truth of the matter is that neither side has the sense God gave a goose. Like I said, each side wanted things their own way. That's what caused the war; pride, greed, and stupidity."
"So it is because I went to war that you're leaving," Caleb said.
"No, it's not big brother. "You and Becky Reynolds got married and you now live on the farm." Caleb smiled at the mention of his new bride. "Well, this farm can just about support Ma and Pa and me. Now you're back and that makes another mouth to feed. Then add to it Becky and any children you two might have and things are gettin stretched real thin, too thin."
Zach tied his saddle bags and bed roll behind his saddle and turned to face Caleb. "Suppose I want to get married and have a family; how's the farm goin to support all of us? No, I'm leavin so y'all can have a good life."
He held up his hand to stop Caleb's reply. "Sides, you and Pa are the farmers; I just worked the land cause I had too; Pa needed my help. Now you're back and can help Pa and I can head west. Listenin to the stories the men at the courthouse told, made me want to go see some of the cities and country they talked about. That's what I've wanted to do since I was old enough to go to town by myself."
Caleb started to say something but stopped as Becky came out to join the brothers.
"Let us know where you're at and how you're doing Zach," Becky said. "I'm sorry you're goin but we wish you luck." She put her arm through Caleb's and leaned against him.
"There will always be a place for you here Zach," Caleb said in a choked voice. He could barely hide his tears. All during the fighting for four years, Caleb had one thought; getting home to his family and to Becky. Now part of the family was leaving.
Zach swung up onto his horse, turning it sideways to Caleb and Becky. "I've already said good bye to the folks; Pa ain't as strong as he thinks Caleb, you take care of him." Touching his hand to his big Stetson in a salute, he put spurs to his horse and rode westward.
When he topped the rise west of the farm, Zach turned back for a last look. Caleb and Becky waved at him; he returned it and rode on.
********************
"That smoke is comin from just about where we're headin," Zachery Carson said to his horse Buck. He was slowly and carefully guiding the animal along a trail running down one side of a rock butte. Zach was a stranger to this country but had good information that a spring flowed from the base of the butte. He'd been told by an old mountain man several days previously that the spring flow formed a good pool of water and only ran for 30 feet or so before disappearing underground again.
In this desert like landscape, knowledge of where water holes existed could mean the difference between life and death. The high mountains to the far west grabbed almost every bit of moisture from the incoming air, leaving very little for this dry and almost arid country. Only a few Mesquite and Palo Verde trees, some sage brush, Creosote bushes and tumbleweeds dotted the land.
Zach had been on the trail for a couple of weeks out of Tucson, Arizona and from his home in Missouri for seven years. He was headed west toward the promised land of California but he wasn't in a hurry and Zach wasn't for sure that was his destination. Rambling around was more his choice right now.
He'd worked on cattle ranches, off and on during the years; doing roundups and long drives to railheads for shipment. Zach had rode shotgun guard for a stage line out of DeWitt Texas, hired on as an out rider guard for a freight company running between Santa Fe New Mexico and Albuquerque. He was even a Deputy Sheriff for a year before he thought he'd go to California. There were several things on his mind that he had to come to grips with before he made a final decision as to where he was heading.
Pulling his new Winchester '73 from its scabbard under his right leg, Zach made sure the rifle was cocked and ready for use. "Can't be too careful out here in the badlands," he explained to his mount. Buck didn't answer but continued to pick his way down the narrow trail.
At one point the trail came closer to the edge of the rock wall and he could see down to its base of the butte and the spring. Sitting close to the water were two Prairie Schooner type wagons. One of them was canted over because one of the large rear wheels was broken and pulled off the axle. The other wagon was smoldering, sending the plume of smoke that had attracted Zach into the air.
There were two bodies visible on the ground near the smoking wagon and a horse was down. The animal couldn't get up and it was obvious from even 100 yards away that its leg was broken. Zach couldn't see any other signs of life.
Reaching the bottom of the trail, Zach rode toward the wagons. His eyes darted about as he was very alert watching for an ambush. Zach rode to a spot between the wagons and dismounted. He tied Buck off to a small tree growing out a crevasse between the rocks and walked to the injured animal. Zach could see the bone sticking out of the horse's left front leg.
He knelt down and put his left hand on the horse's head; talking to him in a gentle soothing voice to quiet the animal. With his right hand he pulled his pistol, a Colt .45 Peacemaker, and thumbed back the hammer.
"Sorry old son," Zach whispered, placed the pistol next to the horse's head, and pulled the trigger. "Reckon you're not hurtin anymore."
He stood and walked over to the burning wagon and the two men on the ground. No need to look closer, he thought. Those men have been dead for better than a day. Turning, he advanced toward the other wagon.
The contents of the wagons had been pawed through and the things not worth the raider's time were scattered over a large area. "Nothin of value left," Zach muttered as he looked inside the remaining wagon. Kneeling, he looked at some tracks around the wagon. "Might have been Indians, but I don't think so. Most probably Comancheros." Zach had developed a habit of talking to his horse on his long journey.
The term Comancheros was used for bands of Indian and Mexican traders in the plains part of the country and in Texas. Zach knew from firsthand knowledge that now the Comancheros were bands of renegade whites, Mexican bandits, and even some Indians. He'd had a run in with a band in New Mexico on his trip west from Missouri. Zach had managed to escape after killing three of them in a running gun battle. Apparently the Comancheros weren't willing to pay the price to bring Zach down.
The tracks showed that the other horses from the wagons had been led off. While he was still examining the tracks, he saw the shadow of someone approaching from behind him. The person causing the shadow raised his arms to strike at Zach.
He quickly rolled to his left, came up to one knee, and pulled his pistol. Only his fast reflexes keep him from firing at the striking young woman standing there with a shovel raised above her head.
"Ma'am, take it easy," Zach said in a soft voice. "No one is going to hurt you." He holstered his gun and slowly stood up. She's more of a girl than a woman, Zach thought.
The young woman's hair was mussed and her bonnet was pushed off to one side of her head. The bonnet was a dark blue which contrasted nicely with her auburn almost red hair. The blue eyes were wide and had a wild look in them.
Her face and hands were just beginning to tan and weather as if she hadn't spent much time outside. She was about 5' 7 which was tall for a woman of that time.
The woman turned to face Zach, with the shovel still raised above her head. It was several seconds of staring at him before she lowered her weapon.
"That's right Ma'am. No one is going to hurt you," Zach repeated. He held his hands out in a peaceful gesture. "I'm Zachery Carson ma'am."
There was no response from the girl. She continued to stare at Zach.
"What's your name Miss?" Zach smiled at the woman and chuckled. "You're too young to be called Ma'am."
After several more seconds the woman replied. "My name is Lady Kathleen Astor."
"Lady?" Zach asked. He really didn't care, people could call themselves whatever they wanted in his mind, but it was the first response from the girl.
"Yes Lady. My father is Sir Gerald Astor, a Knight of the Realm; therefore my title is Lady."
"A Knight of the Realm? What's that? What realm?" Zach knew but he wanted to keep her talking. She looked a little shaky and sometimes talking helped to steady people.
"Father was knighted by Her Majesty, Queen Victoria, for his military service to the crown in India." Kathleen stood tall and regal as she recited her father's accomplishments.
She's very full of herself, Zach thought and smiled. This country will take that out of her soon enough. "All right Milady," he said stressing the title. "Care to tell me what happened?"
"Isn't it obvious?" Lady Astor answered. "We were set on by ruffians." Pointing to the two dead men she continued. "Serves them right for what they did."
"It serves them right to get killed protecting you?" Zach shook his head in disbelief.
"Not for that. Those two kidnapped me and made away with me in the night. They said they were going to demand a ransom from my father." Kathleen's voice quivered as she spoke.
Zach couldn't tell if it was anger that the men had treated her in such a manner or if it was relief that the men no longer had control over her or the thought of her fate if the men wouldn't honor their word once the ransom had been paid. "Where?" He asked.
"Where what?"
"Where were you when they took you?" Zach explained.
"I was in Phoenix, Arizona to meet my father. He was coming from a place called Prescott. We were going back to our ranch outside of this Prescott place."
"Phoenix is over eighty miles from here. How long ago did this happen?"
"It must have been five or six days ago that they took me."
Zach thought about where they were and how long out of Phoenix they were. "Any idea where those men were taking you?"
"I heard that one say they were going to hole up somewhere near a place named Ajo." She pointed to the larger of the two dead men.
"That's another three day's ride. Have any idea who attacked you Kathleen?"
"You will address me as Lady Astor or Lady Kathleen or Milady, young man," She said with a haughty air. Lady Kathleen was in control of herself again.
"Titles don't mean much out here Kathleen," Zach said. "Best you learn that." He watched as she struggled with herself not to chastise him again. "Now, who attacked you?"
"The other one," Kathleen pointed at the small dead man, "yelled that they were Comancheros just before he was shot."
Nodding his head, Zach muttered in a soft voice, "That's what I thought." Then aloud he asked, "How did the bandits miss finding you?"
"There is a false bottom in the wagon; that was used it to get me out of Phoenix." Kathleen shook her head. "When we were attacked, I climbed back into it and pulled the cover over me and didn't come out until I heard you moving around this morning." She shook her head. "I might have killed you."
"Not likely Kathleen," Zach replied with a grin. "How many men were in the band that attacked you?"
"I counted about ten before I hid in the wagon. There may have been more; it certainly sounded like a lot. All that yelling and shouting and gun fire."
"That's about the number I got from the tracks," Zach said and turned toward the wagon.
"Take me back to Phoenix," she ordered. "I'll pay you a fair price to return me to my father." When Zach didn't respond, she added, "I'm sure my father will reward you also."
Zach ignored her and started rummaging through the things from the wagons. He picked up two canteens from the driver's box and threw their straps across one shoulder. Some dried beans had escaped the search of the Comancheros and Zach pushed them back into their burlap sack.
Waling over to his horse, he emptied the beans into his saddlebags and tied them off behind his saddle and turned to Kathleen. "We need to make tracks Miss. You got anything else to wear? That dress just won't do."
"What's wrong with my dress? It was made by the finest seamstress that I could find."
The dress was from an expensive dress maker in New York. Kathleen had visited the shop and bought several outfits before she started west to meet her father. As an attractive dress it was a success; it had a bustle and showed off her figure very well without being too forward. As clothing for hard traveling it was a joke.
"It's got too much cloth," Zach answered. He looked up at the position of the sun. "It's not much past 7 AM and it's already close to 80, I'd bet. And it's going to get hotter. That dress will be very hot and make you sweat, which means you'll need more water."
"There's a full water barrel on the wagon," Kathleen protested.
Zach held up the two canteens and pointed to the one tied to his saddle. "This is all the water we can carry and we have to share it with Buck." Turning he walked toward the spring. "Now find something else to wear while I feed and water Buck then we need to get on our way out of here."
"I'll wear what I like young man," Kathleen argued.
Zach turned and walked back to her. For the first time she saw a different man. His eyes blazed and his face was hard looking. "Listen Missy, I don't know what made the Comancheros leave all this plunder," he pointed the wagon and the goods strewn around. "But they could come back for it"
He looked at her and added, "And anything else that was overlooked. I don't like our chances fighting off ten or so men. Hell someone else could see the smoke and come to finish the job."
When Zach returned from the spring, leading Buck, the sun was low in the sky. He could see Kathleen searching through a large trunk. The raiders, for whatever reason, hadn't done more than opened it and the contents had not been bothered much. She turned, holding something in her hands, and looked at Zach.
"Where, in this God forsaken land do you expect me to change clothes?"
Zach smiled and replied. "Your Majesty will just have to make do with the wagon." He noticed the things she was holding. "What did you find to wear?"
Kathleen held up another dress. It was less ornate than the one she was wearing but it still had a full skirt and a bustle. She also had a pair of shoes, which were good for walking along the boulevard in New York or St. Louis, but weren't much use in the desert.
"You'll need to find something else," Zach ordered. "And be quick because we're leaving in a few minutes." Kathleen sighed and continued to look through the trunk.
Zach climbed into the wagon, under the canopy over the bed and looked around for anything else they could use. He found a relatively clean pair of whipcord pants and a shirt that must have belonged to the smaller man. Taking them outside, he threw them to Kathleen.
"Get in the wagon and put these on," Zach told her. Seeing the rebellious look she gave him, he added, "Do it or get left behind. And do it now, I'm leaving in five minutes; with or without you."
It seemed like the fight went out of the young woman. She took the clothes and got into the wagon. While Kathleen was changing, Zach looked through her trunk. He found a nice pair of riding boots with a low heel. Taking them to the wagon, he tossed them through an opening in the cover.
"Put these on, they'll hold up better than those things you're wearing now." Zach went back to his horse and finished getting the animal ready.
Kathleen looked so funny in the too long pants and they kept trying to slip down over her hips. Zach cut a piece of rope, wove it through the belt loops, and cinched it tight. The entire time, Kathleen looked at him like he was crazy. How dare he touch me in that manner, she thought.
Zach knelt, took out his hunting knife, and cut her pant legs off so they didn't drag the ground. There wasn't much he could do about the shirt. He placed a wide brim hat that he'd taken from one of the dead men on her head. The hat settled down over her ears, making her look even funnier.
"I can't wear this," Kathleen said in protest as she took the hat off. "It's filthy and belongs to a dead man."
"That's just what you'll be, dead, if you don't wear it." Zach softened his voice and added, "The sun out here isn't like it is back in England. It'll fry your brain if you don't protect yourself. Wear the hat Lady Kathleen," he requested.
She looked at the hat, then at Zach, and back at the hat then put the hat back on. "Aren't you going to give those men a burial?"
"Hadn't planned on it," Zach answered as he continued to ready Buck for travel.



"But it's the Christian thing to do."
"Kidnapping you wasn't a Christian thing to do to you. What they had planned for you wasn't Christian either." Zach turned and gave her a hard look. "I'd bet they were going to have a little fun before you got back to your father, if you ever did, and you were going to be their entertainment.
So in my mind they don't deserve burying." As Zach turned back to his horse, he added in a low voice, "Sides, varmints got a right to eat too."
He led the horse over to Kathleen and said, "Let's hit the trail."
"I can't ride astride; it's not lady like."
"We don't have a side saddle for Milady," Zach replied with a grin. "Either you climb up and throw a leg over or you walk." He mounted, cleared his foot from one stirrup and reached his hand down to help Kathleen get up.
She scowled at him and then put her foot in the stirrup, grabbed his hand and allowed herself to be pulled up behind Zach.
"Hang on tight," Zach suggested. "We're going to put some miles between us and these wagons and we don't have time to take it easy doing it." Kathleen tentatively put her arms around Zach's waist. She almost lost her seat when Zach spurred his horse and she hung on tighter.
To Be Continued
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Chapter Two
Zach reined his horse onto a low rock shelf that had been exposed by the elements and continued East for miles. When the horse finally stepped off the shelf onto the desert floor, Zach spurred the animal into a fast lope. Kathleen had relaxed her hold on Zach as they rode slowly over the shelf but now she renewed her death grip as she bounced around on the horse's rump.
They rode at the lope for about 20 minutes, slowed to an easy walk for 10, and then increased their speed to a lope again. The third time they slowed down, Kathleen leaned forward.
"This isn't the way back to Phoenix," she said. It was more of a statement than a question.
"Nope, it ain't," Zach replied.
"You must take me back to Phoenix." It was Lady Kathleen speaking. "Father will be waiting."
"The Comancheros probably followed you out of Phoenix. If they come back they'll figure you headed back that way and follow you again." Zach pointed toward the east. "We'll head to Tucson to throw them off our trail. You can telegraph your father from there."
"But won't those ruffians follow our trail east?"
"Hope not. That's why we rode so long on that rock shelf. Only an expert tracker or a magician could follow us across that. And if they do find our trail, I hope to outdistance them to Tucson."
"Why would they follow a single horse? They don't know I'm with you."
"They know all right," Zach answered back over his shoulder. Your hiding trick wasn't gonna work much longer."
"What do you mean?"
"Did the kidnappers make you ride in the false bottom all the way from Phoenix to the water hole?"
"No, we were a day out of Phoenix when they let me ride on the wagon seat with one of them. They said they didn't want me to be too tuckered out."
"Like I said, the Comancheros probably followed you from Phoenix. They do that sometimes, especially if it's a small group like only two wagons. Anyway, I'm sure they saw you when you were on that wagon seat."
Zach walked his horse around a big group of Creosote bushes. "Didn't want to say anything to you back at the spring but I saw tracks going away from your wagon back toward Phoenix; probably looking for where you got out of the wagon. When they don't find you, they'll come back here again; they left a lot of things behind including the wagon. They'll discover that open false bottom and be on our trail damn quick. Those ruffians, as you call them, might be bandits, killers, or worse but they're not dumb."
He kicked Buck back into the lope and they rode hard for 20 minutes. When they slowed to a walk, Zach took off his hat, held it up to shade his eyes, and looked at the sun's position. He rode into a grove of Palo Verde trees next to another butte and stopped. He threw his leg over the front of his saddle and slid to the ground. Turning he helped Kathleen to dismount.
"Why are we stopping?" She asked. "Shouldn't we keep going?"
"Got to rest Buck." He looked around and stepped over to a spot between two of the trees. Taking a metal plate from his saddle bag he knelt down and started to dig in the soft ground beside the trees. Zach used the plate and his hands to scoop out a hole about 24 inches wide and close to 18 inches deep. Kathleen watched, puzzled as to why or what he was doing.
Zach stood, took a canteen and handed it to Kathleen. "Take a mouth full, swish it around and then swallow it. After a bit, we'll drink some more." He watched her carefully and pulled the canteen away from her before she could take more than the one drink.
"But I'm still thirsty," Kathleen objected.
"You can't drink too much at one time or you'll just bring it back up." Zach followed his own instructions, put the top back on the canteen and hung it from a tree branch. "We'll have more later."
"Why did you dig that hole?"
"Come look," he answered.
Slowly water was seeping into the hole. When it got near the top, Zach led Buck over to it and allowed the animal to drink. The water was muddy and full of grit but Buck didn't mind; he needed water after the hard ride. After the animal had water, Zach unsaddled him. He put the horse on a long lead and let him graze on the meager grass growing around the Palo Verde.
"Palo Verde trees can live where there's not much water but if there is a spot where it's close to the surface you'll always find a bunch of them grouped together," Zach explained. "I figured what with all these trees, the ground water must be near the surface."
"Shouldn't we keep going?"
"It's better than a 100 degrees by now. Can't ride all day, in this heat or we'll kill Buck. We'll rest here until just before dusk and then head out. It'll be easier ridin in the cool of the night."
"Won't those bandits catch up to us?"
"Maybe so but I don't think they'll pick up the trail any time soon. Sides, if we keep ridin hard during the heat they'll just catch us out in the badlands." Zach could see that "Lady Kathleen" was about to make an appearance and complain. "We've only got the one horse," he continued before she could speak. We're ridin double, and their animals are probably fresher. If we push too hard Buck could founder, break down and then we'd be on foot."
He turned, found shady spot, and sat down leaning back against a tree. "Best get some rest. We'll be ridin hard again at dusk. Here you can take another drink," he said as he handed her the canteen. Zach watched and was pleased that this time Kathleen followed his instructions.
Every so often, Zach would get up and go to the hole he'd dug. He'd scoop out some of the dirt, the water would seep back into the hole, and he'd lead Buck over and let him drink. Kathleen watched him and the next time he got up she went to help. She took the plate from him, dropped to her knees and dug; motioning for Zach to bring the horse.
The first two times he would limit the amount he let the horse drink; after the third time, when Buck had had time to cool down, Zach let the horse drink the hole dry. Each time he would tie the horse on a long lead to another spot he would step to the edge of the trees and look back along their trail.
He looked for the Comancheros and not seeing any sign, would go back to his shady resting place. Every time he would get up, Kathleen would go and do the digging. Then she would sit back in her own spot of shade and use a small branch or twig to get the dirt from under her finger nails.
"I mustn't waste water by washing them," Kathleen muttered to herself. "They'll have to wait until we get to this Tucson."
She may be full of her title and herself, but she's doing alright, Zach thought. Not much complaining, she's trying her best to keep "a stiff upper lip" as the English say. He chuckled at Kathleen's attempt to clean her nails.
As the sun set to the west, they could feel the heat of the day wash away in the light breeze that had came as the sun went down. Just as the sun began to set behind the high mountains behind them, Zach watered Buck one last time and saddled him. The days were long this time of the year and it was close to 7:30 before Zach and Kathleen hit the trail.
"Time for us to go Kathleen," he said as he put the few things away that he'd taken from the saddle bags. "I don't see any sign behind us, so we'll take it a little easier this evening."
"How can we see to ride at night?" Kathleen asked. "It is cooler now, but how can we see?"
Zach pointed to where the moon could be seen rising into the sky. "Going to be a Hunter's Moon tonight."
"What's a Hunter's Moon?"
"I forget that you're not from around here. That's a full moon. It's called a Hunter's Moon because it throws enough light for people to see to hunt and travel by its light."
Zach stepped onto the saddle, extended his hand and helped Kathleen to once again mount behind him. They rode as they had earlier; a lope for 20 minutes, then an easy but fast walk for 10. After the third walking period, Zach dismounted leaving Kathleen on the horse.
"Slid forward onto the saddle," he said. "Put your feet in the stirrups and grab onto the horn." As she settled, Zach took off his boots, donned a pair of soft Indian moccasins, and put his boots in the saddle bags. "These are a mite more comfortable for walking," he said pointing to his new footwear. Zach took hold of the lead rope on the bridle and started walking toward the east, leading the horse.
"What are you doing? I can walk too if we need to rest the horse, I mean Buck," Kathleen offered in a proud voice.
Still 'Her Ladyship', Zach thought and smiled to himself. Not wanting to let a commoner out do her. "Nope, you stay on the horse. I'll be running a long side for a spell and you can't keep up."
"Why aren't you riding too?"
"We've a long way to go and this will make it easier on Buck. You don't weigh much so he's almost resting when he's carrying just you instead of the both of us." Zach was silent for a little while. "I'll stay a foot for an hour or so and then we'll hit the trail hard again."
As he'd said, an hour later Zach remounted. Kathleen slid back behind the saddle, he stood in the left stirrup and threw his right leg over the horse's neck and settled back into the saddle. Putting his spurs gently to Buck they started another series of a fast lopes followed by an easy walks.
It was close to 7 AM when Zach guided Buck into an arroyo and dismounted. He helped Kathleen off the horse and loosened the saddle cinch. When Buck had time to cool down a bit, Zach took a canteen and poured water into his hat; holding it so Buck could drink. After watering the animal, he attached a long lead rope to the horse's bridle. The rope was tied off to a rock outcropping so Buck could graze on the sparse vegetation.
Kathleen watched while Zach took care of the horse and when Zach handed her the canteen she sighed in relief. Remembering his instructions, she took a mouthful of water, swished it around and swallowed. Zach motioned for her to drink again and then took a drink. He held the canteen upside down to show Kathleen that it was empty and then tied it to the saddle.
"Why are we stopped here?" She asked. "I thought you said we needed to put a distance between us and those men."
"Need to rest Ole Buck; there's a long way to go and we need to take care of him. There's another water hole before we get to Tucson but we're still a day's hard ride to it, maybe more." Zach pointed to the empty canteen and added, "If I can find another grove of Palo Verde, I might be able to get more water. But if I can't that water hole is our only hope."
Zach took an extra shirt out of his saddle bag, used some of the water from another canteen to soak it, and tied the shirt around the horse's nose. Kathleen looked at him, started to ask a question, then shook her head and said nothing. As Zach tended to Buck, she took the bedroll from behind the saddle. Kathleen found a soft place in the sand of the arroyo and laid out the ground cloth and blanket, making two pallets.
"I thought this would be better than being on the ground and dirt," she explained when Zach joined her.
He nodded, gave her a little grin and flopped down on the ground cloth. "It will help keep the heat from the ground from soaking up into us."
"Why did you put that wet shirt on Buck's nose?" She asked.
"It's a way to help replace the moisture that he's lost. I could give him more water but it wouldn't be smart, not with the ride we've made so far and the ride we still have in front of us." Noticing the puzzled look on Kathleen's face, he added, "It's a funny thing about working a horse hard; too little water and you can lose your mount; too much can do the same thing. Gotta be careful."
He handed her some beef jerky. "Ain't much but with a cold camp, it's all we've got. Eat some, take a sip of water and eat some more."
Kathleen took the jerky and sat down on the blanket as Zach leaned back against the arroyo's bank. "Why did you come to Phoenix all by your lonesome?" He asked around a mouth full of jerky.
"Father came to the colonies, I mean the United States, sorry, a year ago looking for a ranch. I was at our estate in Berkshire and my father sent for me to join him. I took a steam ship from England, then I traveled by train to St. Louis and from there it was more trains and stagecoaches to Phoenix.
I'd only been there for two days when those...those...men kidnapped me." The thought of how the men treated a Lady of the Realm was back in Kathleen's voice and tone.
She sat with her head down and muttering to herself for a bit. Looking up at Zach she gave him a small smile and asked, "Are you a man of the West, Mr. Carson?" He hesitated and Kathleen added, "It would be ever so nice to know something about my knight in shining armor."
Zach returned her grin. "Don't know about that knight part and there's not much to tell. But yes, I guess you could call me a westerner now."
"You said now. Haven't you always lived out here?"
"No, been 'out here' as you call it for going on seven years. I was born in Franklin, Missouri and lived there until I was 20, then I headed west in '67."
"Why?" Kathleen's face got red as she blushed. "I'm sorry, it's not really any of my business but I would like to hear the story of my gallant rescuer."
"No apology necessary Lady Kathleen," Zach teased her with a grin. "You sure you want to hear all this? It's not really interesting to anyone but me and my family."
"You have a family? A wife and children waiting for you somewhere?"
"No wife or kids, just my folks, my Ma, Pa, and my brother and his wife, back in Missouri."
"Why did you leave Missouri?"
"Sort of a long story Kathleen," Zach replied. She nodded for him to continue. "Well...When the war started my brother..."
"War? What war?" Kathleen asked.
"The Civil war, some call it the War Between the States. Anyway I was only 14 but my brother Caleb was 17 and he joined the army. I tried to enlist in '64, when I was 17; but my folks talked me out of it. Pa said he needed my help on the farm." Zach grinned and added, "My Ma just said she wasn't going to put another son in danger."
Zach got up moved and retied Buck so he could graze some more. He continued as he sat back down. "My brother was one of the lucky ones; he came home. The month Caleb got back he married the girl he'd been courtin before the war and they moved onto the farm. I stayed there in Franklin for a few months but the farm isn't big enough to support three families, if you include my family, if I ever have one, so I decided to head west. So for the last seven years that's just what I been doin; Headin West."
"While traveling on the train and stagecoaches to Prescott, I read a pamphlet about a man named Kit Carson," Kathleen offered. "He was a mountain man and a trapper and a scout for the army. Quite the adventurer I think. As I remember he was from Missouri as well. Are you related to him?"
"Pa said we were cousins or some such," Zach replied. Then he laughed. "Pa also said we was too far removed for it to count as family."
"Did you ever meet him?"
"Never did. He left Missouri in 1825, long before my time. Understand he died in Colorado in '68." Zach smiled at Kathleen again. "Don't believe everything you read in those dime novels; nobody could be as brave or strong or as fast on the draw as those writers make them out to be."
A few minutes later, Zach stood and looked over the rim of the small arroyo they were in. He checked their back trail for better than ten minutes. "Best get some rest Lady Kathleen," he suggested. His voice was teasing but he meant what he said. "We'll lay up until dusk and head out again."
Kathleen moved her blanket so she could lean back against the side of the arroyo, copying Zach's position. "I was wondering why the men that took me went so far from Phoenix. If they wanted a ransom, it would have been easier for my father to pay it if they stayed closer to Phoenix."
"Don't know for sure, but that's probably one reason they headed out," Zach replied. Seeing the question on Kathleen's face he said, "If it was easy for your father to bring the money to them then it would be easy for him to bring the law as well. I suppose they wanted someplace they'd feel safe."
"Ajo then?" Kathleen responded.
"The land around Ajo is in the middle of miles and miles of miles and miles of nothing. There aren't any towns, or villages or even a shack. Not much there except a few low hills, some canyons, and a lot of desert. Be a good place to hole up in if you knew the water holes."
Zach glanced back at their back trail for a few more minutes and sat down. "If they had a hideout they could see for a long way; be hard for the law to sneak up on them. My guess is that's why they chose Ajo."
Kathleen nodded that she understood. "How much farther to Tucson?"
"I told you about the water hole closer to Tucson and we've got another night's ride to it. We'll rest and water Buck when we get there and then head on in just before dusk. With any luck we'll be in Tucson by midnight." Zach smiled again and ordered, "Now get some rest; we've still a hard ride ahead of us."
"Could you travel faster without me?" Kathleen asked. She was afraid of what his answer would be as she had no wish to be left alone in this desolate land.
"Could but I won't. If I left at dusk I could make Tucson by early to mid mornin, that's more than a day's hard ride for me and Buck. I'd have to get another horse and one for you; Buck would be used up. We'd need the Sheriff and some men to return with me. That's a full day before I could start back and then we'd have another day and a half of hard riding. That leaves you alone for at least two days."
"Oh," Kathleen replied. "I didn't think of that."
"If I left you at the next water hole, I could be in Tucson and back by in about twelve hours," Zach said. "There's a problem with that too. I didn't want to alarm you, but I saw a dust cloud behind us, comin this way."
"Is it the Comancheros?" Kathleen asked. Her voice had a hint of fear and concern.
"Don't know. Could be and could be something else, but there's not much out here that's friendly." Zach shook his head. "Most everything in this desert will bite you, sting you, or poison you. No, leaving you isn't a good idea." He pulled his hat down over his eyes and made himself comfortable.
"Shouldn't we be going?" The fear in Kathleen's voice was more pronounced.
"Whoever they are, they're still ten miles or so back. They'll probably bed down during the heat of the day and start at dusk; just as we start riding again. Besides, Buck needs the rest. If we push him too hard, they'll catch us for sure. At least this way we have a chance. Now get some rest; sleep if you can."
"There is no way I can sleep now," Kathleen replied.
To Be Continued
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Chapter Three
"Kathleen... Kathleen wake up," Zach said softly as he shook her shoulder.
She sat up quickly and was about to scream. Zach quickly put his hand over her mouth. "Shush," he ordered in a low voice. "The Comancheros are camped about three miles from us." She nodded her understanding and Zach took his hand away.
He went to Buck and gave him another hat full of water. Kathleen rolled up the ground cloth and blanket. "Leave it," Zach ordered. He was speaking in a low voice but not a whisper; a whisper would carry across the desert. "We need to cut down the weight. I know it isn't much but we need to lighten the load as much as we can." He looked at Kathleen. "Can you ride bareback?"
"Why?"
"I'd like to leave the saddle too. It's a roping saddle and weighs about 40 pounds. Save a lot of weight if you can ride bareback."
"As a child, father would scold me for riding our horses bareback. He said it wasn't ladylike." Kathleen smiled. "And in case you've forgotten, I've been riding bareback behind you when we've been riding double."
Zach fixed a sling for his rifle and put it over his shoulder. He put two of the canteens around Kathleen's neck, slid the saddle blanket on Buck and mounted; they would leave everything else including the saddlebags. Holding out his foot for Kathleen to use as a step up, Zach helped her get up behind him. Looking back to make sure she was ready, he put his heels into the horse's flanks and they quietly and quickly began the next leg of their journey.
Half an hour later, he pulled Buck down from the slow lope they'd been traveling at and dismounted. As before he took hold of the lead rope and ran beside the animal as it continued at a fast walk. Another 20 minutes he remounted kicking Buck back into the lope with Kathleen holding tight to Zach's waist. The 'Hunter's Moon' gave them plenty of light so they could hold their pace.
The sun was coming up, turning the desert into shades of purple and gold, when they reached the next water hole. Zach guided Buck into a small grove of Cottonwood trees growing at the base of a rock outcropping where a spring came to the surface from underground. After dismounting, Zach led Buck to the small pool of water and let the animal drink for a couple of minutes; then he pulled him away. He tied Buck off so he could graze and joined Kathleen.
Zach took a few pieces of jerky out of his vest pocket and shared them with Kathleen. She nibbled and then sipped from a canteen. Kathleen looked about done in and truth be told, Zach was feeling the hard trip himself.
"These are a different type of tree," Kathleen said.
"Cottonwoods," Zach replied, nodding his head. "You don't see em much out here on the mesa; they only grow where there's a lot of water." He pointed at the spring and the shallow, narrow stream that disappeared between the rocks. "This spring runs deep and all year long, so they grow here."
"Mr. Carson, I..." Kathleen began, but Zach waved her quiet.
Pointing with his chin, he said, "Horses coming. Sounds like five or six riders." His voice was soft and low. "Get over behind the big Cottonwood next to Buck and untie him." Turning to look her in the eye he ordered, "If things go bad, jump on the horse and whip it for that big mountain to the east. Tucson sits at the base of that mountain."
"But..."
"No argument Lady Kathleen. I'll be damned if I'll let anything happen to you after all the trouble you've been." Zach smiled as he talked, trying to get her over her natural fear.
Standing up straight, Kathleen replied, "And I'll be damned sir, if I'll leave you to face whoever is coming by yourself. Give me the rifle and I will help."
Zach had to admire her reaction to the possible danger. "Can you shoot? You know how to handle a gun?"
"I shot clays and hunted when I was younger; I also practiced with Father's army pistol. Later Father made me quit; he said it wasn't ladylike." Kathleen paused in thought for a moment. "It seems like everything I like to do, such as riding astride, hunting and fishing, is considered unladylike." She smiled at Zach. "Maybe it's time I started doing the things I enjoy instead of worrying about being a lady."
Zach returned her smile. "Maybe so; seems like the thing to do." He led her to one of the biggest trees and handed her his Colt. "This is better for close in work," Zach said. "This Colt is a single shot; means you have to cock the hammer back each time you want to shoot. It's accurate out to about 150 feet; don't waste your shots on anything farther out. If any of them come for you or the horse, protect yourself."
"Is it the Comancheros?" Kathleen asked.
"Not sure, but I don't think so. They're coming from the south instead of the west. Guess they could have looped around, but if they did they would have gotten ahead of us and cut us off from Tucson, instead of coming up from the south."
The dust cloud rising into the air was getting closer; within a few minutes he could make out that there were five riders. Zach knelt down behind a fallen tree with a section of the rock outcropping at his back and waited. Those are Apaches, he thought when they got close enough to really see them. Looks like a hunting party, what with that deer tied across the rump of the lead rider's horse.
The Apache rode single file, one behind the other, until they were about a hundred yards from the spring. Then they spread out with one rider leading and the others forming a sort of V behind him as they cautiously approached the water hole. At fifty yards they saw Kathleen and the horse back in the trees and stopped. They talked among themselves and after no more than a couple of minutes, continued toward the grove of Cottonwoods.
Zach stood from his hiding place with the butt of his Winchester resting on his hip. "What do you want?" He asked. The Apaches stopped and looked at each other. Zach repeated his question in Spanish. This time he got a response.
"We wish water for us and our horses," the lead rider called back. He spoke English with a Spanish accent.
"Ysun, the creator, provides for all his people," Zach said lowering his rifle. "Come and welcome." His experience with the Comanche in Texas and other Apaches in New Mexico told him that this band was as friendly as the Apache get and the mention of their God would reassure them. They weren't looking for trouble.
Zach walked back to the spring as the Apaches rode in. One at a time, they knelt down at the pool and drank. Then, again one at a time, they watered their horses. As one drank and watered his horse, the others stayed alert. The leader kept glancing at Kathleen, who had not left her hiding place.
"You're woman is afraid," one Apache said.
"No, not afraid," Zach answered. "She is careful and protecting me." He didn't want to or try to explain that Kathleen was not his woman. It was better that the Apache thought she belonged to him.
"I am 'Speaks Three Times," the Apache introduced himself. Zach told his name. "It is good that your woman is brave and protects her man."
"Yours is an interesting name." Zach knew that all Apache, and most other Indian names, had some meaning other than just a name like Bob or Bill.
"The name was given to me because I speak three tongues. I am mostly called 'Speaks' except at tribal consul." He pointed at Zach. "I speak the white eyes tongue, and that which you call Mexican, and Apache."
"I am named after a great one in our religion," Zach offered.
"There are Waka Sica Wanasa Pis following you," Speaks said, pointing to the west. Zach wasn't familiar with the word. Seeing that Zach didn't understand he said, "Devil hunters, Diablos, , are on your trail. We saw their sign and circled around to the water hole. They are about three of your hours behind you."
Nodding, Zach replied, "Yes I know. I didn't realized they were that close. We call them Comancheros and you're right, they are devils." Motioning to Kathleen to bring his horse, he told Speaks, "I was going to wait until night to ride on but with them that close we'd better go now."
The Apache finished watering their horses and rode out, heading north by north west. Zach gathered the few things they had, including the refilled canteens and he and Kathleen continued on their trek to Tucson.
"I thought we were going to wait until dark to ride," Kathleen said leaning in close to Zach's back.
"The Comancheros are about three hours behind us and coming hard, according to Speaks. We just have to take our chances in the desert." Zach pushed Buck into a faster pace than he'd been using before. "Need to put some miles between us and the water hole. I think they'll stop for water which will give us some time."
After 30 minutes, he slowed Buck and jumped off. "Keep him at the pace we set yesterday," Zach told Kathleen. "Head him for the high peak to the east." He grabbed onto the edge of the saddle blanket and ran beside Buck for another 30 minutes. Then he signaled Kathleen to slow to a fast walk.
Kathleen surprised Zach by getting off the horse and walking with him. "That will give our steed that much more rest," she told Zach. He stopped and looked at her. "C'mon then," Kathleen ordered in a singsong voice. "We need to make tracks, as you Americans say."
Shaking his head, Zach caught up with Kathleen and they walked along with the horse. She started to speak as they walked, but Zach shook his head. "Save your breath, you're going to need it."
The mesa they were riding across was an almost a flat plain that had been formed millions of years ago when the land around it was pushed up to make the mountain chain. There was a rock ridgeline, in some places a hundred feet tall, surrounding the mesa. The only break through that ridge was a trail over a saddleback and that was where Zach was heading. It was the only spot for twenty miles in either direction that men on horseback could cross the barrier.
Stopping Buck after 20 minutes or so, Zach used his hat and emptied one of the canteens to water the horse. Then he mounted and helped Kathleen up behind him. He pushed Buck into another fast lope; guiding him toward the break in the hills. They were making good time, but Buck was beginning to tire. Carrying two people at that pace was a hard task. Kathleen looked back toward the west and saw a dust cloud.
"I think they're coming," she said.
Zach turned the horse a little north and without stopping looked behind. "Reckon they are," he agreed. "That dust cloud is getting closer and we can't out run em. Hope we can get to the pass before they're on us." He dug his heels into Buck's flanks, urging the animal to run harder.
The dust cloud got closer until Zach could make out the individual riders; there were ten of them as he'd thought. He pushed Buck again, knowing it was killing the animal but he didn't have a choice. If the Comancheros caught them out in the open they wouldn't have a chance to survive. Well that's not exactly true, Zach thought. They'll kill me but they'll take Kathleen captive and sell her down in Mexico or use her for their own entertainment; either way it's won't be a good life for her. Zach felt Kathleen's arms around him, trusting in his abilities. If they do catch us, I'll put a bullet in her head before I let them have her.
Buck was laboring but continued running hard; his coat dotted with foam like lather. And then he stepped in a hole. Zach and Kathleen were thrown over the animal's head as Buck cart wheeled in almost a complete flip. After making sure Kathleen wasn't seriously hurt, Zach walked back to where the horse was laying on the ground. He knelt by Buck's head and stroked his nose. The front left leg was broken, bent at an extreme angle and the animal was done. Buck was so tired he didn't even struggle; he just laid there suffering.
"You tried hard, didn't you Buck?" Zach stroked Buck's forehead, pulled his pistol and did what he'd done earlier for another horse; he put Buck out of its misery.
With only one hundred yards to go to the head of the pass, Zach gathered his rifle, the remaining two canteens, and motioned to Kathleen to continue toward the break in the ridgeline. "They're still back there a ways and we might make it to the pass over the saddleback before they can catch up to us," he said.
Kathleen took one of the canteens and started out at a brisk, almost running walk. Zach shook his head in admiration and followed her. As they reached the base of the incline up to the pass, the Comancheros were less than a hundred and fifty yards behind them. Bullets began to land in the ground and rocks around them as the raiders tried to bring them down before Zach and Kathleen could get to the higher ground of the pass.
When they got to the base of the trail over the saddleback, Zach took off his gun belt and handed it to Kathleen. He pointed at three huge boulders that had fallen from the top of the ridgeline in a time long before men started traveling over the pass.. "Take this and get behind those rocks."
He watched Kathleen for several seconds as she scrambled up the hill and then turned back toward the Comancheros. Dropping to one knee he brought his Winchester up and shot twice. One of the riders was knocked out of the saddle and the rest pulled up. They tried to find some cover but on that flat mesa there weren't many places to hide.
Zach shot again at a head that looked up over a Creosote bush. He heard a yell and the man fell back. Two down, eight to go, he thought. Zach made his way up the slope closer to Kathleen and again stopped behind a small rock pile.
The remaining Comancheros decided to rush Zach. The eight men jumped on their horses and charged his position. Zach could see a two wheeled cart following the men; must be their supplies and things they stole, he thought as he aimed his rifle. Two more of the men were knocked out of their saddles before the riders pulled up and again sought cover. That's four, Zach said to himself; six more. The man driving the cart jumped down and hid behind it. As one of the dead men's horses came by him, he grabbed the animal, mounted and rode directly away from the fighting.
Now the outlaw band got craftier. One or two men would crawl toward Zach and the others would start firing. Then the forward men would shoot to keep Zach's head down and the others would leap frog ahead of the shooters. Zach was sort of pinned down but was still able to return fire occasionally.
"Can't stay here," he said out loud. "I need to get up with Kathleen."
Zach fired several shots at the men making them hunker down and then he ran up the slope; not stopping until he joined Kathleen but behind a different rock across the narrow trail. Crouching down, Zach reloaded his Winchester. While he was running, the gang was able to put two men at the base of the incline. Slowly they made their way up toward Zach and Kathleen; hiding and waiting for their friends to fire before moving again. They had to replace one of the forward men as Zach's rifle found another victim. That's five, Zach thought.
Whether from anger, bravado, or stupidity, the remaining Comancheros decided to rush their prey's position. Zach and Kathleen were surprised to see the men advanced toward them as fast as they could; firing and yelling. Zach was deadly with his rifle and four more of the bandits died trying to make it up that hill. He carefully stood, looking for the fifth man.
Turning he saw him up the hill, 20 feet behind Kathleen. Somehow in the confusion of the charge he'd managed to circle around. "Kathleen," he yelled in warning and tried to bring his rifle to bear.
The last of the Comancheros fired at Zach hitting him in the left shoulder. Zach spun around with the impact and fell. Still trying to bring his rifle up, he watched as the man turned toward Kathleen. The raider never got a chance to fire; the sound of the big Colt was deeper and not as sharp as the Winchester but it was just as effective.
Knocked off his feet by the .45 bullet that hit him in the stomach, the last outlaw hit the ground. He tried to push himself up and Kathleen fired again. This time he didn't move.
Zach had scrambled to his feet but abruptly sat down as the shock of getting hit pierced through the intense battle mode he'd been in during the gunfight. Motioning to Kathleen, he pulled himself along on the seat of his pants so he could lean up against the same rock that had been his cover. Kathleen came to Zach and knelt down; trying to hand his pistol back to him. Her cheeks were flushed, she'd lost her hat, and her hair was falling out of the bun but she seemed steady to Zach and she was uninjured.
"Keep the pistol Milady," Zach said. "You might have use of it again."
"So we're back to Milady, are we?" Kathleen smiled and tried to look at Zach's wound. "Thought you said titles don't mean much out here."
"You've earned it Kathleen." Zach pointed to several plants growing in the cracks and crevasses of the mountain side. "See those plants with the thick spines? Those are Aloe Vera." He pulled the knife at his waist out of its sheath and cut his shirt away until he could see the wound. The pain was intensifying and quickly wearing away his consciousness. "Wash the hole with a little water first, then pick several of those spines."
Kathleen helped him pull his shirt out of the way and got a canteen from her hiding place. The bullet had gone completely through the lower shoulder muscle. After running water into the wound, she went to gather the Aloe Vera. Following his instructions, she squeezed sap out of the spines and applied it to the both sides of Zach's shoulder. She tore a piece from the over size shirt she wore and made a bandage but the blood continued to seep through. Kathleen secured the bandage with one of the carry straps from a canteen.
"That Aloe sap will fight infection," Zach told her. "At least until you can get to Tucson and come back with help."
"I can't leave you; you're wounded," Kathleen protested.
"You've got to or neither of us will make it." Zach slid down a little more against the rock. "I'm gonna pass out here pretty soon and I need to tell y..." He was right; Zach lost consciousness before he could finish his sentence. His last thought as he went under was, Damn I hope she makes it.

********************

"What?" Zach mumbled. Someone was calling his name and all Zach wanted to do was sleep.
"Zach, wake up," the voice called again. "You need to wake up."
Slowly opening his eyes and then shutting them at the glare of the sunlight coming through a window, Zack finally woke up. He tried to sit but the pain in his shoulder made him wince and moan. Zach sensed, rather than saw, someone close the curtains to block the light.
"Who's there?" He asked and opened his eyes again.
"It's me Zach, Kathleen."
Zach smiled. Hell if this is a dream, it's a fine one, he thought. Beats laying out here in the rocks, waiting for the buzzards to find me. The he realized he was on a bed, in a room, and Kathleen was sitting next to him.
"You made it," Zach said and smiled at her.
"We made it Zach. Thanks to your courage and fighting skill."
"How'd we get here and where is here?"
"Here is Tucson. How we got here is a story for when you're stronger." Kathleen held a spoon to his lips and ordered, "Eat."
"It's only broth, but you need the nourishment," a male voice said. "I'm Dr. Simpson, we haven't officially met." The doctor stepped to the bed and gently shook Zach's hand. "If we feed you normal, you'd just bring it back up again."



"How long I been out?"
"Counting the day and a half on the trail, I'd say four days. That about right Lady Astor?"
Nodding her head, Kathleen answered, "Yes, four days. Although he did wake up now and then while we were on the trail."
"I remember something about a cart and being hot and hurting," Zach said. Using his good right arm, he pushed himself higher up against the headboard.
"He shouldn't over exert himself," Dr. Simpson said to Kathleen.
"I know but he's like a stubborn horse," she replied.
"Hey. I'm right here," Zach said. "Y'all quit talking about me like I'm not in the room."
"Sorry," the doctor responded. "We've gotten use to you being asleep." He smiled at Zach. "What would you like to know son?"
"I'd like to know how Kathleen and I got here. Last I remember was passing out on that rock trail over the saddleback."
"If you eat all your soup, I'll tell you," Kathleen said as she pushed another spoonful into his mouth. She continued to spoon fed Zach until the bowl was empty. Every time he tried to talk, she'd shove the spoon in his mouth again.
"Now, let's make you more comfortable and I'll tell you a story," Kathleen told him. She helped Zach to sit a little higher and put a rolled up blanker behind his shoulders.
"After you passed out, I really didn't know what to do," she began. "A few minutes went by and I realized that if we stayed out there, neither of us would make it. I remembered how you'd watered your horse so I took your hat, by the way you'll need a new hat, that one got to be a little bit gamey. Anyway I took your hat and a canteen back down onto the mesa. I thought I might use the water to coax one of the dead men's horses close enough to capture it. If I could get a horse, I thought we could make it to Tucson."
Zach yawned. "Sorry," he said. But very shortly, his head slumped to the side and he was asleep again.
Dr. Simpson patted Kathleen on the hand. "It's normal for him to tire easy. He's been through a lot. Our Zach will wake up in a few hours and he'll be hungry. I'll go arrange for some more soup and maybe a biscuit."
The doctor was right, three hours later Zach was awake again Kathleen was still by his side and went to bring Dr. Simpson. He sent her out of the room while he examined Zach. As he finished, a young lad from the café brought in some soup and biscuits. Zach ate all his soup and a biscuit under Kathleen's watchful eye. Then she continued her story.
"From my hiding spot I'd seen the cart pull up behind the Comancheros, then the driver abandoned it and retreated from the battle. When I got down onto the flat, it was still there. The horse had wandered and pulled the cart into a big bush. I gave the horse some water to calm him down and then backed him up to free the cart. As I was leading the horse and cart over to the pass, another horse must have smelled the water and came to me. I gave him some water too and tied him to the cart."
Kathleen smiled and then chuckled. "The cart contained some food stuffs, water and those robber's ill gotten gains. I threw everything except a couple of blankets, a little food, and the water out of the cart to lighten it and we started for Tucson. Switching the horses back and forth to pull the cart we made good time. Do you know how heavy you are? I do, because I lifted you into the cart."
"Thank you Milady," Zach said and then grinned. "Maybe we should have got one of the heroes in the dime novels to save us."
"Your deeds were heroic enough for me Zach," Kathleen replied. She held up a newspaper. "There's a very nice story about you and me and our adventure in the paper." Kathleen gave him a wicked little grin and added, "The man that sold me that book about Kit Carson was singing a song as he hawked his wares; The Ballad of Kit Carson he said it was. Maybe I should write a song about you. I could call it, 'The Ballad of Zachery Carson'; maybe I should write one of those dime novels about our experiences."
"I think the sun and heat made you loco Kathleen," Zach said and shook his head.
Turning to Dr. Simpson he asked, "How long will I be laid up?"
"Another four or five days I think. The bullet didn't do a lot of critical damage; of course it doesn't feel that way to you. We'll get some real food in you tomorrow and get you up and moving around a little. After a few days I'll let you stay out of bed if you promise to take it easy."
The next morning Dr. Simpson brought Zach a scrambled egg, a piece of toast, and a cup of weak coffee. "Let's see if you can keep this down," he said. "If you do we can get you something more substantial for supper."
Later that day, Zach has just finished eating his supper when Kathleen came into his room followed by an older gentleman.
"Zach, this is my father, Sir Gerald Astor," she said. "Father, this is Zach Carson, the man that saved me."
"I say Mr. Carson; it's a pleasure to meet you. And thank you for helping Kathleen." Astor's voice and tone left no doubt what country he hailed from as he shook Zach's good hand. Sir Gerald Astor was tall and slim with dark reddish brown hair, long sideburns and a bushy moustache to match. He had large hands and a fair complexion which had the beginnings of a sun tan.
Pointing at the bandage around Zach's shoulder he added, "Got nicked a bit did you? I hope you are not wounded too grievously."
"It's nice to meet you too, Mr. Astor. I think it was more of Kathleen and me saving each other. I wouldn't have made it to Tucson without her quick thinking." Zach ran his right hand over the bandage on his left shoulder. "Doc says I'll be up and around in a couple of days."
"When you are 'up and around' as you say, stop by and see us at the Grand Hotel. Kathleen and I will be in town for several days," Astor suggested. "Till then, good night." He turned and left the room.
"Father's like a whirlwind sometimes," Kathleen offered with a smile. "Please do come see us." Then she followed her father.
To Be Continued...
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Chapter Four
Shoulder feels pretty good, Zach thought as he kept his promise to visit Sir Gerald and Lady Kathleen at the Grand Hotel; it was three days after his first meeting with Sir Gerald Astor. Still a mite tender but it's healing up. Should be able to ride out in another three or four days; course if the Doc has his way I'd still be sitting on my backside.
The Grand Hotel was just that, Grand; at least for Tucson. The building was two stories, painted a brilliant white, with four tall columns across the front. For those from the South, it reminded them of the anti-bellum plantation mansions in Georgia or Alabama. The Grand had been built by a railroad tycoon for visiting people of importance; both investors and wealthier companions who wanted to escape the harsh winter weather farther East and farther to the north. However, summer in the southwest wasn't a good time for visiting so the hotel was mostly empty.
Zach had waited until the heat of the day passed before his visit. He felt out of place as he entered the foyer of the hotel. Doc had my pants cleaned while I was laid up, he thought, but there still a mite threadbare and worn from the trail. Hell, even brand new they're not fancy enough for this place. Good thing Doc loaned me a shirt.
Zach approached the man behind the desk. The clerk looked at Zach with a raised eyebrow. He took in the faded whipcord pants, worn shirt, scruffy moccasins and raised an eyebrow. His expression seemed to say, who is this cow person and what is he doing in my hotel? "May I help you?" The clerk asked in a voice that indicated Zach had to be in the wrong place; he couldn't possibly have business at the Grand.
"Like to see Sir Gerald Astor and Lady Kathleen please," Zach replied.
"And what is your business with Sir Gerald?"
Zach was usually an easy going man; he didn't push people but he didn't accept being pushed. He leaned on the counter and looked at the desk clerk with piercing gray eyes that had gone from soft to hard in an instant. "Ain't rightly none of your business Mister. Just let Sir Gerald know that Zach Carson is here to see him."
Feeling the heat from those gray eyes, the clerk began to think he'd overstep his bounds. He was sure of it when Zach stood back from the counter. Zach's hands had naturally dropped to his sides and the clerk's eyes were drawn to the big Colt, holstered on his hips.
"Yes sir, right away." Pointing to several sofas and settees scattered on the far side of the lobby. "If you'll just wait there please, I'll send the bellman up to Sir Gerald's room."
Zach nodded and found a seat. Long time since I set on anything but a saddle or the ground he thought as he settled back on the comfortable sofa. It was only a few minutes before Kathleen came down the grand staircase and walked over to him.
"Why are you sitting out here?" She asked.
Zach pointed to the desk clerk. "That fellar there said for me to wait here. He's the range boss of the hotel so I thought I'd better listen to him."
"Mr. Dickery was told to sit you at our table in the dining room." Kathleen turned and gave the clerk a look that might have killed other men. As it was, Dickery seemed to melt in on himself when he saw her stare. "Come with me Zach," she ordered.
Zach stood, tipped his hat at Dickery, gave him a self satisfied grin and followed Kathleen. Sure beats staring at the rear ends of cows, he thought as he walked behind her. The manners Zach had been taught by his mother, which he hadn't had much use for on the trail, came out. He took off his hat and when they got to a large corner table in the dining room, he pulled out Kathleen's chair. When she was sitting, he chose a chair across the table from her.
"Why don't you sit here next to me Zach," she suggested with a smile. "It will be oh so much easier to talk that way." You obviously are feeling better. How's your shoulder?"
Zach stood and moved two chairs over next to Kathleen. "Still a mite sore but another week of this easy living and I'll be back on the trail."
"That's what I wanted to talk to you about young man," Sir Gerald said as he walked to the table. Zach had been paying so much attention to Kathleen, that he hadn't noticed her father come into the dining room. He stood to greet Sir Gerald and after shaking hands they both sat down.
Sir Gerald, Kathleen, and Zach stepped out onto a patio for an after dinner drink and the men lit cigars. "I believe I owe you money Mr. Carson," Sir Gerald said as they sat at one of the tables on the patio. "Kathleen tells me she promised you a fee for rescuing her." Sir Gerald was wearing a fancy frock coat and pulled his wallet out of an inside pocket.
He counted out some bills, laid them on the table between him and Zach. "Is $1000 sufficient?" Zach looked at the money, then at Sir Gerald and shook his head.
"Put your money away Sir Gerald," Zach replied. "I won't take it for helping Kathleen."
"You put yourself at risk to help my daughter, great risk I might add. Those outlaws could have killed you both and you were seriously wounded. You deserve a reward."
"Sir, the way I was raised you don't expect money for helping people," Zach answered. "Besides, I figure Kathleen and I are sorta even. I rescued her then she rescued me."
"That's admirable Mr. Carson," Sir Gerald responded. "Let me suggest this. I will pay for a hotel room and board for you until you're fit to travel. I also will pay for the stagecoach fare for you to come to my ranch in Prescott Valley. If you won't accept a reward, possibly you will let me replace the horse you lost."
Zach started to protest but Kathleen spoke up. "Please Zach, let Father help. He, and I, would feel so much better about it."
Studying Kathleen for several seconds, Zach nodded. "Reckon I could use a horse," he said.
********************
Zach decided he needed some new clothes. His shirt had been torn to get at his wound and was useless. The pants he'd been wearing weren't torn but were bloodstained and no amount of washing could get those stains out. Luckily his hat and moccasins were fine, if a little trail worn.
He had left most of his money with the saddlebags at the water hole but he did have five gold Double Eagles left in his pocket. Zach bought a pair of pants, two shirts, a new hat, a new pair of boots and some other things like shaving gear, a bedroll and ground cloth; spending thirty dollars. After using the advance from Sir Gerald to pay for his stage ticket, he had fifty some dollars left which he split with Dr. Simpson.
"Go ahead and take it," Zach said when the Doc tried to turn down the money. "I've been living off you long enough. Sides, weren't for you I wouldn't have need for it anyway."
Zach was in Tucson for another three days. He telegraphed Sir Gerald to let him know when he'd arrive in Prescott. First he rode the stage to Phoenix which took four days. Normally it was a longer trip but there was a full moon so they could drive most of the night. From there it was another five days into Prescott.
Even though Phoenix to Prescott was a shorter distance, the wagon road climbed through the mountains. When Zach got off the stage depot just off Prescott's main town square, Kathleen was there waiting for him.
She was wearing a split riding skirt and had a woman's version of a Stetson on her head. Kathleen twirled and said, "Father relented and lets me ride astride now, like a real western woman should." She laughed and took Zach's arm. "The stage was only an hour later than scheduled. Our horses are over by the court house and we'll be at Astor Manor in time for dinner."
"Astor Manor?"
"It's what Father calls our ranch. I think it's pretentious but he says it reminds him of home. I tried to tell him that Prescott was our home now, but he insisted."
Zach grabbed his bedroll from the stage and they walked across the square to where Kathleen had hitched the horses. Kathleen mounted a pinto she called Chuckles; Zach helped her get up. He got on the big bay gelding she pointed out to him.
"That's Woodstock," she said. "I named him after our butler back in Berkshire; he has the same color hair and big brown eyes." Kathleen shook her head a little. "Father and I were sad to leave Mr. Woodstock; he'd been with the family for over twenty years." She giggled and added, "The butler not the horse."
"After all that time with the family, didn't your father want to bring Mr. Woodstock with him?" Zach asked as they rode north east out of Prescott.
"Yes he did; Father tried to convince him to come with us but Mr. Woodstock didn't want to leave England." Kathleen laughed. "Mr. Woodstock said he didn't want to be scalped by some red Indians or shot by a pistolero."
She laughed again at the look on Zach's face. "Seems I'm not the only one who reads those 'dime novels' you warned me about."
The ranch house at Astor Manor would have fit right in with the houses Zach had seen in the hill country of Texas, although it was a bit more grand. It was a long, rambling type home with two main sections with a covered breezeway between them. He would learn that the section on the left, which sat on a small rise, was the main living quarters.
There were five bedrooms in the back of the building and a very large open living room across the front. This big room had a formal dining table that would seat 12 as well as several easy chairs and sofas.
The other section was smaller and housed a very large kitchen and what passed as a common eat in area; there was another large table at one side that provide space for up to 20 to eat at one time. The rest of the room had a few chairs and several waist high cupboards for storage.
At the back and slightly to the west was the barn, other out buildings and three corrals. Sir Gerald was standing by one of the corrals and turned as Kathleen and Zach rode up.
"I say, it's good to see you Mr. Carson," Sir Gerald said with a big voice. "Do dismount, I have something to show you."
"Hello sir," Zach replied and stepped off Mr. Woodstock. Kathleen dismounted too and Zach noticed she had a wicked little smile on her face. "What?" Zach asked.
"Father and I have a surprise for you. Wait just a moment." Kathleen motioned and a ranch hand gathered the reins of Chuckles and Mr. Woodstock and led them to the barn.
"Bring out the other one, if you please," Sir Gerald requested. "How was your journey Mr. Carson? Not too hard on your wound, I trust."
"Fine, thank you for the ticket," Zach answered.
"I wager you could have made better time on horseback," Kathleen offered.
"Yes em, but it's hard to do without a horse."
"I think Kathleen and I can solve that problem for you." Sir Gerald pointed toward the barn where the hand was leading a horse over to them.
The wrangler was leading a dark dappled gray stallion with a full mane and a forelock hanging between his ears. The man was out to the side trying to stay out of the way of the front hoofs of the prancing horse. He tied the stallion to a snub post just outside the corral. "Here you are sir,' the cowboy said. "I'll go back to work now." The man made sure he walked well away from the hind legs of the horse.
Zach glanced over at the horse, looked at Sir Gerald with a question in his eyes and then quickly looked back at the big dark grey stallion. That's about the best looking horse I've ever seen, he thought.
"Examine him. Get a closer look," Sir Gerald suggested. "If you like him, he's yours."
"If you don't, we'll find you another mount," Kathleen added.
Zach walked over to the horse and speaking in a soft voice walked around the animal. He stuck out his hand, let the gray get his smell, and then ran his hands over the legs, back, and rump.
"Andalusian, isn't he?" Zach asked in more of a statement than a question. "He's looks to be about 16 hands. Got a big deep chest, strong legs, a good back and hindquarters." Zach stroked the horse's face and hand combed the forelock. "Bet he could run all day at a fast lope and have plenty left over."
"You like him?" Kathleen asked, almost giggling at the look on Zach's face.
"He's about the best lookin horse I've ever seen," Zach repeater his earlier thought aloud.
"Bill Hobart, a friend of mine, has a ranch on the other side of Prescott from us," Sir Gerald explained. He's a cattleman but he breeds horses as a hobby. He had an idea to cross an Andalusian and an American Quarter horse. This," he said pointing to the gray, "is one of his best."
"I can see that," Zach said and continued stroking the stallion.
"Mr. Hobart said this one combines the best of both breeds," Kathleen said. "He said he got the strength and size from his Spanish sire and he's quick and nimble like his dame." She walked over to Zach and the horse and took Zach's arm. "Do you like him?"
"According to Bill, this horse will run all day, rest overnight and run all the next day without losing a step," Sir Gerald said. "He's a fine animal and he's yours if you like him Mr. Carson. Zach started to protest but Sir Gerald cut him off. "Consider him as sign of my respect, admiration, and gratitude for saving Kathleen." As his voice quivered a little he said "I don't know what I would have done if she'd been harmed or killed." .
Zach stared at Sir Gerald for several seconds and then smiled. "He got a name? If I'm gonna ride a horse like this, he's got to have a name."
Sir Gerald smiled and Kathleen hugged Zach. She blushed and stepped away from him. "I thought it would only be proper for you to name your own horse Mr. Carson," Sir Gerald said.
"I think maybe Sir Gris would be a good name," Zach said after a few minutes thought. "Gris is Spanish for gray and the 'Sir' is in honor of you sir." He leaned close and whispered in the horse's ear as he scratched it. "I'll call you Gris for short."
Sir Gerald nodded slowly. "Mr. Hobart said Sir Gris was trained to the saddle and bridle, but he warned me that you would have to take a firm hand with the animal. He is quite spirited; a tad on the wild side were his words." Motioning toward the ranch house, Sir Gerald said, "The cook should have dinner prepared. Come, let's put on the feed bag as you Westerners say."
After dinner, Sir Gerald poured Kathleen a glass of port and whiskey for Zach and himself. "What are your plans Mr. Carson, now that you have a steed? Of course you are welcome to stay with us as long as you like. It's a big house and we have the room for guests."
"I appreciate the offer sir. Reckon I'll heal up a bit more, spend some time training Gris to be a cowpony, and then maybe head for California. Suppose I'll take advantage of your hospitality for a month or so."
"After you 'heal up as you say' I'd like to offer you a position here at Astor Manor."
"A position sir?"
"Yes, Kathleen tells me you have experience working with cattle." Zach nodded and Sir Gerald said, "I've come to realize that I may have not hired the best man to run my cattle operation.
"I've never been a range boss sir," Zach replied.
"You have more experience than I, Mr. Carson. To be frank I think Mr. Billings, my ranch manager, is stealing from me. Unfortunately, I don't have the education about cattle or ranching to know if that's true."
"What makes you think this Billings is cheatin you?"
"Based on projections, the inventory of cattle on the ranch has not increased as they should." Sir Gerald stared at the wall for a moment. "I believe that Mr. Billings is stealing cattle and selling them himself. You've proven your mettle and we trust you Mr. Carson." He made a motion to include Kathleen. "Is that something you'd be interest in or is a California Siren calling you?"
"Let me think on it a couple of days Sir Gerald," Zach said.
"Fair enough. Now let's have one more glass of this excellent whiskey and then I'll turn in."
Kathleen stayed behind after her father retired. "Please stay Zach. I know it's a lot to ask, giving up your dream, but we need your help. I'm afraid Father will do something drastic if the situation isn't resolved soon."
"Tell what I will do, whether I take the job or not. I'll check into your suspicions about Billings and if you're right I'll let you know."
"I'm gonna take a ride around the ranch this morning," Zach told Sir Gerald at breakfast. "If Billings asks, you can tell him I'm a looking for cattle as a start up herd for a place of my own."
As Zach saddled his new horse, Kathleen joined him at the stables. Zach grinned at her. "This will be my first time to ride him."
"I'll go with you," Kathleen offered.
The next several days Zach trained Gris to be a cowpony. He worked with the big gray with a firm but gentle hand, a soft voice, and a lot of praise when the horse did well. Now Gris would turn at the touch of the rein on his neck, knew which direction Zach wanted to go by the shift of weight in the saddle and the horse would stay in place when the reins were dropped to the ground.
One morning, at first light, Zach saddled Gris for another ride around part of the ranch. As he finished with the cinch, Kathleen rode Chuckles over to join him.
"I'll go with you Zach," she offered.
"The company would be nice, but if Billings is off the square he won't show much with the owner's daughter around."
Zach mounted Gris, guided him at a walk around the barn and then put him at a lope toward a high hill in the distance. About thirty minutes later, a big, red faced man rode up to him.
"Understand you're lookin for stock," the man said after pulling his horse to a stop. "Name's Todd Billings, I'm the ranch boss."
Billings sat tall in the saddle. He was a stocky, solid looking man. His eyes were brown but a little bloodshot like he'd had a bit too much whiskey the night before. Long brown hair, mixed with a little gray, hair showed under his hat. Zach noticed that the man's nose was red veined, a sure sign that Billings liked the whiskey bottle a mite too much.
"Yes sir. I'm Zach Carson."
"You're the fellar that saved Kathleen."
"It was more a matter of Miss Astor and me helping each other."
"Follow me and I'll show you what we have for sale," Billings ordered. Zach wheeled Gris and rode side by side with the ranch boss.
Riding slowly through the scattered herds, Billings would point out that the cattle were fat, sassy, and almost ready for shipping to market. The weather was very warm, nothing like the deserts around Tucson, but warm enough that the horses had broken a sweat. Zach pulled up in the shade of some trees at the head of a small box canyon to cool down Gris and himself. Billings had no choice but to stop too.
"Gris is new to longer rides," Zach explained as he dismounted and loosened the saddle cinch. "I need to give him a little time to cool down."
"Reckon you had to do the same thing with that English girl out on the trail," Billings said. Zach eyes went hard as he turned to look at the ranch boss. "I mean you can't ride all the time, although with that one you'd sure like to try."
Zach had never been one to start trouble or to go on the prod, but he was seriously thinking about making an exception for Billings. He couldn't believe that Billings would show such little respect for a woman and especially his employer's daughter. Fore this is over Billings, you will answer for that lack of respect, Zach thought. After a short rest, Zach retightened the cinch and they rode on.
Close to two hours later, Zach and Billings stopped atop a small rise overlooking the ranch house. "So what do you think Zach? We gonna do business."



"Reckon I'll talk to Sir Gerald and see what we can work out. He mentioned $12 a head, but that's a bit rich for my blood. It don't give me much leeway for a profit when I ship."
Motioning for Zach to follow him again, Billings rode down the rise to the creek that ran across that part of the ranch. Pulling up under some Cottonwoods, he dismounted. Zach did the same and led Gris to the stream and let him drink a little.
"Tell you what Zach, I like you and ifin you're serious about startin a herd, meet me here in the morning after breakfast," Billings suggested. "I can let you have up to 50 cattle for $8 a head. That'd give you the start of a good size herd and at a price that leaves you room for some profit."
"But Sir Gerald said..."
"Don't you worry about Astor; this is between you and me." He noticed Zach hesitating. "Look nobody gets hurt and everyone gets what they want. You get the start of a herd at a price you can stomach and I get a little fee for helping you."
"Sounds like rustling to me," Zach said. "Don't know if I want to get caught up in that."
"You don't have to. Me and a couple of my boys, Jim Dawson and Sam Colton, will meet you at that trail head we rode by earlier. You give me the money and take the cattle. Hell, I'll even give you a bill of sale and the boys will help you drive em to your spread. All you'll have to know is that you bought some cattle and got a bill of sale."
"Let me think on it until after supper," Zach replied. "If I'm a mind to take you up on your offer, I'll let you know how many head I can handle."
Billings nodded and mounted his horse. "See you after supper."
Zach watched him ride away toward the bunk house. "You'll see me after supper and then you have a lot to answer for," he said softly. Zach mounted and rode to the ranch house to report the day's happenings to Sir Gerald.
To Be Continued



        

  
    The Ballad of Zachery Carson Ch. 05
  
  The Ballad of Zachery Carson Ch. 05

        Rustlers and thieves are dealt frontier justice.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/the-ballad-of-zachery-carson-ch-05

Title: The Ballad of Zachery Carson Ch. 05

Author: woodmanone

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Rustlers and thieves are dealt frontier justice.

Tags: action adventure, western, historical drama, drama, historical

Series: The Ballad of Zachery Carson


Please read the previous chapters before wading into this one.
I welcome and appreciate all comments, critiques and/or emails; but especially constructive ones.

********************

Chapter Five
The cook for the house was a woman of about 50, Amanda Kraft, who had once ran a boarding house in Prescott. The owner sold the place and Mrs. Kraft was out of work. Sir Gerald hired her as a cook and housekeeper for Astor Manor. He also hired her husband, Joseph Kraft, who was approaching 60 and was getting a little long in the tooth to continue busting broncs and herding cattle. Mr. Kraft became sort of a house manager making sure everything in and around the house was kept in good repair; he was also learning to be a proper butler.
Sir Gerald and Lady Astor went all out for dinner that night. With Kathleen on his arm, Sir Gerald came into the formal dining room. He was dressed in his Army uniform with its bright red jacket with gold buttons fastened all the way up to his neck. A gold braid hung over his right shoulder and three lines of medals adorned his left breast. As he almost strutted into the room, Zach thought, he looks like a proud peacock.
Not to be outdone, Kathleen regally walked at her father's side wearing a long flowing gown that Zach was sure hadn't been made in Prescott. The dress was a deep emerald green, made of silk. It complimented her long auburn hair which she worn up in some kind of fancy do. The waist area of the gown was drawn in to show Kathleen's figure and the bodice left a lot of her shoulders bare. It was the first time he'd seen her all dressed up.
Zach stood as the father and daughter came into the room. He felt out of place in his clean whip cord pants and his shirt with a button on collar and a string tie. Never been one to worry about clothes before, he thought. But if I hang around these two for long, I'll have to start dressing better. Kathleen's smile was bright enough to light up the whole room and Sir Gerald had the look of a proud papa as he escorted her to the table.
"Good evening Mr. Carson," Kathleen said as her father seated her.
"Good evening Sir Gerald, Lady Kathleen," Zach replied and made a small bow.
"Let's have dinner and then we have a guest joining us," Sir Gerald said. At Zach's look he added, "Mr. Billings will be joining us for coffee this evening." The look on the older man's face said that it wasn't going to be pleasant for the ranch foreman.
Zach stood. "Excuse me, I'll be right back." He quickly went to his bedroom and retrieved his Colt, buckling on his gun belt. Then he returned to the dining room. Sir Gerald noticed the pistol and just nodded. Kathleen raised an eyebrow but said nothing.
As they finished dinner, Billings came into the room. "You wanted to see me Mr. Astor?" He was dressed as he normally was when working the ranch, including his pistol.
"Yes Mr. Billings," Sir Gerald replied. "Please sit and have coffee with us." He motioned Billings to a chair and to Mrs. Kraft. She brought Billings a cup and filled it with coffee.
"I understand you made an offer to sell cattle to Mr. Carson here," Sir Gerald continued. "I don't believe I gave you permission to lower my price. Nor did I give you permission to sell the other cattle as you've been doing. I cannot prove it, but it is certain that you have stolen from my ranch."
Billings looked at Zach and then back to Sir Gerald. He stood so fast he knocked over his chair and placed his hand on the butt of his pistol. "So what are you goin to do about it, you English dandy?"
"You're discharged Mr. Billings. Leave Astor Manor at once."
"You old fool. You think you can run me off?
Zach slowly stood and let his hand hang close to the butt of his Colt. "If Sir Gerald can't get rid of you, I can," he said.
Billings was surprised to see that Zach carried a pistol. He hesitated, growled, and drew his gun. Before he could raise his weapon, a shot echoed off the walls of the dining room. Zach's Colt had a wisp of gray smoke spiraling out of its barrel as Billings dropped his pistol, took a step backwards, and fell to the floor holding his shoulder.
Sir Gerald stood and looked down at Billings. He smoothed down each side of his moustache with one finger. "I can't abide a disturbance at dinner." He raised his voice and called, "Mr. Kraft, if you please." Kraft came from the breezeway and looked at Billings "Sorry old boy but we've seemed to have made a terrible mess," Sir Gerald apologized. "Could you get some of the men to help you lock this man in the tack room or somewhere secure after you patch him up somewhat? We'll send for the Sheriff in the morning."
"Yes sir, I'll get right on it," Kraft answered with a smile. He enjoyed listening to Sir Gerald talk. "And I'll get something to clean the blood off the floor. Don't want it to stain the wood, now do we?"
"Good thinking my man. And if you would, please ask Mrs. Kraft to send in some fresh coffee. This pot seems to have gotten cold."
Kraft nodded and started to turn.
"Mr. Kraft," Zach called. "Tell Dawson and Colton that if they're still here in the morning; they'll be joining Billings and the Sheriff."
Kraft nodded again and smiled. "It will be a pleasure Mr. Carson."
Mr. Kraft helped the wounded man to his feet and began to lead him out of the room. Billings turned and glared at Zach. "This ain't over Carson," he threatened.
"Yes it is Billings. If I see you again, I'll shoot you where you stand. The only reason you're not dead now is I pulled my shot; I won't do that the next time." Zach turned to Kathleen. "Figured you'd seen more than your share of dead men recently.
Billings heard the threat in Zach's voice, saw the cold hard stare of his eyes and believed that Carson would do just as he promised. Considering the speed of Carson's draw, the rustler decided it would be to put some distance between himself and the young man.
"Now that the unpleasantness is finished we need to talk Mr. Carson." Sir Gerald turned back to the table and motioned for Zach to retake his seat. "Ah, here's the coffee. Thank you my dear." Pilar, one of Mrs. Kraft's helpers had sat a fresh carafe of coffee on the table.
When she had poured for everyone and left Sir Gerald asked, "Have you considered the position I offered you Mr. Carson?" Pointing toward the departing Billings, he added, "Seems I have the need of a new ranch manager; a ramrod I believe you call it."
Zach had thought about the offer for several days. I like the area, I like the ranch, and I like the Astors, he thought. There was nothing calling me, as Sir Gerald said, to California; it had always been just a destination; a place to head for while I was drifting.
"I think I'd like to work for you Sir Gerald," Zach informed him of his decision. "At least we can give it a try for a spell."
"Capital, capital," the older man said. His pleasure at Zach's decision was obvious in his voice. "I suppose we should discuss salary and wages."
"I'm sure you'll be fair sir."
"As I understand it, other ramrods get up to $60 a month and found," Sir Gerald said. "I'll give you $100 a month; you can live and eat here in the house or we'll build you a cottage down by the stream. After shipping our cattle to market, I'll give you five percent of the net profit. How does that sound Mr. Carson? Perhaps that will entice you to stay for longer than a 'spell' as you call it."
"That's very generous Sir Gerald; I accept," Zach replied and shook hands with his new employer.
"Fine, fine. We'll go into Prescott and have an attorney draw up a contract after the Sheriff takes custody of Billings."
"That's not necessary Sir Gerald. Out here a man's word and handshake are good enough."

********************

"Where are you going Zach?" Sir Gerald asked. "I thought we might have lunch at the café before we head back to Astor Manor."
"I'll join you in a few minutes," Zach answered. "I'm going to inspect the holding pens and shunting gates before we bring our cattle to the railhead. Don't want that mess again."
The upcoming cattle drive would be the second one Zach had been in charge of since he started working for Sir Gerald and Astor Manor. The first drive, which had been almost exactly a year earlier, had gone well right up until the trail hands drove the cattle into the pens. The pens and gates would hold and divide the animals into sections which could then be loaded into the train cars.
Gates were used to 'shunt' or funnel the cattle down a chute single file and then into a cattle car. One of the gates broke, allowing several cattle to push down the chute. The combined weight of the small herd was too much for the aging fence and it collapsed. The animals trying to get into the chute and then the rest of the herd escaped and ran through the town.
It took Zach, his men, and the railroad workers three days to get the pens repaired and another three days for the hands from Astor Manor to roundup the 80 cattle again. As far as Zach could tell after a head count, they hadn't lost more than two or three head but the extra work didn't set well with Zach or his men.
This year Zach found that Josh Cobb had beaten him to the inspection. Josh was actually the ramrod of the outfit while Zach was the ranch boss. Sir Gerald still called Zach his ramrod because he liked the sound of the word.
"Beat me to it, did you?" Zach said to his new friend and so called assistant. Truth be told, Josh was more of a mentor than an assistant.
"Didn't know if you'd think about checking out the pens, being sorta new to this ranch boss stuff," Josh answered. "No offense."
Shaking his head Zach replied, "None taken Josh."
Josh Cobb was ten years older and had twenty years more experience with cattle. He'd worked cattle ranches before, during and after the Civil War. Zach and he had spent many evenings after supper talking over ways to make Astor Manor more profitable.
The two men continued to walk around the very large pens, examining the fence posts, fence rails, and the gates; especially the gate that pushed the cattle into single file. The pens had been strengthened and there were many new posts, fence rails, and gates. The fiasco of last year wasn't going to happen again.
"Your time has come Carson," a voice yelled from behind them. Zach and Josh turned and saw Billings standing there with his pistol drawn and pointing in their general direction. "You sent me to Yuma Prison and I'm gonna make you pay. Soon as I get done with you I plan to make a little visit out to that English bastard." Billings waved his gun around and his laugh was more of a cackle. "When I'm done with him, I'm gonna visit that English bitch too."
"Step away Josh," Zach ordered. "This ain't none of your affair."
Billings watched Josh walk around the corner of the counting shed while Zach very slowly edged his hand toward the butt of his holstered Colt. "I didn't send you to prison Billings; it was your own greed and stupidity that did that."
"I thought you'd try to weasel out of it," Billings said returning his attention to his intended target. He waved his gun around as he talked. Billings had spent the better part of two years in the Territorial Prison in Yuma and had recently been released. The man showed the effects of the harsh time he'd spent in that hell hole.
"You were lucky Billings," Zach stated in a hard voice. "They usually hang rustlers in this country. Sir Gerald held you for the Sheriff; were me, I would've strung you up to one of those big Cottonwoods down by the creek. I might still do it if you force me."
Billings yelled his anger and frustration. He'd wanted Zach to grovel and beg him not to shoot; instead Zach threatened to hang him. Billings' pistol had been pointed to the ground but now he brought it up toward Zach. He never made it. As the muzzle of Billings gun started upward, Zach drew and fired. He hit Billings in the chest and the man dropped; dead before he hit the ground. Reckon that puts an end to that, Zach thought.
Gun in hand Josh came running back around the counting shed with the Sheriff hard on his heels. Both men slowed when they saw Billings down and Zach calmly reloading his pistol.
"Didn't give much choice Sheriff Casey," Zach said.
Casey nodded his head. He'd been the one that arrested Billings at Astor Manor two years ago and the one that made sure he stood trial then had escorted him to Yuma. He knelt and checked Billings. Standing he faced Zach.
"Worse case of suicide I've ever seen," Casey said with a grim smile. "Don't reckon there's need for an inquest or such. I'll get someone to pick up the body."
The cattle shipment of 120 head went off without a problem. Sir Gerald and Zach had expected to get around $17 a head from the cattle buyers; instead Astor Manor received $21 a head. Zach was given an additional 5% of the profits as a bonus.
As things settled down on the ranch, Zach decided to do something he'd wanted to do for better than two years; he wanted breed Sir Gris. He went to Sir Gerald with a plan to buy two young Andalusian mares to breed with his prized gray. One of the mares was from the man that had owned Gris and the other from a breeder down in Mexico. Word got around and before any foals were born, ranchers in the area and as far away as Texas showed their interest in the coming offspring. Zach planned on keeping a select few of the most promising ones and would split the sales profit with Sir Gerald.
The quality and reputation of the sire and dams insured that the colts brought very good prices. Zach had also bred Gris to several mustangs and quarter horses. The foals from this group were also highly prized by the ranchers around Prescott and even a couple of men from California.
It was while looking into buying another colt and filly for breeding that Zach finally made it to California and saw the Pacific Ocean. He spent a few days with the horse breeder before he returned to Astor Manor. "San Diego is sure pretty, and I've never seen so much water in one place" Zach said to Sir Gerald. "But I prefer the hills and meadows here at home. Zach never left the ranch for more than a day or two after that.

********************

"I'll return in no more than two months," Sir Gerald told Kathleen and Zach at dinner. He'd just explained that he was going to St. Louis to meet a representative from his attorney's office in Berkshire England; a solicitor he called them. "Apparently there are some matters concerning our holdings across the pond that I have to attend to in person which is better than having to go back to England."
"May I go with you Father?" Kathleen asked. "It's been ever so long, almost four years, since I've been to a big city. I know St. Louis isn't London or even New York, but it's still much bigger than Prescott or Phoenix."
Zach smiled at her enthusiasm. She's like a kid at Christmas time thinking about all the stores she can shop at, he thought. "Sounds like you'll get to become Lady Astor again," he said.
Kathleen stuck her tongue out at him. "I'll always be Lady Astor no matter where I am Mr. Carson."
"That you will be," Zach replied. Anyone hearing them tease each other could hear and see the bond they shared after their adventure in the deserts around Tucson; including Sir Gerald.
"Why don't you come with us Zach?" Sir Gerald asked. "Kathleen is correct; St. Louis is a big city."
"Been there with my father when I was a youngster. Too many people living and working too close together for my tastes. I'll stay and take care of Astor Manor."
"We'll take a train in Prescott east to Albuquerque, then north to Denver and from there east on the Transcontinental Railroad to St. Louis," Sir Gerald told Zach. "According to the station master in Prescott, we should be there in less than a week."
"That's better than 300 miles a day," Zach said in surprise."
"I've been told that the trains will average 30 miles in an hour," Sir Gerald boasted.
"Sure beats using a stage or on horseback," Zach admitted.
Sir Gerald and Kathleen left two days later for St. Louis. Zach got a telegram one week later advising him that they had arrived safely and that they were staying at the Grand Hotel. He'd been in town getting some supplies from the general store. That's funny, Zach thought. The hotel in Phoenix was called the Grand too.

********************

"Mrs. Kraft," Zach called out as he entered the kitchen at midday and put bags of flour, sugar, and coffee on the table. The house keeper came into the room. "Sir Gerald and Kathleen are coming home," he informed her and held up a telegram. "And they're bringing a guest."
Zach had gone to Prescott at first light to pick up supplies; the telegram along with other mail was waiting for him at the general store. "This was sent five days ago," he explained. "The agent knew one of the ranch crew would be in town by today; he didn't think it was important enough to send out special. I'll send Mr. Kraft in with the carriage this afternoon, but he might have to stay overnight if Sir Gerald doesn't come in on this evenings train."
"It's about time they came back, it's been close to two months since they left," Mrs. Kraft replied.
Zach nodded, thinking the same thing; that he'd be glad to see the Astors. "I need to tend to the team," he said.
"I'll have to caution Joseph to stay out of the saloon," Mrs. Kraft added with a grin. Zach returned her grin and left the kitchen to take the wagon down to the corrals.
As he was unhitching the wagon team, one of the hands came up to the corral at a gallop. He was off his horse before it came to a stop and stumbled toward Zach.
"Hello Paco. What's your hurry?" Zach greeted one of his favorite employees.
Hiring Francisco Mendoza was one of the few good things Billings had done when he ran Astor Manor. 'Paco' as he was called, was one of the best all around ranch hands Zach had ever worked with. Paco was 45 and had been working cattle and horses since he was 16. He had years of experience working cattle ranches from Texas, New Mexico and now in Arizona.
Recently Zach and Sir Gerald had given Paco permission to build a small house; a cottage Sir Gerald called it, on the edge of the clearing near the big house. Paco brought his wife and two children from Mexico to join him. His wife, Juanita and his 16 year old daughter, Pilar, helped Mrs. Kraft in the kitchen and house. His sixteen year old son, Ernesto, was following in Paco's footsteps and learning to work with stock.
Paco's family had been living across the Arizona border in Nogales; he'd been going back to Mexico a couple of times a year to visit them and had been sending most of his wages to them. The cottage at Astor Manor was something new for the Mendoza family, living together every day. Always a good worker, Paco was devoted to Zach and to the ranch. He felt he'd finally found a home.
"Patron, we have a problem," Paco said when he caught his balance. Zach waited a few seconds for Paco to catch his breath and motioned for him to continue. "40 to 50 head of cattle have been stolen and they are being driven toward Jerome."
"When?"
"Just this morning Patron. I followed the trail northeast for a little way and then rode to the top of Breed's Hill. There are four men driving our cattle across Pronghorn Mesa; I believe they are headed toward Jerome. I thought it best to come and tell you."
Jerome was a mining town, where mostly copper and some gold was mined. The place was a rough and tumble boom town with no law to speak of. The miners were always short of supplies; especially fresh meat. The rustlers would make good money selling the beef on the hoof there.




"Damn, Josh Cobb and all the men are on the south range on round up," Zach said, more to himself than to Paco. He put the wagon team in the corral and went into the barn to saddle Sir Gris. Guess I'll have to put a stop to this all by my lonesome, he thought.
Zach went into the big house, got his rifle and told Mrs. Kraft where he was heading. "If Josh and the men come in from the south range, send a few after me; I may need their help to get our cattle back."
He returned to the barn, finished saddling Gris, and put his Winchester into the saddle scabbard under his right leg. As he led his horse out of the barn Zach saw that Paco had turned his winded mount into the corral and switched his saddle to a sturdy buckskin mustang. He was waiting for Zach.
"Paco, it could be a mite hairy if I catch up to them," Zach said. "I can't ask you to go along."
"You and Senor Sir Gerald have given me and my family a home on the ranch and I will not allow anyone to steal from us." Paco gave Zach a grim smile as he made sure his own rifle was secure and loaded. "These men must atone for their sins Patron."
"Reckon so," Zach replied with his own grim smile. "It's 20 to 25 miles to Jerome and it'll take em two to three days to make the drive. If they bed the herd down tonight we can catch em by morning. Let's ride." Zach put Gris into a ground covering lope to the northeast.
Zach and Paco found the herd bedded down by first light. The grey of the morning showed the rustlers had bunched the cattle against a rock butte. One man was riding night herd to keep the cattle from straying. Zach pointed to a cut about a mile away through the hills where the herd would have to be driven. He and Paco circled the cattle and the camp and found cover in the cut.
"The cattle will be hard to push at first so we'll wait," Zach said. "Were I driving 50 head with four men, I'd use two riding between swing and flank and the other two at drag. When the two swing men pass us you cover them and I'll brace the other two. Agreed?"
"Si Patron."
"We'll give them a chance to drop their weapons and surrender. If they fight, we'll have to kill them. Are you ready for that Paco?"
"As I said Patron, these men must atone for their sins against my home. I will do what I must."
Zach nodded and pointed to a spot about half way up one of the hills above the cut. Paco quickly made his way to cover behind a big pine tree father east and about thirty yards up the hill. Zach settled in just off the trail behind some rocks. They heard the cattle before they saw them and waited.
Slowly the lead element of the herd made its way through the low divide between the hills. Zach had been right; there were two men alternating between swing and flank on each side of the cattle. The other two were pushing the cattle from behind in the drag position. Zach waited until the swing men passed and then stood from behind the rocks. He held Winchester across his chest at the ready and confronted the last two men.
To Be Continued
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Chapter Six
"You boys are driving Astor Manor cattle and I don't think you bought them," he yelled. "Throw down your guns, then tell the other two to do likewise and we won't have any trouble. If you don't you'll die in your saddle."
The two men exchanged glances. "I'll see you in Hell first," the older one said and drew his pistol.
Zach brought his rifle to his shoulder and shot twice in quick succession. He heard Paco's big Sharps buffalo rifle firing behind him and turned. One of the two swing riders was down and the other was whipping his horse to get more speed as he rode away from the deadly fire.
Zach looked down at the two men he'd shot as Paco checked on his man. Zach motioned to Paco and they gathered the men's horses. Most working cowboys carried tools to work on horseshoes in their saddle bags. Zach and Paco removed the rustler's horse's shoes, stripped off the saddles and other tack and let the horses go. Now they would have no trouble fending for themselves. The next hour was spent piling rocks over the rustler's bodies.
"I'll send a man into Prescott to tell the Sheriff where the bodies are," Zach said to Paco." He mounted Gris. "We got cattle to roundup. Let's get to it."
The cattle hadn't continued to move up through the pass when the push from the drag stopped. They had spread out, grazing on the sweet grass growing in the clearing at the base of the hills. Zach and Paco bunched the small herd together and started driving them back to Astor Manor.
"Can't get home today and I'd don't want to drive them at night so we'll stop at Two Springs at dusk and then head on in tomorrow morning," Zach suggested.
"Si Patron."
At first light Zach and Paco put the cattle back on the trail home. Not more than an hour into the drive, three of Astor Manor's hands met them on the trail. There were now five men to drive the cattle back to the ranch. One of the men rode point leading the herd; two rode drag pushing the cattle forward, while Zach and Paco rode swing on either side to keep the herd bunched together. They were able to get the cattle back to the north pasture of the ranch by dusk.
Zach and Paco parted ways at the ranch buildings; Paco went to his family at the cottage and Zach rode up to the barn. He unsaddled Gris, brushed him down and made sure he had food and water. Zach stretched his back muscles as he walked toward the ranch house. Gettin old I guess, he thought. Harder to make two day rides now than a few years ago. As Zach entered the house he could hear Sir Gerald talking and heard Kathleen chuckle at what her father was saying.
"Guess they made it home," Zach said to himself. "Don't feel much like socializing but I oughta say hello at least." He walked into the big room to greet Sir Gerald and Kathleen.
The first thing he noticed was a young man sitting on the sofa next to Kathleen. Zach also saw that she was wearing one of her fancy dresses instead of the ranch clothes she normally had on. Sir Gerald was talking to the young man but Kathleen saw Zach come in.
"Hello Zach," she said and stood to greet him. She walked over to him and took his arm. "Come meet our guest," she suggested.
"Yes indeed Mr. Carson, let me introduce you two as you'll be working together," Sir Gerald added. The young man stood. "Mr. Carson, this is Nigel Willingham. Nigel, this is Zachery Carson."
The two young men shook hands and appraised each other. He's got a good grip and looks right at you, Zach thought. For Nigel's part, he thought Zach was the hardest man he'd ever met. He's all angles and hard muscle. His eyes are intense, but not wild and his manners are more than I'd expect from a cowboy.
"Zach is the hero I told you about," Kathleen said to Nigel. Nigel's eyebrow went up and he looked again at Zach.
"Lady Kathleen has told me about your adventure in the desert Mr. Carson. Capital sir, capital. Good show."
Zach shook his head a little and smiled at Kathleen. "It was more of us saving each other," he protested.
"None the less, it was a heroic episode," Sir Gerald interjected. "Have a seat Mr. Carson, there's business to discuss." He turned and called softly, "Mrs. Kraft might we have some coffee please?"
"I really need to clean up a mite," Zach protested. "I've been on the trail for two days."
"Ah yes, Mrs. Kraft explained about the stolen cattle. Did you find the culprits?"
"Yes sir. Me and Paco tracked them down and brought the cattle back to the ranch."
"And where are these, rustlers, I think you call them?" Nigel asked. The tone was one of interest.
"Three of the rustlers are under a pile of rocks out on the trail," Zach answered. "One of them got away. Paco and me had cattle to drive or we would have gone after him." Turning to Sir Gerald, Zach added, "We'll need to send someone in tomorrow to tell the Sheriff where to find them."
Kathleen could tell that Zach was bothered at having to kill the men. "What happened Zach?" She asked gently.
Zach told them about how he and Paco trailed the men with the cattle and how they'd given the rustlers a chance to surrender. "They sometimes hang cattle thieves in this part of the country," Zach said. "Reckon they decided they had a better chance pulling down on us than they would with the law." His eyes looked across the room but it was far out on the trail he saw. "They were wrong; dead wrong," Zach finished.
"Ahem," Sir Gerald muttered. "Well go make yourself presentable and rejoin us please."
"Mr. Carson, I do hope you will return," Nigel said and offered Zach his hand. "I'm very sorry about your ordeal."
Zach shook the hand, nodded, and went to his room across the breezeway. Mr. Kraft was just leaving the room as Zach walked up.
"Put some towels and water in your room Zach. And the missus washed and ironed your best shirt and pants; they're laid out on the bed."
"Thanks Joseph." Zach closed his door and stripped. After washing the trail dust off, he quickly dressed in what he called his 'Sunday go to meetin" clothes. Joseph appeared at the door as Zach was leaving and gathered up the used towels and the water pitcher and basin. Zach nodded and walked back across the breezeway to the big room of the ranch house.
"Ah, here you are Mr. Carson," Sir Gerald greeted Zach with a smile. "And in your best bib and tucker I see." He motioned Zach to a big chair.
"Perhaps you'd like a whiskey," Nigel said and handed Zach a thick glass about half full of Sir Gerald's liquor. "To wash down the trail dust, I believe you Westerners say."
"Maybe I ought to hear what y'all have to say before I drink this," Zach replied.
"I still find it quite interesting how you Americans are so direct and to the point," Sir Gerald remarked. Turning to Nigel he said, "We British could learn a lesson from them about that. No flowery speech or talking a subject to death; direct and to the point, that's the ticket old man."
Kathleen smiled at her father. After all this time, he's still fascinated by this country and these people, she thought.
"All right Mr. Carson, we'll get right to it," Sir Gerald said. "I'm going back to my estate in Berkshire. My brother has been running it but now he wants to migrate to Australia or New Zealand or some such place; although why any Englishman would want to live there is beyond me. After thinking about it, I realized that I miss England and going home would be a good thing."
"When will you be leaving Sir Gerald?" Zach asked already planning where he would go next.
"I'll be leaving in three months or so, just after the roundup and shipping our stock. Nigel will be my agent in St. Louis for selling our cattle. I believe, as Nigel does, that we can make a better profit by selling the cattle directly to the meat packing plants in St. Louis." Sir Gerald motioned to Nigel and the young man explained.
"I've done an intense investigation on the matter," Nigel said. "Astor Manor has been getting between 17 and 21 dollars per steer at our rail head. Those same animals sell for 29 to 35 dollars at the St. Louis packing plants. Depending on the market, sometimes the price goes to over $38 per head."
Zach thought for a moment. "What does it cost us to ship to St. Louis?" He asked.
Sir Gerald smiled and turned to Nigel. "I told you he would see the intricacies of our plan." Turning back to Zach he answered, "$4 a head if the railroad loads and unloads our cattle; $2.50 if we load them here and unload them in St. Louis."
"So the ranch will make at least an additional $5 to $6 a head at low market price," Zach said. "That's if we load and unload the herd ourselves. If we ship a 100 head, that's at least an extra $500." He thought about the men necessary for the job.
"We'd need four to five men for the St. Louis end of the trip. Pay for their return trip and give them a bonus of $15 for the job and y'all are still ahead over $400."
"Is a bonus necessary for the men?" Nigel asked.
"Never short change your help," Sir Gerald answered before Zach could speak. Looking at his ranch boss he added, "That's something I learned from you Mr. Carson." Zach smiled and nodded. "What do you think of the plan?"
"It's a good plan, but I would suggest we ship twice a year instead of one," Zach answered. "Most cattle drives and shipping are in the fall. Maybe we'll get a better price in late spring."
"Capital Zach," Nigel offered. "I was so locked in on the way the other ranchers did things I never saw the potential."
"It's settled then," Sir Gerald said. "We'll ship twice next year and revisit the plan after the second shipment." He finished his whiskey and said, "In the meantime Zach, I'd like for you to show Nigel the day to day operations of the ranch. He needs to know the why and how our cattle get to him for selling."
Zach nodded, "I can show Mr. Willingham around."
"Please call me Nigel, Mr. Carson. I'd like more than a tour, if you don't mind," Nigel said. "If I'm to know how a real ranch operates, I need to get involved in all aspects of the work."
"No offense Nigel, but the roundup, branding and a cattle drive is a mite rougher and harder than riding to hounds," Zach offered.
"I'm an accomplished rider Mr. Carson; really I am. My riding tack is in my room and I would appreciate your help and guidance in selecting a horse."
Zach smiled. You've got a lot to learn Nigel, he thought. "All right, we'll start first thing tomorrow morning. Meet me at the corral and the name's Zach."
"Now to the most important thing," Sir Gerald said. "I'd like to draw up a contract between us Mr. Carson about your continued employment at Astor Manor."
"I don't need a contract Sir Gerald. I'll stay until you sell the ranch and help the new owners get settled."
"Oh, you misunderstand. I'm not selling Astor Manor; not at all. I'll want you to take over control of the ranch." Sir Gerald chuckled at the look on Zach's face.
"We will put it all in writing but this is what I propose. I will retain 75% ownership of Astor Manor and you will be given the other 25%. In addition any proceeds from the horse breeding business will be yours exclusively. The only stipulation is that you may not sell your part of the ranch. If you decide you must leave you will sell your share back to me. Are we agreed?"
Zach was more than surprised at the offer. Sure that Sir Gerald was going to sell the ranch, Zach had already began making plans to finally head to California.
"Well?" Kathleen asked. "Do you accept Zach?"
After several seconds Zach answered, "Man would be a fool to pass up that offer and my folks didn't raise any fools. Of course, I accept and thank you Sir Gerald."
Waving his hand in a dismissive gesture Sir Gerald replied, "Think nothing of it Mr. Carson. You've made Astor Manor a profitable cattle business and you deserve your reward." In a softer tone, he added, "To say nothing of saving my Kathleen."
That evening after Sir Gerald and Kathleen had turned in, Zach sat in the breezeway with a last cup of coffee. Come a long way since I left Missouri, he thought. Never figured to be a ranch boss and sure didn't figure to own part of a nice place like Astor Manor.
Over the years Zach had written a few letters back home, telling his parents and his brother where he was and what he was doing. If he stayed in one place long enough he got letters back telling about how the farm and family was doing. His reason for leaving home was still valid but Zach did miss Missouri. He stood and emptied his cup.
"Reckon Pa and Ma will be proud when I write and tell them about my ranch," he said softly into the night.
At first light, Zach was at the corral waiting for Nigel. He'd saddle Gris and had chosen Mr. Woodstock for the Englishman. After waiting a half an hour, Zach went back to the house and to Nigel's room. He knocked on the door, waited a little then banged on the door with the flat of his hand.
"Yes?" Nigel's sleepy voice called.
"Nigel, half the morning is gone. If you're going with me, you need to get down to the corral in ten minutes," Zach answered and left the house.
It was closer to twenty minutes than ten when Nigel, carrying his saddle tack, made it to the corral. The sun was peeking over the hills and you could begin to see the shadows of the men and horses.
"You consider this the middle of the morning?" Nigel asked.
Zach smiled. "Usually we're out working with the cattle by now." Noticing the tack Nigel was carrying he grinned and looked down. Zach started to comment about the English saddle without a saddle horn and the way Nigel was dressed but thought he'll learn soon enough and pointed to Mr. Woodstock. Nigel put the blanket on the horse, cinched up his saddle and mounted.
Nigel was wearing a shirt with a button on collar and a black string tie. His classic English riding breeches were beige and he wore a black frock coat cinched in by a wide black belt and black boots with a short heel. On his head he had a bowler hat with a string that tied under his chin.
"This will be a mite different than riding to hounds like you've been doing," Zach said smiling at the way Nigel was dressed. "That pony you're riding will turn quick and fast. He'll chase strays and set you up to rope em." He handed Nigel a coiled lariat. "Best just give him his head and hang on."
"Thank you for the warning but I'm an accomplished rider," Nigel replied.
"We'll see," Zach said with a grin and mounted Gris. Motioning toward the hill above the ranch house he led Nigel toward the herd in the south meadow.
The southern herd was scattered over the country side a bit. The rider's first job was to round up the cattle, bunch them, and brand the yearlings and any others that had been missed in the spring branding. Pointing to four or five cattle on a small rise to the west, Zach and Nigel circled around to come up behind the animals. They began to drive them toward the flat ground where more of the cattle milled around. One of the steers decided that it didn't want to go down onto the flat and took off directly away from the small group.
Mr. Woodstock didn't wait for Nigel to give him orders, but took off after the steer. In two jumps he was at a full gallop and Nigel almost lost his seat when one of his feet came out of the stirrup and did lose the little bowler hat he'd been wearing.
The horse quickly overtook the offending animal and guided him back to the others. As Mr. Woodstock pranced along behind the run away, Nigel was able to get his right boot back into the stirrup. It was everything that Zach could do to keep from laughing out loud.
Back on the flat, the men had put several branding irons in a hot fire. The cattle would be roped and drug over to the fire where another mounted cowboy would throw a loop around the animal's rear feet. The two roping horses would pull in opposite directions until the cow or steer would fall over. Another hand would grab a red hot branding iron and put Astor Manor's mark on the rump of the downed steer's rump.
The animal would be released and when it stood would be driven to join others that had already been marked. The four teams of ropers kept the men at the two fires working hard. The hands would shift from branding to roping now and then.
Zach pointed to a steer and said to Nigel, "You might as well rope that steer and drag him over to the fire." Nigel looked at him with a strange look on his face. "You said you wanted to learn about the ranch and that's part of it," Zach reminded him.
Nigel turned Mr. Woodstock toward the targeted animal and the horse took over from there. He got Nigel in position but he missed twice before he was able to get a line on the steer. Mr. Woodstock had a look that on a human would have shown frustration.
The steer didn't like the feel of the noose as it settled over its neck and took off at a run. Nigel didn't have a chance of holding the running animal with his arms and came off his horse. He landed heavily and moaned. Mr. Woodstock looked down at his rider, turned, and raced after the steer.
Zach rode over and waited for Nigel to get to his feet. The Englishman winched as he stood up and looked down at the rope burns on his hands. He dusted himself off; his face was red with embarrassment. Zach offered a stirrup to Nigel, got him up on Gris, and took him back to the fire. Mr. Woodstock was standing by the horses waiting to get back to work.
"Maybe you should help with the branding for a spell,' Zach suggested. Nigel nodded and went over to the men at the fires.
As late afternoon rolled around, the southern herd had all been branded and were moved to another area to graze. Zach gathered Nigel and they rode back to the ranch house. Nigel slid off Mr. Woodstock and started toward the house.
"You need to tend to your horse Nigel," Zach said. "We don't have grooms and such on the ranch; everyone takes care of their own animals."
Nigel nodded and followed Zach's example as he unsaddled, combed and curried his horse, and fed and watered Gris. Then they walked up to the house. "Now we'll clean ourselves for supper," Zach said and walked to the outdoor pump.
His smiled at Nigel's appearance. The man had lost his hat the first time his horse went after a steer, his breeches were dirty and torn, the frock coat was split up the back and his hands had rope burns. Nigel had also been thrown off his horse several times. He walked as if he were 90 years old.
"Well, how did our guest do today?" Sir Gerald asked at supper.
"I made a right fool of myself, I think," Nigel answered.
"Wouldn't rightly call you a fool Nigel," Zach replied. "You found out why we're equipped the way we are and some of what it takes to work the ranch." Zach took a sip of the whiskey Sir Gerald had poured for them. "But I've got to hand it to you; you never shirked the hard work and tried your best at everything that was thrown at you. No, I wouldn't call you a fool, just uneducated about ranch life."
"I'll do better tomorrow," Nigel promised.
"You're going out again?" Kathleen asked.
"One day doesn't a ranch hand make," Nigel said and grinned. "See you at first light Zach. Now, I think I will retire. Excuse me please." He stood with a groan and went to his bedroom.
Nigel was waiting for Zach at the corral the next morning. He held Mr. Woodstock's reins and the horse wore a western saddle. The Englishman had on whipcord pants and a work shirt, both well worn. Looking closer at his hat, Zach realized it was an old one of his that he kept in the barn. Sir Gris was tied to the rail, saddled and ready to go to work. Zach smiled at Nigel checked his saddle cinch, mounted, and motioned for Nigel to follow him.



This day's work would be the herd grazing to the east of the ranch house. Nigel watched when Zach roped a straying steer. The next one that took off, he pointed Mr. Woodstock at the runaway animal and gave the horse its head. When he got close enough he threw his lariat and as the noose settled over the steer's horns he took a couple of turns around the saddle horn and pulled in on the reins.
Mr. Woodstock braced hisself and when the rope tightened the steer was jerked to a stop. Nigel turned his horse and brought the stray back to the herd. Zach pointed to the gloves that Nigel was wearing, nodded his approval, tipped his hat at Nigel, and went after another steer. Nigel took his turn at the branding fires, learning how to throw the calves and smaller yearlings. He watched and copied the men's movements as they would rush in to apply a hot iron and dance back.
Nigel offered to tend to Gris for Zach when they got back to the corral at the end of the work day. "No thanks Nigel," Zach said. "I like to spend the time with the big fellar and tell him what a good horse he is. Go on ahead and get cleaned up; I'll be along shortly."
Nigel finished tending to Mr. Woodstock and then walked slowly and stiffly up to the ranch house. For the next month Zach taught Nigel the workings of the ranch. Almost each day he learned more and became a pretty good wrangler. "Not something I'd like to do for a living," Nigel admitted at dinner the night before he went back to St. Louis.
"You done good Nigel," Zach said. "Now, when you're sitting in that office, remember how much work and luck is necessary to bring our cattle to your buyers." Zach smiled. "Maybe you won't be so eager to sell em cheap."
Sir Gerald, Kathleen, and Nigel left the next morning. Kathleen planned on accompanying her father to St. Louis. She would do a little shopping and take advantage of the things a big city could offer for a month until Sir Gerald went on to New York and then to England.
Three weeks after they left, Zach got a telegram telling him that Kathleen had decided to go on to New York with her father. Then, two weeks later he got another saying that she was going to visit Berkshire England and wouldn't return to Astor Manor for several months.
********************
"It will nice to have Miss Kathleen home again," Mrs. Kraft said to Zach as he finished breakfast. They'd received word that she'd arrived in Prescott on the previous evening's train and it had been too late to finish her journey. Mr. Kraft had started before daylight with a carriage to bring her home. Kathleen would be coming out to the ranch about mid day.
"Yep, she's been gone for most six months now," Zach replied. "Be good to see her." He stood, put on his hat and started for the door. "Got to work the cattle on the north range today; I'll be back about supper time."
Instead of staying out on the range all day as he normally did, Zach made it a point to ride back to the ranch house when the sun told him it was high noon. Kathleen was sitting in a rocker in the breezeway. She waved to him and bounced down the rise to meet Zach at the corrals. As he dismounted, Kathleen hugged him.
"Hello Lady Kathleen," Zach hugged her back and responded, "It's good to see you too."
"I've missed my knight and the ranch," she said. Kathleen walked over to Gris and reached up to stroke and smooth the forelock hanging between his ears. "I've got so much to tell you and talk to you about Zach." Linking her arm in his, she added, "But it can wait. Mrs. Kraft has lunch prepared for us; come eat and then maybe you'll join me on a ride around Astor Manor."
After eating, Zach saddle Chuckles for Kathleen and they rode around the ranch until dinner time. They took the time to clean up after their ride and sat down to a feast.
"You deserve some good food now that you're home," Mrs. Kraft said as she and her husband served Kathleen and Zach.
After dinner, Kathleen poured Zach a whiskey, gave him one of her father's cigars and led him to the breezeway. "Zach, we need to talk," she said as they sat in two rocking chairs.
"We about talked out how glad you were to be back at the ranch Kathleen," Zach replied with a grin.
"No, I mean we need to talk about us," she said.
"What about us?"
To Be Continued
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Chapter Seven
"I supposed it would be best just to say what I need to Zach," Kathleen said. "You saved me from the Comancheros and I've become very fond of you since you came to live at Astor Manor and you were always a gentleman. But I....."
"Nigel?" Zach asked. Kathleen's surprise showed on her face but she nodded yes. "Figured as much when you wrote to say you were stopping off in St. Louis for a week or so on your way home, he continued."
Kathleen hesitantly looked over at Zach. "I'm sorry Zach. I'm going back to St. Louis and spend some time with him to see if my feelings are real. It just happened, I mean we spent a lot of time together when he was here at the ranch and on father's trip east and I couldn't get him off my mind while I was in Berkshire." She paused and added, "If he doesn't feel the same I'll come home to Astor Manor."
"No apologies needed Kathleen," Zach replied. He grinned and reached over to take her hand. "Guess I was always a gentleman cause I never thought of you that way." Kathleen's head came up and Zach laughed.
"Oh, I care for you, maybe even love you but it's like very good friends that have shared a dangerous time together; One that bonded us to each other as much as blood kin."
Kathleen relaxed a little and nodded again. "You will always be my Knight Protector and I your Lady, Zach."
"Nigel's a lucky man Lady Kathleen." Zach leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. "I hope y'all will be happy."

********************

Zach was sitting on top of a rise about three hundred yards from the ranch house and out buildings. Hearing the laughter of his two sons, William and Frank, as they chased each other around the yard, he watched them play for a few minutes. It's been a good ten years, Zach thought. He reached down and stroked his horse's neck. "Hasn't it Gris old fellar?"
Long ago Zach had gotten into the habit of talking to his horse while working for several different cattle ranches in Texas and New Mexico. On the long cattle drives to the rail heads, the drovers would take turns riding night guard on the herd. The riders would watch for predators and sometimes have to quiet the cattle. All kinds and manner of things could and would make a herd jumpy.
A spooked herd could break away in a stampede at sound of a strange noise, they could run because of lightening, a quick summer storm or because the wind was blowing hard; stampedes were dangerous and feared on the trail. The night guards would ride around and around the cattle singing or talking lowly and softly to calm the animals.
All they needed was a calm voice to help ease their nervousness. Zach thought his singing sounded as bad as a cat having its tail stepped on and that he'd spook the cattle instead of calming them so he talked to them and to his horse. It was a habit he'd never gotten over or broken.
Zach had first hand and personal knowledge of how deadly a stampede could be. He was working for a large ranch outside of Dewitt, Texas when he was introduced to the dangers of a runaway longhorn herd. They had been on the trail for eight days when a late summer storm rolled across the flat lands. The wind had been gusting all day and the rain squalls blowing through kept the longhorns riled up. The cattle were hard to quiet when they stopped that night.
Riding night guard, Zach talked in a low soft voice trying to calm the over excited cattle. The wind had seemed to quiet a little, although it was still blowing the bunched clouds across the sky. A bolt of lightning struck the only tree for miles around, emitting a loud crack and setting the tree on fire. That's all it took; the cattle were off on a dead run.
Zach yelled "Stampede" to alert the camp and he and the other two men riding night guard took off after the now fast moving Longhorns most weighing over 1000 pounds. The idea was to get to the front of the herd and 'head' or turn them so they ran in a circle. The lead edge of the herd would end up bunched up against the tail end of the following cattle and eventually slow and stop. It was either that tactic or let the herd run until they tired; hoping you didn't lose too many head.
Another drover, Tim Jones, joined with Zach in trying to head the cattle. Tim's horse stepped in a hole, stumbled and he was thrown. At least sixty head of cattle ran over Tim and his horse; Zach could hear his screams for a few seconds as the cattle stepped on him. The trail boss and men buried him the next morning.
"People just didn't understand Kathleen and me Gris," Zach said to his horse. "Everyone thought she and I would get hitched after that run from the Comancheros and surviving that Tucson desert. Guess there's no telling how your feelings are gonna set up."
Zach hitched his right leg over his saddle horn and continued to look down at the ranch house. "Kathleen stayed for two weeks Gris," he said. "Had to pack up all her clothes and such for her move to St. Louis. I was sorta sad to see her off on the train the day she left. With both Kathleen and Sir Gerald gone it got a bit lonely in that big ranch house."
He turned his head to the other side of the rise and watched as Josh, Paco, and some of the other men rounded up the cattle from the south range. It was late spring and time for branding the new calves and yearlings. Looks like it's gonna be a good year, he thought.
"Sure glad we switched over to white face cattle. Longhorns are as mean as hell; if a longhorn sees a man on foot it'll turn aside just to stomp a hole in him. These white face Herefords will almost break a leg to keep from running over a rider. Ain't anything much prettier than one of our herds on the trail; with their red coats and the white faces their a sight to see."
Gris bobbed his head up and down, impatient to be off helping to work the cattle. "Easy fellar, the men know what their doin and don't need our help," Zach said as he settled the horse.
"Reckon I'm gettin old Gris. That last winter was bothersome to me and I can't jump back after two or three days on the trail as good as I used to." Zach took a deep breath and smiled. "Spring is my favorite time of the year. It's cool at night, don't get too hot during the day, and you can smell the wild flowers and trees blooming."
He continued telling Gris what had happened ten years previously. Gris had no choice but to listen. "Course when Mrs. Kraft and Joe decided to move to California to be closer to their grandchildren it got real lonely real quick. I wasn't lookin forward to doin my own cookin." Zach laughed out loud,
"Paco saved my bacon when came up with the idea to have his wife, Juanita, and his daughter, Pilar, take over for the Krafts." He laughed again remembering how he'd asked Paco if he wanted his son, Ernesto, to become a butler.
"No Patron," Paco answered with a grin. "Neto is going to be a top hand one day. No, Juanita and Pilar can cook, clean and manage the house; you and I will do any repairs and chores that need to be done."
"Let's give it a try," Zach agreed. "Sure beats wrangling my own grub."
Juanita cooked his favorites but she began to spice them a little differently; she also made things that he remembered from his days in Texas and New Mexico. She and Pilar took over the management of the house too, making out lists for supplies and telling Paco or Zach about things that needed fixing or repairing. Zach never really missed Mrs. Kraft's cooking or Joe's managing of the house.
Pilar would serve him in the dining room but Zach wasn't comfortable eating all by himself at the big table. He started to take his meals in the kitchen with Paco, Juanita and Pilar. "We saw each other at least twice a day and sometimes most of the evening. Fore long Pilar got her hooks in me," he said and smiled. "I'm as thick as molasses in winter so it took me a while to see that she was shining up to me." Zach chuckled and shook his head.
"When Paco moved his family to Astor Manor, Pilar was a young girl of 16. But she sure had grown up in the two years since she came to live at the ranch. You've seen her Gris; she's got this long black hair down to the middle of her back, and those dark eyes could just melt a man. She's a fine figure of a woman too. "I had a hard time with the difference in our ages but Paco told me that in Mexico, most girls were married with children by her age."
Zach heard a commotion down where the men were working and looked over. One of the new hands, a boy fresh off a farm in Kansas, had somehow managed to put a red hot branding iron to his foot. He hopped around yelling in pain as the rest of the crew laughed. He'll learn, Zach thought. He smiled at the boy's antics.
"I finally got it though my head that she had feelings for me," he continued. "It came as a bigger surprise that I wanted her too. It was the best thing that ever happened to me." Zach pointed to the breezeway of the house. "Got hitched right there," he told Gris.
"Had the hardest time gettin Paco to stop calling me Patron after Pilar and I got married," Zach said. "Guess old habits are hard to break ain't they." He laughed at himself and added, "Like talkin to your horse."
He sat up straighter in the saddle, pulling his right leg down and put his boot back into the stirrup. "You'll get to see my folks again later this year. They really liked Prescott Valley when they came out last fall to meet Pilar and our boys. They liked it so much they went back to Missouri and gave the farm to Caleb and Becky and their brood. Caleb's got four little ones of his own now."
Zach thought about his brother for several seconds; lost in memories of the past. "Anyway Pa and Ma sold off most of their furniture and such and are comin to live at Astor Manor. Pa said he didn't want to face another winter in Missouri. Said he wanted a chance to sit in the sun for awhile. Sides Ma said she wanted a chance to spoil some other grandbabies."
Zach had seen Pilar come out of the house to corral their sons but she wasn't having much luck. "Reckon we ought to get down there and save her," he said. "With the new baby comin soon, Pilar don't need to have to rope and hog tie those two boys of ours."
Zach gently put his spurs into Gris and started down the rise. Gris was happy to be moving at last and when they hit the flat he went into a high lope toward the ranch house.
The End



        

  
    Cold Steele - and Mrs. Robinson Ch. 01
  
  Cold Steele - and Mrs. Robinson Ch. 01

        Matt Steele gets involved in a case of murder.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/cold-steele-and-mrs-robinson-ch-01

Title: Cold Steele - and Mrs. Robinson Ch. 01

Author: woodmanone

Category: Non-Erotic

Description: Matt Steele gets involved in a case of murder.

Tags: drama, action/adventure, detective story

Series: Cold Steele - and Mrs. Robinson


I've been away for a while. Real life and other projects have kept me busy. Things have stabilized a little and I hope to get back to writing shorter stories.
This is a return visit to one of my characters that I like very much. It is a standalone story but I would suggest that you read the other two installments of "Cold Steele". Those stories will give you insight into the main characters and their personalities.
Either way, I thank you for reading my work. Constructive comments, critiques and emails are very welcome and appreciated.
********************
The building was a large two story brick that had been an extensive country home for a rich family in its past. It was located on the near north side of downtown St. Louis in an area that had long since declined to a shadow of its former splendor. The area was being revitalized into an upper class business section of the city. The stately old house now held four offices on the first floor and two large apartments on the second.
As you entered the ten feet tall double doors into the foyer of the building a wide hall way extended to the rear of the building. There was a large door at the rear with a red lit exit sign over it. Along that gateway into the building were four offices, two on either side of the hallway.
The first office on the left had a heavy wooden door with a frosted glass panel in the center which had a month old sign painted in gold letters with a black border.
Matthew Steele
Investigations
Security Specialist
That's me, Matt Steele, famous or maybe it's infamous, private investigator. I fight for truth, justice, and the American way; actually, I'm just trying to make a living. Well, I didn't really have to work thanks to a settlement from the city of St. Louis but I get bored just sitting around. I was a Detective First "Class with the St. Louis Police when I found my wife, Johanna, and my boss, Captain Joe Harper, in bed together.
I kicked Harper's ass and threw my wife out of the house; I wouldn't have beat on the slime ball except he went for his service revolver because he thought I was going to beat on him. I ended up divorced and was fired for insubordination and assault on Harper.
The St. Louis Police Department didn't want the negative publicity when I threatened a suit for wrongful termination and settled for a large sum out of court. I was no longer a cop but I needed to do something so I became a private detective.
"Nice digs," I said as I leaned back in my new desk chair and put my feet up on my brand new desk. This was the first day in my new office although I'd been living in one of the upstairs apartments for almost five months. I still owned a house, having gotten it from my divorce but I rented it out. Looking out the big bay window facing the walkway up to the building and the street, I watched as business men and women passed by on the sidewalk. Had to admit they were a more successful class of people than I'd watched from my old office.
It was a warm spring day so the women were made up and dressed better than near my previous office building; each trying to outdo the others. The ladies mostly wore sexy business suits with skirts above the knee and high heels as they strutted by my window.
I hadn't wanted to move from my old office but that part of downtown had turned into a area that even I would hesitate going into after dark; my how the mighty had fallen. At the urging of my girlfriend and others, I decided to change my business venue. Of course the fact that the building that housed my old office had been condemned made the decision much easier. Two weeks after I and the rest of the tenants moved out, the city demolished the building as a safety precaution. They said they were afraid that if someone sneezed the building would fall down around them.
"I like the scenery better," Matt continued. "And at least I can leave for home late at night and not worry about getting mugged." He smiled and added, "Abby likes the place better too."
My friend and former commander at the St. Louis Police Department, Major Taylor, told me I needed a better office to attract a better class of clients. "If you work out of the slums then that's the type of business you'll get," Taylor suggested. "Get yourself a better work place."
I had been Detective First Class Matt Steele with the St. Louis Police until I beat the hell out of my boss who had me fired. After receiving the large lawsuit settlement from the city for wrongful termination, I decided to open my own detective agency. Now I owned, operated and was the sole employee of a private investigations business. Due to the settlement, I could afford to take only the cases or jobs that I wanted.
"Got to admit Abby and the Major were right," I continued talking to the new office. "This is a better deal and I can go upstairs and be home in no time after closing my office. Yep, smooth move Mr. Steele."
A silhouette appeared through the frosted glass of the door. Then I heard two sharp knocks and my door opened before I could say 'come in'. A large, well dressed and groomed man stepped into the office.
"Mr. Steele?" The man asked and when I nodded he said, "I'm Jonathan Caldwell Robinson."
"I know who you are Mr. Robinson; I recognize you from your pictures in the paper and on TV."
Jonathan Robinson was a well known, almost famous, business owner. He was a patron of the arts and on several philanthropic committees for the benefit of St. Louis. I had heard gossip that his actions were more for his benefit than the cities; it was a good excuse for rubbing elbows with the movers and shakers in St. Louis and the state. Looks like the stereotype of the successful, social climbing and politically connected inner circle of the city, I thought.
Robinson was about 6 foot 3, the same as Matt, but the resemblance stops there. Where Matt had black hair and gray eyes, Robinson had blond hair so light it was almost white but with a smattering of gray at the temples and his eyes were a piercing blue. Matt had a large frame and weighed around 225.
I knew from his media profile that the man was 46, ten years older than me. Robinson was slender, about 180 pounds, and dressed in a very expensive manner. His bearing was of entitlement as if everyone should jump when he spoke. Damn suit cost more than my whole wardrobe, I thought as I returned the stare from Robinson. Don't think I like him and I haven't even talked to him.
"What can I do for you John?"
"That's Mr. Robinson, if you please," Robinson replied with a condescending manner. "I'd like to hire your services." He waited for me to take my feet down from the desk and show eagerness to do his bidding.
Now I know I don't like the man. Maybe I should jump up and snap to attention; instead I didn't move other than to wave a hand for Robinson to continue.
"I have suspicions that my wife, Cynthia, is having an affair. I'd like you to follow her and get evidence that I can use in a divorce."
"You're a rich man Mr. Robinson," I said the name with sarcasm. "With the divorce laws being what they are, it might be cheaper to keep her."
"You would normally be correct. However, I can't have my wife being a common slut. In my position it doesn't look good." Robinson sat down in the chair in front of Matt's desk. He shot the cuffs of his white silk shirt, straightened his tie and smoothed the crease of his pant leg. He continued in his oh so very cultured voice. "In addition, we do have a prenuptial agreement and if I can prove infidelity she'll have to leave with just the clothes on her back. I would be very appreciative if you can get the evidence I need. Then I intend to file for a divorce citing adultery as the reason."
I hadn't like Robinson's political leanings as reported in the media and I didn't like the man anymore in person. There's no need to run around in jeans and a golf shirt, like me, I thought. But that suit looks like it cost 3 or 4 thousand dollars and that's just plain showin off. Don't like the phony way he talks either.
"I'm sorry Mr. Robinson, I don't do domestic cases."
It was obvious that Robinson wasn't used to people refusing his requests. "You will be well compensated."
"Can't help you Mr. Robinson," Matt replied again saying the name with sarcasm.
"Don't you need the money?" Robinson said looking around the office with hardly disguised contempt.
"Not yours Robinson. I suggest you leave now; our talk is over."
The look of surprise on the man's face made me chuckle. But I stopped laughing at Robinson's next statement. "I'll give you ten thousand dollars to follow and obtain evidence that my wife is having an affair."
I looked at Robinson for several seconds. "Why so much? There are other PIs that will work for a lot less."
"Jason Worth and Hunter Blaine both sing your praises." I raised an eyebrow; it had the effect I wanted as he continued. "I've done my due diligence and have been told that you and a man named Chambers are the best in town, and I usually get the best." Robinson added.
"Yeah, but Rollie isn't near as good looking as me." I looked out my window as the business crowd walked past my window and thought about the two previous clients that Robinson mentioned. Domestic cases were ones I usually avoided and the settlement I'd gotten from the Police department made sure I didn't have to take them; But then again, ten thousand dollars was a hell of a fee for a few days work.
"Okay, I'll help you...but I'll only give it two weeks. If I can't get the goods on Mrs. Robinson or she isn't cheating I still get half the fee; payable in advance."
Robinson reached into his jacket pocket, took out his check book, wrote a check for $5000 and slid it across the desk to me. "I'm sure you'll be able to help me."
"I'll need information on your wife, her schedule, where she hangs out and her friends. I also need a recent picture," I told him.
Robinson slid a large manila envelope across the desk. "There is Cynthia's picture, her license plate number and type of car she drives, a list of the charities and committees she's involved with and a list of her friends." When can you start?"
"I just did; I'll keep you posted."
"I'll expect daily progress reports Mr. Steele."
"You'll get what I find when I find it." At the look on Robinson's face Matt held out the check and added, "That's the way I work. You can always find yourself another boy."
"Why are you being so er...confrontational Mr. Steele?"
Matt stared at Robinson and then answered. "I don't like doing what we call domestic work; it seldom turns out well. I've taken the job and your money and I'll do my best but it has to be on my terms."
"Very well." Robinson pointed to the envelope. "My card with my private number is there also. Please let me know when you find something." He stood, shot his cuffs again, and turned and walked out of the office.
Pompous ass, I thought as I watched him leave. "But a rich pompous ass," I muttered and I put the check in my pocket.
********************
"How was your first day in your new office?" Abby asked as she breezed in from work at 4 o'clock.
Abigail Stewart is my ...well, live in girlfriend I'd guess you'd call her. 'Abby' is about 5 feet 8, with an athletic body but there was no doubt that she is all women. Her hair is strawberry blonde and cut in a pixie style that makes her green eyes and full lips stand out. She has a smattering of freckles across her nose.
As I looked up at her and dropped my feet from my desk to the floor. I was once again surprised and grateful for our relationship considering my distrust of women after the failure of my marriage. Standing up I took her in my arms and kissed her hello.
"My goodness," Abby said after returning my kiss. "It must have been a good day."
"Got my first case on the first day in the office. And it's a rich guy. You and the Major were right; better office, better class of client." I wasn't smiling.
Abby noticed my facial expression. "You don't seem too happy about it." I shrugged my shoulders. "Why not?" She asked.
"It's a domestic; you know following a wife to prove she's having an affair."
"You don't like divorce cases do you?"
I shook my head. "Makes me feel like a peeping tom. I've seen a number of marriages end due to the information I gathered. Mostly my investigations lead to a sad, sometimes violent result."
"All you're doing is gathering evidence and presenting it."
"Yep that's what I do, gather evidence and present it, but I've seen a surprisingly equal number of self absorbed men and selfish scheming women screw over their spouses and partners with no thought of the consequences; especially for the children. Makes me wonder if "Happily ever after" really exists."
Noticing the hard look I added, "I'm not talking about you and me Abby."
"You better not be, I was just getting ready to bop you in the head to bring you to your senses," Abby said. "Why did you take that kind of job if you hate them so much?"
I had to smile and shake my head. "Truth be told, Robinson money whipped me into it." Now she raised an eyebrow. "I'm gonna follow his wife for a maximum of two weeks; I get five thousand no matter what and ten thousand if I get the evidence he wants." I picked up the check from Robinson and showed it to her. "He gave me the five grand up front."
Taking Abby by the hand, I pulled her toward the door. "C'mon, let's go to dinner to celebrate and then we'll come home and explore this 'Happily ever after' thing."
********************
It was just after 10:30 AM and the morning Spring weather was perfect. I was sitting in my truck watching the entrance to a chic, upscale ladies boutique. Mrs. Cynthia Robinson, my target and wife of my client, was shopping. She had gone into the shop at 9:30 and I was still waiting for her. "And she's taking her own sweet time doing it," I said to the squirrel staring at me from the tree next to my truck. It was a warm spring day and I had both of the windows down.
People don't know or realize that this is mostly what you do as a PI, you wait and watch, then wait and watch some more. After two days and nights of following Mrs. Robinson, I'm no closer to finding any information about an extra marital affair. Good old Cynthia is downright boring.
"Hell, she doesn't respond to the flirting from her tennis coach," I told the squirrel. "I watched her yesterday and the guy put the moves on her but she either didn't notice or decided he wasn't worth the effort to knock him down a notch or two." The squirrel was barking and chirping at me to let me know he didn't like me parking near his tree. "If you don't watch out, I'll put you in a stew pot you mangy tree rat."
Just then, good old Cynthia left the boutique. Now in fairness I have to say the good old part wasn't very accurate. Cynthia Robinson looked to be between 30 and 35. She had the fresh innocent look of a young woman. If she was 18 you could put her on the cover of Teen Magazine. Cynthia is tall and slender but there is no doubt she is all woman; with bumps and curves in all the right places. Her long blonde hair and blue eyes just added to the thought that she must have been a teenage cheerleader at one point in her life. The only thing that made her less than perfect, in my mind, was that she spent an hour and a half in the store and didn't buy a thing.
I knew that Jonathan Robinson, from the stories in the newspaper, had met her while she was doing a presentation of a new computer she was trying to sell to his company. Robinson was taken with her; he put a full court press on her and they were married after six months of dating. Although she didn't make the sale she did gain a husband. Now, after only two years of marriage, Robinson thought she was cheating on him.
For the first time Cynthia didn't head for another tennis or golf lesson and she didn't go to another expensive store for more useless shopping; she went to a little coffee shop on the near south side of St. Louis. The Robinsons lived in what could only be called a mansion on Lindell Blvd across from Forest Park; the Benton Park Café and Coffee Shop was several miles from her house. She locked her Mercedes SLK Roadster and almost skipped into the shop. Cynthia moved quickly to a booth in the back and I couldn't really see her.
"I'll have to go in and see who she's meeting," I said, not really happy about the possibility that my target would see and pay attention to me. I have a habit of talking out loud when I'm on a stake out. Sitting alone in my office or at home, I've been known to talk to myself. Sometimes it's the most intelligent conversion I can find.
Slipping on a St. Louis Cardinals sweatshirt, putting on a St. Louis Rams hat and donning big sunglasses, I got out of the truck and entered the shop. I waited to give my order to the young lady behind the counter while she finished up with another coffee junkie. As I waited I turned and glanced at Cynthia. She and a guy sat across from each other with those big stupid coffee cups on the table top between them.
I've never understood why coffee shops or customers for that matter wanted those huge cups. Before you could drink all that coffee it would get cold and if you chugged it while it was hot, you'd break out in a sweat and have to run to the bathroom.
Cynthia was talking to a man, in what looked like an agitated state. The guy gave her a smile and reached over the table and took one of her hands in his. Then he said something in return and Cynthia seemed to relax and sat back in her seat. The guy was good looking if you like the older matinee idol type; he looked to be 40 to 45. Six feet, I guessed and he looks fit. He had wavy brown hair combed straight back and he wore nice clothes. Not the $3000 suits that Mr. Robinson wore, but he was nicely dressed never the less. He was too far away to see his eyes.
"How may I help you?" The young barista asked; she had finished with the other customer.
"Cup of coffee," I told her.
"We can whip that for you and make a nice latte or we can add one of several different flavors." She was going to continue to tell me about all the foo foo things they did with coffee. I held up my hand to stop her.
"Coffee, black is all I want." She smiled sadly at me and went to fill the order of the uneducated man in front of her.
I paid for my gallon cup of coffee and found a table near the front window. There was a clear line of sight to Cynthia and Mr. Matinee Idol; that was the reason I'd picked that seat. After an hour or so I had just about finished my cold coffee when the two people I was watching stood to leave. He put his arms around Cynthia and then tried to kiss her but she pulled away shaking her head. Apparently, she wasn't ready to go the extra step; at least not in public. Cynthia left, got into her chariot, calling that Mercedes a car was an insult, and pulled away.
Good thing, I thought as I made a quick exit to the men's room. Coffee doesn't normally run through me but after drinking that huge cup I thought I'd better make a pit stop before I continued. Finishing my business I approached the young lady again.
"I thought I recognized that couple that just left," I said. "Who are they?"
"That's George Hamilton," she answered. "I've seen the lady in here with him but I don't know her name."
"George Hamilton, like the actor."
"Who?" The girl had no idea who I was talking about.
"Never mind, before your time I guess. Have they been in here a lot?"
"Two or three times a week for the last couple of weeks."
********************
"Ain't the internet amazing," I said as I sat back from my computer monitor that afternoon. I had used Google to find out a lot of information about George Hamilton. He was a prominent figure in one of the charities where Cynthia volunteered. I learned that Jonathan Robinson and Hamilton had been at each other's throats several times over the years and I figured Hamilton saw in Cynthia a way to get back at her husband. My guess was that he was going to seduce Cynthia and then rub Robinson's nose in the affair.



During the next eleven days I followed Cynthia Robinson. Hamilton and Cynthia had lunch or coffee several times, and dinner four times. I took pictures with my cell phone of each meeting. The secretive couple always met at out of the way restaurants or coffee houses. Cynthia was careful to never go to a place that her friends, her husband's associates or her husband might see them. I was able to sit in the booth next to them one evening and record their conversation; using the same phone I had used to take the pictures. Ain't technology wonderful?
"She hasn't been to bed with him," I said as I finished the last day and night of observation. "It might be leading up to that but I don't think ole Cynthia is ready to go that far."
This time my computer worked for me instead of against me. It seems the infernal machine has a grudge against me for some reason. It will go along fine, doing what I want, and then out of the blue it gets mad or something. When it does, it erases everything I'd been working on and sometimes on things I'd done before.
I learned quickly to back up and save all my work and files when it was in a good mood. I finished typing a report for Robinson using Google documents and printed it out. The next day was the last of the two weeks and I had an appointment with him to go over what I'd found.
At 10 the next morning I walked into Robinson's office at One Met Square; the premier office building in downtown St. Louis. The secretary was wasting her time greeting and doing secretarial stuff; she should have been in the movies or on TV. The young woman, 25 to 28 I guessed, was more than beautiful; she was stunning. Tall, long blonde hair, with cornflower blue eyes that missed nothing and showed intelligence.
"Mr. Steele?" She asked. I nodded and she pointed to a heavily carved wood door and said, "You can go right in, Mr. Robinson is expecting you."
If the management company at One Met Square wanted to lease or sell high end office space to a client, they could show them Robinson's office. Two of the four walls were floor to ceiling windows offering a great view of the St. Louis riverfront, the Gateway Arch, and the Mississippi River. Nothing blocked the view and you could see up and down the river and across into Illinois for miles.
Robinson interrupted my looking at the view. "Do you have the evidence I want?" He asked and pulled a check book from the middle drawer of his desk; the desk was almost big enough to play football on.
"I've got some information but I don't think it's what you wanted." I slipped a folder with my report and the pictures inside. As Robinson looked at the pictures, I said, "The man is George Hamilton but Mrs. Robinson hasn't done anything except meet him for coffee or lunch a few times and a couple of dinners." Moving a series of pictures in front of him I said, "this is as sexually and physical as they've gotten Mr. Robinson." The pictures showed the couple saying good bye as they kissed on each cheek, the way they do in Hollywood, and Cynthia shaking Hamilton's hand. "Mrs. Robinson may be having an emotional affair but nothing physical."
Robinson seemed upset. "I know Hamilton and he is a very persuasive man. Are you sure Mr. Steele?"
"I followed Mrs. Robinson from the time she left your house in the morning until she returned. Unless Hamilton was slipping into your bedroom after I left, they haven't been close to being intimate."
He shook his head and sat down behind the huge desk. I heard him mumble "Why isn't she...? I couldn't hear the rest of the question.
"Mr. Robinson I have a recording here that might explain why." I set my phone to play the recording, turned the speaker toward him and pushed the button. The conversation I'd managed to tape was Cynthia telling Hamilton she was unhappy with her marriage. She said her husband didn't pay much attention to her and she thought he'd only married her to be a trophy wife to impress his business associates. It was plain from the tone of her voice that Cynthia was sad, angry, and a little lost. Hamilton did his best to push her to let him be the one to make her life better; he was trying to take advantage of the situation.
"I'm no expert on marriages or relationships Mr. Robinson; it's above my pay grade. But it seems to me if you'll just talk to your wife you two can iron out these problems." I held up my hand and told him, "No need to write another check; I didn't get what you wanted."
"No, no," Robinson said and handed me another check for five thousand dollars. "You've given me a lot to think about."
The look on his face wasn't of anger or sadness, I thought. It's more like determination. Noticing his look I asked, "One last time piece of advice sir?" He nodded in a distracted manner and I added, "Don't do anything stupid where Hamilton is concerned. It'd be a damn shame if you went to jail for that piece of garbage. Remember, Karma's a bitch and it'll bite him in the ass soon enough."
"I have no intention of going to jail Mr. Steele," he replied. "Of that you can be sure."
********************
Later that day Abby came breezing into my office around 2 o'clock. She works for a consulting firm that helped local and national charities with fund raisers, publicity and anything else that would help them help other people. Sometimes she had to go to dinners, seminars, and even travel to other cities. But today she came to my place early. She came over and sat on my lap before I could get up and said "How did your meeting with the client go?"
Against most client confidentiality rules or guide lines, I sometimes discuss my cases with Abby; she's even worked on a couple with me. When I need date camouflage following or investigating someone she's my cover. She also gives me a woman's perspective on things when I ask. I'd told her about the Robinson's and what I'd found out. Abby agreed that Cynthia wasn't ready to let things get physical with Hamilton, but it could happen.
"I'm glad to see you too," putting my arms around her as she sat down. "I gave Robinson the information I'd gathered. He was pissed and I suggested he talk to his wife and maybe they could work things out. " I'd put the check under the edge of the large lamp on my desk; I pulled it out and handed it to Abby. "He even gave me the other five thousand."
"Well I'm glad that's over," Abby offered. "You were a bit of a bear while you worked this case."
"I'll never take another domestic case." I grinned at her. "C'mon, let's go to Rigazzi's and celebrate."
Abby shook her head. "I suggest we grill a couple of steaks and afterwards celebrate here at home."
"Good thinking," I answered.
********************
"FATAL BOATING ACCIDENT ON ALTON LAKE", the headline of the State and Local section in the Sunday Post Dispatch read. I was glancing at the paper, caught a name in the story and started to read. Abby walked into the living room and asked, "What's got you so interested in the paper?"
"Guy was killed at Alton Lake, a guy I know."
"Who?"
"George Hamilton."
"The name sounds familiar. Who is George Hamilton?"
"Remember that domestic case I handled about three months ago? For that rich guy Robinson; he's the one that I made an obscene amount of money from for two weeks work." Abby nodded. "Hamilton was the guy trying to seduce Mrs. Robinson."
"What happened to him?"
"Paper says that Hamilton was on his boat Saturday afternoon and it exploded. Says there was a gas leak and apparently the fumes were touched off by a spark or something."
"There are boating accidents on the lake every summer, it's nothing new."
I stared at the paper for a few seconds. "It's just funny. Not funny in a ha ha way. More like it's strange. I mean I never heard of the guy and now I've heard about him twice in a few months."
To Be Continued
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"Okay, I'll go with you," Matt said. Abby had asked him on Monday to accompany her to a charity fund raiser that coming weekend. "But my good suit will have to be enough; I'm not wearing a tux. And you'll owe me for making me get dressed up."
She smiled, hugged me and gave me a kiss that left me breathing hard. "Consider that a down payment on my bill."
Saturday evening at 7 we entered the ball room of The Four Seasons Hotel. The hotel sat one block from the Mississippi shore line, above the flood wall and just north of the Gateway Arch. It was one of the most expensive hotels in St. Louis and probably the nicest. The ball room was a huge room and easily held the two hundred invited guests.
The tables were dressed with white tablecloths, china and expensive center pieces. Along three of the walls free bars were kept busy; they'd better be free with the cost of the tickets, I thought. There was a band stand and a dance floor toward the back of the room. "I bet you couldn't play basketball on that dance floor," I said to Abby. "But maybe you could get in a half court game."
Abby and I found our table; we were sitting with her boss and other people from her company. I got us a drink and looked around. At the head table, where all the big shots who'd given big bucks to the charity sat, I saw Jonathan and Cynthia Robinson. The Mayor, a City Alderman or two and the Police Commissioner were at the same table.
I nudged Abby and sort of pointed with my chin at the high roller table. "That's the Robinsons sitting with the Mayor," I told her. It had been about six weeks since I gave him my report.
"Your recent client?" She asked. And I nodded.
As we ate dinner I said, "You'd think a five star hotel like the Four Seasons would serve something better than this rubber chicken. I've had better food at the street vendors on Euclid Avenue." The dinner surprised me as to how ordinary it was; I thought the food belonged in a two star place at best.
After dinner we circulated greeting and talking to the other people; most of whom I wouldn't be able to point out again if they ran their Mercedes over me. I met more than one boyfriend or husband that looked like they'd rather be in the sports bar down the street. Abby and I approached the small crowd at the head table saying hello to the big wigs. I'd met the Mayor and I knew the Police Commissioner, although not on a first name basis, having been a detective for the St. Louis police at one time.
"I never expected to see you at one of these affairs Mr. Steele." Robinson was showing his typical condescending manner. "After all, it's $1000 a plate."
"Usually I wouldn't come to something like this," I replied. Then I continued, "But I came into an extra $10,000 a couple of months ago and thought what better way to spend part of it by helping a charity."
Robinson stiffened and his face got red, but he recovered quickly. "Cynthia my dear, this is a business associate." He neglected to give her my name.
I did a sort of half bow. "Mrs. Robinson, I'm Matt Steele." Indicating Abby I added, "This is my friend Abigail Stewart."
Cynthia extended her hand to first Abby and then to me. "Have we met before Mr. Steele? You look familiar."
I could see Robinson stiffen again but I let him off the hook. "I don't believe we have Mrs. Robinson." Nodding to both of them I said, "Nice to meet you Mrs. Robinson and good to see you again John. Please excuse us." I knew the "John" part would make the guy mad but he deserved it after his comment to me.
Abby and I walked back to our table. As we sat down I said, "Looks like the Robinsons have made up."
"Don't you believe it," she replied. "That lady is not a happy camper. You can see it in her eyes and the way she holds herself." She motioned back at the Robinsons and said, "Watch."
The small orchestra started to play, Jonathan tried to take Cynthia's hand and lead her to the dance floor. She pulled her hand away, stepped past him, and went to the ladies room.
"See," Abby said.
"Well, that's their problem." I took Abby's hand and leaned in close to her ear and whispered, "I believe there was mention of further payment. Do you want to dance for awhile or get right to it?" She smiled took my hand and led us out of the ball room and up to a suite she'd reserved earlier. My Abby is a take charge kind of gal.
********************
I was my office on the following Sunday morning going over some paperwork and setting my schedule for the next week; actually I had my feet up on my desk with a cup of Kona coffee in my hand reading the Sunday Post Dispatch. I was leafing through the local section until I found the police blotter for Saturday and Saturday night. It was some I did every two or three days. I liked to follow the reports in spite of not being a detective anymore. Abby had left to attend a brunch for a lady that was retiring from the charity business.
One small paragraph caught my eye and I read it in detail. "Cynthia Robinson, a local resident and wife of mogul Jonathan Robinson, was found dead late Saturday evening. The body was discovered leaning out of the passenger door of her car which was parked beneath the ramp up onto the Eads Bridge.
My feet come off the desk sat up straight and put my coffee cup down. "What the hell was Cynthia doing under the Eads Bridge?" I ask out loud. There was no one in my office so I didn't get an answer. Picking up my phone I call Frank Wends, a St. Louis Police Detective.
He and I had worked together while I was a detective; in fact he was my training officer. He was now the commander of the Detective section of the combined south side precincts.
"What are you doing calling me on a Sunday?" Frank asked.
"Hello to you too Frank. Look I just saw the blotter report on Cynthia Robinson. Anything you can tell me about it?"
"That Mrs. Jonathan Robinson? I haven't even seen the write up on it yet. Hell I didn't know it happened until you just told me."
"Can you give me a call when you do?"
"You know I can't discuss an ongoing investigation with civilians." Frank waited for several seconds and added, "Of course you're not exactly a civilian; not sure what you are but you're not a civilian. What's your interest?"
"I'll let you know when I know more; I promise. Maybe I'm tilting at windmills but something is going on."
"Talk to you tomorrow and don't bother me at home anymore." Frank hung up before I could make a smart ass reply. I picked up my coffee and stared out the window. There were no lovelies walking by as it was Sunday but it was a nice view anyway.
"Why are you staring out the window?" Abby asked as she entered my office. She came over with the coffee pot, poured me another cup and sat on my lap.
"Something's going on with the Robinsons." I handed her the paper and pointed to the report on Cynthia. "First George Hamilton, the guy that was trying to seduce Cynthia, dies in a boating accident and a few weeks later Cynthia is found dead."
"People die all the time," Abby replied. "It's just a coincidence."
"When two people who know each other die, it's a coincidence. When those same people know each other the way Hamilton and Cynthia knew each other, it's more than a coincidence."
"If you're bothered by it call Frank and ask him to look into it.'
"Already did but the blotter report said it was a carjacking gone bad."
"Sad as it is, that happens a lot," Abby said as she got off my lap and leaned against my desk.
"Abby, you know the Robinsons; you know they have big bucks." She nodded and I said, "What was Cynthia doing in a low rent neighborhood like under the Eads Bridge? So unless the police do a full investigation I'm going to look into it...I'm going to look into it even if the police do their job."
"What can you do that the police can't?" She held up her hand before I could answer. "Never mind, I forgot for a second who I was talking to."
I smiled at her and said, "I can find out things the cops can't cause they got rules they have to go by. Me? As the song says, 'I've got friends in low places'...friends that can get information and not worry about rules. At least they can and will if I ask them nice."
********************
My stupid cell phone shocked me awake. The ring tone was like an old fashion alarm clock and very loud. I glanced at the clock beside the bed and saw it was 7 AM. Abby and I had decided that one night of payment for my services at the fund raiser wasn't enough; I hadn't got to sleep until almost 3.
"What?" I screamed into the phone. "This better be money or good news or I might shoot someone."
"Threatening a police officer is a crime," Frank Wends said and chuckled.
"Why are you calling me at the break of dawn Frank?"
"Serves you right for calling me at home on a Sunday. Now do you want the full report on Cynthia Robinson or not?"
I nodded my head and then remembered; I was on the phone. "Yes sir, please sir, if you could find the time sir," and then in a louder voice, "Since you woke me up at an hour only fit for mad dogs and Englishmen."
Frank laughed again. "Okay. Mrs. Robinson was found in her car, sort of; the top half of her body was across the passenger's seat and her legs were still outside. She had been beaten severely and looks like she tried to get back to her car or to her cell phone which was in her purse on the console. The M.E. hasn't finished yet but there is a gunshot wound to the back of her head; at the base of her skull. Looks to be a small caliber weapon, maybe a .22; my guess, that's the cause of death."
"The report states it was a carjacking or mugging gone bad?" I questioned but in a puzzled tone.
"That's what the patrolmen said."
I was quiet for several seconds; almost a half a minute. Then I said, "something's hinky here Frank, something doesn't add up."
"Pray tell me old great and omnipotent detective," he questioned with a sarcastic voice. "Tell me why there is something hinky."
"C'mon Frank, cut the crap. Quit being pissed off at me and listen." I waited a couple of seconds and before he could spout off again I continued. "The report says that it was a mugging or carjacking gone bad. But if that was what happened, why was her purse still there? The report said it was on the console didn't it? For that matter, why was the car still there?
A mugger would have taken the purse...oh and check for her jewelry, a mugger would have taken that too. A carjacker, willing to kill for her car, would have just rolled her out of it and drove it off. And what was she doing on the passenger side?" I paused and added, "This wasn't a theft gone too far, this was a murder plain and simple."
Now it was Frank's turn to be silent for several seconds. "I need to bring this up to the detectives on the case," he said. "I'll be in touch." And he hung up without waiting for my reply.
I stared at the wall for a few minutes and thought about the deaths of Hamilton and now of Cynthia. Even though it was early I called a guy I knew at the main precinct of the St. Louis Police Department. "Hey Ricky, it's Matt Steele. You still do consulting work on the side?"
Ricky Willard was one of, and according to him the best, of the small group of cyber crimes specialists that work for the police. He checked into things people, some of which were really bad, did using computers; all legal and in the public domain if you knew how to access the information. If there was someone better at delving into a person's electronic foot print, I'd never met or even heard of them.
Ricky had been in college and was running a very lucrative sports betting book and came to the attention of the St. Louis Police; apparently one of his clients felt he had been hosed and contacted the cops. The investigation also showed that Ricky was, for a hefty price, changing people's grades in the college's computer records. He was arrested and charged with fraud, gambling, running a gambling ring and a bunch of other crimes.
But just before his trial, Ricky pointed out some flaws in the police department's computers and a plea bargain was struck. Ricky would be put on probation for two years and do six months of community service; the community service would be in the Cyber Crimes Department of the St. Louis Police. That had been three years previous and he was now a paid employee. He sometimes did side jobs, like background checks, getting financial information and other information stored on a computer network somewhere. If it was on a computer, Ricky could find it.
"Hey Mr. Steele. Yeah, I still do side jobs; as long as they're legal you understand." Then Ricky laughed. "What do you need?"
"Meet me for lunch at The Flying Saucer and before you ask, the lunch is on me; I've got a little job for you." Ricky agreed to meet me at 1 PM, just after the lunch crowd rush.
After showering and scraping the whiskers off my face I dressed in what for me the height of fashion. I wore dark brown slacks, a pale blue on blue pin striped shirt with a dark brown knit tie and a tan cashmere sports jacket. After meeting Ricky to see what he could find out on short notice about the Robinsons, I'd decided I might have to pay my condolences to Jonathan Robinson for the loss of his wife.
No matter what Ricky found in his inquires, I wanted to see how Robinson was taking his wife's death and do it early before he had a chance to build up defenses. The coincidence of Hamilton's and Cynthia's death made me think Robinson had something to do with one or both of the killings.
I saw Ricky's beat up old Chevy Impala in the parking lot of The Flying Saucer Draft Emporium and parked next to it. Ricky is the only person that drives a vehicle that looks as ratty as my truck. But just like my truck, under that faded paint, dents, and rust lived the heart of a NACAR racer. Both vehicles had been worked on by the same genius mechanic to be classic "you can't tell a book by its cover" cars.
I drove my truck mostly because it allowed me to blend in when I was working and if need be blow the doors off of cars I had to follow. Not sure why Ricky felt he needed a camouflaged speed racer.
The Flying Saucer was about equal distance between police headquarters and One Met Square so it seemed to be the best place for our meeting. Besides, The Saucer had some of the best burgers in town and over 30 kinds of beer on tap. I wouldn't taste the brew at lunch but since Abby was working late, I thought I might come back and make up for it.
Ricky had a huge burger in front of him and a bottle with the name Big Sky Moose Drool on the label. "I have to get back on time today so I started early. Got the big cheese coming in on an inspection tour." He grinned and said, "Of course the guy hardly knows the difference between a computer monitor and a full work station but we have to put on the show." He pointed at his beer and asked, "Want one; it's an IPA from Canada?"
"No thanks. What I want is for you to look into Jonathan and Cynthia Robinson. I'd like to know as much about them as you can find out; legally of course."
"Of course legally; I'm appalled that you would think I would do otherwise." Ricky grinned. "Now that we've got all that moral crap out of the way, what do you really need to know?"
"I'm not sure exactly. "There have been two deaths that might be connected to Robinson; his wife is one of them. I guess I just want to see if there are any red flags in his life." I hesitated for a few seconds. "I was serious about you not doing anything illegal; I don't want you to go to jail for me over this."
Ricky became more serious. "You know, if it hadn't of been for Rollie and Tully, I probably would have gone to jail. They're good people in my book and you're their friend so that buys you a lot of good will. And I'm not forgetting that scrape you got me out of."
I'd come across Ricky one night in a less than reputable bar; it was when I was working on the Hunter Blaine case. Apparently he and another customer were having a serious disagreement over who had lost the pool game. The other guy pulled a knife on Ricky and things were about to get real interesting. Stepping into the argument, I convinced the other guy that Ricky wasn't worth the trouble. I convinced him by taking the knife away from him and threatening to put it someplace that would make him sitting down very uncomfortable.
Ricky stuffed the last of the burger in his mouth, emptied the beer bottle and stood up. "Back to the salt mines. I'll give you a call no later than tomorrow noon."
"Thanks Ricky," I replied. "I'll send you a check for your work."
"No need, you pay for lunch and we're good." He turned to leave and then returned to the table. "Don't be surprised if you get a call from a number you don't recognize. I might be using an untraceable cell. See ya." Ricky turned and left humming the theme from Star Trek.
Just past 2 PM, after parking my truck in a commercial lot, I entered the One Met Square building and took the elevator to Robinson's office. The same beautiful secretary/receptionist greeted me as I came into the large foyer to the office and my opinion of her intelligence rose as she picked up her phone and said, "Hello Mr. Steele, I'll see if Mr. Robinson is available." We'd had only met for a couple of minutes a couple of months ago and yet she remembered me. Smart lady. Of course I have that effect on a lot of women; they remember me, for good or bad some remember me. She put down the phone and motioned toward the big polished metal door that led to the throne room.
Robinson sat at his desk, looking busy and made me wait for about two minutes before he looked up and said, "Yes? Why are you here?" And with a haughty look continued, "I'm done with you; I have no need of your services again, Steele."
Steele, not Mr. Steele, just Steele pronounced like it left a bad taste in his mouth. My dislike for good old Jonathan increased. The way Robinson had spoken to me and his obvious distain made up my mind on how I wanted to handle this. I sat down in one of the chairs in front of his desk and sought of slouched down. "My condolences on the death of your wife. Oh and on the death of your friend George Hamilton too."
Robinson actually snarled. "Hamilton was no friend of mine and good riddance to him."
I gave him a sarcastic grin and commented, "Interesting that Hamilton was the first one you mentioned; instead of your wife I mean."
"Well of course I'm distraught about Cynthia," Robinson tried to backpedal. "I'm grief stricken but the living must go on."
"Un-huh, just from your actions I'm sure you are." Fixing Robinson with grim stare. "Mr. Robinson, I think you had something to do with your wife's death; fact is I think you were involved in George Hamilton's boating accident as well." I stood and walked to the door. Stopping I turned and added, "I'm gonna look into it Jonathan. If I'm right you're in deep crap; and you're money isn't gonna help you."
Robinson stood and if looks could kill I would have fallen down dead. "You can't prove anything and I'll make your life hell if you come after me. You understand, you cheap gum shoe?"
"Gum shoe? Gum shoe?" I answered. "Nobody has used the term gum shoe since the Maltese Falcon and Sam Spade. You're a little behind the times Jonathan." I tried to slam the door as I left but it had one of those gadgets that closed it slowly; it wasn't very satisfying.



********************
Sitting at my desk the next morning, I was practicing my stealth stakeout talents; actually I was watching the young ladies that worked in the nearby offices walk by my window. I had my morning coffee and was settling into my important task when my phone's annoying ring tone shattered my mood.
"Matt Steele," I answered.
"It's Ricky Mr. Steele. I've got some stuff on the Robinsons." He didn't wait for to reply and continued. "I ran the financials on them. I know Mr. Robinson supposed to be some rich big shot, but it was his wife that had the money."
"Very interesting. You sure, I heard they met when Cynthia was working in sales trying to sell a new computer system to Robinson."
"That may be but Mrs. Robinson owned the computer company; maybe she just liked working for something she built. Another thing I found out, the Robinsons weren't all that loving with each other. They'd tried counseling for a couple of months but it didn't take; it seems Mrs. Robinson was gonna divorce him."
"You found out all this on the internet?"
"The financials and business back ground yes, the other...well a friend of mine works for the Robinson's lawyer. I called her and she told me what she heard in the office. She said Mr. Robinson signed a prenup and he would be left nothing but the clothes on his back if they divorced. Even that fine car he drives is leased for him by his wife. The man was gonna lose everything. Course now he's inherited all Mrs. Robinson's money."
"Your friend could get in trouble for violating the attorney/client confidentiality rules."
"She might if someone ratted her out. But who would do that?"
"How'd you get this friend to tell you all this."
"Let's just say she was payin back a debt." Ricky chuckled. "Seems back in the day, she needed to pass a course to get her degree. I was able to help with her grade." He laughed again and added, "Of course, I wouldn't do anything like that now...it's against the law and all and I've reformed."
"Thanks Ricky, I owe you one. See ya." I leaned so far back in my office chair that I almost tipped over. "Now I've got a motive Jonathan. And it's beginning to look like I was right after all."
To Be Continued
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"You've got that "working on a case" look," Abby said at dinner. We were at Rigazzi's and I must have been staring at my plate lost in thought.
Abby's statement pulled me back to the present. I nodded and smiled. "You know me too well. I am starting a case but this one is all for me; I don't have a client."
"No client...what case?"
"I'm gonna prove that Jonathan Robinson had his wife killed; probably had George Hamilton hit as well."
"Why makes you think Mr. Robinson had anything to do with his wife's death or with Hamilton's for that matter?"
"You remember what I found out about Cynthia and Hamilton?" Abby nodded. "At the fund raiser I told you I thought they'd gotten past it but you said they hadn't. You even pointed out the way Cynthia was acting toward her husband."
She nodded again and said, "Mrs. Robinson didn't want to dance with him or hold hands or anything; she gave off an angry vibe." Abby gave me a small smile and added, "Most men wouldn't see it or if they did wouldn't understand it. You were no different."
"You're right; I didn't see it until you pointed it out to me. But later when Cynthia was killed I started to think about the way she acted and then about Hamilton's accident. Like I told you I don't believe in coincidences and I had a friend dig into Robinson's background."
"I hope you didn't have your "friend" do anything illegal."
"Most of what he found is public record...maybe hard to find but it is in the public record." I motioned to our server for the check. "C'mon, let's get out of here." As we stood to leave, I quickly kissed her. "I want to get back to our date and let the rest of it go away."
I handed Abby into my Cadillac CTS coupe. This was my 'meet clients and put on a good front' vehicle. I had two other cars; a beat up looking old Chevy pickup that was my work vehicle and had the heart of a NASCAR racer. The other chariot was a 63 Corvette Split Window Coupe; I drove it on weekends and on special occasions.
The windows were down and the warm spring breeze brought in the scent of several fresh cut lawns in the neighborhood around Rigazzi's. We were driving slowly as I didn't especially want to get to our destination. I was taking Abby back to her apartment instead of to my place. She was going on a business trip at zero dark thirty the next morning and would be gone for two days. At her door I held her for a few seconds, kissed her and turned back toward my Caddy.
The next morning I met with my realtor and finished the paper work on two deals. One, we closed on the sale of the house I'd gotten in my divorce. Seems the people renting it fell in love with the place. They approached my realtor, who managed the place for me, about buying it. I told him to quote some inflated price and they'd forget about it; they didn't blink and accepted the price. It was a case of someone being money whipped all over again.
The second deal was closing on the house that I'd bought, hopefully for Abby and me. We had been talking about and sort of halfway looking for a place for several months. I'd always been a fan of the stately homes in several older neighborhoods of St. Louis built and developed in the late 1800's and early 1900's, so I bought a big house in the historic Compton Heights section of the city. It had been built in 1897 for a railroad tycoon but it had fallen onto hard times over the years.
I was planning my surprise for Abby's return as I walked back to my truck when my stupid cell phone gave its blaring ring. I didn't recognize the number on the screen. "Matt Steele," I answered.
"Hey Mr. Steele, it's Ricky Willard."
"Yeah Ricky."
"You said you owed me one, any chance I might collect on that Mr. Steele."
"I'll help you if I can. What's going on?"
"A friend of mine, Stella Reyes, is in trouble. You know that young lady who got that information about the Robinsons for us; the one that works for Mrs. Robinson's attorney?"
I nodded and then realized he couldn't see me. "I remember but you never told me her name. Did she get in trouble for telling you the stuff she did?"
"No sir, it's something else. Stella's family is kind of on hard times. She's the only one working and her mother is sick and needed some kind of special medical equipment so Stella tried to raise the money. She'd only been at her job for a year and they are renting a sort of rundown apartment and the banks and finance companies wouldn't help...so she went to a loan shark for the money."
"Not the best thing to do Ricky. Those guys are like vampires; they'll suck the life right out of you."
"Yeah, I know. Anyway Stella is struggling to make the payments, what with the high interest rate and all. If she misses the payment date by even a day, the guy charges her a week's vig. Oh, vig is the interest the guy charges for the loan."
"I know what vigorish is Ricky, remember I was a cop. How much is the shark charging and how much is Stella into him for?"
"That ass is charging her 2% a day on the $4000 she borrowed; that's over $500 a week. Even then he claims he's giving her a special rate and keeps making hints that she could work off her debt in a much more personal way. She's making the payments but she doesn't clear much at her job so the principal itself never seems to decrease. Stella doesn't know what to do...I thought you might have some ideas."
"Who is the loan shark?"
"Guy named Tom Ladue. He's called..."
"Tommy the Turtle; yeah I know Tommy. I busted him a couple of times when I was a detective. Somehow he always got a plea deal or beat the rap." I thought for a few seconds. "Ricky, find out how much vig Stella has paid and where she meets Tommy; I'll have a talk with him.
"I'll get right back to you Mr. Steele." An hour later, he called again. "Stella says she meets him at D's Place on Barton; that's down in the Soulard area. She's been paying him $200 dollars every week for two months but she's been late a couple of times and still owes him $3800 dollars; she'll never get him paid off at this rate. She told him she wouldn't pay the high interest but Ladue said he'd hurt her mother if she quit paying."
"Like I said, I'll go have a talk with Tommy and get him to cut Stella some slack Ricky. Let you know how I make out. See ya."
Abby was going to be out of town that evening so I thought I'd go to D's Place for a burger and a beer. "Might even meet some old friends," I said to my truck.
The Soulard neighborhood of St. Louis was basking in a resurgence of development. As in other historic areas of the city people were moving back to the old neighborhoods; they were revamping and rebuilding the houses. Most of the newer residents were young up and coming couples, a few senior citizens that had lived there for years and because of the inexpensive houses larger families were coming back as well.
Of course as the areas drew more people, the housing prices rose. Because the people were coming back, the businesses and the shops were returning. D's Place, a sports bar, was one of the recently places. It had been a home at one time in the past but a new large picture window had been cut into the brick wall and a carved wooden door led into the dimly lit interior. There was the typical long bar down one wall with tables and chairs against the opposite wall only ten to fifteen feet away.
Walking into D's at 7 PM, I saw Tommy sitting in a sort of side room. He was called Tommy the Turtle because he always ducked back into his shell when trouble started; like a turtle. If the city police got too interested in his business, he'd change the bar he worked out of and cut back on getting new customers. I knew he'd have to be there fairly early if he was collecting from people when they got off work.
Tommy was sitting in a wrap around booth against the back wall. He was dressed to the nines wearing a deep blue silk shirt, a lot of gold chains around his neck and cream colored linen pants. C'mon Tommy, I thought. Nobody wear linen pants in St. Louis. Next to Tommy was his enforcer Jimmy Rice, who was called Sarge. He said he'd been a Master Sergeant in the Army during Desert Storm. I think the closest Jimmy ever got to being an NCO was working at the NCO club as a bus boy. Although he was so big I thought he might have been a tank.
Where Tommy dressed up in what he thought of high fashion, Rice wore a chambray work shirt unbuttoned down to below his massive chest and a pair of Army BDU black pants similar to what the Seals wear. He did have one gold chain around his neck with a sort of charm that was the stripes of a Army sergeant's emblem.
"Hello Tommy," I said. "Robbed any old ladies lately?"
"What'da you want Steele? You ain't a cop no more so we got no business between us."
"That's your second mistake Tommy; first, we do have business to discuss."
"Take a hike Steele." Tommy motioned to his leashed giant employee. "Get rid of this guy Jimmy," he ordered.
Jimmy was slumped in the booth and took up one whole side. Man's got to be 6'6 and 350 pounds I thought as I stopped at the front edge of the table. He looked to be almost as big around as he was tall. Jimmy stared at me in a 'don't screw with me' attitude; then at Tommy's order he started to get up.
Since moving into my new office and trying for better clients I had started dressing a bit better. Instead of St. Louis Cardinals or Rams satin jackets over a sweat shirt I wore collared shirts and sports jackets when the weather permitted. During the hot, humid summer months I usually wear Hawaiian type shirts and don't tuck them into my pants. I flipped back the side of the sports jacket I was wearing which allowed the butt of my Glock to show. I put my hand on the on the gun.
"No need to get up on my account. Why don't you just stay put," I suggested. I thought for a couple of seconds the behemoth was going to stand up anyway. Might not be a good thing to shoot him, I thought; it might piss him off. Jimmy solved my problem by sitting back in the booth.
"You said I made two mistakes," Tommy said. "What was the other one?"
"Tommy you've got a customer named Stella Reyes; she's a friend of mine. She borrowed four grand from you and has been making weekly payments, but after two months, she's only paid off $200 of the principal. That's because of the vig you're charging. That was your second mistake or maybe it was your first cause I wouldn't be here if you hadn't got your hooks into Stella."
"So?"
"That's gonna stop Tommy." I held up my hand to halt his complaint. "I don't expect you to forgive the debt; she'll pay you what she owes you...but there won't be any more vig charged to Stella. You've been charging her over 5 bills a week for two months. That's 4 grand in profit for you; that's enough."
"You can't tell me how to run my business Steele. You got no, no...jurisdiction here; got no proof I did anything wrong."
"Like you said earlier Tommy; I'm not a cop anymore. I don't have to prove anything to a court. I don't have to follow the rules anymore either so I'm gonna give one warning. Let Stella off the hook."
Tommy pointed at my Glock. "What'da you gonna do if I don't; you gonna shoot me?" I gave Tommy a grim smile and winked at him. Seeing the look on my face Tommy sat back and sort of deflated. "Okay Steele, you're just crazy enough to do me. I'll stop charging the bitch the vig, but she better damn well pay what she owes."
I tossed my business card down on the table in front of him. "If she doesn't pay, call me. Don't deal with it like you usually do; don't break her fingers or an arm, call me. Because you've been so understanding, I'll see that you get paid." I stepped back. "Good to see you Tommy and nice doing business with you." I nodded at Jimmy and walked out of the bar.
As I drove back to my apartment at 10, I used my cell to call another less than legal citizen. "Hi, is Jake there?" A few seconds later he got on the phone. "Hey Jake... Matt Steele. Like to talk to you tonight." I listened to him for a while and said, "Meet you tonight at Molly's around midnight."
Returning to my apartment I changed into something a little rougher. Molly's would not be featured on a Chamber of Commerce tour of the fine establishments of St. Louis; it wasn't an upstanding place. Over the years it had been closed down more than once by the police. The bar was on the less than upscale end of the DeBaliviere Strip; the street had once been an important Mecca for blues and fine dining. Now the Strip was one step away from being a Demilitarized Zone between the haves of the grand houses along Forest Park and have not's north along DeBaliviere Street.
Jake Steadman, aka Jake the Snake, was a snitch of the highest caliber as well as a con man and a thief. If anything even slightly illegal went on in St. Louis, Jake knew or could find out about it. He did his dirty work in such a way that the rest of the people in his world knew nothing about his activities. Jake was called the Snake because of his luck or ability or whatever in slithering out of charges and actions by the authorities.
While I was a detective I arrested Jake with over 5 grams of high grade Heroine in his position. He swore it was for personal use but it was more than enough to get him charged as a dealer. In exchange for cutting him a break, he agreed to be a source of information for me. The Intel he provided led to several arrests and convictions of more hardened criminals. I was going to use him again to see if he could get a line on the deaths of Hamilton and Cynthia.
Molly's hadn't changed over the years and was still a place that no sane person would go if he wasn't a regular. I left my jacket in the car, pulled my shirt tail out of my pants and walked into the dive. My shirt got caught up on the butt of my pistol and showed the world I was armed; just as I intended.
The bar was empty except for the scruffy old bartender and Jake; I could have saved the dramatics with my pistol so I flipped the shirt tail back over the Glock. I ordered a beer and specified a bottle because I wouldn't use a draft from Molly's to wash my truck; it might finish rusting out the fenders. Throwing a five on the bar, I grabbed my beer and joined Jake at his table.
I explained my thinking, without mentioning names, and told Jake to look around. "It'd be good to know if whoever did the job on the lady was just some bum or a contract worker. See what you can find out and give me a call. There's no time limit on this Jake but I'd like something sooner rather than later. Okay?"
"Don't know what I can find Steele," Jake protested. "I'm not into strong arm or rough stuff."
"Jake, you know something about everything that goes on in this city so don't give me that crap. Some of the info you've given me led to your competitors going away for a long time so it's payback time." I stood and dropped my card on the table. "That's my new number; call me."
********************
One more night without Abby, I thought the next evening. She'll be back tomorrow and I can show her the house. My cell interrupted my train of thought. "Matt Steele."
"Hi Steele, its Jake. Got some information for you."
"That was quick."
"Yeah, well the sooner I put some distance between us the better." He hesitated for a few seconds. "I found out a guy named Wiley Thornton and his crew did the job on a guy named Hamilton and a woman named Robinson. I'm guessing from what you told me they are the people you talked about."
"That's them," I replied. "How'd you find out about Thornton and what makes you think he's the man?"
"You know how it is; a friend of a friend has a friend type thing. Seems Thornton and his boys were trying to impress another guy at a bar on The Hill. This other guy works for Vito Sigliaire; you know the head of the mob family here in St. Louis. Looks like Thornton is tryin to move up in the world. He was braggin that he got 100 big ones for the two jobs."
"How many in his crew?"
"Two other guys, but he's the force; he's the one you'll have to deal with." Jake hesitated and added, "I don't have a lot of love for you Steele but you've always been straight with me so I'm gonna warn you. From what I've heard, this Wiley is a whole suitcase full of crazy.
Okay, thanks Jake. If your info is right, that'll put us about even. I won't bother you again."
"Good, all I do is get in trouble around you Steele. See ya around."
Now I had a direction to go; at least I had a name. On the way home I put Wiley behind me and thought about how surprised Abby was going to be with the house; I just hoped she like the place as much as I do.
********************
"Why are we in this neighborhood?" Abby was puzzled. She had taken two days off after returning from her business trip. Abby said they'd gotten enough of her time for a couple of days.
"We both like older homes so I thought we'd take a tour of some of them," I replied. "Besides it a nice spring day and neither of us gets out in the sun enough."
The tour consisted of driving through the streets of the Compton Heights neighborhood of St. Louis. At one time this area was the place to build a home if you were a very successful and rich business man or politician in the city. Many of the homes had been built and owned by railroad moguls, land tycoons, and riverboat owners. Other areas, with expensive, expansive homes had been formed but few rivaled the grand, stately, buildings in Compton Heights.
Turning onto Longfellow Blvd, I slowed my Corvette and pointed out some of the classic homes. Stopping in the street we looked at one especially impressive building.
The beautiful old home was built of white quarried stone cut out of a bluff which at the time was about 50 miles up the Mississippi from St. Louis; now the bluff was near one of the city's suburbs. It had a garage, built out of the same stone; it had been a large carriage house back in the day. The garage sat at the back of the almost one acre property and the drive way to it ran through a wide covered porch. In the old days, visiting guests could climb down out of their carriages avoiding bad weather by using this entry into the house.
"That's a really nice one," I said. Abby nodded as she took in the stone front of the house and the carved mahogany double door entrance.
"Let's take a closer look," I suggest and drove the Corvette up the driveway, through entry porch into the back yard. I parked in front of the carriage house.
"Matt what are you doing?" Abby asked. "I sure the owner won't appreciate a stranger driving into his yard."
"I hear the owner's a nice guy; he won't mind." Getting out of the car, I walked around and helped Abby to stand. "Let's take a closer look," I said and started toward the house. Abby held back and I started laughing.
"I've teased you enough I guess. Abby I bought this house for us. It has 6 bedrooms, 4 baths, and is 5899 square feet. There's a lot of work to do in it, but we can live at my apartment for the five or six months that the renovation and modernization will take." I paused as she got use to the idea of the home. "That is if you like the place of course. If you don't we'll fix it up, put it on the market and find another house."
Abby grabbed me in a big hug. "Don't even think about selling our house. Let's go inside."
The rest of that day first I led her on a tour of her new house. And then she led me around the rooms of the house pointing out the things that needed to be repaired and added. Only the growing darkness as the sun went down stopped our exploring. I had neglected to have the utilities turned on; an oversight that I corrected the next morning.



Calling in a few favors and asking for a few, the electricity and water were turned on the same day I requested. Abby and I were able to continue our inspection and note taking until almost midnight the next day. Then the job of finding the right contractor to do the work on the house began. We finally decided on a father and son company as they seemed to have the same vision as we did. Other than a very few suggestions, my part in the rest of the process consisted in writing checks. I did insist, and Abby let me have my way, that the den was to be my sanctuary.
********************
"Did your friends in low places find something?" Abby asked.
I was getting ready to go out for a night looking for information, from some other friends in low places, about Wiley Thornton and a possible connection to Jonathan Robinson. "Yes they did but I've got to see a few others to get more information." I purposely didn't mention the contract killer I was looking for; Abby has a tendency to worry too much.
"I'll be home around 1; don't wait up." I kissed her, left the apartment and climbed into my trusty truck. Some of the places I was going to I didn't want to drive my Caddy and definitely not my Corvette; neither would have lasted five minutes parked on the street.
My expedition, a investigating or fact finding mission, whatever you want to call it, the first night didn't have a good result. I decided to give it another night and if I didn't get anything I'd try something else. What else I didn't know, but I'd try something as soon as I thought of it.
The next evening at midnight, I left the aptly named 'Dive Bar' on the seedy end of Lindell and headed for my truck. As I started to unlock the door, I saw in the reflection in my driver's side window of someone driving up behind me and stopping. The man got out of the car and started toward me. I whirled around and the man stopped in his tracks about twenty feet away.
The guy was average height and weight with dark hair; I couldn't tell the color as it was dark with few street lights around. He was wearing dark jeans and a sweatshirt with the sleeves cut off; he definitely wasn't dressed like a model for GQ magazine. The only outstanding thing about him was the revolver that he held down by his leg. Another man climbed out of the passenger's side and came toward where his buddy was stopped.
"Get in the car," the gun holder ordered as he motioned with his weapon. I shook my head and slowly pulled my jacket away from my right side. This allowed the Glock on my hip to show.
"C'mon pal," the second man said. "You better do it. Jasper will shoot ya; he don't care."
"Shut up Boyd," Jasper ordered. "Get in the car Steele, I'm not gonna tell you again; our boss wants to see ya."
"Oh, that's good," I replied. "Now we know each other and can talk like gentlemen." Jasper was puzzled that I didn't seem to be afraid of him and his gun. He turned to look at Boyd and when he did I put my right hand on the butt of my pistol. Boyd pulled his own revolver from his waist band. I asked "Who's your boss?"
"You'll know soon enough. Get in the car. If you don't we'll pay a visit to that bitch you run around with." Jasper started to bring his gun up but saw my hand on my weapon and stopped with it about half way to pointing it at me.
"I'm not going with you Jasper, and you made a mistake calling my lady a bitch. I don't let things like that slide." I watched him tensed up and added, "That looks like a .38 you're carrying and a wheel gun at that. You may get off the first shot before I can draw; even if you hit me, odds are you won't kill me."
Boyd and Jasper looked at each other again.
"This is a semi automatic Glock .45 with a hair trigger I'm carrying. Before you can get off a second shot I'll have put two in you and maybe two in good ole Boyd there too. So to quote Dirty Harry, do you feel lucky punk?"
I guess they felt I was full of it or maybe they did feel lucky; they both raised their weapons to fire. As a detective, while with the police and in my own business, I've never practiced for a quick draw but I was fast enough that night. Jasper got off one round, which went over my head, and didn't get a chance at a second shot; Boyd never got a shot off at all.
Two quick shots, called a double tap, hit Jasper in the shoulder and in the leg; another shot knocked Boyd off his feet. I'd learned the 'double tap' from Jacob Tully, a former Master Gunnery Sergeant in the United State Marines; he'd been the instructor at the police pistol range when I was a detective. Neither Jasper or Boyd would die although they might wish they had. With quick medical attention they would survive our little encounter. Stepping closer to the men, I kicked their pistols out of reach and squatted down.
"You boys are hit pretty bad," I offered. I took out my phone and held it up where they could see it. "Y'all want me to call an ambulance for you?"
Jasper moaned and said, "C'mon Steele get us some help; I'm bleedin to death here."
"Tell me who sent you and I'll make the call." Jasper shook his head. "Okay, the nearest hospital is ten blocks north. But I don't think you can make it Jasper." I stood and took two steps toward my truck.
"Wiley Thornton was the one," Jasper said. I nodded my head and he added, "Wiley said to make you stop askin questions about that guy Hamilton and the broad."
"Mrs. Robinson?"
Jasper nodded. "His boss told him to make you stop; put a stop to your intrusive meddling he said. I heard him and had to ask Wiley what he meant."
"Who's the boss?" I asked.
"Some rich jerk. I don't know his name but I heard Wiley call him Robinson."
Gotcha, I thought. Now I'm gonna put you away.
To be continued
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"Okay Jasper, I'll call an ambulance for you." I was lucky to get the information from Jasper before he went into shock. Dialing 911, I reported the shooting and requested an ambulance for the wanna be kidnappers. Next, I called Frank Wends.
"Do you enjoy waiting until I'm sleeping to call Matt?" Frank said in a raspy voice.
"I just shot two guys outside of the Dive Bar. They were trying to kidnap me. I've already called 911."
"On my way," Frank answered; the sleepiness was gone. "Don't say nothin until I get there."
The police arrived and I laid my Glock on the hood of my truck as the patrol car pulled up. I didn't want to get shot and I especially didn't want to get shot by mistake by an over eager patrolman. The EMTs were next on the scene and called for a second ambulance. About ten minutes after the medics arrived as they were treating the men, an unmarked police car pulled to a stop behind the attempted kidnapper's car. Frank made good time, I thought.
"Are you okay?" Frank asked. "What happened Matt?"
"Those two," I said pointing at the two being tended to by the EMTs, "ask me to go with them. I refused their invitation and they took offense to my rejection of their hospitality."
"C'mon Matt, get serious."
"I am serious Frank. The big one, that's Jasper, told me to get in their car. He said his boss wanted to see me and then he threatened me with that gun." I pointed to the evidence envelope that the first on scene patrolman was holding. "I gave them a chance but they thought they were better than they are. The patrolman's got the other guy's gun as well."
"Who's their boss?" Frank asked. I shook my head. "Matt, I know you. I'd bet my pension you 'persuaded' them to give you his name." I shook my head again, refusing to answer. "You know as well as I do that now that they are being medically treated they'll clam up. Give me a break here."
"I'll let you know when I can Frank. If I tell you, you'll have to go investigate. That will just warn the guy and he'll get away or lawyer up and you guys will get nothing. My way, we got a chance at putting this guy away." I put my hand on Frank's shoulder. "Promise, I'll let you know as soon as you can make an arrest and make it stick."
Before Frank could continue arguing with me, another unmarked police car pulled to a stop behind Frank's car. I knew Frank would be lead detective on the case but because it was a shooting, the watch commander would get involved too. I couldn't believe who the commander was when he got out of the car. This night can't get any better, I thought as I saw Captain Joe Harper come toward us. Harper was the cause of me losing my marriage and my job.
"My how the mighty have fallen," I said as Harper walked over to where Frank and I were talking. "Being a Captain and all, you must be on someone's crap list if you have to come out at midnight to cover a shooting."
He refused to answer me and questioned the patrolman that was first on scene and then talked to Frank. After talking to them for a few minutes, Harper turned to me. "What did you do Steele?"
"I told the patrolman, I told Detective Wends, and I'm done talking until my attorney gets here."
"Still hate me don't you Steele,"
"I don't want to bust your bubble Harper but I haven't thought of you more than once or twice in the last five years. You're not important enough to remember or hate."
"You put those men in the hospital," Harper protested as I started walk away.
"It could have just as easily been body bags," I replied. "Now unless you're gonna arrest and charge me, I'm going home." I turned and walked back to my truck, noticing the bullet hole at the top edge of the door. Guess Jasper wasn't as bad as I thought, I said to myself.
I was surprised to see Abby sleeping on my big couch when I got to my apartment; apparently she'd been waiting up for me and didn't make it. I slipped off my boots, got behind her and spooned against her back. She woke up a little.
"I fell asleep," she said in a fogged over voice. "Sorry, I'll make you some coffee and you can tell me about your night."
"Tell you in the morning," I replied as I pulled her back against me. "Go back to sleep."
"Love you," Abby said. She snuggled closer to me and her breathing deepened again. A few minutes later I fell asleep too.
********************
Abby poured us an after breakfast coffee the next morning. "What's going on in that devious mind of yours Matt? You've been staring at the wall for a couple of minutes now."
"I'm gonna ask you to do something that I know you won't like. But I'm asking you to do it and please don't give me any grief about it."
She looked at me for a couple of seconds and then nodded for me to go on saying, "Okay, I'll do it. Tell me what you want and why."
"Just like that?"
"Just like that." Abby reached across the table and took my hand. "I know you'd never do anything to hurt me so yeah, just like that. What's going on?"
"You know I've been looking into Jonathan Robinson." I waited for her nod and continued. "Last night two men pulled guns on me and tried to make me get into their car; said their boss wanted to see me. They said if I didn't do it they'd grab you to make me do what they wanted."
"What happened to them?" Abby asked with a grim smile. "I know you don't take well to being threatened or being told what to do and I would bet you went absolutely ballistic when they threatened me."
"They're in the hospital; at least I think they made it to the hospital. I did get them medical help." I took a drink of coffee. "Anyway I think their boss told them to say that and my CI says this is a serious guy...so I'd like for you to go visit your folks for awhile until this thing is over."
Her parents lived in the small south central town of Eminence Missouri. It was a small farming community that had developed a tourist economy because of the Jack's Fork River that flowed past the southern portion of the town. The area was in the heart of the Ozarks with tree cover hills and clear spring fed streams.
Abby started to argue but I interrupted her. "You've got vacation time coming from work, you even threatened to take it when you got back from this last trip. Your folks would love to see you; you've always loved that country life and you deserve a break." I took her hand. "But mostly, I won't worry about you if you're with your dad."
I waited and after several seconds, that seemed like minutes, Abby leaned across the table and kissed me. "Let me get packed and I'll leave this morning," she said.
After throwing a suitcase into her car, Abby waved as she started her three hour drive to her parent's house. Returning to my office, I called Frank Wends. This time he sounded wide awake.
"You get tired of disturbing my sleep Matt?"
"Thought I give you a break Frank. Listen I got some info you oughta know about. I don't think you can do anything but I wanted you to know where I'm coming from."
Frank lost the joking tone and said, "Tell me what you got."
"Some of this you already know, some is new to you. You know I followed Mrs. Robinson at the request of her husband. She met George Hamilton for lunch and a dinner or two; nothing sexual but she was meeting the guy just the same. I told her husband and over the next few weeks they seemed to have worked it out. And then..."
"Then what Matt?"
"Hamilton died in a boating accident and a few weeks later Mrs. Robinson was killed."
"Yeah, you called me about that," Frank replied.
"I told you then something didn't add up and I was right. A friend of mine found out that Cynthia had all the money and she was planning on divorcing Robinson; he would have become a poor man if the divorce went through. I started asking questions through another of my CIs and he told me a guy named Wiley Thornton was bragging around town that he did the hit on Hamilton and Cynthia. One of those two from last night said Thornton ordered them to come get me and take me to Thornton. As you know, I decided not to go with them."
"How much more do you know Matt?"
"I know who Thornton's boss is and I think I know where I can find Thornton."
"Let us handled it," Frank said; his tone was almost an order.
"You guys can't do it Frank. You can't go where I'm going and do any good. So I'm gonna talk to Thornton and get him to admit who his boss is."
"And then?"
"I'll play it by ear. But that asshole Thornton threatened Abby and nobody does that. If he and his boss go easy, I'll call you in."
"What if they don't do it easy?"
"That's the question, isn't it Frank? I'll call you as soon as I can."
"Matt...Matt." I hung up without answering him.
********************
Abriana's Deli is a sandwich and coffee shop on the corner of Shaw Ave. and the frontage road beside the Kingshighway overpass in the heart of the historic Italian neighborhood called The Hill. In the days before political correctness the area was known as Dago Hill; the Deli is on the same block as Rigazzi's so I knew it well.
Abriana's is notable for two reasons. Its sandwiches and thick dark Italian coffee are the best in St. Louis. The other reason, although not known by the general public, is that Abriana's is the working office of Vito Sigliaire. Vito is the head of the mob or crime boss of St. Louis.
He is a study in contrasts. Vito runs an organization that is involved in most of the criminal activities of the city. Gambling, loan sharking, and some labor unions are aspects of his empire. About the only thing he doesn't have a hand in is the drug trade. Vito has always felt that drugs were a plague on the people and children of his neighborhood.
"People are gonna gamble, people are gonna over extend themselves and need help and the workers need to be protected from the rich business owners," Vito explained his operations. "I might as well benefit from their wants and needs."
The contrasting Vito is one that will do almost anything to help his people of The Hill. He made weekly donations to St. Ambrose Church and special gifts to the building fund. If a widow needed help Vito would help. If a wife needed financial help for her children because her husband drank or gambled away his paycheck, Vito would give the lady money and have a word with her man; the husband would quickly see the error of his ways after a talk with one of Vito's men.
I thought of everything I knew about Vito Sigliaire as I walked into Abriana's. It was early evening but he was already holding court at a large wooden table in the back corner of the deli and I made my way toward him. Vito had two of his men sitting with him. Those guys aren't as big as a bus, I thought; more like dump trucks. There was one other man sitting at a nearby table only a few steps from Vito; that man was Rudy Cassidy.
Vito wasn't totally old school; he hired whoever could and would do the job he needed if they were Italian or not. Rudy was just such a man. Vito needed someone he trusted to watch his back so he hired the nephew of a lifelong friend and Rudy was more than just a body guard. He was known as a shooter and his duties were just what that his title meant. Rudy looked like he was sleepy; he was sitting slumped down in his chair but his eyes moved back and forth and missed nothing.
Rudy and I had crossed paths when I was investigating his boss a few years previously. We had danced around each other without really coming to a confrontation. We treated each other with respect; one professional to another.
I nodded at Rudy and stepped in front of Vito. "I'd like to talk to you Mr. Sigliaire, if you have the time," I said in a respectful manner. I wasn't afraid of Vito but there was no need to poke a bear in his den. He looked at me for several seconds and I thought he was going to tell one of the trucks to throw me out. Instead he pointed at the chair across from him.
"I haven't seen you since you tried to hang that gambling rap on me a few years ago. What'da you want Steele?"
"As I remember we couldn't get the evidence to arrest you. You were too smart for us," I said with a smile.
"Some would have manufactured evidence just to put me away," Vito replied.
"We...I could have but I wanted to arrest you according to my rules and I wanted your arrest to stick. If I'd done anything else you might have walked." The smile went away as I said, "I want to talk to a guy that hangs out at The Hard Case Tavern."
"So why come to me?"
I grinned at Vito. "C'mon Mr. Sigliaire, every cop in town knows you run most of the places on the South side and the Hard Case is one of them. If you don't own it you have controlling interest in the place. I don't want any trouble with you or your men." I nodded at the two trucks and then at Rudy. "This guy has been bragging to your manager, Sammy Hands, about a job he did. He's trying to impress Sammy and go to work for you."
"Who is this jamoke?" The term jamoke was an insult; meaning idiot or fool. Vito was old school enough to believe you didn't talk about your work outside of the family.
"Guy named Wiley Thornton. I know he's never worked for you but the only place I can get to him is at The Hard Case."
"What's your interest in this Thornton?"
"A man hired me to get some information and because of it he hired Thornton to get rid of two people. I want Thornton and I want his boss."
Vito stared at me for what seemed like a long time and then nodded. "Steele, you were always straight up with me and always treated me with respect; even when you were trying to nail me. Go ahead and talk to Thornton, I'll call Sammy and tell him as long as you don't bother one of ours and it doesn't interfere with our business to stay out of it."
I stood nodded my thanks, turned to leave but Rudy stepped in my way. ""If you need some help Steele, give me a call. I don't like nobody trying to take my job," he said with a grim smile.
Shaking my head I answered, "Thanks Rudy but I got this." I continued out to my truck thinking that I really wouldn't want Vito and Rudy mad at me.
********************
"How are you? When can I come home?" Abby asked. Her voice sounded both anguished and hopeful.
It was only 8PM, after leaving Abriana's and my meeting with Vito, so I'd called Abby at her folks. "I'm fine honey. As to coming home I think another three or four days should do it. When's it's over I'll catch a bus to your parent's and we'll spend a few days boating on Jack's Fork, exploring the area and maybe go fishing."
"I'd like that, but why don't you come now and let Detective Wends and the police handle those men?"
"Frank doesn't have anything to go on. Those two that jumped me aren't gonna roll over on their boss cause all they're facing is assault charges. If they were charged as accomplices to the killing of Cynthia or Hamilton, he might have leverage to get them to talk."
"But..." Abby started to say and I cut her off.
"I'll call Frank and tell him most of what I know and what I'm going to do. If he can come up with something I'll follow his lead." I paused and added, "I'll be careful girl, I promise." The rest of the call we talked about the things we'd do when I came down to join her.
At 9, I called Frank. "Wends," he answered.
"Did I wake you up? If I didn't I could call you back later."
"Some people have crosses to bear," he replied. "I guess your mine although I don't know what sin I committed to be saddled with you." He chuckled at his own wit. "What'da you need Matt?"
"I'd like to talk to Jasper."
"You mean the guy that tried to kidnap you? They are refusing to talk; said they'd take their chances in court. Why do you want to talk to them?"
"Just go with me Frank. I'm gonna make you a case on a double murder."
"You mean that Hamilton, Mrs. Robinson case you've been harping about? When are you gonna give up on that?"
"Frank, I told you before there's something off kilter about Mrs. Robinson's murder and it makes me think Hamilton was a hit as well."
There was silence on the line for almost 10 seconds before Frank replied. "Okay, tomorrow, 9 AM, hold over cells for the 16th Precinct. "And Matt, you better be damn sure of yourself cause the boss ain't gonna like you hot dogging around."
********************
"Why should we help you?" Jasper asked.
"Yeah, why?" Boyd parroted.
"Shut up Boyd," Jasper ordered and turned back to me. "Why should we help you Steele? You're the reason we're in here."
Here was what was considered a prison ward at St. Alexius Hospital which was near Precinct 16 in south St. Louis. There were three hospitals, St. Alexius, Barnes-Jewish, and Christian, that had a prison ward of some type. They nurse had just left after warning us not to upset her patients. Jasper and Boyd had been brought to St. Alexius after the paramedics treated them because it is the closest to where I had shot the two would be kidnappers. I'd just asked the two men to testify against their boss, Wiley Thornton.
Jasper's face showed he'd just come up with an idea. "Can you get us outta this?" This being the charges that were going to be brought against him and Boyd.
"No, can't do that," I answered and shook my head. "From what I hear you two are going to be charged with assault with a deadly weapon, attempted kidnapping, and attempted murder. That's too many serious charges for the Police to let you guys slide."
"Then why should we help you?" Jasper repeated.
"What I can do is see that you're protected a bit while you're in prison; or as protected as you can be. You know Vito Sigliaire?" I didn't wait for him to answer. "Well he's not happy about Thornton and if you help put him away I'm pretty sure Mr. Sigliaire will put the word out that you have his protection. That would give you a lot of clout in prison and most will leave you alone. If you don't help me you'll just be fresh meat for the animals to fight over."
"Works for me," Boyd said not waiting for Jasper's answer. "What'da you want us to do?"
"Tell the DA what Thornton said about Robinson when he ordered you to come get me."
"That's all?"
I nodded and added, "Just tell what he said. Don't embellish it."
"Embellish?"
"It means don't make anything up; just tell the truth. If you guys do that I'll have a word with the DA, maybe he'll reduce the charges because of your help. I'll also have a word with Mr. Sigliaire and that will definitely make your life easier in the joint."
I called Frank into the hospital room. "These boys have decided it was their civic duty to cooperate so they got something to say. Take their statements and get hold of the DA." I looked at Jasper and Boyd. "Make sure and tell him these guys are trying to do what's right."
Frank took out his cell phone and started making calls. I left the room, walked down the hall and outside. As I drove away in my truck, I saw Frank waving at me before I left the parking lot. He walked very quickly to where I'd stopped.
He leaned on my door and said, "Those two implicated Wiley Thornton; both for ordering the kidnapping and for the Cynthia Robinson murder. Hell, they even said Thornton was involved in Hamilton's death. How did you get those guys to belly up?" He asked.
"I simply told them that Rudy Cassidy was a mite upset with them. I told them Mr. Sigliaire would help them when they went to prison; that I would get him to put them under his protection." "You think he will? I mean he doesn't know these guys?"
"Vito doesn't know these guys but he does know and respect Rudy and doesn't want him to get in trouble over the likes of Thornton. I think he'll convince Rudy to back off so I can get to Thornton. In addition, Mr. Sigliaire is not happy that Thornton is bragging that he's gonna work for Vito. So yeah, I believe Vito will do what I ask; not for those two but to keep Rudy out of trouble they don't need."



Frank looked away for a few seconds. "You know I have to arrest Thornton and you can't be involved."
"I know that as a cop you have to try but you can't get into the place where he hangs out without warning him; people there know you are a cop and Thornton will go underground." I paused and stared at Frank for a short time. "Let me go in alone, you and the boys wait outside; I'll call you when I know he's there."
"I understand, but why do you want to brace him yourself?" Frank looked puzzled and worried. "You're not thinking of vigilante justice are you?"
Shaking my head in answer I replied, "Thornton can implicate the man that hired him, Robinson. That's the one I want."
"I doubt we can get Thornton convicted just because of Jasper and Boyd," Frank offered. "A good defense attorney could make an argument that their testimony of what they were told is hearsay. At best the case is circumstantial."
"Maybe but I might get Thornton to think we have the evidence to put him away, maybe for the death penalty." Putting the truck into gear, I waved and said, "I'll call you when I find him." I drove to my place; it would be several hours before I looked up Thornton.
To Be Continued
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********************
The Hard Case Tavern is a large shotgun type space; in that it is narrow and long. No more than thirty feet wide it ran seventy feet to the back wall. There were small two person type tables along one wall and across a six foot wide aisle was an open front bar top with stools for the customers that ran almost the whole length of the room. At the far end of the room was a wide space that had five or so larger tables.
I'd called Frank at 8 PM and he and three patrolmen were waiting for me in front of the building. At my suggestion, Frank was dressed differently than when he worked. A nice sports coat, a pinstriped shirt and dress jeans made him look like a regular guy out to have a drink. I motioned for him to come with me since he didn't look like a cop and that the three patrolmen should wait outside.
Entering The Hard Case, I knew for two reasons that the big man at the end of the bar was Wiley Thornton. For one, he matched the description that Jasper and Boyd gave me. And the other reason was he was bending the ear of Sammy Hands, the manger of the tavern. Sammy works for Mr. Sigliaire and Wiley was trying to make a point as to why Vito should hire him. I pointed Wiley out to Frank and we walked to the end of the bar where Wiley and Sammy were standing.
"Let me buy you a drink Wiley," I offered. I motioned to the bartender.
"I know you?" Wiley asked. He sort of puffed up like he was trying to impress or intimidate me.
"Not yet but you will." The bartender sat Wiley's new drink down. I stuck my fingers down inside his old glass, pulled it toward me, emptied the ice and remains of the drink into the sink behind the bar and stuck the glass into a clear plastic evidence envelope like the ones the police use. I handed the bag to Frank, he signed and noted the time and date on the bag. "Hi Sammy, I'm Matt Steele. Give us a little room please."
"Mr. Sigliaire called and said you would be coming in." Then Sammy turned, walked to the end of the room and went into a door with the word Office on it.
"You're not very smart Wiley. I mean bragging about how you can make hits on people and other illegal things. Not very smart when you don't know who might be listening.
"So what if I talk," Wiley said and took a sip of his new drink. "Can't be arrested for talking."
"Not necessarily so big guy," I answered. "Jasper and Boyd aren't happy you let them rot in jail so they rolled over on you; told us about Robinson and the jobs you did for him."
"Big deal, it's their word against mine. A good lawyer will get the case dropped." Wiley stood and said, "I'm done talkin to you punk. Now get out of my way."
He stood and walked toward me and when I wouldn't move he took a big round house swing at my head. One rule of bar fights, or any other fights for that matter, is you don't leave yourself open for a counter attack. I stepped inside Wiley's wide punch and put a short right hand deep into the V under his ribs where the sternum ends.
A sharp blow to the solar plexus will disable even the largest tough guy. My well place fist drove the air out of Wiley's lungs and paralyzed his diaphragm for a few seconds. Wiley bent over, trying to catch his breath; just the result I had intended.
I slid my jacket aside, let my Glock show and put my hand on the butt of the gun. "Hey Wiley, I've heard all about how crazy you are...well, I'm a little crazy too. We're just having a good talk here," I continued. "Why don't you stay for awhile?" Wiley looked at my pistol from his bent over position and then into my eyes; he climbed back on his stool. Beside me Frank grunted to show he wasn't happy about me showing the gun.
"It's more than your word against Jasper and Boyd's. You see there were finger prints at the Hamilton fire and on the console of Cynthia Robinson's car. The prints weren't in the system but..." I pointed at the evidence bag, "I bet the prints on that glass will match up. Then we got you Wiley."
Turning a little, without taking my eyes off Wiley, I said, "This is Detective Wends of the St. Louis Police. He's here, among other things, to maintain the chain of evidence on your finger prints."
"You can't take my fingerprints unless you arrest and charge me," Wiley protested. "You got nothin to charge me with."
"So wrong my large friend. That glass is public property after you pushed it aside...so we can use it. Plus your boy's dropping a dime on you gives Detective Wends here enough reason to take you in for questioning."
Wiley glanced at Frank. "So go ahead and take me in."
"Okay," Frank said, stood up and pulled out his hand cuffs. He put them on Wiley and said, "Wiley Thornton you are wanted for questioning concerning the murders of George Hamilton and Cynthia Robinson. You have the right to an attorney.... and finished reading Wiley his rights.
"Now Wiley, I've...we... have a deal for you," I said. "Between your boys rolling over on you and these fingerprints," I pointed to Wiley's glass. "You're going to pay for killing Hamilton and Cynthia Robinson. How bad you pay is up to you."
"What do you mean how bad," Wiley said. He wasn't as arrogant and fearless as he had been.
"Testify that Robinson hired you and paid you to kill Hamilton and his wife. Detective Wends and I will tell the DA how you cooperated and get you a deal."
"What kind of deal?"
"You're going down Wiley. I'm pretty sure the detective and I can get the DA to take the death penalty off the table. You'll still go to jail for a long, long time but at least you'll be alive." I looked at Wiley. "What'da you say Wiley?"
Now it was Wiley's turn to stare at Frank and me. After a few seconds, that seemed much longer he answered me. "I think I'll wait and talk to my lawyer."
Frank nodded and used his radio to call the patrolmen waiting outside to come in. We watched as the cops lead the suspect out to a patrol car. They would take Wiley to Central Booking at Police Headquarters downtown on 9th street. Frank would have to go the headquarters and do the paper work on the arrest. He poked me when we got to his car.
"You realize that as soon as Thornton meets with his attorney, the attorney will demand the report on the finger prints," Frank said in an exasperated voice. "And we won't have anything to give him. Thornton will walk and I'll be lucky not to be walking a beat again. Matt, I'm too old to go back to foot patrol."
"Not true," I replied shaking my head. "I checked with an attorney friend of mine who works for Markham and Sylvester."
"You mean that damn high priced criminal defense firm?" I nodded and continued.
"My buddy, he wants to stay anonymous, said that we have to charge Thornton and then the DA has to get the Grand Jury to indict him and a prosecutor assigned before we have to hand over the evidence. Don't charge him; just hold him for questioning for 48 hours."
"What good would that do? I can't manufacture evidence and all we have is Jasper and Boyd's statement."
"You interrogate Thornton, with his attorney present, but follow my lead," I answered and grinned. "We'll get him Frank, I'm sure of it."

********************
Frank set a large digital tape recorder on the table and turned it on. We were in an interview room at the Police Central Booking building; in the days before political correctness it was an interrogation room.
"For the record, I am Detective Frank Wends of the St. Louis Police and will be recording this interview. Also present are the perp... I mean suspect Wiley Thornton." Frank pointed at Wiley's attorney and said, "Please identify yourself for the record counselor."
"Attorney Phillip Stone, Public Defender's Office, representing Mr. Thornton."
Frank said, "Thank you Mr. Stone. Looking at me he added, "Also in attendance is Matt Steele, a consultant on this case for the St. Louis Police Department. Mr. Thornton you are a suspect in the murders of a Mr. George Hamilton and Mrs. Cynthia Robinson; do you have anything you would like to say at this time?"
Before Stone could respond, Wiley said, "Prove it." He sat back in his chair and put his shackled hands on the table in front of him. He looked unafraid and pleased with himself.
Frank's cell phone beeped at him, letting him know he had a text message. He punched a button, looked at the message and stood up. "Excuse me," Frank said and stood up. Holding up his phone he said, "This is something I have to attend to. I'll be right back." He reached over, turned off the recorder and left the room.
Now it was my turn to put the pressure on Wiley. "We've got you seven ways from Sunday Wiley," I told him. "When the results of the fingerprint test come back, you'll be placed at the scene of both murders." I looked from Wiley to his attorney and back. "Unless of course you are innocent," I offered. "And we both know that ain't so."
"We will of course expect you to turn over any exculpatory evidence that you have," Stone interrupted me before I could continue. "In fact, I would like to see that evidence before you continue to talk with my client." He sat back, now he was the one that looked very pleased with himself.
"I'm not an attorney," I replied. "But I believe that since Mr. Thornton hasn't been charged or indicted that the state isn't required to give you investigative results."
"He hasn't been charged? Then why is he in jail?"
"We brought Mr. Thornton in for questioning," Frank answered as he reentered the room with a well dressed young woman. She was tall, slender and very pretty; she would have been a huge distraction if the situation wasn't so serious. Frank pushed a button and turned the recorder back on.
"Wiley if you decide to tell the truth, you'll a nice prize." Turning to Frank I said, "Detective Wends please tell our contestant what he'll win."
"This is Assistant District Attorney Geraldine Sawyer." He pulled out a chair for the ADA and she sat down across from Wiley and his attorney. "If you give us a statement as to your involvement and the person or persons that hired you she will personally talk to the DA in your behalf." Frank sighed and added, "You're going down Wiley; your might as well make it as easy on yourself as you can."
Stone pulled on Wiley's arm and they put their heads together to talk. After several minutes, Stone looked at Sawyer and Frank. "You have to take the death penalty out of the equation. Then my client will make a statement."
ADA Sawyer waited for about 15 seconds before she responded; I'm sure it seemed longer to Wiley. "If Mr. Thornton will be truthful and forthcoming the DA's office will not be seeking the death penalty." Stone whispered something to Wiley and turned back to Sawyer. "However," Sawyer continued, "A life sentence or life with the possibility of parole after twenty five years is very probable and acceptable."
I looked at ADA Sawyer, trying to catch her eye. Geraldine, Gerry, and I had worked together several times while I was still a Detective First Class for the St. Louis Police. We were friends and that is why I'd asked her to participate in our little play. Her statement was a little less than I'd hoped for; I'd wanted her to apply the screws to Wiley. I guess she had rules and such that she had to follow and so far she hadn't stepped over the line.
We hadn't officially told Gerry about the little escapade with Thornton's drink glass, so technically we hadn't stepped over the line either. I didn't have the same rules and since it was me doing the talking at the bar, Frank had sort of turned his head.
Everyone was quiet for a while and then Frank said, "Thornton?"
Turning back from talking to his lawyer Thornton said, "Okay. What'da you want to know?"
"Did you murder George Hamilton and Cynthia Robinson?" Gerry asked. "And if so why?"
Getting a nod from his attorney Wiley answered. "Yeah, I did them two. The broad's husband," at a look from Gerry he said, "A guy named Robinson, hired me to put them down. He paid me a hundred Gs to do it."
"Would that be Jonathan Robinson, Cynthia Robinson's husband," Gerry prompted. Wiley nodded. "A verbal answer is necessary Mr. Thornton."
"Yeah, that's the guy."
"Did he say why he wanted them dead?"
At first Wiley shook his head, saw the look on Gerry's face, remember her instructions and answered, "Naw, he just said to do em both. First Hamilton and a few weeks later the wife."
"How did you murder them?"
"That Hamilton guy had a boat he kept up on Alton Lake. I disconnected the air pump that keeps the, what'da you call it....oh yeah, the bilge free of gas fumes. Then I scraped the insulation off the starter wires and when he turned the key it caused a spark.
That ignited the gas fumes and the boat blew up and burned. The guy was sitting behind the wheel when it went off. I watched from up on the high dirt berm above the marina...you know, in case it didn't work I could go down and finish the job."
"What about Cynthia Robinson?"
"I car jacked her comin out of one of those fancy stores out in Frontenac. Her arms were full of packages and she was havin a problem getting them into the car. I snuck up behind her and smacked the hell out of her."
"Mrs. Robinson was severely beaten," Frank put in.
"The bitch didn't go down the first time I hit her and it made me mad....Anyway, after I knocked her out, I threw her into the passenger side and drove down under the Eads Bridge. Then I shot her."
"Where did you shoot her and what type of gun did you use?" Gerry was going to get all the information so there would be no way Wiley could slip out of the deal.
"Used a silenced .22 and shot her in the back of the head."
I was upset that two innocent people, who I sort of knew, had been killed because of information I'd given to Robinson and killed so viciously. What bothered me more was Wiley's total lack of shame and the dispassionate way he told what he had done. In fact he seemed almost proud of his actions. Gerry looked at Frank and then at me to see if we had any more questions; we shook our heads.
Turning back to Wiley she said, "Mr. Thornton, the DA's office will honor the agreement we made due to the facts you've given us tonight and because of your agreed forthcoming testimony in court." Wiley smiled and leaned back in his chair. "But," Gerry continued, "I'm going to do my best to see that you go to a particularly tough prison. Like the Jefferson City Correctional Center also known as Booneville."
"Booneville is as bad as Attica or Alcatraz ever were in their day, isn't it Assistant District Attorney Sawyer?" I asked.
"The correctional Center is considered to be one of the worst prisons west of the Mississippi," Gerry answered. "I mean as far as prisoner safety."
I turned and smiled at Thornton. "Hope you enjoy your new home Wiley. I'm sure the guys there will welcome you with open arms....I mean a nice looking fresh young man like yourself and all."
Frank rose and walked around the table to stand beside Wiley. "Stand up," he ordered. When Wiley was on his feet, Frank continued. "Wiley Thornton you are under arrest for the murders of George Hamilton and Cynthia Robinson." He pulled a laminated card out of a compartment in his police ID leather folder. Frank read Wiley his Miranda rights for a second time.
"You should have read my client his rights before questioning," Stone protested.
"He was just being questioned now, he's under arrest." Frank gave Stone and Wiley an evil grin. "And I did read him his rights when I brought him in for questioning. Sides you were with him during the questioning so his attorney was already present. So we're good."
Walking to the door, Frank opened it and called out to one of the jail house police. "Put this piece of garbage in a cell until he's arraigned; a cell not the holding tank." The cop grabbed Wiley's arm and marched him deeper into the building. Stone left to make arrangements to talk with his client some more.
"I hope this holds up," I said. "I want Wiley to pay for this but I want Robinson more."
"I don't know anything about your actions at the Hard Case Tavern," Gerry looked at me and smiled. "But this was legal," she reassured me. "And if we push hard Stone will go along. Next time call me for an easy one guys. See ya." She left the room to go prepare her case.
"That young lady is as hard as nails," I said.
"Geraldine Sawyer wants to be our next DA," Frank replied. "And I wouldn't bet against her."
Frank and I left the Central Booking complex and got to where his police car was parked illegally in a loading zone.
"Should you be parked here in a loading zone?" I asked and grinned.
"I was unloading a case for a killer. Besides, who is gonna give what is obviously an unmarked police car a ticket." He smiled back at me. "Men and women in the Traffic Division aren't stupid; the car could belong to one of the brass and that's a load of crap the patrolmen don't need."
"When are you going to get Robinson? I'd like to go with you; I have a vested interest in this." Frank hesitated for a bit and I waited hopefully.
"Well Partner," Frank answered in a bad John Wayne imitation, "I reckon we could go to his office and corral him right now. Guess it wouldn't hurt if y'all moseyed along with the posse." Frank changed his voice back to normal and added, "I thought I'd arrest him in front of the people who work or do business with him. Sorta in front of God and everybody."
I went to the passenger door of Frank's car, opened it and said, "I like your style cowboy. Let's hit the trail; we're burnin daylight."
"Your imitation is worse than mine. Get in the car."
"Called a mutual friend early this morning," Frank said. He gave me some interesting information."
"What mutual friend?"
"Ricky Willard." Frank sounded a little angry.
"Oh, Ricky," I answered brilliantly. I didn't like Frank's tone because I didn't want Ricky to get into trouble for helping me.
"You remember Ricky don't you?" Frank continued in a sarcastic voice. "The guy who is a consultant for cyber crimes for the St. Louis Police Department not for Matt Steele Investigations. The same one that gave you information on the Robinsons."
"C'mon Frank. Ricky just did me a favor. Hell, it took him less than an hour: I'll pay the damned Department for his time."
"Shut up, you ass." Frank paused and added, "You can't use police resources to help with your business Matt. Understand?" I didn't answer or reply. "You're not gonna listen to me are you?"
"The only resources I use are friends and colleagues: like you and Ricky. "I don't ask you guys to do anything illegal and in Ricky's case he said he did the work on his lunch break." I smiled at Frank for the first time since we'd gotten into the car. "What did you find out?"
For a minute I thought my friend was going to ignore me. He stared straight ahead and then took a deep breath and let it out. "I had Ricky look into Robinson's financials."
"That's all he did for me," I offered. "Cynthia had all the money."
Frank nodded. "Yeah, but that check didn't show a withdrawal Robinson made just after Hamilton's boat blew up with him in it. There was another withdrawal, of the same amount, after Cynthia Robinson was killed." He glanced over at me to make sure he had my attention.
"Each withdrawal was for fifty thousand dollars. In case you can't add, that's a total of one hundred thousand; the same amount Thornton said he was paid." Frank smiled. "Along with Thornton's testimony that should tie up Mr. Jonathan Robinson."



""How are we going to do this?"
"We... aren't going to do anything," Frank answered. "In my capacity as a Detective for the St. Louis Police, I...will arrest Robinson. I got a warrant while you were talking to ADA Sawyer; that's why I left the room for a few minutes. You can come along, but understand Matt it is only as a favor from me. Don't screw it up."
"You know I told Robinson just after his wife was killed that I was gonna make sure he answered for Cynthia and Hamilton." I smiled at Frank and asked, "Can I at least tell him I told you so?" Frank shook his head, smiled and kept driving.

********************
That girl gets prettier every time I see her, I thought as Frank and I entered Robinson's outer office. "Hello, Mr. Steele, nice to see you again," the efficient young woman said. "Mr. Robinson is in a meeting; please have a seat. He shouldn't be too long."
Frank stepped up to her desk and showed her his detective badge and ID. "I don't think we'll wait Miss." He turned and I followed him through the thick carved wooden door into the main office. I saw the secretary reach for her phone, but I held up a finger and shook my head. She replaced the receiver onto its base.
Jonathan Robinson and three other men were sitting at a conference table placed in front of the floor to ceiling windows in the north east corner of the huge office. There was a fourth, younger, man with a very large computer monitor mounted on a sort of cart standing between the table and the windows. He was giving some type of presentation because there were graphs and pie charts showing on the screen.
How anyone can pay attention to a computer monitor with that view of the Mississippi River is beyond me, I thought. Frank stepped toward the table with me following in his wake. He held up his ID when he got to Robinson who had stood as Frank and I walked in.
"Jonathan Robinson, you are under arrest." Frank said.
"What is the charge?" Robinson asked. His voice showed more anger that someone would disrupt his 'oh so important meeting' than fear.
"We'll start with premeditation to commit murder, conspiracy to commit murder, accessory to murder; both before and after the fact and conspiracy to commit a felonious act. That will do for a start." Frank again took a laminated card out of his ID folder and started to read Robinson his rights.
Robinson made a break as soon as Frank looked down at the card. He got past Frank and headed toward the door at a run. Unfortunately for Robinson he had to get past me as well; he didn't make it. I snapped a straight left hand into his jaw. He took a step backward and fell onto the seat of his pants.
Moving until I was standing over Robinson I said, "I told you I'd see you got what is coming to you Jonathan." The name Jonathan was said with sarcasm. "The fact that I just reminded you doesn't seem to be enough but it will have to do."
Frank rolled Robinson over onto his stomach and none too gently handcuffed him. "Guess we'll have to add fleeing from an officer and obstruction of justice to the charges." He pulled and helped his prisoner to his feet.
"Did I get involved too much?" I asked with an innocent look.
"Shut up," Frank replied with fake anger. "Let's get Mr. Robinson to his new home."

********************
"I think we should sand and refinish the wainscoting," I told Abby. "I've never understood why people would want to paint over outstanding wood like this."
We were working on the renovation of the huge old house in Compton Heights that I'd bought for us. We'd decided to restore the place to its former glory while updating things like the plumbing, wiring and windows plus the heating and cooling systems. The large floor to ceiling windows were open to let in the soft summer breeze. This helped get rid of the paint smell from the other rooms.
Before she could answer my cell phone gave out its loud annoying ring. "Matt Steele," I answered in a less than friendly voice. I hate that damn phone; it's a necessity but I still hate it.
"It's Frank, Matt. Thought I'd let you know that the DA threw the book at Robinson; wouldn't let him plea bargain down to lesser charges. Told Robinson he was going to pay fully for his crimes." Frank chuckled and added, "The DA said he was going to prosecute the case himself. After all, it is an election year."
It had been better than three months since we...I mean Frank Wends had arrested Jonathan Robinson. "Good to hear buddy. Let me know when the trial will start; I'd like to see his face when the charges are read to him and I'd like to see his face when he hears the guilty verdict. By the by, if you and the Mrs. would like to join Abby and me, we are going to Rigazzi's about 7."
"Robinson?" Abby asked as I hung up. I nodded. "Good, now you can get your mind back on our house."
"Our house is it?" I asked in a serious voice with a serious look on my face. Abby looked hard at me; not knowing if I was kidding or not.
I walked over to my jacket lying on the old dining room table and took a sheave of papers out of the inside pocket. Handing her the papers I waited for her to read the top one. After a few seconds she looked at me again but this time with a little smile.
"That's the new deed and as you can see it lists the owners as Matthew and Abigail Steele," I told her. "To make it legal, I suppose we should get married." I watched as her smile got bigger and put an engagement ring on her finger. "And by the way, I love you."
Abby looked at the ring then slipped it up and down on her finger. Holding it up to the light she said, "I've always wanted to be a property owner."
The End
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The swinging doors of the Leona Saloon were pushed inward. Sheriff John Smalley, Jim Couch the bartender, and two other customers at the bar looked up as doors to the saloon swept back. It was April of 1875 and the bright mid day sunlight in the small town of Uvalde Texas was behind the figure and no one could see the man's face.
"You the Sheriff?" The figure asked in a deep voice.
"Yep, I'm Sheriff Smalley. Who are you?"
The man stepped forward into the saloon and the men at the bar could see him clearly. He was taller than most at 6' 3 and whip cord thin. His blue eyes flashed from his tanned and weathered face.
"Your deputy said I'd find you here."
"Well here I am," Smalley replied. "Who you be and what do you want?"
"I'd like to talk to you about your prisoner," the tall, dark man answered.
"Mister, nobody sees my prisoner until I know who they are. Now who are you?"
"I didn't say see him, I said I wanted to talk about him."
"And I asked who are you?" Sheriff Smalley asked again, this time in a stern voice. He pushed off the bar and stood up straight; trying to be an intimidating presence.
Some fine figure of the law, the stranger thought. Smalley was barely 5'6 and his big belly hung over his gun belt. His clothes were tight in some places and slack in others. The man's hands were soft looking, like he'd never done a hard day's work in his life. All and all not an impressive figure to the stranger.
"Josiah Reading."
"The Hangman?" Jim Couch questioned.
"I prefer the term executioner," the man in black answered.
"You're the one Jack Malone hired," Smalley said. Now I understand why he's dressed the way he is, the Sheriff thought to himself.
Josiah was dressed from head to foot in black. His hair was black and hung almost to his shoulders beneath a wide brimmed flat crowned black hat. The long frock coat, his leather vest and the Sunday go to meeting type pants and shirt were black as was the string tie he wore. Even his boots and his gun belt were black.
The Colt .45 with the nickel finish he carried was the only thing not black on the man. In spite of the heat of late spring, the stranger looked cool and collected.
"Once the trial was over and the sentence passed, Mr. Malone contacted me by telegraph and requested my services," the hangman replied.
"Hell, he didn't have to hire you. I coulda hung the boy." Smalley seemed put out that Mr. Malone would bring in an outsider.
"I can't answer to that but I have been hired and I will do my duty." Josiah rubbed a finger across both sides of his black mustache. "What did the convicted man do?"
"Seems young Rawlings came into the saloon and saw Bob Talbert squiring Molly Stewart; Molly works here at the Leona. She's sort of a waitress but she isn't one of the saloon girls," Smalley explained. "Rawlings got all upset because he was sweet on the girl too. He walked over to the table and challenged Bob to fight for the girl."
Smalley took a drink of his beer and continued. "A fair fight would have been okay, but Rawlings never gave ole Bob a chance to stand up. He shot Bob as he pushed back from the table."
Josiah heard a snort from the bartender as the sheriff finished his beer.
"Why is Mr. Malone so interested?" Josiah asked. "My fee is not unsubstantial you know."
Bob was Malone's foreman; I think I heard they were cousins too. "None of my business, but what do you charge for a hangin Mr. Reading?" Smalley asked.
"You're right, it isn't your business but I'll tell you. Mr. Malone had paid me one thousand dollars to hang this man Rawlings."
"A thousand dollars," the sheriff echoed, shaking his head. He was thinking what he could have done with a thousand dollars. "You're sure right when you said your fee was substantial." He paused and shook his head again. "Well, I got some business to attend to and I'll be back at the office around 3. You can come by and talk about Rawlings then if you've a mind to, Mr. Reading," Sheriff Smalley suggested and left the saloon.
Josiah watched him go and turned back to the bar. "I heard you snort when the Sheriff was explaining what happened. Why was that Mr...."
"Name's Jim Couch Mr. Reading; I own the Leona." He pulled on the draft handle, drew a beer, and set it on the bar in front of Josiah. "Reason I snorted is that it didn't exactly go like the Sheriff said."
"What's the truth of the matter Mr. Couch?"
Jim wiped down the bar with a towel and looked at Josiah. Man's got the south in his voice, Couch thought. Not a Texas twang, maybe he lived in Georgia or Alabama; but he's from the south for sure. Course there's still a lot of those southern boys drifting through Texas; even now, ten years after the Civil War.
"Sheriff's right about the shooting, cept it were the other way round," Jim answered. "Young Rawlings was the one sittin at the table with Molly when Talbert came in. Talbert yelled at the boy and Molly and then pulled his gun; he didn't give Rawlings a chance."
Jim gave Reading a smile. "Problem was Talbert missed his shot. The boy fell over backwards in his chair. He was on his back on the floor when he pulled his own pistol and drilled Talbert. That boy sure knows how to handle a gun." Jim noticed the hangman's eyes get cloudy and seemed to turn from blue to gray to go along with a grim smile on the his face.
"A couple of Malone's men grabbed Rawlings and held him for the Sheriff. Interesting thing though, Molly left town before the trial, so she couldn't testify one way or the other. Supposed to have gone to visit her ma in Dallas."
"I can understand the young lady being upset and needing comfort," Josiah said.
"Thing is Mr. Reading, Molly's an orphan; folks died a couple of years ago. That's when she came to Uvalde." Jim polished a couple of glasses. "I tried to protect Molly but Malone must have got to her. Word is that she was paid a lot of money to leave town. Some say that she would have been killed if she didn't go. I wouldn't put it past Malone to pull something like that."
"Wasn't any one else in the saloon willing to speak up? Weren't you?" Josiah finished his beer and Jim pulled a fresh one for him.
"I tried to tell the Sheriff what happened but I was shouted down by the Malone crowd and Smalley wouldn't listen to me. Hell, even the judge told me if I didn't shut my mouth, he'd fine or jail me for contempt of court. He sure had that right; I had nothing but contempt for the whole group. After that, didn't make much sense to object; Smalley was going to do what Malone wanted no matter what I said and so was the judge.
Most people round here don't go against Malone too much. He owns most of the land and cattle and money in the county; he's the big he bull in this area." Couch stared at the bar for several seconds.
"Why wouldn't the judge listen to you? Why wouldn't he want the truth?"
"Well, Judge Stevens is Malone's sister's husband. He owes Malone a lot. Before Stevens became Judge, he couldn't hold a job and was livin almost hand to mouth. His wife talked to her brother and Stevens was appointed to the court. Now the Stevens live high on the hog."
"You don't seem to be afraid of Malone."
"Well I tell ya, the Leona is the only saloon for fifty miles so Malone doesn't push me too much. His crew, the other ranchers, and the townsfolk wouldn't like it if I shut the Leona down and moved on or if I suddenly weren't here to run the place. And I always have a friend with me." Couch reached under the bar and brought a 12 gauge double barreled coach gun from hiding. "Anyway, you and I are just talking; nobody here to overhear our conversation. Sides, you don't impress me as the type of man that runs off at the mouth."
"Thank you Mr. Couch," Josiah replied and took a coin out of his vest to pay for the beer.
"No sir, beers on me Mr. Reading. See ya again sometime." There's something off with that man, Jim thought as he watched the hangman leave the saloon. Yes sir, somethin don't fit. Be interesting to find out what.
Josiah walked down the street to a café and had a meal. After eating, he sat on a study wooden chair in front of the café, leaned it back against the wall and read the local newspaper, the Uvalde Courier. Spring weather is nice, he thought. Too early for the real heat yet, but the Texas summer will make up for the nice days. At 3 o'clock he stood and walked to the sheriff's office.
"Sheriff," he greeted as he entered the office.
"Right on time I see," Smalley responded. What do you want to know about Rawlings?"
"Hanging a man is a mite more than just putting a rope around his neck. I need to know his height and weight so my noose can do a proper job." Josiah hesitated a moment and added, "I also like to say a prayer for the soul of my charges."
"Heard you was some kind of preacher as well as being a hangman," Smalley said.
"Executioner." Josiah corrected with a stern voice.
"Sorry, no offense. Yeah that's what I meant; executioner." Smalley stood and walked toward a heavy wooden door with a window opening covered with iron bars. "Rawlings is back here," he said, pointing through the window. "You want to see him?"
Josiah glanced around the office. Behind the desk was a gun rack with two coach guns and a repeating rifle. Across the large room there was a table and two chairs. The windows had iron shutters that could be closed from inside the office; the shutters had firing slits cut in them that could be used to protect the jail if need be. Looks like a hundred other sheriff's offices that I've seen, he thought. The door to the cells also had an opening with iron bars. Josiah looked through the window into the cell block.
Through the door was a hallway that ran to either side of the entry. Along the opposite wall were three cells with large flat steel bars and strong doors with oversized, heavy internal locks. Each cell had a barred window to the outside through the back wall.
Be a bit cold in the winter, Josiah thought.
"There he be," Smalley motioned toward the cell in the middle. "Rawlings is bout 6'1 and goes 185 pounds or so."
Josiah wrote the information down in a small black journal and nodded. "Like to say a prayer for the condemned if I might."
"Y'all go right ahead," Smalley said and walked back to his desk.
Rawlings was on his back on the cot in the cell when he heard the praying. He raised his head and looked through the bars in the door. When he saw the hangman praying, his eyes opened wide, he swung his feet to the floor and sat up. Before he could say anything, Josiah barely shook his head. Smalley didn't see Josiah's gesture.
"I've said a prayer for your soul Mr. Rawlings," Josiah called back to the cell and turned back into the office.
That hangman sure is a preachin son of a gun, Smalley thought as the man in black came back to his desk.
"When is the hanging scheduled Sheriff Smalley?"
"Day after tomorrow, that's Saturday, at noon. Got to give people time to get into town and enjoy the show." Smalley had a grin on his face.
"I think I'll examine the gallows tomorrow and get it ready for the event," Josiah told Smalley. "Have to make sure the trap door works properly and get my ropes ready."
"Get your ropes ready?"
"I always set up a second rope incase the first one fails. And they have to be positioned over the trap door correctly."
Josiah walked across the dirt street to the hotel and got a room. The clerk was nervous and overly helpful until Josiah went up the stairs to his room. Gossip had spread around like wild fire that the hangman had come to town.
The next morning after breakfast at the café, Josiah walked around the jail to a large open space behind the low squat building. The open area was bordered on three sides by the walls of other buildings and the gallows faced an empty space that opened onto a side street.
The gallows was about six feet above the ground with a wide staircase leading up to a ten by ten plank platform surrounded on three sides by a railing. In the center of the platform was a trap door that was operated by a lever at one side of the flat area. Over head was a six foot tall wooden column with a braced arm extending out over the trapdoor. This arm was where the hanging rope was fastened with the noose hanging down about two feet. On an order from the Sheriff, the trapdoor would be sprung and the convicted man would be hung.
Never been this close to one, but it looks like every gallows I've seen, Josiah thought as he walked across the platform. Don't want to see another one.
Jim Couch greeted Josiah as the hangman came through the swinging doors of the saloon. "Have a beer Mr. Reading?"
"Bit early, but I would take some coffee if you have any made."
"Be right back," Jim said and went through a door at the end of the bar. He returned shortly with two cups and a pot of coffee. He poured the coffee, set down the pot, looked Josiah in the eye and said, "Know you're just doing your job Mr. Reading but young Rawlings don't deserve the hand he's been dealt."
Josiah nodded. "Not up to me to moralize the right or wrong of it." He paused and said, "But from what you told me, the boy is gettin railroaded." His eyes again turned from blue to gray.
"That's a fact sure enough," Jim replied. "Damn shame someone can't do something to stop it." Couch again had the feeling about this hangman. Something about the way he talks makes me wonder, he thought. Never saw a hangman wear a sidearm tied down low like that neither.
"Malone's been running rough shod over this town and this county for a lot of years," Jim said. "Nobody will stand against him. I tried and it almost got me jailed my own self."
He refilled Josiah's cup and walked to the swinging doors and looked out for a few seconds; then he returned behind the bar. Jim went to the door behind the bar, opened it and said, "Y'all come on out."
A young, attractive woman came to the door, looked around and joined Jim behind the bar.
"This here's Molly Stewart, Mr. Reading," Couch introduced the girl. At a look from Josiah he added, "Molly came to me when Malone first tried to throw a scare into her. I been putting her up in my back room during the day and the storm cellar when the saloon's doing business."
Jim smiled at the girl and continued, "She's got more spunk than sense if you asked me, but she wouldn't leave town. Don't know what she thinks she can do by stayin."
"Howdy Miss Stewart," Josiah greeted the young woman, taking off his hat. "It true what Mr. Couch told me about the fight?"
"Yes sir. Johnny and me been talkin about gettin married and headin to California. Bob Talbert started botherin me and Uncle Jim made him stop; at least here in the saloon." Molly hung her head for a few seconds then said, "It happened just like Uncle Jim said. Talbert got riled up that I was sittin with Johnny and tried to shoot him; but got the worst of it."
Josiah listened to the girl and nodded. Molly, Jim, and Josiah got closer together and talked. They talked for most part of an hour and then some money changed hands; going from Josiah to Jim.
"Depending on you Mr. Couch. Please don't let me down."
Saturday morning was a warm, bordering on hot, day with no wind to help things cool down. At 11:50, Sheriff Smalley and his Deputy brought the Rawlings boy out of the jail and to the gallows. The hangman waited on the platform for the procession. The Deputy, carrying one of the coach guns from the Sheriff's office led the way up the gallows stairs to the platform, followed by Rawlings, with the Sheriff bringing up the rear. The prisoner's hands were tied behind him.
Rawlings was brought to the center of the platform, directly over the trapdoor with the noose hanging down behind him. Sheriff Smalley stood just to one side of the boy with the Deputy on the other side. The hangman stood between them and directly behind Rawlings.
Sheriff Smalley stepped to the front rail of the gallows and faced the crowd. "John Rawlings, you have been tried and found guilty of murder. The punishment for your crime is death; you will be hung by the neck until you are dead." Smalley turned back toward Rawlings and asked, "Do you have anything to say before we carry out your sentence?"
Young Rawlings seemed to gather himself. "I was protecting myself and y'all know it." He spit at the Sheriff. "Do your damnedest."
"Carry out the sentence," Smalley said to the hangman. His voice was tight in anger as he wiped the spit from his vest.
Josiah stepped to the prisoner. All eyes were on him as he reached for the noose. He moved closer to the prisoner's side where the Deputy stood, grabbed his shotgun with his left hand and hit him under the chin with his right elbow. Wrenching the gun away, Josiah swung the barrel toward the Sheriff and the people standing on the ground close to the gallows. The Deputy fell back against the rail and slumped to the platform.
"Smalley, drop your gun and step down," Josiah ordered. The Sheriff dropped his pistol and went down the stairs. "Now you Deputy, drop your sidearm and step down."
The Deputy was forced to follow Smalley down to ground level. A man standing in front of the crowd started to reach for his own gun.
"Hold it," Josiah said in a strong voice. He swung the coach gun toward the man. "I expect you'd be Jack Malone."
Malone nodded, dropped his hand away from his pistol and stepped back.
"The rest of you just stand easy," Josiah ordered. He stepped closer to Rawlings and still holding the coach gun on the crowd, pulled a knife from his boot, and cut the boy free. "Grab the Sheriff's pistol boy."
Turning back to the crowd, Josiah said, "Rest of you drop your gun belts and step back."
Malone hesitated and seemed to be thinking about fighting. "You can't get us all Reading," he said.
"No sir I can't, but I can get you first. Malone," the hangman replied. "With this scatter gun I can get the two standing with you at the same time."
"Think you're that good Reading?"
"Names not Reading," Josiah answered. "I'm Tyler Rawlings."
Malone seemed to shrink back into himself. "Tyler Rawlings, the gun fighter?"
"I've been called that, among other things," Tyler admitted with an evil grin.
When he told the crowd who he was most of the armed men quickly dropped their gun belts and pistols. A murmur could be heard going through the assembled people.
"Some say Tyler Rawlings is quicker than John Wesley Hardin," one man said.
Another man said, "Heard he was meaner than Johnny Ringo and Clay Allison."
"I don't want to be the one to tangle with him," a third man said as he dropped his sidearm.
Malone also let his gun belt fall to the ground and stepped back. "How'd you find out about this, and why are you gettin involved?" Malone asked Tyler.
"Well you see it's this way," Tyler replied. "I was at the saloon in San Antonio when Josiah Reading got your telegram Malone. Case you didn't know it Josiah can't read and the messenger boy had to read it for him. When I heard Johnny Rawlings was to be hung, I took Readings place." Tyler smiled and added, "I took the thousand dollars too."



"Readings dead then," Malone said, more a statement than a question.
"No reason to kill him. Tied and gagged him and put him in the hay loft at the stable when he went to get his horse. Figure someone's found him by now."
"But why did you take his place and get involved in this?" Smalley repeated Malone's question in a puzzled voice.
"Johnny here is my baby brother and I won't let you bastards hang him for something he didn't do." Tyler smiled at his brother and added, "Fact of the matter, I wouldn't let y'all hang him even if he was guilty."
The younger Rawlings stepped to the front of the platform and looked down at Jack Malone. "Johnny, no," Tyler ordered. "He's not armed and I didn't get you out of this jam just so you could turn into a cold blooded killer."
Pointing to a space between two of the buildings that bordered the gallows area, Tyler said, "Through that opening are three horses and a pack animal. Molly's waiting on you. Get yourself up on a horse and you two lite out for California. You got enough supplies to get you to the next big town. I'll just hold these folks here until you get gone."
"Tyler...." Johnny began.
"Don't argue with me boy. You got a chance to make somethin of yourself."
"But what about you Tyler? You could come to California with us."
"It's too late for me Johnny; I've done too much. Ain't no way I could live a normal life; there'd always be someone wantin to be the man that killed Tyler Rawlings." Tyler stepped closer to his brother and put his free hand on the boy's shoulder. "Go on now boy; go take care of that pretty little gal. Name one of your kids after me."
Johnny gripped Tyler's arm for a few seconds and then climbed down from the gallows. He backed across the open space and entered the pass way between the buildings. Tyler watched him go; glancing back at the people in front of the gallows to make sure no one tried to stop his brother.
"Now folks, let's just settle back for a spell," Tyler said. He sat down on the edge of the platform, still holding the coach gun. "You there sonny," he said pointing at a boy of about 17. "Gather up those gun belts and drop them on the ground in front of the gallows."
It was an hour later when Tyler stood up. The people had begun to get restless but none dared to cross Tyler Rawlings.
"Reckon that's long enough," Tyler said. He walked down the steps to ground level and over to the pass way. "Boy pick up those guns and follow me." The boy hesitated and Tyler smiled. "Not gonna hurt you son; do as I say," he said in a soft voice.
"Now if any of you the rest of you get froggy, well y'all go on and jump. But I'll kill the first person that sticks his head out into the street. Got a Winchester that I can hit a half dollar at two hundred yards. Come on son."
Tyler backed through the pass way with the boy following. Once on the street, he ordered the young man to drop the gun belts into a watering trough. Tyler mounted his horse, nodded at the youngster, and rode west, following the trail of Johnny and Molly.
********************
The first night that the young couple camped and unload the pack animal, Johnny found $1000 in gold Double Eagle coins and currency and a note that Tyler had put in one of the panniers.
The note read; Malone paid a thousand dollars to hang you. Only fittin that you and Molly use it to get a start in California. Take care of yourself Johnny and stay out of trouble.
"Reckon we can make it to Sonora in four days if we push it Molly," Johnny said after reading the note. "From there we can take a stage to Fort Stockton." He jingled the buckskin pouch that held the money. "With this we can catch a train to El Paso and points west." Johnny hugged Molly to him. "Once we get to California, this money will give us a stake on a new life."
They rode hard for the next four days; starting at dawn, stopping at mid day to water and rest the horses for a couple of hours, and then riding on until dusk.
Neither of the young people noticed the figure in black that shadowed their progress from a mile or so behind them; protecting their back trail.
The End
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John Rawlings sat on his horse on a high rise overlooking his ranch house and out buildings with his left leg thrown over his saddle horn. It was late spring and the morning sun was burning off the mist rising from the stream that ran past the place. With a practiced glance he looked at the sky and knew the weather coming over the mountains several miles to the east would boil down into the valley in late afternoon.
"It's been a good four years Buck," he said to his horse. John and his wife Molly had bought their ranch a half day's ride east of Santa Maria, California in 1877 in the foothills of the San Rafael Mountains.
They had fled Uvalde, Texas in 1875 where John had been accused of gunning down a man; he had shot the man but it was in self-defense. Molly worked as a waitress in her uncle's saloon and John had been talking to her. Bob Talbert was sweet on Molly and became enraged when he saw John and Molly together.
Bob kicked John's chair over and while John was on his back, pulled his gun and tried to kill him; drunkenly he missed. John pulled his own pistol and returned fire and his shot was true. Bob Talbert was killed instantly. Talbert was a cousin of Jack Malone, the big he bull rancher in the area and Malone wanted John executed. John had been scheduled to hang when his brother, Tyler Rawlings, had rescued him.
A professional hangman named Josiah Reading had been hired to execute John but Tyler took Reading's place and freed his younger brother while he was standing on the gallows. Then Tyler held the Sheriff, his deputies, and all of the people that had come to watch the hanging at gun point while John and Molly rode away.
Tyler Rawlings was a pistolero; well known in Texas, New Mexico and parts of Louisiana. Some said he was as fast, mean and unforgiving as John Wesley Hardin or Clay Allison; not many men wanted to face an almost certain death going up against Tyler Rawlings.
The young couple struck out across the arid land west of Uvalde toward California. The first night on the trail, in his saddle bag, John found $1000 in gold Double Eagles and paper currency along with a note from Tyler. The note read: Malone paid a thousand dollars to hang you. Only fittin that you and Molly use it to get a start in California. Take care of yourself Johnny and stay out of trouble.
They made a point of staying off the main trails and avoided any towns that had telegraph wires leading into them. In a little Mexican village just north of El Paso, John and Molly were married by an old priest. "Lot of ways to get to California Molly and even if that Sheriff telegraphs ahead they won't find us this way."
By horseback, stage coach, and train the young couple made their way to California. They moved around for two years, not settling on the banks of the Sisquoc River near the small community of Santa Maria until they were sure no one was following them. After exploring the area for a month, John paid $700 dollars for 600 deeded acres of prime grazing property.
That was the beginning of the ranch. John and Molly called the place the Double B Ranch which stood for big brother, in honor of Tyler, and they branded their stock with the upper case letters BB. The owners on the deed were listed as John, Molly and T Rawlings; they didn't dare list Tyler's full name because of his reputation as a gun fighter. They had been able to add another 300 acres to the ranch in the last four years of its existence.
John had to smile as he watched his wife Molly trying to saddle the big buckskin horse she had adopted. The animal was almost 17 hands at the shoulder and the small young woman had trouble getting the saddle onto the horses back.
Several weeks ago they were returning from a supply run into Santa Maria, which was ten miles or so from the ranch, and had come across the animal tied to a tree with his apparent owner lying in his bedroll nearby; the man had been dead for several days. If they hadn't taken a different way home they wouldn't have come across the bad scene.
The animal had a rope noose holding him to the tree and he had chaffed his neck badly trying to get loose and get to the water of the stream that flowed about thirty feet away. When John and Molly found the buckskin he stood with his head down and looking as if he would die at any minute.
Molly jumped out of the wagon, untied the horse and led him to the creek. "Be carefully Molly," John warned. "Don't let him drink too much at one time."
"I know how to take care of a horse John Rawlings,' she replied. "You tend to the man."
There wasn't any type of identification on the dead man except a letter addressed to a Sarah Young in Chicago telling of his dissatisfaction with his nomadic ways and a promise to come home; the letter was simply signed Thomas. John buried the man off to the side of the trail and later took the letter to the Sheriff of Santa Maria. They never heard from the woman in Chicago.
John had just pulled his leg down and put his boot back into his stirrup when he saw a rider stop his horse at the pump and watering trough in front of the ranch house. There hadn't been any trouble in the last week or so but John wasn't too fond of strangers.
Molly turned as the man rode in but the sun was behind the stranger's back and she couldn't see his face. She tied off the buckskin to the top rail of the corral, picked up a Winchester rifle and walked to meet the rider. Molly could see that the man was leaning over to one side and as she got closer she could see the blood on the man's left side.
"Hello Molly," the man said. "Don't think you'll need that Winchester."
"Tyler," she almost yelled as she recognized John's brother and their savior. Then in a worried voice asked, "What happened to you?"
"Never you mind girl; it's just a scratch. I want to get some water for my horse and maybe for me as well if I'm allowed."
"Well I do mind sir," Molly answered in a stern voice. She was going to help her family and wouldn't be put off. "Y'all can't just ride in here after four years and then ride out again. John will want to see you and I aim to tend to that 'scratch' as you call it."
"Best I don't stop Molly. I got men on my trail and they don't need to find me here."
"You can't ride like that Tyler. Please let us help you."
From up on the rise John saw Molly place her hands on her hips and spread her legs to shoulder width. "She only does that when she is upset or as mad as a hornet," John told his horse. "Reckon we better get down there Buck." He kicked his horse into an easy lope back down the rise toward the ranch house. As he hit the flats, he pushed his horse into a gallop.
Before Tyler could argue with Molly, he heard a rider coming at them at a gallop. Turning in the saddle, as much as his wound would let him, he saw John riding hard. His brother pulled his horse to a stop and a small cloud of dust rose from his horse's hoofs. When John saw who the rider was he jumped off his horse.
"Tyler. Damn it's good to see you."
"Hello little brother. I was just askin Molly if I could get some water."
"John, make him stay," Molly pleaded. "He's been shot."
"Might as well give in Tyler," John said with a smile. "Nobody bests Molly once she gets her mind set."
"Really can't stay John; sorry Molly. Like I told Molly, there are men on my trail that y'all don't need or want to get to know. Let me water my horse and I'll ride on."
John knew his wife could be stubborn at times but he also knew that his big brother Tyler could give lessons to a Missouri mule. He took Tyler's horse by the bridle and led the horse to the watering trough. "Give me your canteen and I'll put fresh water in it."
As Tyler leaned down to hand his canteen to John, his face went slack and he continued in a slide out of the saddle. John caught him and eased him to the ground. "Looks like you won out Molly. I don't think Tyler is going to be riding out any time soon. Go get the front bedroom ready and we'll do what we can for him."
John's face showed his worry for his big brother. He picked Tyler up and held him in his arms like you would a child. At 6'1 John was 2 inches shorter than Tyler but he had filled out to 200 pounds. Tyler was still whipcord thin and having been on the trail for a spell couldn't have weighed more than 175. It wasn't an easy job but John got the injured man into the house and onto the bed.
Molly came into the room with cloths and a wash basin of hot water. "Get his shirt off so I can look at his wound," she ordered. After cleaning the area with the hot water, Molly felt around and decided that the bullet had passed through Tyler's side no more than a couple of inches into the muscle. From the position of the wound she was sure that it hadn't hit anything vital. Tyler had collapsed due to blood loss.
"Hold him up while I get a bandage around him," Molly ordered. With John holding Tyler in a sitting position, Molly put a compress dampened with coal oil over the hole both front and back. Then she wrapped a long bandage around Tyler's body to hold the two pieces of cloth in place.
"John, get him shuck of those britches so I can clean him up a mite. You need to peel him out of those long johns too. He ain't had a bath in a spell and we don't want him to get infected."
As she finished she said, "There's no doubt you're brothers. Got the same features, same dark hair and the same piercing blue eyes. Nope, anybody can tell y'all are brothers."
Early the next morning Molly came into the kitchen to begin her day. She found Tyler sitting at the large table with a cup in his hand. He pointed at the big wood stove where the coffee pot sat on the side of the cooking area to keep warm.
"I made some coffee little girl," Tyler said and smiled. "Might be a bit strong for you and John though."
"You shouldn't be out of bed," Molly replied. She blushed a little thinking of the sponge bath she'd given him last night.
"Had to get up to saddle my horse. I'm pullin out right after breakfast. Course that's if y'all will feed me."
Tyler grinned at the young woman; amused at her embarrassment. "Where are my saddle bags; I like to at least put on a shirt that ain't stained red."
"You might as well eat cause you ain't goin nowhere," John said. "I turned your horse out in the meadow to rest up and graze a bit. He was damn near done in. Your bags are in your room, if you want to change." Tyler sat back with a troubled look on his face.
"I've never know you to run from nobody. Who's on your trail Tyler?"
"I was on my way to see you two and made a stop in a place called Bakersfield; it's a pretty big town east of here on the Kern River." John nodded to show he knew of Bakersfield. "Anyway there was a youngster who decided he wanted to be famous. He wanted to be the one that bested Tyler Rawlins. I heard later his name was Jacob Bedford." With a grim smile Tyler added, "He didn't get the job done. It's a sad thing when you don't even know the name of the men you kill."
"Is he the one that shot you?" Molly asked.
"No, it was his brother. Jacob wouldn't let me be, drew first and I killed him. His brother didn't care that the boy drew first so he shot me when I was lookin down at the boy on the ground. I had to kill him too."
John looked puzzled. "If you got both brothers why are you running?"
"There are two more brothers, their father and an uncle; all of them were a mite unhappy with me. They got on my trail a day after I left Bakersfield." Tyler waited until Molly refilled his coffee cup and continued. "I usually don't run. I stand and take care of the problem. This time was different."
"Because there are four of them," Molly said.
"No, four don't bother me much; they're just cowhands and such." Tyler took a long sip of his coffee looked out the door leading to the back of the ranch house. The sun was rising over the San Rafael Mountains to the east, driving away the cool morning spring weather. The feeling of family, being cared about and having someone to care about ate at him with regret.
"I'm tired of killin. That's why I was on my way to visit y'all. Figured maybe I could sign on as a hired hand and put up my gun. Then I saw em on my trail a few days back but I laid a false trail and lost em outside of a little Mexican village two days ago. I'm pretty sure they'll back track and pick me up again so I can't stay."
"You're a full partner Tyler," John said. "Deed says you're one of the owners, so I don't want to hear about no hired hand." He glanced at Molly and saw her nod. "As far as them coming here, they'll find there are three of us to greet them."
Tyler shook his head. "I can't drag y'all into this. No, I'll head out in the morning; Arizona maybe."
"Stay," Molly pleaded. "You're are our family and we care about you. Stay, at least until your side is better. Please?"
Shaking his head, Tyler smiled. "Never could refuse a pretty girl...Okay, I'll stay a spell; at least until my side is good enough to travel."
After breakfast John and Tyler walked out to the barn and the corral. John had brought Tyler's horse in from the meadow and Tyler looked him over. "He needs a rest even if I don't." Tyler said. "Reckon it's a good idea to hunker down a bit."
That evening after supper John, Molly and Tyler were on the front porch just enjoying the cool late spring night. "Nice night," Tyler offered.
"Yep, this time of the year is nice," John answered. "Days are warm, usually sunny but it don't get too hot and the evenings cool right down." He chuckled and added, "But y'all wait for a month or so; it'll be hot during the day and we get the summer rains and thunderstorms at night."
John went into the house and brought back a clay jug with a thumb ring on the neck. "Apple jack," he answered Tyler's questioning look. "Made it myself last fall." He handed Tyler the jug and then took his own deep drink after the jug was returned to him.
"Don't you men forget about me," Molly protested and took the jug out of John's hands. After taking a small drink she sat it down on the porch by her rocker.
"If you don't mind telling about it, how did you become a gun fighter?" Molly asked.
Tyler shook his head and smiled at her. "I reckon you got a right to know about the family you married into." He hesitated and said, "Give me another from that jug of Who Hit John and I'll tell you the story."
"Who Hit John?" Molly said with a grin. "I've never heard it called that before." She handed him the jug, he took a long pull on it and sat back in his chair.
"It all started in late '65, right after the war. John you were too young to get into that damn war and it's a damn good thing. I was at Appomattox with Mosby's Raiders when Lee came in to surrender. Didn't hang around; we didn't like surrendering our weapons and such. Sides we wasn't beat just cause the army was so I headed out. The boys I rode with didn't surrender either but the Raiders were disbanded a couple of weeks later. I didn't know where I was headed but I took the road west."
Molly held up a finger and went into the house returning with a shawl against the cool night air. She nodded and said, "Please go on."
"Mosby's Raiders were part of the 43rd Battalion Virginia Cavalry and we did just what the name said. We raided Union troops, supply trains and generally just gave the Yanks hell. We'd hit and run, advance and retreat; what the books call guerilla tactics. I was a scout for the Raiders and many was the time my life depended on how fast I could get a gun into my hands and how quick I could shoot. I learned to be fast and deadly.
"Was over to Nashville three months after Lee gave up and I ran into a couple of boys that knew I rode with Mosby. Guess they figured with the raids I was on with Mosby I had more money than them. They tried to bushwhack me and steal my horse; I had to kill them both. That was the start of it." Tyler looked over the valley toward the rising moon for a minute and listened to a whippoorwill's lonely call. John and Molly didn't interrupt him.
"Made it to Jonesboro and a drunk braced me at a saloon over a girl that worked there." Tyler looked at Molly. "Sorry Molly, but the girl worked the saloon; getting them to buy drinks and sometimes she took them up to her room."
Molly had to smile at how embarrassed Tyler was and said, "She was a soiled dove, a whore to be crude. Most likely just a girl trying to survive and no other way to do it."
"Yes em, but I didn't hold it against her. Name was Sarah and she was bright and pretty and full of life. She didn't care what other people thought as long as she was happy with her life. Anyway there was a drunk that wanted her and didn't want to wait until she was done talkin with me. He yelled 'draw' and went for the hog leg on his hip; I got to my pistol first."
Tyler took another pull on the jug. "That was the third man I had to kill. Then I traveled around for a spell, wranglin cattle, workin as a ranch hand and even as a deputy town marshal in Fort Smith."
"I heard they called Fort Smith 'Hell on the Border'," John said.
"They did and it was, at least in '68. The town was full of boys who had fought for the South. Hell, there was a lot of Yankees there too. Most were good people just tryin to make a livin and get on with their life after that damn war. But there were plenty that took the easy way and turned to robbin, rustlin and killin. It calmed down a bit after Judge Parker took over the Western District Court."
"Parker's the one they call the Hanging Judge isn't he?" John asked.
"Yes sir. He put together a group of Deputy U. S. Marshals and they had a lot to do with cleanin up the territory."
"Did you work for him?" This time it was Molly asking.
"No, I was gone by '75 when the government appointed Parker. I worked for the Town Marshal. Sort of funny how that came about."
Tyler started to reach for the jug again but stopped. Instead he stood went into the house, returning with three cups and the big coffee pot that was always kept hot on the stove. He filled the cups and handed Molly and John one. Then he sat back down.
"Don't need to hit that jug too much," Tyler said with a grin. "Like I said, I wandered into Fort Smith. By that time I'd gotten a reputation as a gun hand. The marshal there asked if I wanted a job. Said he wanted someone that could stand up to the rustlers, robbers, and wild cowhands and figured if I worked for him I wouldn't be causin him problems. I figured I might as well get paid for usin my gun, so I took his offer."
Tyler paused for some coffee. "Things got so bad in Fort Smith that I had to use my gun most every month; sometimes every week. People started talkin about how fast I was and such; I got a reputation. Then I started gettin men wantin to make a name for themselves by killin Tyler Rawlings. After the sixth man I had to put down, I quit the marshal's job and moved on down to Texas."



John stood, walked over to the jug, picked it up and shook it. He smiled but Tyler wasn't sure if he was smiling at what was left or at the amount they had drank that night. "Reckon its bed time for Molly and me," John said. "I've got to head up to Arroyo Grande in the morning to look at a breeding bull and a couple of horses." Molly took her husband's hand and led him into the house.
Tyler met John at the corral at first light. "I can go with you little brother, I know how to tend and drive stock."
John knew Tyler wasn't up to the better than fifty mile round trip. "Tyler, I wished you'd stay and watch over Molly and the ranch. There have been raids made on outlaying ranches just north of here. People are saying it's the Chumash Indians."
"Tryin to make me take it easy are you," Tyler replied with a grin.
"Maybe so but that don't change the fact that some ranches were burned out. I'd feel better if you were here just in case."
Tyler pulled the bridle over the horse's ears and set the bit. "Rest easy John; I'll take care of Molly."
"Thanks big brother. It's a bit over fifty miles round trip to Arroyo Grande. I'll push a little today and get there late afternoon. Coming back it will be slow if I buy the bull. It's starting to get hot during the day so I'll take it easy on the animals on the way back. I may be gone two and half or three days." John slid a Winchester into the saddle scabbard, mounted and put his horse on the trail.
Tyler spent the day doing chores around the ranch house and barn under the watchful eye of Molly. Two or three times she called out to him to leave what he was doing alone because she didn't think he was up to it.
He never gave her an argument and just smiled. "Yes em," he said and went on to another chore. That evening after supper, Molly brought a cup of coffee out to where Tyler was sitting on the front porch. The weather had cooled down as it usually did that time of the year and she wore a shawl. He had his back to the front wall and had tipped his chair up against it. Molly handed him the coffee and he leaned forward so the chair came back to the floor.
"Always sit with a wall at your back," Tyler said. "Old habits are hard to get rid of."
"Would you continue your story?" Molly asked as she sat in her rocking chair. Tyler looked a little surprised and she grinned as she added, "You did say I had a right to know what kind of family I married into."
Tyler nodded, took a drink of coffee and leaned back in his chair again. "Where was I, oh yeah, I left Fort Smith and headed down to Texas. Ran into a man named Creed Taylor, in Clinton, Texas. He was in the middle of a tussle with a bunch of boys from the North headed by a man named Sutton. I hired on for a spell as a cowhand but had to defend myself with my gun three times in as many months. Just the fact that I worked for Taylor was enough for the Sutton crew to come at me. The killin got to be too much for me again so left DeWitt County and I moved on. That was in late '70 or early '71.
Pulling a cigar out of his vest, Tyler held it up to Molly; getting permission before lighting it. After he got it lit and drawing to his satisfaction he continued, "Met a real interestin gent while I worked for Creed. Man called John Wesley Hardin."
Molly nodded and said, "I've heard of him. He's a famous gun fighter, like you."
"Well I hope I have a better name than Hardin. Anyway he wasn't famous yet when we met in Texas; he was only 18 or 19. Creed was havin a party and someone told Hardin I was as fast as him. He came over to me to challenge me to a shootin contest. We set some targets up, stood side by side, someone yelled go and we both pulled our pistols."
"Did you beat him?"
Tyler smiled for a few seconds before he answered. "I'm gonna tell you something I never told anyone before little girl. If Hardin and me had been fightin for real, I might have been a dead man. He said I think I got you and I said it was close. I told him I'd hate to have to live on the difference. Hardin smiled at me and said we'll have to see some time. He had a strange look in his eyes."
"Why didn't you admit Hardin won?"
"A man that lives by his gun has to believe he is the fastest. A man that only thinks he is the best is a dead man. You got to have that edge or you'll be killed for sure. A gun hand has to make everyone believe it too."
Molly went into the house and brought out the big ever present coffee pot. She refilled Tyler's cup and sat back in her rocker. "What did you do then?"
"It was time for me to move on so I just drifted around; hirin out my gun. I worked as a payroll guard, rode shotgun on the stage for a spell, even tried bounty huntin a couple of times; didn't like that much. A few times I hired out as nothin but a gun hand; always gave whoever I face an even chance, but it was killin for pay just the same. All the jobs had me usin my gun."
Tyler stared up at the full moon for more than a minute with a somber look on his face and then he smiled. "I was in a saloon in San Antonio and a man standin next to me got a telegram. He couldn't read so the bartender read the wire to him. That's when I heard he was Josiah Reading, a hangman. I also heard he was goin to Uvalde and who he was supposed to hang." Tyler chuckled, "y'all know the rest."
"Where did you go after Uvalde?"
"Well...I tagged along behind y'all for a spell to make sure no one was on your back trail; followed you until you got on that stage. By then I figured people didn't want to come under my guns again and y'all were safe. I drifted around for about a year and a half and then got the bright idea to come visit you and John."
Tyler shook his head. "I was able to avoid any more problems until I got to Bakersfield. Y'all know how that worked out," he said pointing to his side and giving Molly another grim smile.
********************
Time to head back to the house, Tyler thought. He was at the back of the barn repairing a section of the wall that an over excited horse had kicked in. His own horse and the guilty party were looking over the top rail of the corral. "Reckon Molly will have food ready," he told the horses.
As he rounded the barn he saw Molly on the front porch facing three mounted men. She looked angry and was talking at one of the men in what was an obvious heated manner. Tyler reached inside the barn door, took his pistol belt off of a peg and buckled on his weapon. He slowly walked to the end of the porch. The men hadn't noticed him...yet.
"I told you we'd give you a good price for your ranch young lady." The man speaking looked to be about 40, sat his horse heavy due to his protruding belly. His right hand was on his thigh near his gun. "Be smart and take the money."
"And I told you, the Double B is not for sale. My husband will tell you the same thing when he comes home."
"Don't know that we want to wait until your man gets back." The other two leered and looked at Molly as if they were more interested in her than the land deal.
"Can we buy her too Billy?" The one closest to Tyler asked. "She sure am pretty."
"Shut up Tom," Billy answered. "You and Charlie keep your mind on business."
Billy turned back to Molly. "This is how it's gonna be Missy. You can gather your things and leave on your own or ..."
"Or what?" Tyler asked and joined Molly.
"Don't deal yourself into this Mister," Billy warned. "This ain't none of your affair."
"That's where you're wrong Billy," Tyler replied. The name Billy was said with the same tone you would use to talk about a rattlesnake. "Molly is my sister in law and I'll not stand by and let her or my brother be run off their ranch."
"And who might you be to talk so big," Billy replied. "There am three of us Mister."
"My name is Tyler Rawlings."
Billy's face and those of his companions turned a sickly shade of gray. "The gunfighter?" Tom asked. "From Dewitt County in Texas?" Tyler nodded, his smile made him look like a big cat on the prowl and about to pounce.
"You're the one that faced down John Wesley Hardin," Charlie said with a bit of awe in his voice.
Tyler nodded again and let his hand hang down near the butt of his Colt. "I think you boys are about done here; ride on," he ordered.
"You can't get all three of us,' Billy blustered.
"Yes I can," Tyler said in a hard voice.
"Ifin we draw on Tyler Rawlings Billy, he'll kill us," Tom said with a lot of fear in his voice.
Billy hesitated and Tyler asked, "Who do you work for?"
"Mr. Logan," Charlie answered. "He told us buy the ranch or run the lady and her husband off."
"Go back to Mr. Logan and tell him to leave my brother and Molly alone. If he doesn't I'll come into town for a chat," Tyler said. "And I don't think he'll like what we talk about." He stared at the men for a few seconds and added, "Now get while you can."
Billy, Tom and Charlie, turned their horses, bumping into each other in their hurry to get gone, and spurred their mounts to escape the deadly guns of Tyler Rawlings.
Molly and Tyler watched as the men rode away at a high gallop. Tyler put his hand on Molly's shoulder. "Why would this Logan want the Double B bad enough to send those men out here?"
"I don't know. We've got some good grazing land and pretty good water but nothing special. There are a couple of ranches in the next valley that have better. He did make John an offer for the ranch a month or so past but John just laughed in his face and left Logan standing there on the boardwalk in front of the bank."
"I think I'll saddle up and follow those boys for a spell," Tyler said. "Just to make sure they're really headed to town."
"Tyler...you're not going to kill them are you?" Molly asked. Her voice was hesitant and sorrowful and afraid at the possibility that her brother in law would do just that. One of the things that bothered her was that Tyler was trying to end his days of killing.
"No Molly, I won't kill them; at least without good reason. As long as they leave the ranch they're free to go." Tyler walked down to the corral to saddle his horse. As he got the animal ready for the trail he thought, No need to tell Molly but if those men double back I'll bury them.
Molly was still on the porch as Tyler pulled his horse to a stop. "Probably be gone for two or three hours or more so don't worry. Be best if you stayed around the house and carried a Winchester with you until I get back."
"Be careful Tyler; you're not completely healed up yet."
Tyler smiled at Molly and rode off in the direction the three men had taken. It didn't take him long to know that Billy and his boys weren't going to double back or circle around and come at the ranch house from a different direction. From the spacing of the hoof prints, they had their horses at a high gallop. Their trail led almost due west and Tyler knew Santa Maria was about two hours in that direction.
"Might as well go into town and see this Mr. Logan," Tyler said to his horse and put the animal into a ground covering lope. "Molly might be a mite upset but I'm healed enough to put a stop to this Logan."
Santa Maria on this Tuesday had few people walking around in the sun of this hot late spring day. Tyler rode down the main and only street of the town, past the normal buildings and businesses you would expect from community that lived by the farms and ranches nearby. It was just after the spring rainy season so his horse kicked up dust from the street. He passed a Mexican cantina that except for the vaquero tying up his horse at the rail looked to be closed.
There was a general mercantile that had a man sweeping the wooden boardwalk in front of the store. Next in line was a barber shop with an open door that had two or three men sitting inside in the shade talking. Across the dusty street was a freight office and next door a millinery shop with a display in the window showing three or four pretty dresses.
Next to the shop was a big building that held the bank. At the end of the street was Dooley's, the only saloon in Santa Maria. Tyler pulled his horse to a stop in front of the saloon, tied up at the hitching rail and pushed through the swinging doors. Saloons were always a good place to get information and Tyler wanted information about this Logan. Out of habit, he stepped to the side of the entrance so he wouldn't be back lit to anyone in the big, dark room.
Dooley's was like hundreds of other saloons that Tyler had been in; a big room with a few tables and chairs between the entrance and the bar which ran most of the length of the rear wall. Two spigot handle's which would draw beers for the customers rose above the bar. On the back wall facing the bar was a very large gilded mirror and a few bottles; mostly whiskey but gin and brandy were there as well.
There were four men in Dooley's. The man behind the bar was pouring a whiskey for them; it didn't look like the men's first glass; Tyler knew three of the men. Billy, Tom, and Charley, the men Tyler had run off the ranch knocked back their drinks and signaled for another. Guess they haven't been here long, Tyler thought.
The bar had a section that turned and ended against the back wall. Tyler stepped to the end of bar and stood with his back against the wall. Old habits, he thought with a grin at himself.
The bartender poured drinks for the three shaken men and then walked over to Tyler. "Welcome stranger, I'm Eddy Dooley; I own the place. First drink is on the house. What'da have?"
"A beer will be fine Mr. Dooley. Thank you."
At the sound of his voice, Billy and his two companions looked over to see the stranger. Their faces got white and they turned back to the fourth man. "That's him," Billy whispered. "That's the hombre that ran us off."
The fourth man stepped around Billy and faced Tyler. "Understand you had words with these men today," he said.
Tyler saw a man that made his living with his gun. He was about 5'6 and stocky. He was dressed in whip cord pants with the legs stuffed down into a pair of ornate boots. His shirt had a button on collar and he wore a string tie held with a silver Concho. The man looked like a dude but the pistol belt hung low on his waist, the way he stood at the ready and the look in his eyes told Tyler this was a man that had used his gun before and would again.
"You could say that; I told them to get off the Double B or I'd kill em. Why do you ask?"
"They're my men. I sent them out there to do a job and I don't appreciate you interfering. We want that ranch and we mean to have it."
"You work for Logan?" Tyler asked and the man nodded.
"I'm Dixon Samuel. Maybe you've heard of me."
Tyler nodded. "From over Las Cruces way." It was a statement, not a question.
"Las Cruces recently, other places before."
"Yeah, I've heard of you," Tyler said.
Samuel's hand hovered near his pistol butt and he smiled. "What did you hear Mister? You hear how fast I am?"
Dooley moved down the bar and if he had been out front of it he would have been between the two men. "Gentleman, let me buy y'all a drink; there's no need for trouble."
"Stay out of this bartender," Samuels replied. His eyes never left Tyler. "So what did you hear Mister?"
Tyler sighed and his lips stretched back into a grim smile as his own hand moved closer to his pistol. He knew he would have to kill this man before long.
"So what did you hear?" Samuel prompted.
"I heard you were a back shootin son of a bitch." Tyler saw the man tense.
"You talk like a man wantin to die,' Samuel said. "Who might you be? I like to know the name of the men I kill."
"Name's Tyler Rawlings." Tyler could see the change in Samuel's eyes at hearing the name.
"We didn't get to that part yet Dixon," Billy whined. "That's Tyler Rawlings, the famous gunfighter, he's the one run us off."
"I'll tell you the same thing I told your men; leave my brother alone or I'll kill you. I won't brace you or call you out; I'll just shoot you and put you in a grave." Tyler saw Samuel straighten from the crouch he'd been in and sort of stand back on his heels. Some of the bravado went out of him.
"Going to see Logan now," Tyler said and turned to leave the saloon. About half way to the door, he heard Samuel call out.
"Rawlings," then again when Tyler didn't stop walking. "Rawlings, I won't say it again."
Tyler spun around, pulling his gun. Samuel had his pistol almost out of his holster and froze at the sight of the big, nickel finished Colt pointed at him.
"You're a lucky man Samuel," Tyler said. "Unbuckle your gun belt and kick it away." He motioned at Billy and the others and added, "You too."
The men did as ordered and when they were unarmed, Tyler spoke in a hard voice. "I'm gonna give you boys a chance you don't deserve. Leave Santa Maria and don't look back. Next time I see you I'll kill you."
"You don't have to tell us twice Mr. Rawlings," Billy said. Tom and Charley nodded their agreement. "We'll leave at first light. Goin back to Las Cruces where we belong."
"Do it now," Tyler ordered. "You too Samuel; hit the trail and don't come back."
Samuel bent down to pick up his gun belt but Tyler interrupted. "Leave the gun," he ordered. Samuel looked at Tyler with hate but left the saloon without his pistol.
Tyler followed the men out of the saloon, watched as they mounted and rode out of town on the trail east to New Mexico. He turned and walked to the bank. A sign was mounted on the side of the building that said Arthur Logan's office was above the bank. Climbing the wooden stairs, Tyler didn't bother knocking on the door; he threw the door open and entered the office.
The space was one big room with a fireplace and a desk opposite the door. A big man sat behind the desk. He was almost as wide as he was tall. His thinning hair was slicked down and combed to the side. When the door flew open, he look up with deep set eyes that reminded Tyler of a weasel or a rat. He sure ain't missed many meals, Tyler thought.
"You be Logan?" Tyler asked. "The one that wants the Rawlings ranch?"
"What business is it of yours?"
Tyler didn't answer the question but said, "I just dealt with the men you sent to run those folks off."
"All of them?" Logan asked. Tyler nodded and his smile was a lot like the grimace that a mountain lion had just before he attacked his prey. "Dixon Samuel too?" Tyler nodded again.
"I didn't kill them, although they deserved it. They decided to go back to Las Cruces. Guess they figured the climate was better there." Tyler stared at Logan for a few seconds. "John Rawlings is my brother and my name is Tyler Rawlings. If you or any more of your men bother him, I'll come back here and deal with you myself."
Logan's face got flushed and red and then turned pale in fear. He knew he had just met a man that wouldn't hesitate to follow up on his threat. "I won't bother them again Mr. Rawlings."
Tyler nodded, turned and left the office. Reckon I better get back fore Molly gets worried, he thought. He walked back to the saloon, mounted his horse and rode back to the Double B.
********************
John and Tyler were riding around the ranch. It was going on to early summer; with the good spring rains the trees and grass were doing their best to see which one could put more green into the world. Tyler hadn't had a chance to see much except the ranch house, barn, and corrals because of his wound. He figured if he could ride into and back from Santa Maria he was healed enough to explore the Double B. It had been a week since Tyler had ran off Dixon Samuel, his three men, and the threat to Logan.
"Looks like Logan took your little talk to heart," John said. "Seems he pulled up stakes and lit out; heard he moved down to Santa Ana. There is talk about the railroad coming into that area."



"Glad I didn't have to kill him," Tyler said and then smiled. "Even if he did deserve it."
The brothers heard the bawl of a steer in trouble. They rode around a rise and saw the animal stuck in a black pool of thick liquid; the smell of sulfur hung heavy in the air. The steer looked tired and had been fighting to get free for a long time.
John rode close to the pool as he shook out his rope. He tossed the noose over the horns of the big steer and Tyler threw a loop over the animal as well. They took a turn with the ropes around their saddle horns and together they backed their horses; slowly pulling the animal free.
Once the steer was back on solid land, Tyler stepped down from his horse and flipped the ropes off the animal. The steer took a halfhearted swipe at Tyler with his horns and then trotted off toward some other cattle that were grazing nearby. As the animal joined the others, it snorted and bawled describing its ordeal to the rest of the herd.
"That damn stuff cost me three or four head every year," John complained. "They get caught up in it and can't get free." He pointed at the bones of a steer. "That one died about six months ago."
Tyler smiled as he coiled John's rope and then his own.
"What's so blamed funny," John asked. "I don't see the humor is the Double B losing more than a hundred dollars a year."
"Now I know why Logan was so eager to get his hands on your ranch." He finished coiling the ropes, tossed one to John and tied off his to his saddle.
"Well are gonna tell me?" John ask impatiently.
"This 'damn' stuff is oil; black gold or petroleum they call it." John looked puzzled. "It's what they use to make the coal oil for your lamps and lanterns. Back east they light the streets with coal oil lamps. Men drill for it and it makes the owners of the land rich." Tyler held up his finger and added, "Not well to do mind you, but rich. Men back in Ohio and Pennsylvania made so much money they have to hire people just to count it."
"That stuff is worth money?" John said.
"More money than you could make in a life time of ranching," Tyler replied.
"Well come on," John ordered. "Let's go tell Molly."
A rifle shot rang out kicking up dirt about a foot from Tyler. He slapped John's horse on the rump and yelled, "Go take care of Molly." John hesitated. "They could have someone at the house too; now go."
John turned his horse and rode off as a second shot sounded; he didn't see Tyler fall to the ground. Tyler wasn't hit but he knew he was outgunned so he played dead. The shooter was using a rifle and was out of range of Tyler's Colt. Maybe he'll come to me, Tyler thought as he played 'possum'. It was a dangerous play but it was the only way to get closer to or away from the shooter.
Tyler's horse stood nearby nervous and skittish, wanting to leave but following the ground tie training that taught him stay put. The animal would take a few steps away from Tyler and then move back; a dance of fear versus training. Tyler was face down in the dirt, facing the direction the shots came from. He had his left arm stretched out over his head and he watched under that arm through eyes barely open.
In the distance but getting closer he saw a horse and rider slowly coming toward him. Tyler's horse snorted when he saw the other animal but stood still due to his training. The sound of the hoof s came closer and stopped. Tyler tried not to tense up but he was at the ready to make a move.
"Guess you're not so high and mighty now, are you gunfighter?" Tyler recognized the voice of Dixon Samuel. "I'm gonna take that shiny hog leg of yourn and wear it. Then I'll tell everybody where I got it. I'll tell them I killed the famous Tyler Rawlings."
Samuel stepped down from his horse and walked over to victim. He used the barrel of his rifle to roll Tyler over onto his back. As he let himself be rolled over, Tyler grabbed the rifle barrel and twisted it out of Samuel's hands. Surprised, Samuel was still able to pull his pistol and start to bring it up.
Tyler had continued the roll and as he came to his feet he drew his Colt. The shot from Tyler's .45 caught Samuel in the stomach and knocked him off his feet; his pistol went sailing away. Samuel managed to sit up and looked down at the blood oozing through his shirt.
"I killed you," he said. His voice was puzzled as he watched Tyler holster his gun and reach down and pick up his Stetson.
"Not likely Samuel." Tyler fingered the bullet hole in the crown of the hat. "But you came close."
Dixon Samuel sat for a few seconds looking up at Tyler. "I ain't gonna see Las Cruces again," he said and fell over onto his side.
"Reckon not," Tyler said. He gathered up his horse's reins, vaulted into the saddle and put the animal into a hard gallop back to the ranch house. His horse skidded to a stop in front of the porch and Tyler dismounted before it came to a complete halt, pulling his Colt as he hit the ground. John and Molly came out of the house and stood close together in each other's arms.
"We're fine Tyler," John said. "Molly said she hadn't seen or heard anyone. She didn't know why I came up riding like a banshee. "
Tyler holstered his pistol. He put a hand on John and Molly's shoulders. "I figured there was only the one man but I couldn't be sure. It was Dixon Samuel."
"You said was," Molly asked.
"He won't bother me again," Tyler replied. "Now that I know you two are alright I'll go back and bury em."
Tyler and John got a pick and shovel from the barn and rode back to the meadow. As they rode up to Samuel's body, several vultures flew away squawking in protest at being drive away from their meal. At the edge of the meadow, close to the tree line, Dixon Samuel was put to rest in a shallow grave; large rocks were brought from a hillside and covered the grave.
"I know he deserved killin," Tyler said as he and John rode up to the corral. Tyler got off his horse and turned to John. "But I hope that's the last man I have to kill because I'm Tyler Rawlings."
********************
Tyler dismounted at the Double B corral, put his hands on his hips and bend backwards stretching his back. John and Moll were doing the same thing. The Rawlings has just returned home after a weeklong cattle drive. For three days enduring the clouds of dust kicked up by the herd, they pushed the cattle over the nearly 40 miles toward the market at the railhead in San Luis Obispo. At least the cool fall weather gave us a break, John thought.
It was a good year for the Double B as there were about fifty head of cattle to be sold. After agreeing to a price with a buyer from back east and receiving a bank draft for a little over $1200, the crew of the Double B decided to stay overnight in a fine hotel in San Luis Obispo. Tyler, John and Molly took a vote and decided they deserved at least one night up pampering before hitting the trail back to the ranch. The next morning they started back but their horses were tired from the drive so they took two full days to get back to the ranch.
"Too many years of livin in hotels and boarding houses makes a man soft," Tyler complained with a grin. "I forgot how much hard work it was herding cattle."
"Well you can take the night off big brother," John said. "Then early in the morning we can start again."
"Start again?" Tyler asked.
"Yep, we have to get started on next fall's drive. Can't sit around and wait till the last minute."
"Quit teasing him John," Molly said. Turning to Tyler she added, "We can take a day or two off before we get back to it." She grinned at the look on Tyler's face. "You boys take care of the horses and I'll have supper ready soon."
********************
"Think I'll saddle up and take another look at that oil seep," John said as he finished his breakfast coffee the next morning. "See if we've got another cow stuck in it."
"Saddle my horse and I'll go with you as soon as I help Molly with the dishes," Tyler said. He grinned at Molly and continued, "Anyone that can cook good as you young lady deserves help with the cleanin up."
John went to the corral and roped his horse. As he finished saddling his mount, four riders came to a halt in front of the house. John pulled his Winchester from the saddle scabbard and walked up behind them.
"Hello the house," the oldest man called.
"Hello yourself Mister," John replied. "What can I do for you?"
The man turned his horse toward John; the other three followed suit. "I'm Joe Bedford." He motioned at the others. "The two youngins are my sons and that's my brother Saul. We're lookin for a man might have passed through here a while back."
Saul Bedford looked over John's shoulder and pointed to the horse in the corral. "That be his animal, Joe. I followed its rump for long enough to recognize it."
"Who does the horse belong to?" Joe asked.
"What's the name of the man you're lookin for?" John replied without answering the question about the horse.
"Tyler Rawlings."
"The gunfighter?" Joe nodded. John looked thoughtful for a few seconds. "Don't know his name but a man passed by here a month or so past. He asked to water his horse and fill his canteen. I noticed he had a lot of blood on his shirt but he didn't want my wife to tend to him. The stranger thanked me for the water and rode out."
"What did he look like?" Saul asked.
"Why are you lookin for him?" John asked.
"Rawlings killed my other two sons, just gunned them down he did," Joe answered. "Now what did the man that stopped here look like?"
"Tall, hard lookin and whip cord thin. Dark hair, wore black with a nickel finished pistol tied down low. Looked about done in what with the blood and all."
"That's him," Joe said. "Where did he go?"
"He rode east...but he didn't get far," John replied.
"How's that?" Saul put in.
"I went to check on some cattle in my east meadow, over at the base of the foothills. Found the man that stopped for water, lying dead with some vultures getting acquainted with him. That horse of his was standing close by; he hadn't moved far from the body."
"I told you I winged him Pa," one of the boys bragged.
John could see the front door of the house and saw Tyler standing just inside of the opening with his pistol in his hand. Turning and walking back toward the corral forced the men to turn so the house was at their back. John sort of waved a signal for Tyler to stay put; it looked like he was swatting at a horsefly.
"Chased the vultures away; by that time he weren't a pretty sight. I buried him and covered the grave with rocks to keep anymore varmints from getting at it. If you like I can show you the grave Bedford," John offered. "It'll take us about an hour or so to get to the meadow."
"I would appreciate that. If we water our horses we'll follow you to this grave."
John nodded toward the horse trough. "Help yourself. I'll just let my Mrs. know I'm goin." He took his horse's reins and walked to the ranch house.
"Tyler you keep out of sight, you hear." John ordered as he stepped into the house. I got these men thinking Samuel's grave is yours. You stay put and we'll be rid of them quick enough." He kissed Molly, patted her on the shoulder and went back to his horse.
John mounted his horse and led the way to the far meadow with Joe Bedford riding beside him. As they rode, Bedford talked about how bad Tyler Rawlings was. If there was an insult Bedford didn't use John couldn't think of one.
"So this Rawlings just shot you sons in cold blood; without warning?" John asked. Before Bedford could answer John said, "From what I heard about this Rawlings he is a killer but he never draws on a man lessen he has a reason."
Joe stared at John and shrugged. "Well...Jacob may have prodded him a mite and drew down on Rawlings; but Rawlings is a man grown and he should have let my boy be."
"You said he killed both your sons?"
"Yep, Jethro shot at Rawlings when Jacob went down. Rawlings shot him too. He was another youngster that Rawlings should have walked away from."
"How old were your sons Mr. Bedford?"
"They was twins; would'a been twenty five next month."
John shook his head at what he had heard. "No disrespect Mr. Bedford, but it sounds like boys were full grown and Rawlings just defended himself."
"Maybe so, but I aim to avenge my sons." Bedford took a deep breath. "I aim to see he pays for what he did."
John pulled his horse to a stop. "I reckon he did Mr. Bedford," he said pointing ahead to the rock covered grave.
Bedford trotted his horse closer and dismounted. He kicked at one of the large rocks and turned toward John. "You sure this is Rawlings?"
"I don't know Mr. Bedford. A man that fit the description of Rawlings you gave me stopped at my place for water. A few days later I found the same man dead man just about where you're standin and I buried him. If it helps, the man I buried was wearing a nickel plated revolver. I've got it up to the house if you care to have it."
John watched Bedford for a minute or two as he stomped around the grave site. Bedford looked up at his kin who was still mounted and asked, "Well?" The other three Bedfords shrugged their shoulders.
"You're welcome to dig him up if you want Mr. Bedford. But be sure and cover him again; I don't need no extra varmints like coyotes and such hanging around my cattle." John paused for a few seconds. "I need to get back to the house."
As John turned his horse he saw a rider silhouetted against the skyline of the hill on the other side of the grave. He rode around the base of another small hill and watched the Bedfords. The four men talked back and forth for several minutes and then Joe Bedford mounted his horse. He said something to the men, pointed east and they rode toward Bakersfield.
John watched as the silhouette followed the Bedfords until he disappeared over the hill. Tyler's up to his old tricks, John thought. Hope he lets them be.
It was nearing supper time when Tyler rode up to the corral and dismounted. He unsaddled his horse, brushed the animal and made sure it had feed and water before he turned it into the corral. As he walked toward the house he saw Molly come out onto the porch followed by John.
Molly waited until Tyler got the porch and said, "Come in to supper and I don't want to hear a word about what you've been doing."
Tyler stepped up onto the porch. He looked at Molly and John. "I didn't do anythin little girl but make sure those men kept riding east. Followed em for ten miles or more; don't think they will be coming back." He took Molly's hand. "I told you I was done with killin if I could keep from it."
"Enough of this jawing," John interrupted. "Let's eat."
Molly smiled and bustled into the kitchen. John followed her with Tyler right behind him. Tyler stopped just inside the door and unbuckled his gun belt. He hung it on a peg next to the door jamb. Turning back into the big open room he saw Molly and John watching him.
"Reckon it's time to hang up my gun"
The End?
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********************
The cool autumn wind fled from the storm building on the west side of the valley. It was late in the day and as the clouds gathered, Augustus Travis Baylor turned up the collar on his flannel shirt. Gus, as he was called, said into the wind, "Glad I wore this shirt. Those clouds are gonna drop the temperature even more; might be snow before morning."
The heavy flannel shirt was almost a jacket in a muted green and brown plaid. It wasn't a camo shirt but did a good job of letting Gus blend into the surrounding forest and it was water resistant. He was coming back from an unsuccessful bow hunting trip. Gus liked to hunt and fish and most anything that got him outdoors, especially outdoors in the woods and near the streams of his own property.
He enjoyed the tracking skills needed for a successful hunt or fishing trip. Gus used the meat and fish he harvested from the wild but felt using a rifle was a cop out. "Anyone can stand off two or three hundred yards with a high powered, scoped rifle and bring down an animal; and then call themselves hunters," he often argued to the gun hunting set. "Try stalking to within 30 or 40 yards with a bow and bringing down the deer, elk or whatever you're after. It gives the animal an even chance and proves how skillful you are."
Gus was on his own property, which was in Missouri situated in an area known as "the Heart of the Ozarks." It was a 960 acre section and a half of land that had been in his family for more than 80 years. The land had mostly wood covered hills, three or four small streams, one large lake and several grassy meadows.
He moved easily through the trees and brush for a man that was 6'2; Gus was as quiet and stealthy as a mountain lion on the hunt. His tracking skills and movement through the woods had been learned at his father's and grandfather's knee. Gus' lean trim build, dark eyes and hair, and his natural light tan complexion made even darker by outdoor exposure told of his Native American heritage. Maybe liking to use a bow was part of that heritage.
Gus smiled as he walked back to the old farm house. He was thinking of the stories told about how this farm had come into family hands. This place feels like a friend as well as my home, Gus thought. More so than that apartment I have in St. Louis.
Gus' great, great grandparents had migrated north and slightly east from the West Texas plains during the Great Depression in 1935. Things had been tough in Texas, maybe more so than the rest of the country. Not only were there no jobs, there was a serious drought that made farming almost impossible. The family settled in the hills of the Ozarks where not many would notice or care than Gus' great, great grandmother and his grandmother were both full blooded Osage Indian from the reservation in Oklahoma. The Baylor's quickly set up a homestead and went about making a life.
Great, great grandpa Austin Baylor did whatever he could to feed the family. Austin knew that he had to have cash money to approach the bank that actually owned the land they were squatting on. He thought, considering the times that if he could offer a good down payment, the bank would sell him the land on credit. Austin was damn certain once he had legal title he could make a go of the farm.
There were more than a few wild cattle roaming the hills that had once belonged to others who had packed up and left or just let the animals go because they couldn't afford to pay for winter feeding. Austin gathered a small herd of these gone back to the wild cattle; not for marketing, they were food on the hoof for his family.
He took to running a trap line for pelts and fur. Austin would begin trapping in late fall when the critters had grown in their winter coats and he would stop just before the spring thaw before they lost those heavy pelts. Money was tight but the general mercantile would give credit in the store for coyote, beaver, muskrat, and martin skins; sometimes he even got cash money.
Another cash crop for the Baylors was the moon shine Austin made. He had a homemade still back in a holler and the 'shine' he turned out was of good quality and highly prized. Prohibition had been repealed two years earlier, but the hill people couldn't or wouldn't pay the higher price for the "store bought" liquor. There was a tax on the liquor made by the law abiding distilleries.
Most of the so called "hillbilly's" didn't care for the government or their agents, the G-men. There had been more than a few confrontations between the Revenue Agents and the free willed "Moonshiners" in the valleys and hollers of the Missouri hills. The tax free, illegal white lightning gave the hill people a well appreciated alternative.
Finally after a year and a half Austin had put together a little over $400, which for the times was a large sum of money. He made the two day fifty mile wagon trip into Van Buren to buy the land and bring back some supplies to the farm. The small town with no more than 400 people in it was the county seat of Carter County. Austin went to talk to Theodore Barkley the owner of the land and of the bank.
"That section of land is worth more than the $2000 you offered Mr. Baylor," Barkley stated after he heard Austin's offer. "Why should I take less than the property is worth?"
"Yes sir, your right," Austin replied. "That farm is probably worth more....but not right now. This depression, as the government calls it, ain't gonna be over anytime soon. And how much are you makin on the land right now? I'll give you $30 a month until the loan and interest is paid off. Seems to me it's a matter of a bird in the hand against one in the bush that you may never catch."
Austin could see Barkley arguing with himself. "Look at it this way Mr. Barkley, if I pay you a few months and then can't anymore, you can take the land back." Austin held up the $400 and added, "at least you got somethin out of the deal instead of the land sittin there makin you nothin."
Barkley revised his first impression that Austin Baylor was just an uneducated, ignorant hillbilly. The man may be right; I don't see this depression ending in the foreseeable future; in spite of the prattle the Federal Government is spouting. He stared at Austin for about a minute.
"I believe we have a deal Mr. Baylor," Barkley said holding out his hand for the money. "I'll just take your down payment to the vault."
"Reckon I'd like a piece of paper that tells about the deal we made," Austin replied. "I like a receipt for the $400 as well."
This man is no fool, Barkley thought. He took a piece of foolscap and hand wrote two copies of the terms and penalties of the mortgage. He signed both of the contracts, got Austin's signature and gave him a copy. "You've bought yourself a farm Mr. Baylor."
"Reckon so," Austin agreed. "See y'all next month with your payment." He left the bank, went to the general mercantile and got his supplies. He loaded the wagon and rode all day and most of the night back to his farm.
The section and a half of land had been passed down from father to son. Gus inherited the farm from his father, Travis, five year previous when he was 27. His parents were killed by a drunk driver and the property was willed to Gus.
Travis Baylor had used the place as a hobby farm. He had electric power brought onto the farm and had the well piped into the farm house. Travis and his wife did a little gardening but mostly used the old farm house and land as a getaway from the hustle and bustle of the city. The fields and some of the valleys were leased out to a local farmer. Gus changed that when he became the owner.
He gave the farmer notice that the lease would run the current season and one more and then would not be renewed. Gus did some major renovations on the old house, rebuilt the barn, and turned the property into a sort of hunting and fishing preserve.
Topping a small rise Gus looked down at his cabin at the tree line of a narrow valley. A light, windblown mist had started to fall and in the gathering dusk, the lights from the two windows on the rear of the cabin glowed warmly in the coming night. There was a column of smoke rising from the river rock chimney.
The smile on his face turned into a full grin. Ally must have the fireplace going, Gus thought. Bet she's got supper on the stove too. I sure hope so, cause I'm hungry after my little hike. Before starting down the slope, Gus looked over the two valleys separated by the hill he stood on. He had a deep sense of being home. He worked in St. Louis but his heart and his home was the old farm.
Gus started down the gentle slope to the valley and his grin broadened even more thinking of how he and Ally had met. He had gone to an outdoor sports expo on a Friday to check out some archery and fishing equipment. She had been the pretty girl hawking an outdoor sports type of resort.
"Alyssa Beaudrow," Gus read her name tag aloud and smiled at her. His interest was the girl and not so much the resort. He had his farm as his resort and he needed nothing more. What he did want was to get to know Alyssa better.
"Yes sir," she said shaking Gus's hand. "And you are?"
"Forgot my manners," Gus replied. "Excuse me; I'm Augustus Baylor, Gus to my friends."
"Let me tell you about Lost Creek Resort." Alyssa began to tell of the wonders and adventures available at her resort. "Lost Creek is on the shores of Greer's Ferry Lake; the resort has over three miles of shore line. The property is in Arkansas. By car, we're about two hours north and a little east of Little Rock and two hours west of Jonesboro. It's a little over five hours south and little west of St. Louis."
Gus didn't concentrate fully on what she was saying but he did watch her with a great deal of interest. She's tall, he thought. She's got to be 5'9 or 10. Alyssa was athletically slender with long auburn hair and big brown eyes. You'd have to call her handsome rather than pretty he continued his thought. All and all a very nice package.
"Lost Creek has 1000 acres filled with deer, elk, turkey and other types of wild life. We have miles of hiking trails, float trips by canoe, kayak, or inflatable rafts on the White River and there are also tours and fishing trips on the lake." Alyssa gave what was obviously a prepared speech but did it with depth and enthusiasm.
As she gave her scripted presentation, Alyssa was attracted to the tall, ruggedly handsome man standing in front of her. He looks like he spends more time outdoors than he does here in the city, she thought. Alyssa didn't want Gus to leave just yet so she handed him a special full color brochure; showing pictures of Lost Creek Resort.
"There is a voucher in there for a 20% discount."
Gus glanced at the brochure and handed it back to Alyssa. "Miss Beaudrow, I'm really not interested."
"Ally."
"What?" Gus asked.
"My friends call me Ally," she said and smiled at Gus. "Why don't you want to visit Lost Creek?"
"I have my own resort in the Ozark hills outside of Van Buren," Gus replied. "I've got almost a thousand acres and plenty of elk, deer, and turkey on my place too. I've even got a black bear and her two cubs living out of a cave on a rock bluff just on the far side of my property. My place has several year round creeks or streams and a pretty large lake." He smile and added, "You'll have to let me show it to you."
Ally returned his smile. "I'd have to know you a lot better before I'd go trapesing off to the back side of nowhere."
"We can remedy that problem Ally. The expo closes on Sunday; I'd like to take you to dinner, say on Monday evening. We can begin the getting to know each process."
"Why wait? Ally asked. "I get off at 5 today. The sooner we start the process, as you call it, the sooner it will be completed and the sooner I get to visit this resort of yours."
Smiling he said "See you at 5."
That dinner led to more time together. Ally and Gus would date at least twice a week; more when Ally wasn't working an outdoor or travel expo out of town. Gus found that Ally was more than a pretty model for Lost Creek. She had grown up on a farm on the outskirts of Columbia, Missouri and had a Masters degree in Business Administration and a BS in Hospitality Management. Her goal was to run a group of resorts like Lost Creek. Almost three months to the day after they met, Ally got to see what she called Gus' resort for the first time.
Gus had improved and renovated the building to modern standards but kept most of the historic features. The house was a rambling one story structure very much like you would see on the west Texas plains. The building had two separate parts connect by a covered breeze way. Gus had built walls for this walkway with a few windows so you could get from one section of the house to the other without being exposed to bad weather.
Across the breeze way, the second section of the home held a master suite, two additional bedrooms and a guest bathroom. Gus seldom had visitors to the farm but when he did he wanted them to be comfortable. He had updated the bathrooms and the plumbing. Gus had a second well dug to ensure that his house had enough fresh water; he also kept the old time pump in the kitchen to preserve a little history.
The main house faced west so you could sit on the large front porch and watch the sunset from one of the two old time rocking chairs. The rear of the house, with its own porch, also had two rocking chairs to view the sunrise over the hills to the east. This main section of the building was actually one very large open room. It contained the almost gourmet kitchen, a large eating area which still had the old farm table in it and an area in the front of the building that was like a huge family room. Tucked against a side wall was a bathroom.
Ally fell in love with the old farm house and the valley it sat in. The story of how the farm came into Gus' family intrigued her and she quickly showed Gus that she was as much at home in the woods and had a feeling for the outdoors just like Gus. With her hair pulled back into a pony tail and little make up, she was almost...almost...like another male hunting partner.
She helped plan which expos the Lost Creek Resort would attend along with a few other vacation places. If she wasn't doing an expo Gus would pick her up as soon as he finished work on Friday and they would head out of town. It was about a four hour drive to the farm; the last hour from Van Buren over back roads, forest access trails and an old path with two ruts marking the way to the house.
The first week in November, Gus and Ally drove to the farm. The deer archery season would run one more week and Gus planned to harvest a buck. Work schedules had prevented he and Ally from coming to the farm earlier in the season. Gus carried in some wood for the stove as Ally put away the supplies they had brought with them. They planned on staying for four or five days.
"If I get a deer the first day or two, we'll go fishing or hiking or just enjoy being out here away from the city," Gus told Ally.
"What, is there a doubt that you'll get a deer?" Ally asked pretending to be shock at the concept.
Gus picked up his bow and replied, "Using this instead of a rifle gives the animal a better than even chance. Sometimes they're smarter than me." He smiled and held up his hand. "No, don't say it; they are almost always smarter than me."
Ally giggled and ran across the room to jump in Gus' lap. "You're smart enough to make me fall in love with you and that's good enough."
"That's right Ally, I do love you." Gus reached into the pocket of the jean jacket he wore and pulled out a ring box. He opened it and held it up to Ally. "Will you marry me girl?"
Her answer was the squeal of pleasure and the kiss she bestowed on Gus. It was much later that evening before they remembered to eat dinner.
"I'm heading out before first light in the morning," Gus said as they got ready to return to the big bed after a shower. "Gonna try for a deer up by that big rock shelf in the next valley. It will probably be late afternoon or maybe even dusk before I get back; of course if I get an animal I'll be back sooner."

********************
Gus was making the long hike back as he thought of him and Ally but the clouds opening up and changing the light mist to sudden rain drops brought him back to the present. Best be getting inside, he thought. Looks like it's gonna pour down.
He stepped onto the back porch out of the weather. Gus took a soft dry towel from a peg on the wall and wiped down his bow, bowstring, and the leather quiver he'd been wearing on his back. The quiver was hand made from a stiff piece of elk hid; Gus had made it and it contained a dozen stiff spine hunting arrows tipped with broad heads for hunting large game. The takedown recurve bow was a 'Black Widow', custom made for him by the bowyers at the plant in Nixa, Missouri.
Nixa is a small town was close to 160 miles from Gus' farm and over 230 miles from his place in St. Louis. At least once a week Gus would make the trip to be measured, test and watch the progress of his bow. It took over two months before the weapon was completed to his and the bowyer's satisfaction. The result was a beautiful example of the bow makers skill and art. The bow had a heavy pull of 70 pounds and could throw an arrow at over 200 miles an hour.
Gus hung his bow on two long pegs on the back wall of the house because he liked for the wood handle and limbs to stay acclimated to the temperatures he was hunting in. Hanging the quiver strap over the pegs as well, he unbuckled his wide leather belt and hung it up too. The belt held a small hunting pouch containing some basic survival tools and his hunting knife. Gus kicked the dirt and mud off his boots and entered the house.
He saw Ally sitting at the kitchen table with her head down. Her long hair covered her face but when she raised her head to look at him, Gus saw a red hand print on her cheek. He took two steps toward her before he saw the four men standing two on each side of the door and turned toward them. All of the men were armed with rifles and the biggest one held a .45 pistol on Gus.
"That's far enough buddy," the pistol wearer ordered. He motioned with the gun and said, "Join the little lady at the table."
Gus moved to Ally, made sure other than her cheek that she was okay and sat down next to her. "There is no money to speak of in the house," Gus explained. He didn't ask who they were, he didn't care. "The keys to my truck out front are in it so take what supplies you need and the truck and leave us be."
The big man shook his head and smiled. "You don't understand the situation here, buddy." He motioned with the pistol at the other three men and introduced them. "That's Joe, Barry, Jenkins and I'm Sully; we are your worst nightmare."
Gus looked at each of the men and studied them quickly. Joe was thin to the point of looking anorexic with almost white hair, Barry was short and almost as big around as he was tall, Jenkins was of average height and build but he had a wild look in his eyes. Sully was close to 6 feet 4 and had the big body to go with his height. He acted almost friendly but there was a sense of cruelty and danger about him when he spoke. Each of the men wore hunting clothes like the ones men wore on big game safaris.
"So what do you want?" Gus asked. His mind had already gone into survival mode. Whatever these men wanted it was Gus' plan to make sure that Ally didn't die nor himself if possible.



"Have you ever read a short story named 'The Most Dangerous Game'?" Sully asked. Gus nodded; Ally didn't bother to answer. "It's a story about a rich man hunting another man who was shipwrecked on the aristocrat's island. I've hunted all of the big game that the U.S., Canada and Alaska have to offer." Sully waited for a response from Gus and Ally but except for the look of hatred from Gus, he was disappointed.
"Anyway I'm bored. So after reading the story I decided to have my own 'Dangerous Game' by hunting another human. You will have the honor of being the prey."
"Why us?" Gus asked. "Of all the places and people you could go after, why us?"
"I scouted a hunting spot outside of Fremont in early August and as Van Buren is the county seat I went to the courthouse to get my deer tag. At the service station I heard you and the owner talking about him hunting on your property. He said he liked to hunt there because it was out and gone from any civilization."
Sully smiled and continued, "I did a little investigating and here we are. Your farm is 50 miles from the nearest town and the property is posted for 'no trespassing' so I thought this would be a great out of the way place to try my little experiment."
"And after the hunt, assuming you're successful?"
"I think this is a perfect area to continue our hunts," Sully answered. We will find other er...candidates and bring them here to continue our little entertainment."
"That story ends with the hunter becoming the hunted and losing the 'Game' and his life," Gus offered.
"Yes that is the way the story ends, but this is real life and that won't happen," Sully bragged.
"The story was of one man hunting another," Gus said. He motioned toward the other three men. "What about them?"
"I wanted to share the thrill of the hunt with my friends," Sully replied. "Tomorrow morning at dawn you will be given an hour's head start; then we will come after you."
"What about Ally?"
"The young lady will be the prize for the man who kills you." Sully leered at Ally. "I certainly hope I am the winner." He laughed and added, "of course if I win I'll share my trophy with my friends and I expect them to do the same for me."
Gus tensed but Sully pointed his pistol at him and Ally. "None of that now," he ordered. "You and the girl get over on couch. Joe, tie them up. Don't make it too tight; we want our prey to have feeling in his hands and feet tomorrow morning." Sully smiled again and added, "After all, we want to be sporting." The painfully thin man using a rock climber's nylon rope first secured Gus and then did the same to Ally.
"Now, I suggest you get some rest," Scully said. "The hunt begins at dawn."
"Will the prey be allowed a weapon?" Gus asked sarcastically.
"I have no intention of one of us getting hurt if you should get lucky....so no, you will be unarmed." Sully, Joe and Jenkins went through the breezeway to the bedrooms, leaving Barry to guard the prisoners.
Gus and Ally watched and talked in whispers when Barry wasn't paying attention or he went to the bathroom. They discussed plans and options and were still awake four hours later when Joe came to relieve the watch. After Barry left, Joe went to the stove, got the coffee pot and poured himself a cup. While he was occupied doing that, Gus leaned close to Ally's ear and whispered.
"No matter what, I will come back for you." Ally looked back at Gus and half way smiled.
"I know you will," she replied and leaned in closer to Gus and kissed him. "Just don't get yourself killed."
"They're not good enough to catch me so you do what you have to do to stay alive and I will come for you." Ally seemed to gain strength from Gus' words and nodded.
All too soon, Gus could see the sun beginning to rise. Sully, Joe, and Barry joined Jenkins in the kitchen. After getting coffee Sully pulled his gun and sent Joe to untie Gus. "Let him stretch his legs before we send him on his way," he ordered.
The hunters allowed Gus to take a long drink of water and pushed him toward the back door. "You'll have a one hour head start from the time we put you out the door," Sully instructed. "We won't watch where you go but in an hour we will track you down."
Gus started to say something to the big man but Sully held up his hand. "You now have 59 minutes." Gus stared at Sully for a few seconds turned and stepped out onto the back porch. Sully slammed the door behind him.
With a grim smile, Gus grabbed his bow, quiver, and hunting belt from the pegs on the outside wall. Good thing they didn't check the back wall, he thought as he left the yard at a ground covering lope. Circling, ten minutes later Gus settled behind a huge oak tree on a hill overlooking the valley and the house. The rain had stopped during the night but the low hanging dark clouds began to drop a gentle snow.
About 30 minutes after he'd been forced out of the house, Sully, Barry and Jenkins stepped out onto the back porch. Sully pointed to the path leading up the closest hill and the men started into the woods. So much for an hour head start and being sporting, Gus thought. If this snow get heavier it will be harder not to leave a trail for them to follow.
He watched as the men went over the crest of the hill and start down the other side. Gus tightened the ties on his winter weight moccasins which allowed him to move silently through the woods and waited a few minutes to make sure the men were gone. He had only seen three of the hunters. Must have left Joe behind to guard Ally, Gus thought. Slowly and carefully he made his way down the hill to the back of the house.
Gus took a very quick peek through one window and saw Joe sitting at the kitchen table. He was facing the front door with his head down as he played solitaire. Ally was still sitting on the couch, staring at Joe but she wasn't relaxed. Her hands were still tied but she dropped her feet off the couch to the floor and rushed Joe.
As Gus watched Joe picked up a pistol from the table and backhanded Ally, knocking her to the floor. He pointed the pistol at her head and yelled at her. Gus put an arrow on the string and started toward the door. He was pretty sure he could let an arrow go before Joe could get turned. As he touched the door, Gus heard one of the other men coming back down the trail yelling over his shoulder that he would get the damn binoculars.
Before Gus could enter the house a rifle bullet as it hit the back wall near his head and immediately afterward he heard the sound of the shot. Joe turned to face the sound of the shooting bringing his pistol to bear on the door. Having lost the advantage, Gus turned and sprinted into the trees near the corner of the house away from Barry who was coming down the hill. Joe came out of the house and popped off a couple of rounds in the direction of Gus's escape.
Gus knew he could have gotten one of the men but he doubted he could have taken both of them. If he broke into the door and did take Joe down, he would still have Barry and shortly the others to contend with. It would have turned into a siege with he and Ally imprisoned in the house. If he took out Barry, Joe would have had a chance to maybe shoot Gus and definitely time to hurt Ally. Even if I did get both of them we would have had to run, he thought. Ally's good, but she couldn't keep up with me and we both would have be captured. There will be another time, he swore to himself.
Sully and Jenkins came down the hill, met up with Barry and Joe who had come out onto the porch. "What happened?" Sully asked. First Joe and then Barry explained Gus' appearance back at the cabin.
"Looks like our boy's trying to be clever," Sully said. "Okay, hogtie the girl and keep alert Joe. The rest of us will continue the hunt." Pointing at the woods Gus had disappeared into, he directed Jenkins to circle around from the right, Barry was sent to the left and he took the middle.
"Stay sharp and we'll catch him between us. If you tree him shoot twice very quickly and the other two will come to you. Understand?" Jenkins and Barry nodded, turned and took back to the woods. After a minute, Sully followed directly behind Gus. Sully carried his rifle at port arms with the safety off. Best be ready, he thought. The prey will run now and try to escape.
Sully was wrong, Gus wasn't running. Again he found a place to watch his pursuers until he knew what they were doing. He saw them split up and after a few minutes he followed Jenkins' trail. Gus saw that the hunter was following a game trail thinking Gus would have used it to make speed in his escape.
Gus looped around Jenkins and got a couple of hundred yards in front of him. The snow had gotten heavier but still wasn't sticking yet; except in open areas. He stayed under the trees as much as possible to keep from leaving footprints. There was an eight foot tall, rotted out stump beside the game trail. The dead tree was hollow with just one opening into the interior. Gus pulled his hunting knife, a Buck Frontiersmen with a 6 inch blade. He stepped into the hollow stump and waited for Jenkins.
Jenkins' rifle was held in front of him, ready for to bring it to bear in case he saw his prey. He heard a rustling behind him and turned. Before he could complete the turn an arm circled his neck and pulled his head back. Jenkins felt the sharp edge of a knife touch his neck. He tried to struggle but was shaken like a rag doll.
"Be real quiet now if you want to live," Gus ordered. "Drop your rifle and kick it away." Jenkins hesitated and felt the knife lightly slide across his neck, leaving a very shallow cut that began to bleed immediately "Do as I say or I'll finish the job," Gus added. Jenkins followed orders.
Gus kicked the back of Jenkins' knee and the man dropped to the wet leaf covered ground and was pushed to his stomach. His hands were pulled one at a time behind him and Gus used a zip tie he took from his hunting pouch to secure Jenkins. He used another tie on his prisoner's feet. Gus pulled Jenkins' feet up and connected the arms and legs together with a third zip tie.
"That ought to hold you," Gus offered. He cut two long strips from the man's jacket, pushing one strip into Jenkins' mouth and using the other to tie the gag in place. "Don't go anywhere, I'll be back for you," Gus said and patted the man on the shoulder. He picked up the rifle and hid it well off the trail. Gus didn't want to use the gun because it would alert the others. He left heading east; the light breeze that had come up made more noise than the woodsman.
Barry stopped to catch his breath; the hill he had came up was steep and there were obstructions with brush and downed trees. He sat down on a log after brushing the moss off of it and took out a cigarette. As he started to light it, he felt a needle sharp point pushed against the back of his neck. Slowly turning his head he looked behind him and saw his intended prey with the point of a hunting arrow pointed at his face.
"Toss the rifle," Gus said in a soft voice. Barry did as he was told and was pushed face down onto the ground. His hands, feet and mouth were secured just as Jenkins' had been. Gus hid Barry's rifle as he'd done with the first one. "Now I'll go find your friend."
Gus heard the rifle shot and the hiss as the bullet just missed his head. He quickly turned and in one motion brought his bow up and let the huntin arrow loose. The arrow, a carbon graphite shaft with a razor sharp broad head tip, jumped from the bow and at over 200 mph; it took less than one second to cross the forty foot space to its target. The impact of the missile just below the breastbone drove Sully to his knees. Three inches of the arrow protruded from his back through his spine. Sully looked down at the shaft and looked up. He gave a mocking salute and fell over.
"No need to tie this one," Gus said. He turned and like a ghost of the woods slipped through the trees back toward the farm house.
Gus slipped onto the back porch and peeked into the window. Joe was at the table again but had his back to the side wall. He held his pistol bracing it on the table and he nervously looked at first the front door and then at the back one.
Stepping to the side of the door, Gus knocked. He saw Joe jump up and point his pistol at the back door. "Joe, its Gus Baylor. Jenkins and Barry are secured up on the ridge. Sully wasn't as lucky; he's on the ridge too but I had to kill him."
"I've got the girl Baylor; don't try anything." Joe's voice quivered and rose in pitch.
"Joe if you hurt her I will kill you; slowly," Gus responded. "Leave your pistol and come outside. I give you my word I won't hurt you."
"What are you gonna do to me?" Joe's voice was full of fear.
"I'll take you, Barry and Jenkins into the Sheriff." Gus waited for a few seconds before he spoke again. "C'mon Joe, you can't hold out forever; you've got to sleep sometime."
"So do you," Joe argued.
"That's true, but you'll never know when I sleep. All I have to do is check on you now and then."
Joe looked longingly at the front door but hesitated. If Sully and the others had been taken by this guy, I don't stand a snowball's chance in Hell, Joe thought. Making up his mind, he laid the pistol on the table, moved away and got down on the floor. Before he could call out, Gus came through the door with an arrow on the string and the bow pulled back for shooting.
Gus let the string go back to rest and picked up the pistol from the table sticking it in his waistband. He went to the pantry and got three more zip ties; he had used all he had on Jenkins and Barry. Gus put his knee in Joe's back and trussed the man up like the others. Then he went to Ally.
Using his Buck knife Gus cut the ropes holding her and helped her to sit up. "Are you okay?" He asked. Ally nodded.
Ally sat rubbing her wrists and stretching her legs to get the circulation back. "What about the others?" She asked.
"Like I told Joe, two of them are hogtied in the woods." Gus gave her a grim smile. "I had to put an arrow into Sully."
"Good. The bastard got what he deserved," Ally replied.
Gus looked closer at Ally. The left side of her face still showed the bruising from the first slap. The right side of her face was swollen, there was a small cut just at the end of her eyebrow and the ugly colors were obvious. "Let me get a cold towel for your face," Gus suggested and walked to the kitchen sink.
As he left her, Ally got to her feet and limping a little made her way to where Joe lay on the floor. Drawing back her foot, she kicked him three times. "How does that feel you little shit? Pistol whip me will you? Gonna use me for your plaything are you?" She started to kick him again but Gus put his arms around her and pulled her away.
"Settle down young lady," he said with a laugh. "I thought I was the deadly hunter."
"You are but I'm pi....really mad. All he talked about was what he and the other were going to do to me." Ally leaned into Gus' arms and asked. "What are we going to do now? We can't call the Sheriff; we don't have a landline phone, that's something you refuse to allow on the farm, and our cell phones don't get reception out here."
"We'll take the truck, go to Van Buren and tell the Sheriff what happened. Then he can follow us back and pick up the garbage." Gus grinned and added, "As far as a landline goes, it would cost a fortune to get one installed this far out and even if we could I come here to escape civilization not to bring it with me. I like having the electric power but that's about all I'll stand for. You ready?" Ally nodded. "Then let's go to town." Before they left, Gus wrapped some ice cubes in a towel so Ally could bring down the swelling on her face.

********************
"Howdy Gus, hello Ally," Sheriff Paul Bradley said. "What brings you to town? It isn't your normal day for a supply run." Seeing Ally's face for the first time he asked, "What happened to you face? You best get over to Doc Taylors."
Sheriff Bradley knew everything that went on in his town and he was upset that a young lady he considered a friend was injured. He'd been sheriff for over fifteen years. Bradley had been elected when he was twenty five and was such a favorite of the people in Van Buren that after a few years nobody ran against him in the elections.
He was the exact opposite of the stereotypical country sheriff. Bradley was three inches over six feet with a lean, trim, muscular body. His hair now had a little gray in it but his eyes were still keen and as sharp as a laser. One look into those eyes and people realized this wasn't a man to cross.
"Had some trouble out at my place," Gus answered. He explained what had happened with Ally chiming in several times. "Three of the four men are trussed up back at the farm."
"You said there were four men," Bradley said. "Where is the fourth one?"
"He shot at me and I had to put an arrow into him," Gus answered. "He's up on the ridge too."
"Sounds to me like they picked the wrong man to hunt," Bradley said. "Y'all get Ally over to the Doc's. When you're ready to go back, me and my deputy will follow you."
There was much that Doc Taylor could do for Ally. He examined her, cleaned the cut on her face and closed it with a small butterfly bandage. "It won't leave a scar, so don't worry Ally. Here's some pain pills if it gets to hurtin too bad," Taylor said. "That cold compress is about all we can do. But you're gonna look like a raccoon for a spell."

********************
Arriving back at the farm, Gus and Ally ignored Joe who was still hogtied on the living room floor. They made and ate lunch as neither had had anything to eat since their 'adventure' had begun.
"Hey, don't I get something to eat?" Joe asked in a whiney voice.
"No, you don't get something to eat. You're lucky you can still breathe," Gus replied. "Shut up until the Sheriff gets here."
After eating Gus went into the master bedroom. In the large closet was a hidden door to a gun safe that contained Gus' weapons. He cleaned and carefully unstrung his bow and put it on its holder. Gus took his personal weapon, a Glock 21, .45 caliber pistol, the holster designed for it and clipped to his belt under his rain proof jacket. He put on a wide brimmed water proof hat and started toward the back door.
"I'm going to bring Barry and Jenkins down for the Sheriff," he explained.
"I'll go with you," Ally offered.
Gus shook his head, pointed at their prisoner and handed Ally Joe's 9mm. "Keep an eye on our guest here. If Bradley gets here before I get back tell him what I'm doing and I'll have more company for him shortly."
"You be careful," Ally ordered. "I don't want anything to happen to you now." Gus pulled her in for a hug and then went out the back door.
Gus hiked up the ridge to where he'd left Jenkins. The man was lying on his side, soaking wet from the rain and snow; he was shivering from the cold. Gus cut the zip tie holding his hands and feet together and cut the one securing Jenkins' feet leaving his hands tied. Gus pulled back his coat and showed his prisoner his weapon.
"You're gonna walk down the hill in front of me," Gus said. "If you try anything or try to run, I will shoot you and leave you to rot. Understand?" Jenkins nodded yes. "Say it," Gus ordered.
"I understand," Jenkins said.
Gus turned him down the hill and the two men slowly made their way back to the farm house. Climbing onto the porch, Gus called out. "It's me Ally." He opened the door and grabbing Jenkins' arm drew him into the kitchen. "Sit down next to Joe on the floor," he said.
Jenkins awkwardly sat down and Gus went to the pantry, bring out a few more zip ties. "Stick your feet out in front of you," he said to Jenkins. The man did as he was ordered, then Gus zip tied his feet together and pushed Jenkins against the wall.



"What about me?" Joe whined. "Why should I be tied like this and he gets to sit normal?"
Gus pulled his hunting knife, rolled Joe over onto his stomach and cut the zip tie connecting his feet and hands. "That's as much consideration you're gonna get. Don't push you luck."
Turning to Ally he asked, "You okay?" Ally nodded and flinched a little at the pain from where Joe had hit her. "I'm going to bring Barry in, be back in about an hour. If they get froggy, shoot em," Gus ordered. He left through the back door and started up the game trail to the left of the house.
Barry had rolled up against the log he'd been sitting on. He'd lost his hat and his hair was matted down from the wet snow. Gus pushed him over onto this front and cut two of the ties leaving his hands secured behind him. He helped Barry to his feet, showed him the Glock and pointed back down the game trail. "If you do anything but walk down that trail, I'll kill you," Gus said in a flat unemotional voice.
"Where are you taking me?" Barry asked.
"Back to the house to join your friends. The Sheriff should be there by the time we get back." Barry slipped on the muddy game trail and fell down. "Careful now, we wouldn't want you to get hurt," Gus said and helped the man to his feet.
A large white van could be seen parked in front of the house as the two men came down the hill to the back of the house. "Looks like you ride is here," Gus said. He guided Barry into the house and pushed him to the floor next to Jenkins and Joe.
"You didn't bring the body of the fourth man down with you," Sheriff Bradley said. It was a question as well as an observation.
"Nope, he's up on the ridge just off the game trail."
"He should be buried," Bradley suggested.
"If you want him go up the hill and get him; if not....well, the varmints have to eat too." Gus took the cup of coffee Ally offered him. After a few seconds he turned back to Bradley.
"On second thought I don't what his caucus on my property. Loan me a deputy and I'll take the ATV up the hill and bring the body down. But we're gonna need a body bag, he might be getting ripe by now."
"Just give the boys directions and the loan of the ATV and they'll bring him down," Bradley said. "Give me a hand getting these three into the van," he requested.
Freeing their feet, one at a time, but leaving Joe, Jenkins, and Barry's hands secured Gus and Sheriff Bradley took them out to the big Ford cargo van. The only seat was the bench seat across the front of the vehicle. Behind the seat were several tie down points for securing cargo. Bradley handcuffed each man with their hands in front of them and then cut the zip ties. The he secured each man to a different tie down rings with more zip ties, leaving them to sit on the floor of the van the best they could.
"Hey, I can't ride like this," Jenkins complained.
"I could hog tie you again and just toss you in the back if you like," Bradley replied. Jenkins kept quiet after that.
"Where'd you get the van?" Gus asked. "I didn't think Van Buren had more than two or three patrol cars."
"We don't," the Sheriff answered. "After I talked to you I went to the U Haul place and rented this cargo van. Bradley smiled. "It's not like I'm gonna worry about comfort for this bunch."
The two deputies came back down the hill with the body across the front rack of the ATV; it was zipped up in a body bag. They had removed the arrow because they couldn't zip up the bag with it sticking up. They saved the arrow and left it in the bag. Riding the ATV to the back of the van, they opened the two rear doors and lifted their grisly cargo into the freight area. They did take the time and secure the body so it wouldn't move around on the way back to town.
Gus told them that he would take the ATV back to the barn and the deputies climbed into the cab of the van after arguing about who got to ride shotgun. Sheriff Bradley walked over to where Gus was sitting on his ATV.
"Glad you and Ally are okay Gus," Bradley said as he shook Gus' hand. He turned to leave, stopped and turned back to Gus. "Got a question for you though. Gus nodded.
"Those men couldn't have caught you in the woods; you're like a ghost in there. In fact you could have led them around those hills until they walked off their boots." Gus smiled and nodded again. I know you hung around because of Ally and that makes me wonder."
"What do you wonder Sheriff?"
"You stalked those men, walked right up on two of them and they didn't know you were there. Why didn't you kill all of them? I know you've got the stones so why didn't you end it all and kill them?"
Gus draped his right leg across the ATV's tank in front of him and stared across his valley to the woods on the far side for almost 10 seconds. Turning back to Bradley he answered.
"I'm a hunter Sheriff, not an executioner."
 
The End
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Young Jeremiah Santee first heard the term "bastard" when he was eight in 1873.
Early one evening when he was returning to the shack he and his mother shared, carrying food scraps in a bucket from the kitchen of Rosie's Café. Hers was one of the best liked and busiest eateries in El Paso, Texas. Rosie was a big hearted, large woman who had no children of her own and had sort of adopted the boy.
Jeremiah bumped into a man coming out of the saloon. "Little bastard. Watch where you're goin," the man said in an angry voice. He aimed a kick at the boy and it made him angrier when he missed and fell on his backside.
"C'mon Billings, he's just a boy," the man's friend said.
"The law shouldn't let bastard kids like him run around town with decent folk," Billings replied. "You heard the stories about his Ma and that Santee feller." His friend pulled Billings in back into the saloon but not before waving for Jeremiah to leave.
"Ma, what's a bastard," Jeremiah asked when he got to the shack they called home. They were just sitting down for the only full meal they would have that day.
"That's not a nice word Jeremiah." Emily Santee was sure what was coming. "Where did you hear it?"
"I bumped into a man coming out of Thompson's saloon and he called me a bastard. Said the law shouldn't let bastards like me run around town with decent folk." Jeremiah was too young to realize the insult intended by Billings. "What did he mean Ma?"
Emily sighed; she'd hoped that it would be later in Jeremiah's life before he had to face the truth of that derogatory term. She'd decided that if and when that term came up she would be truthful with her son and explain.
"Jeremiah, the word means a person whose parents weren't married."
"So what does that have to do with me?
"Your father and I were sweethearts, I guess you'd say. We planned on getting married after he came back from the war?"
"What war?"
"It was the War Between the States. What some in the South called it the War of Northern Aggression." Emily paused as if she were remembering better times.
"You told me Pa died a hero," Jeremiah said.
"I did, and he was a hero." Emily sighed knowing she'd have to tell the boy the whole story. "Your father, Steven, and I were engaged before he left to fight with the First Virginia Cavalry. He didn't want to marry me until he came back from that damn war. It wasn't until he had been gone for a couple of months that I knew we were going to have you joining us. Jeremiah, he never came back; he was killed in the last battle of the war at a place called Appomattox Courthouse."
"Where's that?"
"It's in Virginia," Emily answered.
"We live in Texas. Why would Pa go to Virginia to fight in the war?"
"Steven was born in Virginia and moved out here with his folks when he was 15." Emily didn't think the boy should know that Steven's parents would have nothing to do with her and Jeremiah. She didn't want her son to know the vile hurtful things Steven's parents had said about her and her son.
When Emily found out she was pregnant, she'd gone to the Santee's. They were less than thrilled that the young woman claimed to be carrying Steven's child. The Santee's called her a tart and a whore and ran her off their ranch.
After Jeremiah was born Emily used Steven's last name for her and her son; she wanted the boy to have his father's name even if they hadn't been legally married. Emily eked out a life for her and Jeremiah. Her parents weren't around to help having died in an Indian raid several years before Jeremiah was born.
Emily Santee wanted Jeremiah to go to school but some of the children were cruel, as only children can be. Some of them repeated things they heard from their parents, teasing and ridiculing Jeremiah until going to school was a torture for the boy. The bullying continued for several weeks and Emily finally allowed Jeremiah to quit going to the school. She taught lessons to him at night after they had supper. He was a smart boy and learned to read, write, and do simple arithmetic quickly.
Jeremiah talked to the owner of the livery stable the day after he stopped going to school; Jeremiah was eight years old but he convinced Sam Moore to hire him. Moore knew the boy's story and felt sorry for him and his mother. He had the boy muck horse stalls, feed the horses, and do clean up chores around the stable. Being the kind of person he was, Sam paid the boy the same as he would a grown man.
He also convinced his sister, who owned the general mercantile to hire Emily as a clerk. Emily and Jeremiah's life was a little easier with the money they were now earning. They were able to move out of the drafty barely standing shack into a small room at Ma Stewart's boarding house. Emily did several chores at the boarding house to help pay their rent.
********************
Jacob Hightower pulled his mount and his pack horse to a stop at the livery stable. Both animals seemed to sigh in gratitude that their journey was over, at least for that day. He slowly stepped down, tied his horses off to the hitching post, put his hands on his lower back and stretched. Jake resembled a big cat in his movements; a mountain lion to be exact.
At 6 feet, Jake was taller than average. His tawny, sandy colored hair was worn long over his ears and covering the collar of his shirts. The mane of hair reminded people of a mountain lions' pelt. He was long, lean and moved with no wasted motion; Jake had an air about him like he was just waiting to spring into action. Add to the picture his unusual yellow flecked, brown eyes and a person could see the resemblance to a mountain lion.
Guess I'm gettin too damned old to take hard riding, he thought; horses are tired too. He chuckled and added, "Hell I'm only 32." Jake, and his animals, had traveled the over 200 miles from Fort Stockton, Texas to El Paso in just over six days. It was early summer and the temperatures during the day in this part of Texas were in the low 90's. There had been what was called a Comanche Moon that gave enough light to ride at night so he could avoid the heat of the day.
Once he left the ranches and farms around Fort Stockton, the country was a hard unforgiving desert with only a few trees, mostly Mesquite with a few Palo Verde here and there, and damn few waterholes. Creosote bushes, scrub brush, and tumble weeds were the only other vegetation.
Jake rode from dusk until midday the next day and rested the horses until dusk that evening. He'd make camp, feed and water the horses, and sometimes light a fire to make coffee. His food consisted mostly of beans and bacon with a few pieces of jerky thrown in. The tumbleweeds came in handy for fires, providing just enough flame to cook coffee and heat beans.
Gathering tumbleweeds for his fire, the second day out from Fort Stockton, Jake laughed. "Me and the tumbleweeds are alike. We blow around all over; never resting in one place too much."
Jake's trail cut the Rio Grande and his trek became a little easier. Along that border between the U.S. and Mexico it was a mite cooler because of the river and the cottonwood trees that grew along its banks. Twice during his journey, Jake had to run his horses to avoid groups of bandits and thieves that preyed on travelers along both sides the river.
It wasn't cowardice that made him run. "No need to get into a gun battle unless I have to," Jake said aloud after outdistancing one gang.
In any case, Jake was glad when he rode into El Paso.
********************
Jake had started his trek in St. Louis where he'd met with a representative of a manufacturing company headquartered in Hartford, Connecticut. Jake had just resigned as a deputy county sheriff in Fort Smith, Arkansas when he saw an item in the weekly newspaper. The article was from the Colt Firearms Manufacturing Company and they wanted to hire men familiar with firearms as traveling salesmen. He sent a telegram and a meeting was arranged in St. Louis. Jake traveled by train to that city on the banks of the Mighty Mississippi and had two interviews with the company representative. The first interview took about an hour and consisted showing the company man how well Jake could handle both pistols and rifles; the man was very impressed with Jake's skill.
Jake's experience with firearms, both pistols and rifles, came while serving as a Captain with Major General George Custer's cavalry in the War Between the States. It gave him plenty of practice as he was with Custer for four years. He carried and used a Remington New Army 1858 .44 hand gun and a Henry repeating rifle of the same caliber while with Custer.
His last battle had been when Custer's command attacked a Confederate supply train at Appomattox Station on April 8th, 1865. The next morning General Robert E. Lee fought an early morning battle at the town of Appomattox Courthouse. The Union forces kept his army from advancing to Lynchburg to resupply. It was the final battle of the war; Lee surrendered the evening of April 9th.
After Lee's surrender, Jake stayed with Custer for a couple of months. He'd thought about making a career out of the cavalry but the peace time Union army wouldn't be maintained at war time levels. A lot of the soldiers would be mustered out. There was a glut of men vying for the positions of officers; this was true of the enlisted ranks also.
Many of the men who had been promoted during the war were returned to their previous rank; some Generals reverted to Colonels, Colonels to Majors and on down the line. Even some of the Lieutenants and Captains were now back to being Sergeants. The ones who kept their ranks had been in the army before the war began.
Jake had a fine record serving with Custer and knew he could stay in the army, but he would probably be demoted to Lieutenant or even Sergeant. It wasn't pride that made him decide to leave; he just didn't want to be under the command of some know nothing, politically appointed officer. Jake had seen what poor officers some of those men were and how they endangered the men under their command. It'd be better to find my own way, he decided.
After leaving the army, Jake visited a few cousins and such that still lived in his home state of Missouri. He was there for almost a month before moving on. Jake had worked as a cattle drover, stage coach guard, wrangler and lawman for six years before going to work for Colt Firearms in the spring of '72.
Colt Firearms Manufacturing Company made him a salesman after the first interview. Jake was asked to show his proficiency with pistols; his years as a lawman in Fort Smith stood him in good stead. He was a very accurate shot and faster than most men on the draw, which he needed as a deputy sheriff; although he usually carried a 10 gauge, short double barrel shotgun called a coach gun. His skills with weapons were necessary for him stay alive in that dangerous profession in the dangerous town of Fort Smith.
The second interview was a bit longer. Jake was told of his duties, how he would demonstrate the new Colt Peacemaker and take orders for the weapon as well as other Colt products. Each man hired would have a sales territory and his district would include south western Arkansas from Little Rock as far west as Fort Worth and north to Fort Smith.
When he took the job with Colt, Jake packed his beloved Remington in his saddle bags; he refused to totally give up what he considered an old friend. The Colt is a fine weapon and I don't have a problem selling it, but my .44 has been with me for a long time, he thought. It saved my life more than once and I wouldn't feel right letting it go.
********************
Been just over three years now, Jake thought as he looked around for someone to talk to about boarding his horses. And now I'm setting up a new sales area in the Southwest; mainly the far reaches of west Texas and on into New Mexico and Arizona.
It's a good life if you don't mind not being in one place for very long, he continued his thoughts. Three weeks earlier, Jake had taken a train with his new samples, from St. Louis to San Antonio. From there he'd taken a series of stagecoaches to Fort Stockton where he'd bought his two horses and made the ride to El Paso.
Time to rest a bit before I start setting up the new sales route, he said to himself. Jake looked toward the big double door entry to the stable as a young boy of about 10 came out. The boy saw Jake and walked over to him.
"Want to stable your horses Mister?"
"Yes I do son. Can you help me with that?"
"Sure," the boy answered. "It'll be a dollar a day for both your animals. How long you gonna leave them here?" Before Jake could answer the boy said, "Six dollars for the week."
"I plan on being in town for about ten days. What kind of deal can I get?"
The boy thought for a few seconds and answered, "How about nine dollars for ten days?"
Jake smiled at the boy's horse trading. "Don't sound like much of a deal son. Would you take seven dollars?"
The boy thought again. "No sir, but we'd take eight."
Nodding his head, Jake replied, "We got a deal then." He stuck out his hand and shook hands with the boy.
They led the horses into the open area in the center of the stable. Stalls lined both walls and a few had other horses in them. As Jake unsaddled his mount he grinned and admitted to the boy, "I would have paid nine dollars."
"I would have taken seven," the boy responded and returned the grin. "I'll feed your horses an oat mash every morning, give em fresh hay every day, and make sure they're watered. We'll let em out into the corral so's they can stretch their legs. I'll take good care of them Mister."
"Name's Jake Hightower," he said.
"I'm Jeremiah," the youngster replied. Jake and Jeremiah shook hands again.
The boy led the saddle horse into a stall with fresh straw on the floor. He took a measure of oats and put it in the feed box at the back of the stall. Coming back to the center space, he looked at the pack animal.
"Best get your boss or a man to help unload the panniers," Jake suggested. He knew that each pannier carried 75 pounds of guns, ammunition, and the other products that he sold.
"I can help you with them Mister," the boy offered.
"You're a bit short on one end Jeremiah, they're pretty heavy."
"Help you get them down for 50 cents," Jeremiah offered.
"All right son, but if I have to tote the whole load you get nothing. Deal?" Jake and the boy shook hands again.
Jeremiah took the lead rope and guided the pack horse over to one end of the stable. He took a hook off a peg on the wall that had a rope tied to it. Jeremiah attached the hook to an end of a one of the panniers. He motioned for Jake to grab the other end and started hauling on the rope.
"Tote your end," Jeremiah said.
Looking up, Jake saw that the rope ran through a block and tackle that was fastened to a thick log beam that ran across the stable just under the roof line. He realized that he could have unloaded the pack animal all by himself using the pulley system. Jake smiled in admiration at Jeremiah's way of making extra money. The boy is a born salesman, he thought.
"Do you have someplace safe I can store these?" Jake asked. "Wouldn't like them to be broke into or stolen."
"Got a tack room over there," Jeremiah answered and pointed. "It's got a big ole lock on it."
"Sounds good to me." Jake and the boy half carried and pushed the panniers into the tack room.
Pushing the door to, Jeremiah put a big lock through hasp and closed it. He handed a key over and said, "Wells Fargo uses that type of lock for their strong boxes; it oughta hold. There's only two keys. Mr. Moore has the other one." He smiled and added, "That'll be another dollar a day."
"I'm all ready paying you eight dollars," Jake objected while trying to hide a grin.
"That eight dollars is for your horses," Jeremiah said. "Ifin you want us to guard your gear it's a dollar a day for the two panniers." The boy paused and then said, "Tell you what, I'll make you the same deal as I did for the horses; nine dollars for use of the tack room for ten days."
Jake took a $20.00 gold Double Eagle and two one dollar coins out of his vest pocket. He tossed them to Jeremiah. "It's eighteen dollars for the horses and there's an extra four dollars. I expect the horses to be curried and brushed at least three times while they're here."
Jeremiah nodded and then helped Jake take the pack frame off his horse. The boy led the pack animal into the stall next to the saddle horse; again putting a measure of oats into the feed bin. Jeremiah was curious about what the two panniers carried but decided it weren't none of his business. I reckon if Mr. Hightower wants me to know, he'll tell me, Jeremiah thought.
"There a good place to stay while I'm in town?" Jake asked. "Somewhere close to the livery." He grinned at the boy and asked, "You gonna charge me for that information too?"
"No Mr. Hightower," Jeremiah replied.
"Since we're doing business together, Jake's close enough son."
"Yes sir. Well, one place is the hotel that's south of here at the end of the street, but they're real proud of their rooms."
"Proud of their rooms?"
"Yes sir Jake, they charge upwards of two dollars a day for a room."
"You said one place, is there somewhere else?"
"Yes sir. You could stay at Ma Stewart's boarding house. She charges the same as the hotel but you get two meals a day and it's real quiet. Ma Stewart don't allow drinkin or loud behavior at her place."
"Okay, you sold me. Which way is the boarding house?"
Jake followed the boy as he stepped outside. "It's that big white house there," Jeremiah replied and pointed to a house about two hundred feet north of the livery.
Picking up his saddlebags, Jake nodded at the boy and walked to the house Jeremiah had pointed out. The large home could have been a hotel. Two stories, painted white with dark green trim on the windows, doors and shutters it stood out from the rest of the homes and buildings along Front Street. The house had a porch on the ground floor that wrapped around three sides of the building with a balcony across the front on the second story.
"Pretty fancy for a boarding house," Jake said as he rang the pull bell at the front door.
"May I help you?" It was a big woman who had answered the door.
She's big not fat, Jake thought. "Miss Stewart? I'm Jake Hightower and I was hoping you might have room for another boarder. The hand at the livery said I'd like your place better than the hotel."
"Come in Mr. Hightower," she replied and motioned him into the house.
The entryway had a high ceiling and was a large space with a wide wooden staircase leading up to the second story. You could see a railing around the second floor and there were several doors around the three sides of the walkway that opened on to it. On the left of the entry were two doors opening onto what Jake would have called a parlor and a formal living room. On the right side there were also two doors; one led into the kitchen and the other into a dining room. The dining room had a very large table with two men sitting around it waiting for supper.
"It's Mrs. Stewart, Amada Stewart. I'm a widow." Amada studied Jake for several seconds, long enough that he became a little uneasy. "You're just in time for supper," she said. "Toss your bags on the bench there and hang your gun belt and hat on the coat rack. If you've a mind there's a place out the back to clean up. You can go through the kitchen. Come to the table when you're ready; I'll hold supper for you. "



"Yes ma'am," Jake answered. The statement about cleaning up was more like an order than an invitation or suggestion. He dropped his bags on the bench and took off his hat, putting it on the rack. Jake hesitated before undoing his gun belt but finally hung it on the rack too. First time I've had it off since Fort Stockton, he thought. He hurried through the kitchen to the back stoop and quickly washed his face and hands using the pump which sat on a large table. "Place reminds me of a southern plantation house," Jake said softly to himself.
As he returned through the kitchen he watched as Mrs. Stewart and a younger woman fussed around getting the food ready to serve. Jake smiled to himself at the difference between the two women. Amada Stewart was about 5 feet 4 and almost as big around as she was tall.
Jake guessed her age between 50 and 70; it was hard to judge a person's age when they lived in the harsh west Texas weather. If she'd spent a lot of time working outside she could be years younger than she looked. Her gray streaked chestnut colored hair was drawn back into a bun. Amanda moved with the grace of a woman much smaller and the economy of someone who had done this job innumerable times.
The other woman was much younger; Jake judged her to be about 25. She was slender but from the way she carried the different pots, skillets, and large serving bowls she was strong. If she was a man you'd call her wiry, he thought. When she turned toward him, Jake saw a pair of cornflower blue eyes to go with the strawberry blond hair.
"This is Emily Santee Mr. Hightower." Ma Stewart said. "Emily this is Jake Hightower; our new boarder."
The young woman nodded at Jake and returned to getting supper ready for the table. He returned the nod and watched her for a few more seconds before he headed toward the dining room. Fine looking woman, he thought as he took a seat at the table with the other guests.
The dining room table was carved wood and very large; it could seat twelve comfortably. The table, its matching chairs and a six foot long sideboard with a granite top were pretty much the only furnishings. Large floor to ceiling windows gave light during the day and there were several coal oil lamps hanging on the walls to provide light for the evening meal.
"Howdy," greeted one of the men at the table as Jake sat down. "Name's Jim Bishop and this is Enrique De La Vega," he said motioning to the other man.
"Jake Hightower. Good to meet you Mr. Bishop, Senor De La Vega."
"What brings you to El Paso, if you don't mind my askin," Bishop said.
"Don't mind at all," Jake replied. "I'm setting up a trade route and going to use El Paso as my base."
"You're a salesman then," De La Vega offered in slightly accented English.
"Yep, that's me, just a traveling drummer."
Ma Stewart and Emily came through the swinging door that led to the kitchen with their arms and hands full large serving bowls and a big platter of fried chicken. They set the feast on the table but neither Bishop nor De La Vega reached for the food. Jake also held back to see what was proper.
When the ladies had finished serving and sat down, Ma Stewart bowed her head and said Grace. "Gentlemen, supper is served," she said after her Amen.
"I sell ladies notions and supplies to general stores across west Texas," Bishop said. "Enrique there raises and trades horses. His ranch is just south of Juarez."
Jake nodded and said, "Like to look at your stock Senor De La Vega. Gonna need a good saddle horse; the one I have is a decent mount but I want something special."
"I would be happy to show you what I have at your convenience Senor Hightower." De La Vega somehow managed to bow while sitting down.
"What's you line Mr. Hightower?" Bishop asked.
"I work for Colt Firearms," Jake replied.
Bishop nodded toward the rack where Jake had hung his gun belt. "Thought that was a mighty fancy rig for a cowboy," he said.
Jake smiled. "Yes sir, that gun's special. Got to have something to show to customers, don't you know? If you like, after supper I'd be happy to show it to you and Senor De La Vega. Who knows? You might be my first sale in the new territory."
"Enough talk of guns gentlemen," Ma Stewart ordered. "Now y'all eat before it gets cold."
After everyone had served themselves, Emily took the bowls and platters of food off the table; putting them on the side board. Anyone that wanted seconds would go to the sideboard to refill their plate. Just as Jake picked up a drumstick, a whirling dervish came charging through the swinging door from the kitchen.
"Sorry I'm late Ma, Aunt Amanda," Jeremiah said. His face was damp and his hair was slicked back from washing up. He wiped his not quite dry hands on his breeches as he came to the table. "Mr. Moore just got back and I had a customer come in and I had to take care of his horses."
Jeremiah looked up and saw the customer he'd talked about. "Hi Jake, see you took my advice."
"Howdy Jeremiah. Yes I did and from the looks of this supper it was the right thing to do." So Mrs. Santee is the boy's mother, he thought. I wonder where Mr. Santee is.
Jeremiah walked over, kissed his mother's cheek and handed her several coins; Jake saw a ten dollar gold piece among them. "Mr. Moore gave me my wages from last week," he explained.
Emily looked at the coins in her hand and smiled. "You had a very good week; I'm proud of you." She motioned toward Jake and said, "But I think you should address him as Mr. Hightower; I've taught you to respect your elders."
"Mrs. Santee, if I may?" Jake offered. "Jeremiah and I have done business together and will probably do more. Your son is a first rate trader and I like to use given names with the men I've learned to respect. So if you don't mind, I'd be proud for the boy to call me by my given name."
Emily looked at Jake for a few seconds and then she smiled. "Well, I suppose it would be fine. Thank you Mr. Hightower."
Same applies to you ma'am, Jake added silently to himself.
After supper Bishop, De La Vega, and Jake stepped out onto the front porch for a cigar; Jake took his gun belt with him. Jeremiah had started to follow but his mother reminded him that he had lessons to work on.
"Aw Ma," he complained. "I already know how to read and do my sums. I want to see Jake's pistol."
Grinning, Emily lightly swatted Jeremiah on the rump. "Go do your lessons." The boy walked slowly to the bedroom he and his mother shared, like the weight of the world was on his shoulders.
"It's a Colt Single Action Army .45, better known as a Peacemaker," Jake said as he pulled the pistol from its holster. He quickly unloaded the pistol and handed it to Bishop. The drummer nodded and passed it on to De La Vega; it was obvious that Bishop wasn't really comfortable with fire arms. De La Vega on the other hand looked like he was familiar with pistols. He worked the action and tested the trigger pull without dry firing the weapon.
Jake smiled to himself at the differences between Bishop and De La Vega. Bishop looks to be about 40, Jake thought. The salesman was just 2 inches over 5 feet. The best way to describe his body was to call him round. His hair consisted of a fringe of salt and pepper that surrounded the bald crown of his head.
In spite of his grandfatherly appearance he wasn't soft. The way Bishop held himself, the way he talked and the short almost jerky gestures showed that this was a man that had seen the "bear" on more than one occasion.
Turning his attention he De La Vega, Jake saw the perfect example of a Spanish aristocrat. He doesn't look to be but a few years older than me, Jake thought. That is until you see his eyes; those eyes have also seen the "bear" and dealt with it.
De La Vega was an inch or so taller than Jake with a whip cord slim build. His hair was black as the night and he wore a pencil thin mustache that almost gave him a sinister look . The experienced looking eyes were surprising in that they were a light gray. Jake learned later they were a gift from his Anglo grandmother.
His natural light brown complexion had been darkened by the many years working out in the weather. His movements were easy and fluid giving the man a grace not matched by many in this part of Texas. The manner of his speech was polite and showed his education. Man's more than a simple ranch owner, Jake finished his thought.
"This one has a 5 and a half inch barrel and a nickel finish for show," Jake told them. "You can also get it in 4 ½ and 7 ½ inch barrel lengths and in a blued finish."
"I don't know all that much about hand guns," Bishop said. "But isn't that barrel a bit short for everyday carry?"
Jake smiled. "I need to show my customers how fast you can get the Colt out of the holster and its accuracy."
"You're a gun hand then?" Bishop asked.
"I guess you could say that," Jake answered with a frown. "I was a deputy sheriff in Fort Smith so I had to know how to handle a gun." With a sad smile and a grimace he added, "Fort Smith had a nick name of "Hell on the Border" that it earned during and just following the Civil War."
His thoughts drifted back to the events that caused him to leave Fort Smith. A rancher and his five hands had just finished a cattle drive and as usual the cowboys were celebrating in a local saloon. The saloon keeper sent his swamper to get the deputy because the cowhands had gotten a bit too rowdy. They began shooting at the spittoons on the floor in front of the bar. The men also shot at the piano over the piano player's shoulders; encouraging him to play faster and better.
Jake was on duty that night and hurried to the saloon. He didn't really expect too much trouble; usually the appearance of the Sheriff or a Deputy was enough to calm men down. This time it wasn't.
Walking into the saloon, Jake saw two men lining up their pistols to shoot at the piano; the other three men he'd been told about were nowhere in sight. "I think you've had about enough fun boys. Holster your guns," Jake ordered in a commanding voice.
Both men turned. "It's the law," one of them said.
"So what," his companion replied. "I don't intend for some two bit deputy to stop my fun."
Jake stood with his 10 gauge coach gun propped on his hip. "Holster your guns," he ordered again.
The men were standing with their arms at their sides; each man holding a gun. One man, followed by the other, raised their weapons toward Jake. The men were not gunfighters and extended their guns at arm's length to shoot instead of firing from the hip. Jake dropped the barrel of his shotgun toward the men and fired. The shotgun jumped in his hands as he fired both barrels and the two cowboys went down.
"You son of a bitch," Jake heard from behind the bar just before a bullet hit him creasing his side and turned him toward the bar; another bullet narrowly missed him. He saw two more of the cowhands standing behind the bar with their pistols pointed at him.
Jake dropped the shotgun and drew his Remington .44, firing as it cleared the holster. Both men went down and a third head rose from its hiding place behind the bar. The young man had his weapon raised but not pointed at Jake.
"Don't do it son," Jake said. "Put the gun on the bar and step back."
The youngster looked at his four friends and then back at Jake. "You killed them," he said in surprise.
"They didn't give me any choice son. Don't you make the same mistake. Put the gun down."
The boy looked again at his friends and screamed. He brought his pistol up and toward Jake. "Don't," yelled Jake and when the boy didn't stop, Jake's Remington roared again. The young man fell to join his companions on the floor.
Jake checked on the men, kicking away their weapons. When he came to the youngster, a sadness came over him. The boy had been hit in the chest and there was no doubt that he was dead.
"Damn kid can't be more than 16," he said, more to himself than to anyone else.
Jake had the bartender send for the undertaker. He stopped at the doctor's to have his wound cleaned and bandaged. The doctor wanted Jake to stay at his office for a while, just to be on the safe side.
"Hell Doc, I've cut myself worse shavin," Jake insisted and went back to his own office.
The next morning when Sheriff Timmons came in, Jake handed him his deputy's star. "I'm done Tom," he told his boss. "I killed a 16 year old boy last night."
"From what I heard, the boy didn't give you a choice Jake. You had to protect yourself; nothing else you could do."
"I could have shot him in the shoulder when he popped up from behind the bar with that gun in his hand. He would have been messed up some but at least he'd still be alive." Jake walked toward the door. "See you around Tom."
Two weeks later, Jake saw the advertisement in the paper and sent a telegram to the Colt Firearms Manufacturing Company.
********************
"I think I would like to see the pistol in action," De La Vega said. "Perhaps when you look at my horses you could show me." His words brought Jake back to the present. The Mexican smiled and added, "If I buy one I will be the envy of my men and my neighbors."
Jake smiled to himself. Got my first customer before I even got started in the new territory, he thought. He and De La Vega talked about price and when the delivery of his gun could be expected. Customers would have to wait for their purchase to be shipped from the factory in Connecticut; Jake didn't part with his samples nor the gun he carried.
"At your convenience Senor De La Vega."
"I am returning to my hacienda tomorrow Senor Hightower; you are welcome to ride with me. My estancia is just across the border in Zaragoza; it is an easy morning's ride. "
"It would be my pleasure Senor; I'll meet you at the livery at first light."
To Be Continued
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Chapter Two
Jake was at the stable at 6 AM. He saddled his horse and going to the locked tack room got two additional pistols and a three of boxes of 45 caliber shells to take with him. Two of the weapons had the 7 ½ barrel and one was in the five inch style. The shorter pistol and one of the longer ones were blued and the other 7 ½ was nickel.
He packed the extra pistols in his saddlebags. Gonna need the extras cause De La Vega and maybe some of his men will want to shoot the Colts, he thought. And no one but me shoots my gun. Shortly Senor De La Vega joined Jake and they rode out of El Paso by 6:30 on a sunny morning.
"We will take the road along the Rio Grande and stay on the American side," De La Vega told Jake as they rode. "The river makes a bend and it would be a shorter trip if we cut across through Mexico, but we will take the river road on the American side."
"Why ride the long way around Senor?"
"There are banditos all along northern Mexico near the borders. There is no need to face them to save a few miles."
"I understand," Jake replied. "I ran into a few on my way to El Paso."
The land they rode through was mostly level but with a slope up from the Rio Grande. Close to the river it was lush with tall reeds at the water's edge and cottonwood trees lining the bank, but higher up the grade it was desert like with mesquite, palo verde, and several types of cactus. The areas between the cottonwoods were covered in a coarse grass which made it good land for grazing stock.
It was early summer and the west Texas heat was still a month or so away. It was pleasant riding near the Rio Grande but later in the year the sun would begin to bake the desert like areas on each side of the river. They crossed the river and as they rode away from the life giving water, the trail began to wind through some small rises and hills. The vegetation had abruptly changed to the desert plants.
At the two hour mark Jake asked, "When will we get to your estancia?"
"We have been on my land for the last 20 minutes," De La Vega answered. "You can see my hacienda from that rise," he added and turned his horse off the trail and toward the small hill. Stopping at the crest of the rise he pointed. "There is the hacienda. We'll be there in within an hour Senor Hightower."
On the horizon Jake could barely see a bump that must be the ranch house. "That's got to be another 10 miles or so," he said. "How big is your estancia?"
"It runs along the Rio Grande and eastward for many miles," De La Vega replied. "I have title to 4100 hectares; that's about ten thousand of your acres." Pointing to a large green lush area surrounding the house, De La Vega explained, "The hacienda was built over a deep water spring called Aqua de Dios. That means..."
"Water from God," Jake translated.
Pointing to the abundant green areas, De La Vega explained, "We enclosed the spring with a wall and use a bucket to get water for the hacienda, much like a well. The runoff from the spring is diverted into underground channels that are used to irrigate the gardens. We grow many things and only buy supplies such as flour, grain, and other staples from the mercantile."
The men sat and looked over the land for a few minutes, giving their horses a breather. De La Vega led the way down the far side of the hill back to the trail. Three men rode from behind another hill and blocked the trail so De La Vega and Jake had to pull up.
Jake had a habit of riding with his right hand close to his pistol. Before stopping his horse, he slipped the safety strap loose to free his weapon. Then he sat with his right hand on his thigh, just in front of his holstered Colt.
"We want our money De La Vega," one of the men yelled across the 30 feet that separated the two groups. He was speaking Spanish but Jake understood him. Jake had learned "Mex", as they called it in Texas, over the three years he'd done business in east Texas.
"I owe you nothing Juan," De La Vega replied. "Nor you Neto and Carlos."
"We're due our wages for last month."
"The money you got from the cattle you stole was more than your wages. Ten head wasn't it? Consider yourselves fortunate that I did not have you jailed." De La Vega slowly moved his hand toward his pistol.
"They hang rustlers in East Texas," Jake offered. "Don't reckon it's much different around here."
"This is none of you business Senor," Juan said. "It would be best if you stayed out of it."
"You made it my business when you blocked my trail," Jake replied.
"They also hang rustlers in this country Senor Hightower," De La Vega said. He spit toward the three men. "But you three weren't worth the trouble at the time. Perhaps I should reconsider."
Juan screamed his anger and pulled a pistol. Before he got the weapon clear of the holster, Jake's Colt barked and the man fell from his horse holding his shoulder. Neto wasn't as lucky; he went down as Jake stopped him as he tried to bring his rifle to bear. The man was dead before he hit the ground. Carlos raised his hands into the air.
"Madre Dios," he yelled as De La Vega pointed his pistol at Carlos. "Don't kill me."
"Get your friends and get off my land," De La Vega ordered.
Carlos dismounted, helped Juan back onto his horse and draped Neto across his saddle. He rode away leading the other two horses and glancing over his shoulder to make sure De La Vega and the gringo didn't shoot him in the back.
Jake waited until Carlos was over a hundred yards away before reloading his Colt. "Reckon we can go see your horses now Senor De La Vega and I'll give you a demonstration of the Colt."
"I believe you should call me Enrique after our little adventure together and I shall call you Jake." De La Vega smiled and added, "And I've already seen what your fine pistol can do. You are very fast."
"Hit that fellar Juan just where I wanted to," Jake said. "But I've got to admit the second man hurried me a mite; didn't have time to place my shot."
"That speed must have come in handy in face offs while you were Deputy Sheriff," Enrique remarked.
Jake shook his head. "Truth is most times men shoot from behind cover or try to get around behind you. That stuff about showdowns at high noon is hogwash. The dime novels make up those stories to sell magazines. Don't usually happen that way."
"Never the less, you are very skilled Jake," Enrique replied.
It was just over an hour later that the two men pulled their horses to a stop in front of the hacienda. Before either man could dismount a groom came to take the mounts. Enrique motioned Jake through the gate leading into the house.
"Come, we will have something to eat and then I will show you the horses I have for sale. Take care of the horses please Juanito," Enrique asked.
Jake followed his host through a court yard with a garden of flowers to the rear section of the house. The hacienda surrounded the court yard on three sides. The thick adobe walls of the building gave the interior court yard cool relief from the very warm spring weather. In the corner, next to the rear wall, there was a well with built up rock sides and a bucket hanging over the opening.
As Enrique and Jake entered the house, a young man brought a wash bowl, a pitcher of water, and two towels so that Jake and Enrique could clean the trail dust off their face and hands. Washed and refreshed the men entered a large dining room. The same young man and a young woman served the food when the men sat at the huge dining room table. After the meal, Jake showed Enrique the three pistols he'd brought with him.
"I think I would like the long barrel one with the nickel finish," Enrique said.
"That pistol is $50," Jake said. "I will telegraph your order as soon as I get back to El Paso."
"Perhaps the type of mount you're looking for will be here Jake." Enrique asked as they walked to the corrals that joined the stables. There were ten horses in the fenced area.
Jake perched on the top rail of one of the corrals and looked over the horses for sale. He listened as Enrique talked about each of the animals; praising their strengths and being honest about any short comings. After several minutes, Jake had sort of decided to look closer at two of the horses. He was sure they were good animals but they really didn't reach out and grab him. Hell, I'm looking for a good saddle horse not a thoroughbred, he thought.
A big horse charged out of the stable door with a groom following him and losing ground. "Stop him," the stable hand yelled as he tried to grab a rope trailing from the horse's halter. Jake jumped off the rail and stepped in front of the charging horse, catching the lead rope. The stallion reared up on his hind legs and got ready to attack this latest obstacle to his running.
"Easy, easy," Jake said in a low soothing voice. Talking softly, he was able to walk a step at a time up to the horse's head. He slowly held out his hand so the animal could get his scent. The animal tossed its head a couple of times and then extended his nose to smell the human that had stopped his getaway. Jake continued to talk and was able to stroke the horse's nose, forehead and scratch its ears. As he calmed the animal he took a closer look at this whirling dervish.
The horse's coat was a deep black, gleaming in the sun. Its mane and tail were thick and full; flowing and longer than the average horse. The animal was about 16 hands at the shoulder and was strongly built and compact. Its neck was long and broad, the chest was massive and the hindquarters were strong. The big black had an air of elegance as if the hoopla surrounding him were nothing.
"Bet you could run all day and most of the night," Jake said in admiration as he stroked the horse's neck.
The stable hand finally struggled up to Jake and the horse. "Diablo negro," the man said in anger and reached for the lead rope. "Wait until I get you back in the stall."
Jake pushed the hand away and glared at the groom. "You're not a black devil are you fellar," he said to the horse and led him to the corral.
"Enrique, pardon me for intruding but I don't believe this horse should be punished for just being a horse," Jake said. Pointing to some marks across the animal's rump he continued, "Those are whip marks; the horse was just trying to get away from a bad situation."
"Diego, have you been whipping this horse?" Enrique asked the groom in an angry tone.
"Patron, it was necessary. The animal is very head strong and must be made to do as he is ordered." There was no apology in the man's voice.
"I've warned you before Diego; I do not want my horses to be beaten while you are training them."
"I have broken many horses Senor. I know my job and will do it as I see fit."
"Then do your job on another estancia Diego. You are dismissed," Enrique said with a grim smile. "I will be back at the hacienda shortly to pay what you are owed. You can pack your things while you wait for me."
Diego had a look disbelief on his face that plainly asked how dare anyone tell him how to do his work? He stomped off toward the bunk house; muttering what Jake was sure wasn't kind things about the Patron.
"I'm sorry Enrique," Jake offered. "Didn't mean to cause a problem."
"No, no Jake. This has been coming for a while. Diego and I disagree about horses. He believes you must break an animal but I think you must train them; almost like children." Enrique smiled. "And since I am El Jefe, my way is the way it will be done."
"This is a beautiful animal," Jake said as he tied the lead rope to the top rail of the corral.
"Yes he is. He is an Andalusian pure bred. His sire and dame were brought to this country from Spain. I bought him in California last year." Shaking his head Enrique continued, "I may have wasted my money though. He is very high spirited and hard to train."
Jake was still stroking the big black horse. He carefully ran his hand over the horse's chest, withers, and over the rump. Jake also looked at the legs and hoofs. This is a strong animal, he thought.
"Come Jake, I will show you some other horses I have for sale," Enrique said and started to walk away from the corral.
"I've found the animal I want Senor," Jake replied. He placed his hand on the Andalusia's neck and leaned against its shoulder. The horse nickered and lean back into Jake. "That is if I can afford him," Jake added.
"You are a good judge of horse flesh Jake. If you can train him he will be an excellent mount." Enrique looked thoughtful for a minute. "I am in your debt so I will make you a present of the Andalusia."
"Thank you but no Enrique. I could not accept. This horse has to be worth $600 or more."
Thinking for several seconds, Enrique smiled. "As your country men would say, I'll tell you what I'm going to do." Jake smiled at the salesman's comment. "I will take your horse in trade for the Black. In addition, I will take one of those fine pistols of yours and $200. You may pay the $200 at your connivance."
Jake started to object but just then the horse pushed its head into Jake's hands, wanting him to continue scratching its forehead. Whispering into the big black's ears, Jake asked, "You going to let me train you big fella?"
"I'll take your generous offer Enrique," Jake said and extended his hand to shake on the deal. "And gracias."
"Perhaps you should stay here at the estancia for a few days so that you two can get to know each other," Enrique suggested pointing at the horse and Jake.
Jake thought for a minute as he stroked the horse's neck. "I think that is a good idea. Thank you for your hospitality."
********************
"So you are leaving us this morning," Enrique said as Jake saddle the Andalusia.
The afternoon that he arrived and for the next two days, Jake had been with his horse almost constantly. He used the gentling tactics he'd learned as a boy to gain the trust of the big black. Jake slowly introduced his horse to a saddle and a bit and got the animal used to the weight and feel of the saddle on his back. He finally mounted and rode the horse on the third evening of training; first around the corral and then for a short distance from the hacienda.
"Yep, it's time for me and Viajero to head back to El Paso," Jack answered.
"You told me you had named your horse. But why El Viajero?"
"Viajero is Mexican for Traveler," Jake replied. "And that's what we're gonna be doing; traveling from town to town."
"I understand," Enrique said. "It's a meaningful name." After Jake mounted Enrique shook hands with him. "You and Viajero are always welcome at the estancia. Vaya con Dios."
********************
Although the trip back to El Paso normally would have taken only till midday, Jake and Viajero didn't stop in front of the stable until just before dusk. Jake had stopped several times along the trail to continue training his horse. He began to teach the horse to neck rein, react to knee pressure and the shifting of Jake's weight in the saddle and different gaits; especially the canter.
Feeling the way Viajero moved, Jake knew the horse could go all day at a canter. All during the training he talked to the big horse. After moving at a canter for a couple of hours, Viajero fought Jake a little at the slow gait. Jake smiled and few miles from El Paso, he let the horse have his head.
The big black horse stretched his neck out and ran. Jake knew the horse was powerful but he was surprised at the speed of the gallop. As they came into the edge of town, Jake pulled Viajero down to a fast walk. He patted the horse's neck and calmed him down after the run across the desert.
"Take it easy Via," Jake said in a soothing voice. Although the weather was still less hot than it would be later in the summer, it was still very warm. Via's coat was covered with sweat and trail dust.
"Hi Jake," Jeremiah said as he ran out of the stable. Jeremiah's eyes opened wide and he stopped. "You got a new horse," he exclaimed.
"Howdy Jeremiah. Yep, sure did. This is Viajero," Jake replied as he stroked the horse's neck. "I call him Via for short." He followed the boy into the stable and put Viajero into a stall next to his pack horse and unsaddled his mount. Motioning to Jeremiah he said, "Come say hello."
"Wait," Jeremiah said and went into the office. He returned with an apple. Jeremiah offered Via part of the apple. Sniffing at the offered treat, Via picked the apple from the boy's palm. Jake and Jeremiah brushed and cleaned the trail dust off the horse then left for Ma Stewart's boarding house.
"Ma, look who's back," Jeremiah said as he and Jake walked into the dining room.
Emily was putting the serving dishes on the sideboard and turned as she heard Jake make his way into the dining room. "Welcome back Mr. Hightower," she said with a smile and pointed to a place at the table. "You're just in time for supper."
Mrs. Stewart came from the kitchen. "I've held your room for you Mr. Hightower."
"Thank you ma'am. I'll pay for the days you held it."
"No need; Mr. Bishop is the only other guest."
"Howdy Mr. Bishop," Jake said to the salesmen. Bishop had a mouth full of food; he just waved and nodded.
Emily quickly put two pork chops, a piece of corn on the cob, and a large serving of mashed potatoes and gravy on a plate and brought it to the table. "You must be hungry after your long ride," she offered as she sat the plate in front of Jake.
He nodded and she sat down across the table from him and watched him eat. Mrs. Stewart watched Emily watching Jake and smiled. Young man has made an impression on the girl, Stewart thought.
"Hi Ma, hi Aunt Amanda. Would have been here sooner but Jake came in with his new horse." The boy had washed up outback and as with most boys, his hands were still wet and he dried them on his pants as he came into the dining room. The boy hurriedly filled a plate and sat down. "You should see Jake's new horse Ma. He's really something."
"What are you gonna do now Jake?" Jeremiah asked.
"Jeremiah!" Emily protested. "Mr. Hightower's business is his own."
"It's fine Mrs. Santee. Jeremiah and I are business partners in a way." Looking at the boy, who had a big smile on his face, he said, "Reckon I'll set up a place here in town that I can use to get deliveries from the factory; probably the general mercantile. Then I'll start riding my new route, demonstrating and selling the Colts."
"Where will you go Mr. Hightower?" Emily asked. She was impressed and interested in this well spoken man and didn't realize she was being nosey just like Jeremiah.
"I'll head over to Santa Theresa, then up to Canutillo, and on up to Las Cruces." He did some quick addition in his head. "That's close to 60 miles one way. On later trips, I may head on over to Deming; it's a bigger town. Should get more customers there. Might head over to Fort Bliss," he added with a smile. "This first trip should put me back in three weeks or so."
Jake looked at Mrs. Stewart. "Like to stay here when I come back Mrs. Stewart. If that suits you ma'am."
"I think we can arrange that Mr. Hightower," she responded. Amanda Stewart liked the young man. He was soft spoken but not shy, he treated her and Emily with respect, and was polite and friendly. His parents raised him right, she thought.
In the days before Jake hit the trail, he sent telegrams to the towns he was going to visit. The messages told newspapers, in the towns that had them or the owners of general stores and a few saloons that he would put on a demonstration of the Colt Peacemaker and take orders for the pistol.



Three days later, Jake was up at first light. He put the sawbuck saddle on his pack horse and filled the panniers with his Colt samples, shells, and trail gear. The he saddled Via, which took a little more time. The spirited stallion had to be calmed before he would accept the saddle. Once saddled, he seemed anxious to hit the trail.
********************
Santa Theresa, New Mexico looked like a sleepy little town as Jake rode into it. According to the sign at the outskirts of town, there were just under 200 people living there. He knew that although the town wasn't much there were several prosperous ranches in the area and cattlemen and cowboys were always good customers for firearms. Jake had made the nearly 13 mile ride from El Paso in time for a mid day meal.
He had lunch at a Mexican cantina and let the barkeep know about the demonstration he planned for the next day, which was Saturday. Saturday was come to town for supplies day for most of the ranchers and a shopping day for the town folk.
Jake found a few boys playing around the stables and paid them to hand out flyers he'd had printed in El Paso; it was a practice he would repeat in most of the towns he visited. The flyers told people where and when he would show what the Colt Peacemaker could do.
Santa Theresa didn't have a hotel as such, just a boarding house, and Jake didn't like the looks of it. He was used to the clean well kept house that Amada Stewart ran and this place didn't stand up to the comparison so he slept in the stable with Via and his pack horse.
Another reason he slept with his horses was that he wasn't impressed with the security at the stable; he'd hate like hell to lose Via. Probably fewer bed bugs here than at the boarding house, he thought as he spread his bedroll in an empty stall.
The next morning on the edge of the town, Jake set up a few targets and a table he'd gotten from the cantina. About 10 AM, people began to gather for the show he'd promised. He waited until the 50 or so people settled in and then began the demonstration.
"Gentlemen," he greeted and then noticed a few women in the crown. "Excuse me, and ladies," he added. Picking up one of the Colts from the table he said, "This is a Colt Single Action Army in .45 caliber; also called the Peacemaker."
Jake showed that the pistol used metal cartridges and how quickly and easily it could be loaded and reloaded. He explained the different barrel lengths and finishes.
"Now I'll show you what this weapon can do." As he finished speaking he turned, drew the pistol, and fired. Jake hit each of the six targets he fired at. Then he invited the watchers to examine the guns more closely and shoot them. After almost an hour the show was over.
"I'll be in town until mid day Monday to take your orders," he told them. Jake sold ten pistols that afternoon. Since the general store was small, and Jake didn't like the looks of the owner anyway, the pistols would be shipped to El Paso. Jake would deliver the weapons to their new owners on his next trip through Santa Theresa.
Canutillo, Texas was another small town but almost twice the size of Santa Theresa. Jake had left Santa Theresa at mid day on Monday and rode into Canutillo in a little over two hours. He used the same tactics as he the first time; letting the saloon owner and the owner of the general mercantile know about his show and again hired some boys to hand out flyers. People, mostly men, gathered at Jake's location shortly before dusk on Tuesday evening. He sold twelve Colts before he left town on Wednesday morning. This time Jake was able to set up the delivery of the Colts with the owner of the general mercantile. The owner would be paid a commission for handling the deal.
Jake had close to thirty miles to Las Cruces and he pushed Via and his pack animal until mid day. The distance was a hard day's ride and he didn't want to spend the night on the trail. He found a shady spot by a water hole about half way and stopped to let the horses rest for almost two hours. Jake watered and fed his animals and rested himself.
Las Cruces was larger than the other two towns combined; having over 2000 residents. He was able to find a nice hotel that had its own stable and got a room. Jake planned to stay a week in Las Cruces and do at least three demonstrations. He sold thirty guns on this trip to the bustling town with promises for more business.
The only problem in Las Cruces came when one of the ranchers decided he wanted to take one of Jake's guns instead of waiting for a delivery. "Reckon I'll take this one," the ranch, one Japer Bowden by name, said as he hefted a nickel finished Colt with a 7 ½ inch barrel. They were standing in front of one of the numerous saloons in Las Cruces.
"Can't let you have one of my samples Mr. Bowden," Jake replied. "Need them to show people and make sales. I'll have your weapon to you in about three weeks."
"You don't understand sonny. I said I'll take this one." Jake could tell by Bowden's look and attitude that he wasn't used to people saying no to him.
Bowden was larger than life. In earlier times he would have be a mountain man; he still had that same wild unkempt look about him. Jasper had a big bushy moustache and long hair, hanging down to his shoulders. The man was about 50 years old, although it was hard to tell his age because of his weathered face from years spent working on the range. Bowden was a man of means as seen by the way he dressed. And unusual for Texas this close to the Civil War, he was a Negro.
"I'm sorry Mr. Bowden, but you're the one who doesn't understand; you can't have that gun. You'll have to wait."
"Sonny, I'm not someone you can order around. I'm a free man and I usually get what I want." Bowden held the Colt in question in his left hand and his right slowly dipped toward his holstered gun.
"Well, Abe Lincoln may have freed all men Mr. Bowden, but Sam Colt made em equal," Jake replied. "Do you really want to tangle with me?" His own hand hovered over the butt of his own Colt. "Don't do it; I'd hate to have to shoot you."
"Jasper, are you plum loco?" The bartender from the saloon asked; he'd come to the door when he heard the big man's loud voice. "You saw this boy shoot; Hell, he's faster than a thought. You'd be dead fore you more than touched your gun."
Bowden looked at the bartender, then back at Jake and lifted his right hand away from his pistol. Shaking his head, he said, "Pardon me Mr. Hightower. Don't know what I was thinkin. Sometimes I get too cantankerous for my own good." Handing back the Colt he paused and added, "I'll wait for your delivery." He then walked to his horse, mounted, and rode back toward his ranch.
Jake relaxed, nodded at the bartender and finished packing away his sample Colts.
********************
Another day and I'll be home, Jake thought. He laughed at himself. Who thought I'd find so much in El Paso? There's a good job, selling something I believe in, and then there's something more important. He was thinking of Emily and Jeremiah: even Miss Amanda crossed his mind.
Over a four month time span, Jake had made several of his sales trips and not only over the same route each time. Several times he rode east and spent a few days at Fort Bliss demonstrating his Colt and selling to the soldiers and the townspeople.
After each trip, no matter where he traveled, he couldn't wait to get back to El Paso. He now thought of Miss Amanda's boarding house as his home. Emily and Jake had started to spend time together after supper. First they would sit on the porch. On the Sundays he was in El Paso, they went to church together and sometimes on picnics afterwards. Emily and Jake grew closer with each of his trips 'home'.
Amanda Stewart also thought of her place as Jake's home. She liked the young man's manners, his willingness to do man type work around the house; but most of all she liked the way Jake was with Emily and Jeremiah. That girl has had problems enough in her life, Amanda thought. And he and the boy get along real good. Hell, if I was 30 years younger I'd set my sites on Jake.
Jeremiah and Jake were getting closer too. Jeremiah had liked the new comer because from the first, Jake never treated him like a child. Jake was impressed with Jeremiah's adult type attention to business and yet the boy was still a boy. The boy shows a maturity that not many youngsters could, Jake thought. Then he chuckled, remembering boy's excitement and then dedication in taking care of Viajero.
Jake leaned forward and patted the big horse on the neck. "I think you've made a friend Via," he said. "You get brushed every day even when I don't ride you and he always brings you an apple or carrot."
Via pulled on the reins. The slow lope they were traveling at didn't suit him; he wanted to run across the desert. "Take it easy big guy, we got a ways to go yet," Jake soothed his horse. "I'll let you run when we get closer to home."
To Be Continued.
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Chapter 3
Jake pulled Via and the pack horse to a stop in front of the livery stable; it was just after midnight and no one came to take care of the horses. The big main door wasn't locked so Jake led his animals into stalls. He tended to them, unsaddling, watering, washing a little of the trail dust and grime off them and made sure they had good clean hay for feed. Then he walked to Mrs. Stewart's boarding house.
Jake would normally have spent another night on the trail but he wanted get home. The summer heat had descended on west Texas and long rides were harder on both horses and men.
"Glad to be done with the trail for a spell," Jake said softly. Looking forward to one of Mrs. Stewart's good meals and a soft bed, he thought. A bath wouldn't feel too bad either. "Be glad to see Emily too," he admitted in a soft voice as he entered the boarding house.
"Jake, you're home," a surprised Jeremiah almost yelled. The boy ran to Jake, throwing his arms around him. "I'm so glad you're back." Jeremiah's voice was sad, full of fear and anger."
"Glad to be home little pardner." Jake pulled the boy's face up. "What are you doing up so late? I've never heard you so upset boy. What's the problem?"
"Ma's been taken by some men. You gotta do something Jake, you just gotta."
Jake took hold of Jeremiah's shoulders and held him at arm's length. "What do you mean taken?"
Mrs. Stewart entered from the kitchen and motioned Jake to follow her and then to sit at the table. She poured a cup of her strong coffee and gave it to Jake. "Three men robbed the stage depot this morning; they took Emily, as a hostage I guess. She was in front of the depot when they came out. The Sheriff fired a shot and one of the men grabbed Emily to hide behind."
Pouring her own coffee she joined Jake at the table. "Two of the men mounted and the one holding Emily handed her up to one of them. He draped her across the saddle in front of him and the three high tailed it out of town."
Jake was stunned but he put his arm around Jeremiah. "Didn't the Sheriff get a posse together?"
"He was worried that the men would hurt Emily and said he'd trail after them when they had a chance to think they'd got away and hopefully turned her loose."
"While that bastard sits on his duff, those men could decide they didn't need her anymore," Jake said. They could kill her or even worse, he thought not wanting to upset Jeremiah anymore than he already was.
"Jeremiah go to the stable, brush Via real good and saddle him; use a clean saddle blanket," Jake ordered. "Make sure he gets water and fill my three canteens."
"You're going after them," Mrs. Stewart said. It was a statement and not a question.
"Yes em. I'm going to change into some clean clothes, put my gear together and follow Emily." He put his hand over Mrs. Stewart's and added, "I'll bring her back Amanda," he promised. "I'll bring her back or bury the men that took her."
Mrs. Stewart started to say something but stopped. She felt a chill at the look on Jake's face and in his eyes. There's no arguing with him, she thought. "Get your gear together and I'll rustle up some trail supplies."
Less than twenty minutes later Jake reentered the stable. Via was tied off to a hitching post in the aisle. The big horse was saddled and the three canteens were fastened to the saddle. A wet bandana was tied around the Via's nose.
"Why the bandana?" Jake asked. He walked around Via running his hands down the horse's legs and body. Jake wanted to make sure Via's legs showed no swelling from the ride back to El Paso. The horse seemed as strong as always. Via shook his head and nodded it up and down and acted like he wanted to get back on the trail.
"It will get more water into him without making him founder," Jeremiah answered. "Just like you taught me."
Jake walked toward the tack room and opened the door. He took the saddle scabbard with his Winchester to where Via stood and tied it under the protective fender on his left stirrup with the butt facing forward. The rifle was even with the saddle horn and could be pulled for use in a split second.
He also packed two boxes of cartridges in a saddle bag; one for the Winchester and one for his Colt. "Good job son. Do you know or did you hear which way those men rode out of town."
"I heard the Sheriff say they rode southeast along the Rio Grande. He said it didn't look like they cut across the river into Juarez. The depot manager said he heard one of men say they could cross the border at Fort Quitman."
Jake pulled the boy to him in a hug. "I'll get you mama back son, don't you worry none about that." He mounted and looked down at Jeremiah. "You go roust the Sheriff out of bed and tell him I've gone after Emily." He nodded at Jeremiah and rode Via out of the stable.
The full moon enabled Jake to cut the trail of three horses just outside of town headed south along the Rio Grande. The trail showed that one of the animals was riding heavy and all three were running hard. Jake put Via into a slow lope that the big horse could do for many miles.
Soon the trail showed the fleeing men had slowed their getaway. Fort Quitman was close to 80 miles; a hard 4 day ride from El Paso. Jake knew the men would have to rest their horses pretty soon after the gallop out of town.
Via had put in a full day but was still pretty fresh. Jake figured he would stop at midday, rest the horse until late afternoon or early evening and then continue the hunt. He dismounted and examined the hoof prints more closely. "If they keep up this pace, we'll catch em in another day or so Via."
The Hunter's moon flooded the Chihuahua desert with light. The low ground along the river was home to cottonwood trees and green vegetation and the night air was cool; at least along the water. As the land rose away from the river channel it changed into a desert with Mesquite trees, Creosote bushes and different types of cactus. Nothing moved along the Rio Grande except for one man and his horse.
Jake rode until the sun reached its zenith and the temperature climbed into the high 90s and low 100s. He stopped on the banks of the Rio Grande, finding a shady spot under a huge cotton wood. "Reckon we could both use a rest Via," Jake said as he unsaddled the animal and made a cold camp. The big horse shook his head as if to say he could still travel.
Jake understood horses and knew they could go for two weeks or more without food but they needed water as much or more than a man. He let Via take a little water then led him to a tree and tied the horse off on a short lead. About an hour later he watered the big horse again.
He knew that he could ride hard and catch the men taking Emily in the next ten hours or so. Problem was he and Via had already made a long ride back to El Paso and he didn't want Via breaking down. So he followed his plan to water and rest which would leave Via enough bottom to return home.
After letting Via drink, Jake tied the big horse with a long lead so Via could graze on the rich grasses growing along the river but the real boon was the water. He used his saddle as a back prop and rested until early evening. The heat of the day would have passed and the air would have cooled to make travel easier on both the horse and the man. The moon would be full for another few days so he could follow the sign.
He picked up the trail at dusk and put Via back into a ground covering lope. The hoof prints told the story of the men slowing their pace but still pushing their horses hard. They'll run their horses into the ground if they don't let up soon, Jake thought. Course they don't have to worry about getting back.
Jake never faltered and continued on through the moon lit night. Jake and Via traveled until around 1 AM and stopped for another short rest. After 2 hours, they hit the trail again. They had rode for at least 18 of the last 24 hours and were catching up to the men and Emily.
Fort Quitman had been called the worse site for a military post ever conceived. It was surrounded by dry, arid mountains and the river was the only water for many miles in either direction. The problem was that unlike other shores of the Rio Grande the land around the fort was hard rock scrapple and couldn't be used for farming.
The fort was miles from civilization and supplies had to be carried in by freight wagons. Sometimes the freight trains were attacked by the Apache and even the Comancheros. These bandits were the dregs of the earth consisting of thieves and renegades, both white and Indian. The attacks severely hampered the soldier's mission of military expeditions against the Apache and the Yaqui.
It was midday and stopping at the army post's stable, Jake took care of Via. With the help of the sergeant in charge of the stable he tended to Via. Jake offered to pay the grizzled old veteran and a trooper to wash the horse down as Via was covered in the alkaline trail dust.
"I'll not be takin payment for caring for one of God's creatures comin out of that damn desert," the Sergeant replied in a disapproving voice. "And I'll see the great beast is fed and watered as well."
The big horse didn't seem any the worse for wear but Jake knew the hard ride in the oven like heat and dry arid country had to have been hard on Via. I know it was damn hard on me, Jake thought. After arranging for Via's care, Jake went to see the commanding officer of the post, a Major Tom Flores whose name was on the door to his office.
"Howdy Major. I'm Jake Hightower."
Major Flores could have been used as a model of how a modern day army officer should look. He appeared to be about 40 years old and was as tall as Jake at 6 feet. Flores had a strong slender body with wide shoulders and his face showed the result of being out in the weather for most of his life. His hair was dark and worn a little long; his well trimmed mustache had just a few gray hairs.
The only thing that marred the picture was the Major's missing left arm. His empty sleeve was pinned up on the shoulder of his uniform. Jake glanced at the empty sleeve but didn't mention it as it would have been bad manners.
The Major saw Jake's glance and motioned with his right hand at the absence of his arm. "Lost the arm at the battle of Sailor's Creek Virginia in April of 65; Lee surrendered three days later." Flores seemed to look in on himself for a few seconds and recovered.
"I wanted to stay in the military and the Union Army thought I would be a fine commander for this out of the way post. They gave me the rank of Major and my appointment let them keep more physically capable officers for more important duties." Major Flores didn't sound sorry for himself, he just was stating facts. "Anyway, how may the Army and I assist you Mr. Hightower?"
"I'm lookin for three men that should have come this way sometime late last night or early this morning. Wonder if you saw them?"
"And what is your business with these men?"
Jake started to say that it was his business and none of the Major's but reconsidered. Like my Ma always said, you can catch more flies with honey than with vinegar and I need information from this man, he said to himself. "Those men robbed the stage depot in El Paso."
"You're not a law man or at least I don't see a badge," Major Flores said.
"No sir, it's more of a personal nature for me," Jake replied. "They took a young woman, Emily Santee, hostage when they rode out of town. I aim to bring her back home. Her son needs her...and me too for that matter."
"Is Miss Santee your fiancé?
"Not yet." Jake smiled and added, "But she will be once I get her back."
"What about the men? Will you take them back to the law?"
"That's up to them Major. I will bring Emily back, if she's still alive; the how is up to the men. If she's dead...."
"I suppose I would feel the same. However, she is still with them Mr. Hightower. A sentry reported he saw four riders cross the Rio Grande just about dawn."
Jake stood, "Thanks for your help Major. Guess I better get back on their trail."
"You realize that the Army can't help you Mr. Hightower; My men and I cannot cross into Mexico."
"It's like you said Major, I'm not the law. I don't have to follow those rules." Jake stood, nodded his thanks again and walked very fast to the stable.
He was surprised to see Via waiting in the shade of the building being combed and curried by the young trooper. Jake's saddle rested on the cross bar of the hitching post along with a clean saddle blanket. The sergeant was putting something in the saddle bags and there was an extra canteen tied to the saddle horn.
"I was sure it is that you would be heading out rite quick when you got the word about those three men and the young colleen," the sergeant said with that pronounced Irish brogue. "Filled your canteen and gave you another one; water's scarce once you get past the Rio Grande and it's like manna from Heaven. Put some trail supplies in your saddle bags as well. Not much, just some jerky and beans."
"How'd you know about those men? What's you name Sergeant? Jake asked with a grin.
"I'm Sergeant Major James Francis Patrick O'Flynn and it would be a poor excuse for a sergeant I would be if I didn't know what goes on around my post." He grinned and added, "And I had one of my troopers sort a listen in while you was with the Major."
If Major Flores was the picture of a fine army officer, Sergeant O'Flynn was the opposite. O'Flynn was short, stocky with a barrel chest and was bow legged from his years on horseback. The deep red hair with streaks of gray and his blue eyes told of his Irish ancestry.
"Thank you Sergeant Major and thanks for taking care of my horse."
"Would be best if you took the time to get something to eat," O'Flynn suggested. "You're covered in alkaline dust and could use a bath your own self. You've been in that saddle for a long time. And for all the saints it wouldn't hurt to take a bit of time fore you hit the trail again; both you and that fine animal there could use the rest."
Jakes smiled and nodded. He followed O'Flynn to the mess hall and was soon elbow deep into a big steak and fried potatoes. He finished the steak, potatoes, used a piece of bread to mop up the meat juices and finished with a very large mug of water. Again following the old veteran, he went behind the stable and shucked his clothes. Using a horse trough he washed the dust and grime away. As he was bathing the young trooper washed Jake's sweaty, dirty clothes.
Handing them back to Jack, the trooper said, "You'll have to wear them wet but they'll dry damn quick in this heat."
As Jake dressed, he said, "Thanks son and thanks again Sergeant Major."
"A blessing it is to be able to help Mr. Hightower. Those scoundrels will probably head for Los Frailes; it's the only village half way close. At that, it's a good two days hard ride. The only water hole for 60 miles in any direction in this god forsaken country is Mesquite Springs. It's a day and a half's ride southwest. Not much of a spring but men on the run to Los Frailes to get away from the law stop there." Jake started to thank the sergeant again but the older man waved him away. "Go on with you now; just you make sure you bring that young lady back. That village is no place for a fine lady like herself."
Jake waited until the trooper saddled Via, checked the cinch and mounted. He walked Via across the shallow river and once on the Mexican side and through the mountain pass put him into that ground eating lope again. He couldn't wait any longer if he hoped to catch the men and Emily before they got to Los Frailes.
The land beyond the windswept mountains on the Mexican side of the Rio Grande was even drier and had less vegetation than the desert around Fort Quitman. At least at the fort a man could go to the river and get fresh water or cool off. These desert plains that stretched as far as the eye could see were barren as a table top.
"Via if I owned this place and Hell, I'd live in Hell and rent this place out," Jake said as the heat reflected back up from the hard pan. "Course that's if I could find some fool that wanted to live here."
The heat soared as the sun climbed past its zenith but Jake didn't feel like he could stop and he hoped he wouldn't ride Via into the ground. Need to catch them fore they get to Los Frailes, he repeated to himself. He had found the trail coming out of the mountains and rode in that direction. The only place the men could have gone was Mesquite Springs and then on to the outlaw haven.
About every hour, Jake would pull Via down into a slow trot and dismount. He ran beside his horse holding onto his stirrup for 15 to 20 minutes. Remounting he would push Via back into the slow cantor and continue on the men's trail.
The hoof prints showed that the men had slowed as their horses tired. Finally, very late in the afternoon, Jake saw a bump on the horizon and vultures circling over it. As he got closer he could see that it was a dead horse. Jake dismounted and examined the animal. He put his hand on the shaded underside of its neck and found it was still quite warm.
"That horse hasn't been dead more than a few hours Via," Jake said as he vaulted back into his saddle. "We'll catch em before first light." Putting his heels in Via's flanks he pushed the animal into a faster lope than before.
The trail sign showed that now two horses were riding heavy. "At least that shows Emily is still with them," Jake muttered. He saw that the men had slowed their horses even more after losing one. "Too late boys," Jake said to the wind. "Your horses are about done in and I'm on your tail."
Jake pulled Via into the shade of one of the few Mesquite trees on the plain, dismounted and loosened the saddle cinch. Taking off his big Stetson, he filled the hat with water from a canteen and let his horse drink. "We'll rest a spell Via and then hit the trail again."
The full moon rose about two hours after Jake and Via stopped. It flooded the desolate plain with a soft light that made following a trail pretty easy. Just before dawn, in that time span of darkness and almost being able to see, Jake saw a clump of trees and bushes about two hundred yards in front of him. He rode Via another fifty feet forward. He knew that this must be Mesquite Springs that the sergeant had told him about.
Pretty sure they'll hold up at the water hole, Jake thought as slowed his horse then stopped. I was right, Jake continued his thought as he peered through the predawn light toward the water hole. Ahead shining in the darkness he could see the remains of a fire with glowing coals and a small flame showing like a beacon over the flat land.
"There you are," Jake whispered as he slipped off his horse, dropped the reins to the ground knowing that Via wouldn't move and pulled his Winchester from the scabbard. Loosening the safety strap on his pistol and holding the rifle at the ready, Jake slowly crept toward the glow of the dying campfire.
Between the light from the setting moon and the glow of the fire, Jake could see the camp site. There were four forms lying around the fire and three horses tied loosely next the water seeping out of the ground. The horses were drinking from the small pool formed by the shelf rock, shouldering each other to get at the water.
Damn fools are gonna kill those horses, Jake thought. You can't let hot, tired animals drink too much or they'll founder. Jake had planned to take at least one of the horses for Emily to make their getaway. They sure won't go far after drinking all that water, he continued his thought. Reckon we'll just have to see how far one of them will go fore it can't go anymore.



Jake squatted down behind a Creosote brush. The desert had cooled down considerably during the night from the heat of the day. A small light breeze blew into Jake's face and he shivered a little in the chill as the sweat on his face dried. The cool air apparently affected one of the sleeping forms as he stood and put a dead Mesquite branch on the fire; the figure was the only one that didn't have a bedroll. The fire flared up with the added fuel and Jake saw Emily's face in the glow.
He wasn't sure of how to get Emily away from the men. Jake didn't want a gun battle with the men if he could keep from it; Emily might be harmed in the crossfire. Finally after a few minutes thinking he began to make his way to the side of the camp where Emily was sleeping.
Jake used all his skills so he wouldn't make a noise as he crept up to the camp. He was down on all fours and crawled forward; making sure to avoid dead brush and branches. It took him almost ten minutes to get close to where Emily was sleeping. Kneeling next to her, Jake leaned down close and put his hand over her mouth.
Emily opened her eyes, tried to sit up and scream. When she saw Jake, she sort of slumped and then grabbed him, pulling him into a tight embrace. Jake put his finger across his mouth to warn her to be quiet. Then he motioned for her to follow him and led her away from the camp.
As they left the circle of light cast by the fire, one of the men sat up and saw them. "Hey," he yelled which woke up the other two. "Get back here," another one shouted and started shooting at Jake.
Via had been munching on some buffalo grass that had escaped the desert heat. He raised his head as Jake and Emily scurried to where he was standing. Picking up the reins, Jake wrapped them around the saddle horn and helped Emily to mount up. After she was in the saddle she moved her foot and Jake used the stirrup to climb up behind the cantle of the saddle.
Turning Via back toward Fort Quitman, Jake spoke to the horse in a quiet voice. "Sorry old son, I'm gonna have to push you some more. We need to get Emily back to the fort and safe." The big black nodded his head and Jake put him into a very fast lope; almost a gallop.
After a few minutes with no sounds of pursuit, Jake slowed and followed his usual practice. They rode, at a slower pace, for about half an hour and then slowed even more to a fast walk for half that time. This was where the routine changed. Jake would dismount and run along beside the horse holding onto a stirrup; after ten minutes or so he would remount and resumed the lope.
At midday, just before the sun reached its highest point, Jake guided Via into the same grove of Mesquite trees that he had used when he was following the men and Emily. This was the first time that Emily and Jake had had a chance to talk.
"Are you alright Emily? Do they hurt you?" Jake asked.
"No other than a bruise or two I'm fine. They made some vile suggestions, taunts and threats but they didn't bother me."
"Do you know why they didn't just leave you once they got a good distance out of El Paso? Why were they taking you to Los Frailes?
"I heard one of them say they could get a lot of money selling me to the Comancheros in Los Frailes; I think Lem was his name." Emily looked down for a few seconds and added. "I wasn't gonna be a play toy for a bunch of Comancheros; I would have made them pay before I killed myself."
Emily gave Jake a grim smile and shrugged her shoulders. "Why are we pushing so hard Jake? Their horses are about done in and I don't think they could catch us. They were complaining about how long it was gonna take them to get to Los Frailes."
"Via is about rung out. I had just got back to El Paso after a hard day on the trail when I found out they took you. The big guy didn't get more than an hour's rest fore we came after you. He got a couple of hours rest at Fort Quitman but he's been carrying me at a fast pace for a few days now. I know he's strong but it's bound to catch up to him."
Jake smiled at Emily. "I'm glad you didn't have to face the Comancheros." Then in almost a whisper he added, "I don't know what I would do if you were not around."
He made sure than Via got water, using his hat as a bucket so the horse could drink. As Jake and Emily tried to rest in the sparse shade of the Mesquite trees, about every half hour Jake would wet his bandana and tie it across the big black horse's nose. After two hours rest they each took a long drink from the last canteen and Jake emptied the canteen into his hat for Via.
"We can get back to the Rio Grande and Fort Quitman by morning," he explained. "But not if Via breaks down. Right now he needs the water more than we do."
"Do you really think they will come after us?" Emily asked.
"They might since we didn't get away clean and even if they don't, Los Frailes is a lot closer to them than Fort Quitman is to us. They could go on to Los Frailes, pick up fresh horses and come after us. I want to get you safe at the Fort before that can happen.
Jake had Emily mount, take the reins and put Via into a fast walk. He ran and walked along holding on to the saddle as he had done before. This time he was able to run along for over a half an hour. Then he let the horse rest for close to an hour before he got up behind Emily and put Via into a lope. It took less time for Jake and Emily to return to Fort Quitman than it had for Jake to catch up to Emily and her captors as he'd had to find and follow their trail. He pushed Via harder than he wanted to but felt he had to put miles between Emily and those men.
As Jake, Emily and Via topped the crest of the rise overlooking the Rio Grande, they slowed to a fast walk. Via was an extremely strong horse but even he had slowed until the walk was about all he could manage. The river was just over two feet deep at the crossing and Jake sent Emily and Via across. He followed along behind them carrying his Winchester, looking over his shoulder watching for riders.
Emily rode onto the shore close to a four man squad of troopers washing clothes in the river. They seemed surprised to see the young white woman, on an obviously tired and lathered horse, cross the river from the Mexican side. They were just as surprised to see a man wading along behind her while watching the far bank.
The soldiers walked to Emily but waited until Jake came up to speak to her. "You all right Ma'am?" One young trouper asked. Turning to Jake he said, "You folks look about done in."
Smiling Jake replied, "We'll be fine after a good meal and a couple of days rest. Is Sergeant O'Flynn around?"
The young man nodded and turned to go find his sergeant. "And who is wantin to see the O'Flynn?" The Sergeant Major asked as he came to the river bank. "Oh, tis you Mr. Hightower. And this must be herself that you went to rescue."
Jake, even though he was tired enough to fall down on the riverbank had to smile at the sergeant's Irish brogue. "Emily Santee, this old war horse is Sergeant James O'Flynn."
"That's Sergeant Major O'Flynn Miss," he said tipping his army issued Stetson. "Let's get you both up to the fort. It's a meal and a rest that you both need." Looking at Jake, he added, "I'll treat that fine charger of yours as if he was my own; don't worry about him."
Shortly Emily and Jake were in the mess hall being waited on by the cook and two of his helpers. Sergeant O'Flynn got a huge cup of coffee and sat with them as they ate. Before they finished, Major Flores joined them.
"I'm glad to see you accomplished your mission Mr. Hightower," he said. Turning to Emily, Flores stood at attention and bowed from the waist. "Major Tom Flores at your service Miss Santee. If there is anything you need while you are here at my fort, please let me know."
Turning Flores faced Jake. "I would assume you and Miss Santee having had something to eat now need to rest." Looking at O'Flynn, the Major said, "Sergeant Major, see that Miss Santee is made comfortable in the visiting officer's cabin and put Mr. Hightower in the empty NCO quarters."
Turning his attention back to Jake and Emily he said, "Please join me for supper later this evening in my quarters. I would like to hear the story of your adventures. Shall we say at 6:00, after you've had time to freshen up and rest?" He bowed to Emily again and returned to his office.
Sergeant O'Flynn led Emily to the officer's quarters and had a small horse trough, no more than 4 feet long and 2 feet deep, brought into the cabin. "For sure it's a bath you will be wanting Miss. I'll have the boys bring you hot water. It's sorry I am that we can't offer a fine young lady as yourself better."
"Thank you Sergeant O'Flynn. You are very kind."
"And you fine sir," O'Flynn said as he turned to Jake. "It is the trough out behind the stable for you or the river for the likes of you."
Jake had to grin again at the Irish brogue of the old veteran. "I'm not one of your dandies from Dublin Sergeant; the river will be fine enough for me."
O'Flynn directed his squad of troopers to bring buckets of hot water to Emily and he also had them bring her a pair of pants and a shirt from the smallest trooper in the company. "She'll be wantin to get out of them dirty things, she will," he explained to Jake. "We don't have a dress shop on post so it's trooper's clothes she'll have to wear."
Carrying a spare set of pants and shirt from another soldier, Jake made his way back down to the Rio Grande. The Sergeant walked with him, carrying an Allin Springfield army issued rifle. "Quiet as a church it is now," he explained to Jake. "But those Indian devils like to give us a surprise now and them. I'll just post myself as guard while you are away from your weapons."
"What are your plans Mr. Hightower?" Major Flores asked at supper in his quarters.
"With your permission Major, I'd like to stay at the fort for a couple of days before I go back to El Paso," Jake answered. "My horse needs to recover from the work he's done over the last few days; he should rest up a bit. I'll arrange for Emily to take the stage tomorrow morning."
"I don't want to take the stage Jake," Emily said. "If I have a choice I would like to ride back with you."
Jake smiled and nodded at her. "Reckon we'll need to find you a horse."
"You are welcome to our hospitality here as long as you feel the need." Flores looked at Jake for several seconds and asked, "And what of the men who abducted Miss Santee, Mr. Hightower? How did you deal with them?"
"Those men are still living Major. I was afraid of a gun battle with Emily in the way so we stole away into the night and back to Fort Quitman." Jake gave the Major a grim smile. "But if I ever run into them again, I won't be so accommodating."
Major Flores nodded. "I understand. By the by there are two or three places in the town to purchase horses. I would suggest Senor Reyes; he seems to have the best reputation and horses." He smiled and said, "If you can't find an acceptable animal, the U.S. Army will loan you a mount; but you will have to return it. Have to keep the accountants in Washington happy you know."
Two days later, just after lunch, Jake, Emily and Sergeant O'Flynn walked into the small town that had grown up around Fort Quitman. Jake and the Sergeant were both armed; Jake with his Colt and O'Flynn carried his Springfield rifle.
The village had been there for a hundred years or more as the head of the trail to Guadalupe and points south and east into Mexico. It was established because of the natural shallow ford for crossing the Rio Grande. The houses and business had grown somewhat due to the establishment of Fort Quitman but it was still a small village.
"I'll introduce you to Senor Reyes," O'Flynn said as they walked. "A devil he is, but an honest one. But keep your wits about you and don't trust him too much. He's first and foremost a horse trader. It is the better he will treat you when he sees you under my wing."
"This isn't the first time I've bought horses," Jake replied. "But thanks for your help."
O'Flynn introduced Jake and Emily to Senor Reyes. The horse trader led them to a large corral which held the horses he had for sale. Jake pointed out a couple of horses he liked and Reyes had them brought to a hitching post outside the corral for inspection.
Jake ran his hands over the legs, chest and croup of the horses. He liked the young gray mare and turned to Emily. "What do you think about this mare Emily? Does she suit you?"
"I don't really know that much about horses Jake. Would you choose for me please?'
Nodding, Jake turned to Reyes and asked the price of the mare. Reyes replied and Jake shook his head. So began what would be a long negotiation of offers and counter offers. Jake and Reyes enjoyed the give and take that was part of the buying of horses. Emily watched for a few minutes and then wandered over to examine some stalls that had things for sale.
She was trying on a knitted shawl, turned and froze. Standing at the next stall was Lem and the other two men that had kidnapped her. When he saw her Lem smiled and nudged his companions. Emily looked for an escape but the men were between her and Jake.
"Well lookie here boys. It's our lady friend. Hello Missy," Lem said with an evil smile. "I was hopin we'd find you here. Reckon we'll have to tie you up this time for our trip back to Los Frailes."
Emily was standing next to a table with knives for sale. She picked up a large butcher knife and swung back to face Lem and the others. "I'm not going with you this time," she declared.
Lem slowly pulled his pistol, pointed it at Emily and said, "I reckon you will Missy or I'll shoot you where you stand."
"Go ahead," she challenged. "I'm worth nothing to you dead."
"Well we'll just have to wrestle you down now won't we," Lem replied and holstered his gun. "Little slip of a girl like you won't stop us."
"No, but I will," Jake said as he walked up behind the three men. His hand hovered over the handle of the Colt at his hip. At his side, Sergeant O'Flynn had his Springfield pointed in their direction; the hammer was pulled back and the rifle was ready to fire.
Lem turned to face Jake and O'Flynn and pointed to his companions. "There's three of us and just two of you," he offered.
"Soon there won't be any of you unless you drop your guns." Jake pointed toward the fort with his left hand. I'm going to take you to the Major and have you jailed until the Marshal from El Paso comes to get you. You'll stand trial for robbing the stage depot and for kidnapping Emily. You'll probably hang."
"Ain't gonna swing on the end of no rope," Lem said pawing at his gun.
"I was hoping you'd say that," Jake replied as his Colt seemed to jump into his hand. He fired at Lem and the man next to him hitting them both in the chest and they slid to the ground. The sound of O'Flynn's Springfield was added to the noise of the gunfight and the third man was knocked off his feet.
Emily ran to Jake and hugged him. He carefully took the knife from her and held it out. "Suppose we ought to tell the Major about this and get someone to pick up the bodies."
"You go see the Major," O'Flynn suggested. "I'll get a squad of my troopers to take care of this garbage."
"And Sergeant Major O'Flynn assisted you in protecting Miss Santee?" Major Flores asked after Jake told him about meeting and dealing with Lem and his companions.
"Yes sir, he kept the third one off my back while I dealt with the other two."
Flores smiled and added, "The Sergeant Major is a good man and somewhat of a force of nature." The Major poured each of them a cup of coffee. "I suppose you'll be headed back to El Paso soon."
"I've found Emily a horse and dealt with the men that took her." Jake smiled at Emily. "I guess you could say my work here is done. We'll leave tomorrow morning."
Shortly after first light, Jake and Emily said good bye to Major Flores and to Sergeant Major O'Flynn. Emily hugged O'Flynn. "Thank you for helping Jake. Come see us in El Paso first chance you get."
"You'll always be welcome at my fire Sergeant Major," Jake said while shaking O'Flynn's hand.
Jake and Emily mounted, waved one last time, and set on the trail back to El Paso. They figured it would be a three day ride if the weather held and they didn't run into problems on the trip.
The first night, sitting around a fire, Emily told Jake the story of how she'd been taken and what happened on the trail. She hadn't talked about the ordeal while at Fort Quitman and Jake hadn't wanted to push her.
"It was strange," Emily concluded. "Lem was the leader. He didn't bother me and he wouldn't let the others bother me either. As I said other than one time I tried to run away and he grabbed me, I was well treated." She smiled, reached across the small space that separated them and took his hand. "I was very glad to see you in the fire light that night."
She stared at the fire for a minute or so. Looking up at Jake she said, "I wasn't going back with them. I would have cut my throat if I'd had to."
Glad you didn't have to do that," Jake replied. "Jeremiah needs you." In a softer voice, almost under his breath, he added, "I do to.
Emily looked at him and smiled: she had heard his quiet words.
The second night on the trail they talked about what they would do when they got back to El Paso as they sat with the fire almost between them. "I may sleep for a week," Emily said with a small laugh. What do you plan on doing Jake? When will you leave on your next sales trip?"
He stared into the fire for several seconds then looked up at Emily. "I'm not going on any more sales trips. I'm gonna open a gunsmith shop in El Paso. That's why I was in such a hurry to get back to you and Jeremiah after the last one. I've already talked to Colt Firearms and they agreed to give me bargain prices and I will promote their guns in the area."
"That's wonderful Jake."
Standing up, Jake moved around the fire to Emily's side. "That means I won't have to travel near as much."
"I'm glad," Emily replied. "Jeremiah will be glad too; he misses you when you're gone."
"The other thing I will do is never be far from your side again. I want you and Jeremiah with me Emily." He took her hand and said, "I don't want to be a tumbleweed anymore. Will you marry me?"
Emily almost leaped to her feet and put her arms around Jake's neck. She kissed him and then hugged him tight. With her arms still around his neck, she leaned back. "Can we push a little harder and get home tomorrow?"
"Should be able to do that; the horses are rested and it's only about another five or six hour's home. Why?"
Emily gave him a big smile and answered, "Mrs. Stewart and I have a wedding to plan."
The End
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"This town ain't big enough for the both of us, you varmint," one man yelled. "Ride out or go for your gun."
"I'm tired of your loud mouth," the second man's voice replied. "Reach you sidewinder."
At the electronic beep, both men drew and fired their pistols. The onlookers couldn't tell who was fastest but they could plainly see who was the most accurate. Tyler Gibson's shot hit dead center in the target down range. His opponent's shot missed the mark, hitting the ground several feet in front of the target. A chronograph measured the speed of the draw by determining which bullet passed through its field first but the most important thing was the accuracy.
The witnesses to the contest cheered and Tyler and his friend, Charley Jones, shook hands.
They were the final contestants in the three gun section of the cowboy action shooting contest. Each man wore clothes that told the world they were cowboys. Tyler and Charley competed with rifle, shotgun, and single action pistol through the four rounds of eliminations to face off in the championship. Tyler had won the rifle portion, Charley had won the shotgun portion so they had been tied going into the pistol fast draw and shoot portion of the competition.
"Thought I'd get you for sure this time," Charley said.
"You don't practice enough to beat me," Tyler answered.
Charley shrugged, "Maybe so, I've got a wife and family to take care of but you need to get a life Tyler. All you do is write those stories of yours; if you're not writing, you're riding horses, and if you're not doing either of those you're playing cowboy at one of these action shooting contests, and pretending to be a gun slinger."
"Marshal; I'm always a marshal, trying to make the old west safe for decent folk," Tyler said and then laughed. "Besides these reenactments of the shooting styles and weapons of the middle to late 19th century and the horseback riding help with the research for my work."
"Work? Work? What work? You don't get any money from your stories. Hell you give them away by just posting them on a few sites on line and free sites at that. It's like you were still a kid. No wonder you don't have a social life," Charley continued his criticism. "Who do you think you are, Wyatt Earp?" Charley laughed at his own wit. "Why don't you get a job like the rest of the adults? At least you'd meet people who live in the 21st century."
"You know why I don't work. I invested in a college friend's idea and we got lucky. I was a 30 percent share holder in the company and when he sold out my share set me up for life."
Charley playfully punched Tyler on the arm. "I can't understand how you can spend so much time on the computer writing your western stories. Hell, I've seen you so absorbed in your writing that you wouldn't know if a bomb went off right next to you. You could at least try to publish them and get paid."
Tyler did sometimes get so involved in the plot or the action scenes or developing his characters that he sort of zoned out. He'd be writing and glance at a clock and realize how late it was. Okay, I'll just finish this scene he'd say to himself and keep writing. When he next looked at the clock, three sometimes four hours, had gone by. I can't help it, Tyler thought. When the story is flowing it's hard to stop just because I'm hungry or because I need to sleep.
Charley was correct about Tyler's stories too. Tyler wrote stories, mostly westerns, and after editing and proof reading them he posted them on three different web sites. He didn't receive anything but the enjoyment of the writing for his efforts; although Tyler did like reading the comments readers made about his work. Family members and friends who read his work all urged him to at least try to get them published in magazines and many suggested he publish a book.
Tyler would smile and thank them for the compliments and for their suggestions but as he told several of his fans, "If I were to write for pay, it becomes a job instead of a hobby. I'd have schedules to keep and have to write at someone else's direction."
"Tell you what Charley," Tyler responded to his friend. "I'll meet you at the pizza joint Saturday evening at 7. Bring your wife, Missy, and I'll pop for the pizza and beer. Now please get off my case until Saturday."
Before Tyler could leave, several young women asked for his autograph. At 30 years old and 6' his slender strong looking body made him a stereotype of the handsome young cowboy. Tyler's blue eyes and a full head of dark, almost black, hair covered by a white Stetson completed the picture.
Charley Jones didn't look like the image most people had when they thought of an old west cowboy. He was only 5'6; instead of slim he was round at 200 pounds, and he had more scalp than he did hair. But Charley was Tyler's best friend. If need be he would fight for and with Tyler against all comers.
Tyler went home to his large house in New Braunfels, Texas. The building had been in his family for more than a hundred years. Originally it had been a two room cabin but each subsequent owner had enlarged the building by making additions. Tyler's contribution had been an unattached garage and a large deck on the back of the house. His home was now a rambling 4000 square foot ranch style building. Much too large for just me, Tyler thought. But, my ancestors would haunt me forever if I sold it. Besides it's paid for and my only costs are my normal living expenses.
All during the pizza and beer Saturday evening, Tyler had a story line bouncing around in his head. More than once Charley or Missy would say something like "Earth to Tyler, come in please". Each time he would give them an embarrassed smile and apologize. After desert and more conversation Tyler paid the check and everyone left for home.
Once back in his home office, in front of his computer, he started to put his ideas into a Word document. The story was going to be about the adventures and life of a young Texas Ranger. First he wrote a short outline touching on all the important parts he'd thought of. Then he began to write the story, fleshing out the characters and filling in between the points in the outline. Tyler glanced at the time shown on the bottom of the monitor and was surprised to see he'd been typing for almost three hours.
I'll just finish this last scene, he thought. It'll be a perfect spot for a story break and to start the next chapter. Around 3 AM, Tyler fell asleep in his chair in front of the computer. Shortly, his computer also went into its sleep mode; man and computer were dead to the world.
At 4:30 AM a sort of shimmering light wave flowed through the office. Tyler grunted as the light passed over him; he seemed to fade out of and back into focus but he didn't really wake up. Eventually the early morning sun shining through the window and into his eyes did wake him.
Tyler sat up straight in his chair and stretched. Guess I fell asleep, he said to himself. He looked at his monitor screen to see the time. "Where the hell is my computer?" Tyler said out loud.
All at once the room he was in sort of jumped out at him. In place of the monitor there was a journal with a pencil lying next to it. In place of his hand carved oak desk there was a sturdy table. He was sitting on a straight back wooden chair instead of the ergonomic spring loaded office chair that he normally used.
The room itself was smaller than his office and instead of the big picture window facing his desk there was a small normal size one with wavy glass panes. Tyler stood and noticed that the floor was made of wide wooden planks instead of the bamboo flooring of his office. The planks were obviously hand hewed and there were a few spaces between some of them where they didn't exactly meet.
Tyler became dizzy and grabbed the edge of the table to steady himself. Where am I, what is this place? He questioned in his mind. Walking slowly to the window he looked out on a view that was entirely different than the one he was familiar with.
His home was on a carefully landscaped three acres, sitting on a small rise with natural country side surrounding it. Tyler went to the cabin's door, threw it opened, and stepped outside. As far as he could see, there were rolling hills that were dotted with junipers trees, cedars and scrub oaks. At the foot of the rise below the cabin two separate springs flowed into a pool at the base of a rock butte.
Tyler's mind was spinning. If I didn't know better I'd say this cabin is how my house began, he thought. It looks like some of those old pictures I have. He walked around the cabin and saw a small barn with a corral attached to it. In the corral was a big black horse that whinnied at him. There were two other buildings nearby.
"Where the hell am I?" Tyler shouted at the surrounding hills.
********************
Tyler stood staring at the country side for several minutes. Off in the distance he saw a road that ran through the upper end of the valley in front of the cabin that disappeared as it wound around a high rock bluff. "If this is my place that's The River Road and the Guadalupe River is just on the other side of that hill," he said. "And New Braunfels is that direction," he said pointing just to the left of the rock bluff. "But if this is my house, it's not in the present time; this is the way the place looked over a hundred years ago.
Turning back to the cabin he decided he'd better look around inside to see if he could get a clue as to what was going on. The room that he'd woken up in was a combination living and dining room with a kitchen against the far wall; there was one other room off to the side. The kitchen had a large table made out of split oak logs and a well used old fashion wood fired cook stove; there was a pot of warm coffee sitting over one of the covers.
Over the front door, supported by wooden pegs driven into the wall was a rifle. Tyler took it down and saw it was a Winchester 73 Carbine, chambered in .44-40.
"Well that makes the year at least 1873," Tyler said and then smiled for the first time since he woke up in this strange place. "Guess I've picked up the habit of talking to myself. Anyway, I have one just like it back at my place." He worked the lever action just enough to see that the rifle was loaded. On the stock, near the cheek rest, was a long gouge in the wood.
"This is my rifle," he said in surprise. "Great Grandpa Torrey fell down one winter when he was hunting turkeys. The rifle hit a rock and marked the stock. Grandma told that story several times and each time he would laugh at how mad his Grandpa Torrey was that he put that blemish on his rifle. It's been in the family for a long time. I got it from my Dad, who got it from his dad, all the way back to Grandpa Torrey."
Laughing as he put the Winchester back on its pegs he said, "Several times I thought about having the stock refinished but then I'd think about Dad's story and decided to leave the Winchester the way I inherited it. It made me feel closer to my family."
Tyler walked into the second room. Against the wall on the left was a large bed. There was a corn shuck mattress supported by ropes running between the side rails. The wall directly opposite the door had a window that looked out across a valley on the north side of the rise. Beneath the window was a heavy five drawer dresser. Sitting on the dresser was a framed, old style photograph.
"That's Grandpa and Grandma Torrey. I've got the same picture in my den. Hell, maybe this is the same picture." Tyler thought for a few seconds. "They were, I mean are, my great, great, great grandparents on my mother's side. Grandpa is the one that settled this place." Tyler took the picture over to the window so he could see it better. "Dad always said Grandpa and I could have been brothers. Sometimes Mom would bring out the old family albums and show me pictures of the family all the way back to Grandpa Torrey and point out the resemblance."
Tyler set the picture back and pulled open the dresser draws. In the top dresser draw he found a gun belt, a holster and a Colt Frontier Single Action pistol chambered in the same .44-40 as the Winchester. The wear marks on the holster and gun showed they were working tools and not just for show.
In the other drawers he found a few pairs of whip cord work pants, two pair of denim overalls, and three shirts. The clothes looked to be his size or close to it. Under the work pants he found a leather drawstring bag that held 30 Double Eagle gold coins. There was a wardrobe in the corner that held a Sunday go to meeting coat, two shirts with button on collars, and a fancy pair of almost new boots. There was also an almost brand new Stetson; dark brown in color and almost identical to the one Tyler wore in his contests. He tried the hat on and found it was a good fit.
"Think I'll ride over past that bluff and see if I'm where I think I am." Tyler thought about changing clothes but he was still wearing his action shooting costume and sporting the borrowed Stetson he would fit right in with the west in the 1870's. He did however take a couple of the Double Eagles with him. "If I'm where I think I am money from the 21st century probably won't be accepted here. That $600 in Double Eagles is more than a year's wages if I am in the 1870's, so I should be okay for a while."
He went to the corral and saddled the big black horse. On the underside of one of the stirrups, the name Midnight had been burned into the leather. "Guess your name is Midnight," Tyler said to the big horse as he saddled him. The horse nodded his head up and down as if to agree.
The saddle fit him well and after walking Midnight around the corral to get it settled, Tyler put the animal into a trot and in less than 10 minutes he rounded the bluff. From the crest of the rise he could see that the road was well traveled and led southeast just a bubble off due south.
"Might as well see if New Braunfels is over there. It used to be about ten miles to town, should take about two hours riding easy to get there on horseback." He put Midnight onto the road and let the horse have its head. The big black shook his head and picked up the pace; soon they were running at a ground eating lope. "In my truck it's a 15 minuet drive."
As Tyler rode he thought about the things he'd seen and discovered. "If I really am back in the 1870's, I've got no idea how I got here or why. If I'm not back in the 1870's, I still have no idea where I am. First thing to do is to make sure it's New Braunfels I'm riding to. Next I need to nail down the date." His stomach growled and he added, "Maybe I'd better get something to eat too."
Tyler topped a rise and below him was a town. Most of the buildings were one story and lined a wide street. At the end of what he thought of as Main Street, there was the only two story building in town. He slowed his horse to a walk as he came to the outskirts. There was a fairly large sign beside the road. It read:
New Braunfels Texas
Established 1854
Mind Your Manners
Dooley Thomas: Town Marshal
He let out a whoop which almost spooked the Midnight. One mystery had been solved; Tyler knew where he was. Now it was a matter of figuring out exactly "when" he was.
Tyler had read the history of New Braunfels growing up. Marshal Dooley Thomas was a legend in that part of Texas. Thomas was a no nonsense type of lawman and he followed his own creed. The one overriding rule he had was "Do no harm".
If you robbed a store or stole horses and cattle you were doing someone harm and you would answer to Dooley Thomas for it. If you got drunk and shot up the saloon or got into a fight, you were doing harm and you would answer to Dooley Thomas. Thomas said many times that his rule covered all the laws that were written down.
Must be Sunday morning, Tyler thought as he rode down Main Street. Looks like most of the stores are closed. The only places open are "Rosita's Café" and the "Rock Bottom Saloon".
He saw several people standing in front of the church at the end of Main Street. There were men gathered in small groups talking. The women were busy setting up what looked to be a pot luck type midday meal. Covered plates, pots and baskets were being set out on tables in the shade of the nearby large oak trees
Tyler watched a 'herd' of children running and playing around the buggies, buckboards, and farm wagons. Every now and then one of the women would call out to the children and for a few seconds they would settle down. As soon as the woman turned her back the children continued playing. In my time the vehicles would be cars and trucks, he thought.
"Wonder if the saloon has anything to do with the 'Rock Bottom Brewery' back home," he asked aloud. "Food first and then maybe a beer. A saloon should be a good place to gather some information."
They were a few people in Rosita's café. A cowhand or two, two old men, and a man sitting at a table against the back wall. He had a pistol in a tied down holster on his right hip and what looked like a double barrel 10 gauge coach gun on the table next to his food. The man also wore a star pinned to his vest.
"That's got to be Dooley Thomas," Tyler muttered.
Marshal Thomas watched as Tyler sat at a table next to one of the front windows. The Marshal's eyes showed an interest in the new arrival.
Tyler didn't want to stare so he watched the Marshal out of the corner of his eye. He saw Thomas talking to the two older men sitting near the Marshal.
A middle aged woman brought coffee to Tyler. "Coffee?" At Tyler's nod she poured him a cup. "What would you like stranger? Got flapjacks and a ham steak on special this mornin."
"That sounds good ma'am." When the waitress walked away Marshal Thomas stood, said goodbye to the two old men, picked up the scatter gun and walked over to Tyler's table.
"Howdy. I'm Marshal Dooley Thomas. Mind if I sit down?"
Tyler shook his head and motioned to a chair. He'd watched Thomas walk toward him and was surprised that he wasn't a bigger man. According to the stories and the legend, Thomas was a ferocious fighter and had never been bested.
Thomas was 5'9 with a stocky, strong looking body. If he'd been a woman his walk would have been called graceful. As it was he looked like a big cat, coiled and ready to attack. Dooley's face and hands were tanned and weathered. It's his eyes that tell the story, Tyler thought as the Marshal sat down. Those eyes belong to a man that has faced every threat that came his way and lived to tell about it. Wouldn't like to go up against him, even in one of our action shooting contests, Tyler finished his thought.
"What's your name stranger?"
"Oh, sorry Marshal. I'm Tyler Gibson."
"You gonna be in town long or are you just passing through?" Marshal Thomas smiled as he asked the questions. "Don't mean to be prying into your business Mr. Gibson but I like to know who's coming and going my town."
"Not a problem Marshal."
"Excuse me," Thomas said. "I don't understand."



"Oh, I mean I understand," Tyler explained. I'm going to have to watch my words and phrases, Tyler thought. The language is still English but the way we talk has changed in the last 100 years.
Dooley smiled. "You talk different Mr. Gibson. Where you from?"
"I just arrived from back East. Tennessee to be exact."
"You plan on staying a while?"
"Thought I would. I've never been here before and I'd like to look around the country." Technically it's true, Tyler thought. I didn't live back in this time so I've never been here before.
"Got somewheres to stay? The Grand Hotel is a decent place. It's not really grand but it's clean. Course it'll get a mite costly if you're gonna be here long. Mrs. Draper runs a boarding house; it's down at the end of the street. Not fancy but the rooms are clean and she serves a real good supper."
"I'm staying at a ranch a little north west of here, about ten miles outside of town."
"That'd be the Torrey place? The T2S?"
"Yes sir." Tyler knew that Grandpa Torrey's place was called Torrey Two Spring ranch, named for the two springs that flowed from a rock bluff and that the brand was T2S. In fact back in his own time Tyler still paid the small yearly fee to have the ranch name and brand registered with the state of Texas.
"Last I heard Jackson Torrey went to Dallas for a spell; left last week he did. After his wife, Molly, died of the fever last year, he said he was gonna burn the place to the ground and let the devil have it. How'd you get him to let you stay out there?"
Now Tyler was able to pin point this time frame better. He knew from the family stories that in the summer of 1878, Grandpa Torrey had gone to get his daughter, Stella, to help him run the place after Grandma Molly had passed away. Stella was a headstrong young woman and had moved to Dallas; more to spite her father than for any other reason.
Stella Torrey came back to the ranch and met a young cowboy name Joshua Gibson in town one day. They had a whirlwind romance and got married soon afterward. When Grandpa Torrey died he left the ranch to his daughter and her husband. That's how the Gibson's became involved with the Torrey ranch.
Dooley was waiting for an answer while Tyler thought about his family's history.
"Jack Torrey and I have some history Marshal. Have for a lot of years." About 140 years to be exact, he said to himself.
Thomas looked hard at the young man sitting across from him. He didn't know the man or anything about him but for some reason he trusted him. Dooley stood to leave.
"Well, welcome to New Braunfels Mr. Gibson. If you need anything, my office is right across from the saloon." He laughed and said, "I don't have so far to go when trouble starts. And anytime you mix whiskey and cowboys there's sure to be trouble. Come see me sometime and we'll talk some more."
Marshal Thomas stood, nodded, and left the café. As he stepped into the street he gripped the shotgun in his right hand, holding it like a pistol; ready for any trouble that might come his way.
"Not a man I'd like to tangle with," Tyler said in a low voice. "I think the legend is right, he's a hard man."
After finishing his breakfast, Tyler paid his bill with a Double Eagle. The woman complained about him not having a smaller denomination coin. Tyler felt a little guilty as he left but now he had some smaller coins and folding money to use.
Tyler walked down the wooden boardwalk to the saloon. It had the classic swinging doors seen on TV and in movies from back in his time. He did notice that there were tall wide doors against the inside walls that could be closed if the weather was bad.
The Rock Bottom saloon was like walking onto a movie set. There was a long wooden, hand carved bar against the wall opposite the doors. Behind the bar there were whiskey bottles lining the shelf in front of a very large mirror. The bartender wore his hair slicked back; he had large bushy sideburns and a handlebar moustache. His shirt had a button on collar with a string tie and garters holding his sleeves up out of his way.
"What'll it be stranger?" The bartender asked. He was wiping the already clean bar top like bartenders throughout history had done.
"I'd like a beer and a shot."
"I'm Ernie Simpson; part owner of The Rock Bottom." Ernie drew a glass of beer, used a wide wooden squeegee to remove the excess foam and sat the beer in front of Tyler. Using one of the bottles sitting in front of the mirror, Simpson filled a large heavy glass with whiskey and slid it three feet over to Tyler.
Simpson looked to be between 40 and 50 years old. He was several pounds overweight with a florid complexion and a big red nose. He's no stranger to whiskey, Tyler thought.
"First beer is on the house Mister; the whiskey's six bits."
"Thank you Mr. Simpson," Tyler said picking up the glass of whiskey. "My name's Tyler Gibson."
This isn't a shot glass, Tyler thought as he picked up the whiskey. There's more like three shots in there. He drank about half of the whiskey and quickly followed it with a long drink of beer. Tyler almost spit the beer out; he wasn't used to his beer being warm. This whiskey isn't exactly Gentleman Jack either. He took another drink from his beer.
"You here on business Mr. Gibson?"
"More like pleasure Mr. Simpson. Thought I'd look around the country. I'm staying out at the Torrey place."
"Ernie's good enough Mr. Gibson. You call me Mister and I feel like a dude from the big city."
"You can call me Tyler. Mr. Gibson is my father." He picked up the mug of beer and looked around. The saloon was a large rectangular shaped room. Tyler could see a "money wheel" at one end. People made bets as to which number would stop under a flexible finger type peg on one side of the wheel. The operator would spin the wheel and if it stopped on your number you won; winners were few and far between. There was also a Faro game and a craps table. Faro was a dying game in his time, but Tyler recognized the craps table. From the looks of it the table hadn't changed since the early days.
The middle and other end of the long room had several tables with chairs sitting at them. The tables were round and the chairs were wooden 'Captain' type chairs. Tyler had to smile. Just like in the movies, he thought. He turned back facing the bar and took another sip of the whiskey.
"Not very busy today," he remarked.
"No sir. Never is on Sunday; at least not until sundown. Most of my customers are over to the big midday meal at the church." Ernie laughed and added, "By sundown the men have done all the chores their wife's wanted done and they can slip away for a spell."
"Yep, you have to take care of the 'honey do' list," Tyler replied.
"The what list?" Ernie asked.
Tyler realized he'd used a term from his time that wasn't known in the 1870's. "I mean your wife says 'Honey do this or Honey do that'. It's a term used back in Tennessee by some people."
"Oh, I understand," Ernie said and laughed. "Honey do list eh. Wait till the boys hear about that."
"Let me buy you a whiskey Ernie," Tyler offered, trying to cover his slip in language.
"Give me that," Ernie said and took the whiskey glass out of Tyler's hand. "If you're gonna be a gentleman about it we should drink the good stuff."
He opened a cabinet door under the mirror and took out a bottle. "This is my private stock," Ernie said with a grin. He poured two glasses of the amber fluid and slid one to Tyler. "To your health Tyler," he toasted.
Tyler took s tentative sip, smiled and took a bigger drink. "Now that's more like it Ernie."
"Yeah, the other's fine for the regular customers, but a gentleman like yourself deserves the good stuff," Ernie said as he laughed. "Especially since you're buying a drink for me."
Tyler finished his whiskey and beer. "I'll see you again Ernie," he said and started to leave the saloon.
"It tends to get a mite chilly at night this time of the year," Ernie said and held out the half full bottle of his private stock to Tyler. "Best take this with you to fight off the cold."
Tyler nodded his thanks and left the saloon. He talked to himself as he walked toward where he had tied up Midnight. "Be too easy to turn into a drunk. Better get back to the cabin and try to figure this out."
Dooley Thomas waved to him as Tyler rode out of town. On the ride "home", Tyler looked around finding the changed landmarks. Back at the cabin he unsaddled Midnight, and rubbed him down. "It's got to be late June from the hot, humid weather. Look how lathered up you are from that easy ride," he said to the horse. Tyler fed Midnight and made sure he had extra water.
He returned to the cabin and pulled a rocking chair outside on the small covered porch. "As I see it, I'm at exactly the same place as I was Saturday night. The room I woke up in corresponds to my office back then, maybe I mean up there; anyway in the future. The cabin is situated on the same rise that my house stands on."
There was a pump at the kitchen sink but Tyler got up and walked to the well at the side of the cabin. He dropped a bucket down into the well and used the windlass to pull it back up. There was a large dipper hanging on the cover over the well. He took a dipper full and walked back to the rocking chair.
"There's just something special about fresh drawn water. Don't need to start hitting Ernie's whiskey; I'll drink myself into a stupor." He drank from the dipper and leaned back in the chair. "I know where I am, I know when I am but what I don't know is how I got here. Last thing I remember was working on my story about 3 AM. I felt queasy sometime while I was sleeping and the next thing I know, I'm back in 1878. "
"The only thing I can think of was that somehow I got caught in a riff of the Space Time Continuum." Tyler thought about the Science Fiction he'd read. "Or maybe I was abducted by aliens and transported back in time." He chuckled, then laughed and soon was laughing almost hysterically. He got control of himself after a minute. "Who am I kidding? I've got no idea why or how I'm here or how long I'm going to be here; maybe for the rest of my life." He finished the water and stood up. "I can't do anything about getting back so all I can do is make the best of it."
Tyler walked down to the spring branch flowing at the bottom of the rise. "I bet the well taps into this spring. The water I drew was cold and had almost a sweet flavor." He snapped his fingers. "I remember now, this is Sweet Water Spring. It's the reason Grandpa decided to settle in this spot."
Climbing back to top of the rise he walked around to the back of the cabin. One of the two buildings he'd seen earlier were about 50 feet behind the cabin. It was directly opposite the door coming out of the kitchen. Tyler smiled as he recognized the outhouse.
"I think they called them privies," he said.
The other building was opposite the barn about 100 feet from the cabin. As he got closer, Tyler realized what the building was. The smell of smoke made by seasoned wood was heavy on the air as he neared the little building. Opening the door, the smell seemed to roll over him in a wave.
"It's a smoke house. I've read about them but I've never really seen one."
The low afternoon sun cast a light into the shed and Tyler could see something hanging from a cross beam. A large form was wrapped in what looked like burlap sacking; beneath the wrapping was a large slab of bacon. Tyler knew from his research and stories his father had told that the smoked and cured meat would be useful for a several months.
"Well at least I won't have to go into town to eat every day." He pulled a folding Buck knife out of his pocket and cut two thick slices of bacon. On the way back to the cabin Tyler saw that a root cellar had been dug next the north side wall. He put the bacon in the kitchen and came back to the cellar. Pulling back the door he saw four wooden steps leading down. Inside he found a large bag of dried beans, some potatoes spread out on a shelf, and several bunches of wild onions.
Back in the kitchen he poked at the coals in the stove with a short andiron and added three or four pieces of split wood to make a fire and while it was building he used the hand pump to draw a bucket of water. Tyler put two double handfuls of beans into a large pot and covered them with water. The beans would soak overnight, soften, and be ready to cook with some fat back or bacon the next day.
"Funny thing, Grandpa's been gone for at least a week but when I woke up the coals were still hot and the coffee was warm. Sorta like I'd been asleep instead of just getting here."
Tyler sliced a potato into a large cast iron skillet and added two onions. When the potato was nearly done he added bacon that he'd sliced off the slab. After the meal was ready, Tyler didn't bother with a plate; he ate directly from the skillet. "It's a good thing Mom made me learn how to cook a bit. Of course now I'd have to learn or go hungry. Not the healthiest meal but it'll have to do until I can get some supplies from the general store."
After supper Tyler sat on the front porch in the rocker with Ernie's whisky. He took one drink and set the bottle at his feet. It had been a stressful day and as the tension ebbed out of him he became sleepy.
"I'm tired of thinking about this. I'm going to bed."
********************
Three days later Tyler made the ride into New Braunfels. "I don't know how long I'll be here but I need a few things from the general store if I'm going to stay. Can't keep eating at the café all the time; it's cheap but I've only got so much money." He snorted and said, "Like I've got any choice about being here. Hell, I may wake up tomorrow in my own bed."
He tied Midnight to the hitching rail and walked into the store. Tyler had to smile again; the store looked exactly like the ones depicted in western movies and on TV.
"Howdy, can I help you Mister," asked an elderly man behind a counter.
"Hello. I'd need some coffee, a little flour, sugar and five or six pieces of this stick candy."
A few minutes later the man had the supplies gathered on the counter. "That be all for you?"
"Three boxes of .44-40 cartridges too please," Tyler answered. Other than what was loaded into the weapons, he hadn't noticed any ammunition back at the cabin.
"That'll be $21 Mister. Let's make it $20 even for your first time in my store." Tyler dropped a Double Eagle on the counter, gathered his packages and left.
Putting the supplies in his saddle bags he mounted and walked Midnight down Main Street to the Rock Bottom saloon. "Might as well have a beer before I head back."
Tyler pushed through the swinging doors like he seen happen so many time on TV, chuckling to himself as he did so. "Reckon I'm a sure enough cowboy," he said softly with a put on Texas drawl.
Ernie saw Tyler come into the saloon. He drew a beer sat it on the bar then turned, got a bottle of his private stock, poured a glass, and sat the whiskey on the bar next to the beer.
Tyler smiled and nodded at the bartender. He drank about half the whiskey and followed with a long drink of the beer. "Thanks Ernie," Tyler spoke for the first time.
"Welcome Tyler. What brings you back to town?"
"Needed some supplies. Much as I like Rosita's cooking it's a long ride every day for supper."
Ernie refilled Tyler's beer glass and the two new friends talked for a few minutes. Tyler heard the swinging doors open and turned to see who had come into the saloon.
"Howdy Ernie, Mr. Gibson," Marshal Thomas said as he stepped to the bar. "Short beer please Ernie."
Dooley took a small sip of the beer and turned to Tyler. "I saw you ride in Mr. Gibson. I'm surprised that Jack would leave Midnight with you."
"Jack asked me to take care of his horse for him while he was gone. He said that he could make better time going by stage coach and train." Tyler took a pull on his beer and smiled. "That's part of my rent; taking care of Midnight."
"You seem like you know horses. You'd better because Midnight can be a handful. Jack's about the only one that can ride that horse."
"I guess it's like riding a bike Marshal," Tyler said. "Once you learn you never forget how."
"Riding a what?"
Damn Tyler thought, I did it again. Bicycles weren't common in the west until after 1900.
"Back in Tennessee we call a spirited horse a bike," Tyler answered trying to explain. It was the first thing he could think of. "I meant that once you learn to handle a horse like that, you never forget."
"I see," Dooley replied, indicating by the tone of his voice that he wasn't sure he understood.
"Dooley Thomas, I want to see you," a loud voice called from the door way. A large rough looking man pushed his way through the swinging doors. He carried a repeating rifle in one hand and wore a pistol in a cross draw holster in front of his left hip with the butt of the gun pointed forward. The big man fingered the pistol as he walked toward the Marshal.
"Stover, if you ain't careful you're gonna see me once too often," Dooley replied.
"You shot my brother."
"I did."
"Riley was my brother," Stover repeated.
"Riley was also a rustler, horse thief, and a bandit."
"Why'd you shoot him?"
"He was shootin at me Stover. Riley robbed the freight office and shot Bill Justin; shot a man for $23 and then he tried to shoot me." Dooley shook his head, stepped away from the bar, and put some distance between him and Tyler. "I trailed Riley and when I caught up to him he started shootin. I'm a better gun hand than him."
"Reckon I'll have to even things up Marshal," Stover said putting his hand on the butt of his pistol.
"You'll just end up like Riley. Now why don't you have a drink and then go arrange for your brother's funeral?"
"Nope," Stover said and pulled his gun.
He never got the chance to bring his weapon to bear. As the pistol cleared the holster and started to turn toward Dooley, the Marshal drew his own weapon and shot Stover twice. The big man took two steps backward and crumpled to the floor. Dooley pickup up Stover's gun from the floor, set it on the bar, and bent to examine Stover.
"Well hell," Dooley said almost to himself. "Guess I'll have to bury both brothers." Turning he ordered, "Ernie, best send your swamper for Mr. Temple." He noticed Tyler for the first time since Stover had walked into the saloon. "Mr. Temple is the undertaker," he explained. "Sorry you had to be here Tyler."
Tyler nodded; he was shocked by the gun fight and the dead man on the floor. He finished his drink, said good bye to Marshal Thomas and Ernie, and left the saloon. He mounted Midnight and started the big horse on the road back to the ranch.
"That man is dead," Tyler talked out loud as he rode. "That wasn't a cowboy shooting tournament; those were real bullets and real consequences. I've been thinking about wearing the Colt; now I'm not sure that's the thing to do. I'm not a coward but I've only used a gun for hunting and the action shooting contests. It never struck home when I did research or played at being a gunfighter what would happen in a real gun fight."
He rode for a long time with his mind going in circles. Back at the T2S, Tyler rode to the corral, tended to Midnight, and took the supplies back to the cabin. He warmed up the leftovers from supper the previous night. I'm not hungry but I'd better eat, he thought. After cleaning up he took the Winchester down and laid it on the table. Tyler went into the bedroom, brought the Colt into the kitchen, and laid it next to the rifle.
"If the country's still this wild why would Grandpa leave his guns? It's June, as I remember the story Grandpa and Stella came back to the ranch in late September. If I'm still here what will happen if we meet?" Tyler paused in thought for a minute. "Here's a good one; will anything I do back in this time change the future?" Tyler started to laugh but stopped before it turned hysterical like it had before.



Several minutes passed before Tyler shook himself like a big dog. "Enough. A man could go crazy thinking about time paradoxes. What's the prayer? 'God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference'. Guess that's what I'll have to go by now."
********************
"I used the last of the bacon this morning," Tyler told Midnight on their way into town. It had been ten days since Tyler had witnessed the fight between Dooley and Stover. "Need to restock, so I can eat something beside beans, bacon, and potatoes. There are a few other things I need to pick up too." He laughed and patted the big black horse on the neck.
Tyler realized after just one night at the cabin that several things he was used to in his life weren't known or available in this "now". He found out the first time that he used the "privy" that toilet paper hadn't been invented yet. There was a "Farmer's Almanac" hanging on a nail and torn off pages were used as paper.
He also found that taking a bath wasn't as simple as before. Tyler had a choice of washing in the spring branch or using the hand pump in the kitchen; both methods gave you a very cold bath. If he wanted hot water to wash with or for shaving, it had to be heated on the wood cooking stove. Another item that wasn't available was an electric razor; nor were there any of the safety razors from his time.
"Supplies are one reason to go to town; the other is I'm sort of lonesome. Back home I lived alone but could always run down to the pub or call one of my friends so I never got lonesome."
Mr. Wheeler, the owner of the general store, greeted Tyler as he walked over to the counter. "What'll be Mr. Gibson?"
"I'll need coffee, bacon or a ham if you've got it. I also need bar soap, a razor, and a shaving mug. And six pair of under ware, briefs if you've got them." Tyler had been wearing the pants and shirts he found at the cabin. He'd also found several pair of long johns, but he refused to wear another man's under ware.
Wheeler looked puzzled for a moment and then smiled. "You must mean those new style long johns with the legs cut off. Let me show you what I got." He walked to another counter and returned with the shorts. "See the legs go down to just above the knee and you've got these buttons to hold them on your waist. Never heard them called briefs before.'
"That's what we call them back in Tennessee," Tyler said trying to cover up his mistake. "I take six of them Mr. Wheeler. Oh, and three boxes of .44-40 cartridges."
After putting the items Tyler requested on the counter, Wheeler asked, "Doing a lot of shootin are you?"
Tyler added another Almanac to his order; the one in the privy was down to the last few pages. "I've had to hunt for my food," Tyler answered Wheeler's question. "Been awhile since I did that." He chuckled and added, "I've been missing a lot too. I'm also getting tired of rabbits."
"Sort of expensive hunting varmints with a .44-40," Wheeler offered. "I can make you a good deal on a lever action Winchester .22. Todd Stevens over to Schumannsville sold out last week. Gave me the rifle to pay his account. I could let you have it for what he owed," he said as he handed the .22 to Tyler.
"Makes more sense than using .44-40s to kill rabbits; when I can hit them that is." Tyler hefted and examined the small Winchester. "How much Mr. Wheeler?"
"I can let you have it for $20."
Tyler thought for a few seconds. "Throw in a couple of boxes of shells and I'll take it." He and Wheeler shook hands on the deal.
Wheeler laid the .22 next to Tyler's order. He also added two boxes of .22 cartridges.
"I may be talking myself out of a sale here but you know Ted Smith, the butcher, would take a steer on trade for ham, or bacon or even a butchered beef."
"Thanks for the information Mr. Wheeler. I'll think on it." Tyler paid for his supplies and his new rifle and left the store. He put the supplies in his saddlebags, the rifle in the scabbard under the right stirrup, unhitched Midnight and led him down the street to the Rock Bottom Saloon. "I should say hello to Ernie while I'm in town," he told the horse as he tied him in front of the saloon. "At least that's my excuse to have a beer."
"Howdy," Ernie said as Tyler walked in. A beer was quickly placed on the bar and Ernie held up a bottle from his private stock. Tyler shook his head and picked up the beer.
"Hello Ernie, thanks. Mr. Wheeler told me that Ted Smith would take a steer in trade for dressed meat. That true?"
"Yep. Lot of people round here raise a beef or two and make that trade. They don't have to mess with butchering, or smoking, or curing the meat. They turn to steer on the hoof to Ted and walk away with meat for supper." Ernie smiled and added. "Course some people just round up mavericks and trade them to Ted. Don't have to feed or take care of the cattle that way."
"Mavericks? You mean strays?"
"Yep. Lots of mavericks with no brand on them running in the hills over close to the Guadalupe. But why don't you just drive one of the T2S cattle into Smith's?"
"Mr. Torrey and I never talked about me using his stock. I wouldn't want to take one without his permission."
"That's an honest man," Dooley Thomas said as he entered the saloon. He nodded at Ernie and smiled at Tyler. "Some would figure with Jack gone they could take one steer. He'd never miss it."
Tyler motioned to Ernie for a beer for the Marshal. "My folks raised me to respect others and their possessions. Have a beer Marshal."
"You're an honest man Tyler. They're sometimes hard to find." Dooley smiled and sat his empty mug down. "I'll give you a hand rounding up a few mavericks if you like. Be a good excuse to forget being a Marshal for a day or two."
********************
It had been easier than Tyler thought it would be to round up a dozen mavericks. They were clustered close to the Guadalupe River, in the valleys and bottom land. Dooley and Tyler made the ride to the area in one day, gathered the cattle the next, and drove them back to the T2S the following day.
"Why doesn't everyone round up these cattle?" Tyler asked on the drive back to the ranch.
"Most of the ranches have been around for a lot of years. They increase their herds by breeding and such. Also these mavericks are wild and pretty scrawny; not worth the trouble for the ranchers." Dooley smiled and added, "Makes it a mite easier for people like yourself."
During the trip, Tyler gained a lot of respect for the Marshal. Dooley Thomas was an interesting man. His stories about New Braunfels kept Tyler entertained at night in camp and on the drive back to the ranch. Dooley was originally from St. Louis; his parents had moved to Texas when he was 7 in 1850. He quickly became a "man" of the west from the city boy he'd been. In 1861 he enlisted in the 29th Texas Calvary and fought for 4 years in the War Between the States.
He entered the war as a boy of 18, a trooper, and left as a 22 year old Lieutenant; a veteran of numerous battles. "Damn stupid war," Dooley said as he told his story. He returned to New Braunfels to resume his life on his parent's ranch.
About a month after his return, Dooley was in town for supplies on a Saturday. He'd stopped at the saloon for a beer before heading home when three men entered. They pulled their guns on the bartender and demanded money. One turned toward Dooley but before he could say anything, Dooley tore the pistol out of the man's hand and shot him. He fired and killed a second man and splintered the door frame beside the thirds head as he ran out the door. That man left the saloon, jumped on his horse and rode away at a gallop. There was no law in New Braunfels to report to so Dooley rode home.
Three days later a committee of three town's people came to the Thomas ranch and offered Dooley a job as the town Marshal.
"That was nigh onto 18 years back," Dooley finished his story. "Was a good thing them offering me the job. I found out that I really didn't like playing nurse maid to a bunch of stupid cattle." He handed a cup of coffee across the campfire to Tyler. "What's your story Tyler?"
Well hell, Tyler thought. Got to make up something that's reasonable.
"My folks back in Tennessee have a big farm. I'm the youngest of three boys. After the war, I decided that I didn't want to be a farmer, much less the third in line to own the farm, so I came west." Tyler was careful not to claim to have fought in the Civil War. "Haven't found my place yet, but I will."
"New Braunfels is a good place to live. Come to the church picnic on Sunday," Dooley suggest. "They have one every week after services. You can meet some of the folks that live here. Maybe you'll decide you want to stay."
"I'd like that Dooley. It gets a little lonesome out on the T2S with only Midnight as company." Tyler laughed and added, "He's a good listener but he don't talk much."
Gathering the cattle had been a lot easier than learning how to shave with a straight razor. After cutting himself several times, Tyler decided that unless he was going into New Braunfels he would only shave every second or third day.
The steer that Tyler drove to Ted Smith's on Sunday wasn't as well fed as normal range stock. Tyler's idea was to trade the steer to Smith and set up a sort of credit balance so he could get meat as needed. He'd left the other 11 mavericks grazing on the lush grass of the T2S. "If I'm going to be here I don't want to worry about food. I need to get my bearings and figure out how to live in this time."
Smith opened a gate and Tyler drove the steer into the corral. "Reckon you'd be Gibson. The Marshal told me you'd be comin by."
Tyler had to smile at Smith. The man reminded Tyler of his best friend Charley Jones. Like Charley, Smith was about 5'5 or 6 and probably weighed about 200 pounds. Rotund is how Tyler thought of the butcher. When Smith took off his hat to wipe the sweat off his forehead he had more scalp than he did hair. Just like Charley, Tyler thought.
"Howdy Mr. Smith," Tyler said after he drove to steer into the corral. "I'm surprised that you'd do business on a Sunday."
"Those holy rollers over to the church don't like it none but I ain't breakin no laws. If they let me be I don't bother them. Sides, it's my business when I work."
Tyler chuckled. "Sounds like you don't have much use for the church goers."
"Got nothin against them. Most of the folks are good people, but that reverend and some of them deacons is against a lot of things I like to do. They don't abide with drinkin, gamblin, or fooling around with women. I don't see how a man can get by without those things. So them and me don't see exactly eye to eye."
Smith looked over the steer in the corral. "Bit on the scrawny side, but I can fatter him up. How do you want to do this Mr. Gibson?"
"I'm not sure how this is supposed to work. Can you tell me?"
"Yessir. One way is to butcher the steer for you; I'll even bring it out to you ranch when it's done. Course you might want to wait until I can fatten up that animal; take about a month or so. Normally I do the butcherin for a fee. Charge a $5 kill fee, then charge 10 cents a pound hangin weight for the two sides of beef."
"Hanging weight?" Tyler asked.
"That's the cleaned and dressed steer; usually with the carcass split down the middle. I keep the hide, horns, hoofs and insides." Turning to look at Tyler's steer Smith said, "Your animal's small, I reckon it will dress out about 400 pounds."
Tyler did a quick calculation in his head. "That's $40. "There's only so much money in my poke and I'd have to buy meat from you or the mercantile until the animal was fit to butcher. Even then I don't know how I'd keep a whole steer from going bad. You said one way, is there something else we can work out?"
"Yessir. I'll take the steer and drive it and others to the Army over to San Antonio. Or I might just butcher it and sell it to people around here or to Mr. Wheeler over to the mercantile or to Rosita." Ted looked down for several seconds and added, "I'll give you a side of beef for the animal; I'll even cut it into roasts and steaks for you."
"Could I get what I need from you every week or so until I've used up the side of beef?"
"Yessir we can do that."
"Then if it's OK I'll pick up a couple of steaks and a roast on my way home from the church picnic. See you later."
Tyler mounted Midnight and rode to the church yard where the women were setting up the picnic. He was wearing the Sunday go to meeting coat from the wardrobe, one of the shirts with a button on collar and a string tie. "Going to church, got to be dressed up like Mom always said." Tyler said on the ride into town. Dooley Thomas waved him over to where he and a group of men were standing.
"Maybe I should go help the ladies set things up," Tyler offered.
"Do so at your own risk, young man," one of the older men said. "In my experience it's best to stay out of the women's way." All the men laughed.
The old man took a small flask out of his jacket and passed it around. Tyler took the flask when it come to him and looked at the man.
"Just a little home brew for your constitution. Go ahead young man, it'll do you good." Tyler took a modest sip and felt like his throat was going to burn out.
"Smooth ain't it," Dooley said. He and the other men laughed at Tyler's reaction to the liquor. "Come on Tyler, we better put some food on top that home brew.
Dooley led Tyler around filling their plates from the many different dishes available. As they walked around the tables, Dooley would introduce Tyler to the ladies standing beside their food; if their men folk were there they were also introduced. By the time Tyler had a heaping plate of food, his mind was in a whirl with all the names and faces.
After eating, Tyler pushed his plate down the table away from him and turned back toward Dooley who was stuffing a large piece of pie into his mouth. Looking over Dooley's shoulder, Tyler saw a young woman came out of the church carrying a large pot of something that was steaming. Tyler did a double take and almost dropped his cup of coffee.
The girl had long auburn hair worn down her back. She was slender but by the size of the pot she was carrying it was obvious she was strong. Tyler was twenty or more feet away from her and he still could see her corn flower blue eyes and the string of freckles across the bridge of her nose.
"Who's that?" He asked Dooley and pointed at the girl.
"That's Abigail Stevenson. She's our school teacher."
"She sure looks hot," Tyler remarked almost to himself.
"Reckon she is, she's been cooking that pot of soup in the kitchen," Dooley said with a little frown.
Damn, I did it again, Tyler thought. These people don't use that term, at least not about a pretty girl. "I saw the soup was hot from the steam coming off it."
"Abby, come over here if you've got the time," Dooley called across the tables.
"Hello Marshal," Abby said as she joined them. "It's nice to see you."
"Thanks. I'd like to introduce you to my friend here. Abby this is Tyler Gibson, Tyler this is Abigail Stevenson. Tyler is stayin out at the Torrey place while Jack is over to Dallas."
"Welcome Mr. Gibson. You and the Marshal come over and sit with us." Abby led them over to where her parents and two brothers sat at one of the tables. She introduced Tyler to her family. As they ate Tyler answered and asked a few questions and by the end of the meal, he no longer felt like a stranger.
Tyler said good bye and thanked the Stevenson's for sharing their company. "Y'all made a stranger feel at home."
"You should come back next week Tyler," Abby suggested.
"Thank you Miss Abby, I'll do that," Tyler replied.
In the background Dooley tried to hide his grin. You couldn't keep that boy away with a shotgun, he thought.
Before returning to the ranch, Tyler stopped at Ted Smith's and got a large roast and a couple of prime cuts of beef. On the ride back to the T2S, he thought about another convenience that he missed. "No cell phone, hell no phones at all. If I want to talk to Abby or Dooley or anybody else, I'll have to ride into town. Course seeing her would be even better than just talking to her."
That evening he sat in his rocker with a last cup of coffee. "If there is a time paradox, will my being here and changes I might make affect the future? Maybe I'm on a different time line like some scientists talk about or in a parallel universe." Tyler shook his head, rotated his shoulders to loosen the tension and stood. "Hell, I can't do anything about any of it. I'll leave before Grandpa Torrey and Stella get here but the rest of it I won't worry about it anymore." He poured out the cold coffee and went to bed.
********************
Abby came out of the church on Sunday at midday and saw Tyler. She came to meet him as he rode up. "I'm so glad you're here Tyler."
"The thought of eating your Mama's fried chicken instead of my own cooking made it an easy choice Abby."
"Is that the only reason you came?" Abby asked with a sly smile.
Tyler took a deep breath. This young woman attracted him like none back in his own time. Better be careful, he thought. If I get too close I may not want to leave before Grandpa and Stella return.
"No ma'am. Her pies are really good too," Tyler teased.
Abby looked surprised and then she laughed. "You're right; Mama's pies are a temptation." She motioned with her hand as she turned toward the food laden tables. "Come on, I saved you a seat at our table."
********************
Tyler was behind the cabin chopping fire wood on Monday morning. He carried an armful of the split wood into the cabin and saw a rider pass by the front window. Dropping the kindling beside the kitchen stove, he walked through the front door. The man was drawing a bucket of water from the well. He sat the bucket of cool water on the edge of the side walls of the well, took the dipper from where it hung, and took a long drink. The man's tired and lathered horse extended his neck so he could reach the water bucket. His owner punched him on the nose and pushed the horse away.
"You can water your horse in the trough at the corral if you like," Tyler offered.
"Nope, he'll be okay. It'll wait until I get to town."
"I think you should water your animal Mister. He looks about done in."
"It's none of your business Sonny."
Tyler stiffened a little. "Maybe not, but that's my well you're using. Isn't it normal courtesy to ask before you take a man's water?"
The man stepped away from the well and faced Tyler. He was tall with wide shoulders. His face had a scar running from his left eye down to his jaw line. Over all he looked dirty, trail weary, and dangerous. Pulling his slicker back he freed up the pistol he wore on his hip and placed his hand on the butt.
Tyler was at once aware that he wasn't armed. The Winchester and the Colt were still in their places in the cabin. He'd decided not to wear the pistol after seeing the man named Stover shot and killed.
"That'll be about enough Stoddard," Marshal Dooley Thomas said in a hard commanding voice.
Tyler and the stranger turned to see Dooley sitting on his horse with the butt stock of his ever present coach gun propped on his hip; ready for use if need be.
"Water your horse and ride out," Dooley ordered.
The man called Stoddard took his hand off his gun. He took the bucket and held it for his horse to drink. When the bucket was empty, he mounted looked at Tyler, and then at Dooley. "Another time Marshall," he said. "You too sonny."
"I'll be here," Dooley responded. "I won't say it again, ride out."
Stoddard turned his horse toward New Braunfels and rode off at a slow lope; never looking back.



"Not the most sociable feller is he?" Dooley said as he rode over to the well. "Mind if I water my horse Mr. Gibson?" He asked with a grin.
"Who was that?" Tyler asked. I may have just dodged a bullet, he thought; literally as well as figuratively.
"That was Bill Stoddard. He's a lot of things but law abiding ain't one of them." Dooley looked back and saw Stoddard round the bluff, headed for town. "Him and me have a little history."
Tyler looked at Dooley for a few seconds and before he could ask a question, Dooley continued.
"I arrested him and his brother, Dutch, three four years ago. They went to trial, charged with stealing horses, and were sent to the state prison. Bill just got out."
"How about his brother?"
"Dutch died in prison. Reckon that's another thing Bill holds against me." Dooley finished watering his horse and looked at Tyler. "It's none of my business but I'll give you a friendly piece of advice Tyler."
"Yes sir?"
"I know this is 1878 and all. The country is growin up, getting civilized; but Texas ain't Chicago or St. Louis or even Nashville. This is still a wild and sometimes dangerous place. Aside from men like Stoddard, we still have trouble with the Comanche now and then. "
"Yes sir?"
"You should carry a weapon with you. I know you hunt and the Winchester would be fine, but you need something to protect yourself." Dooley smiled. "I won't always be here to help you know."
Tyler nodded, held up his hand for the Marshal to wait and went into the cabin. Going into the bedroom, he took the Colt .44-40 and holster from the dresser drawer. He put on the gun belt, settling the holster low on his right hip. As he walked back to join Dooley he tied down the pistol.
"Looks good Tyler, but can you use it?"
Tyler drew and fired, hitting a small rock, the size of a baseball, about 30 feet away.
Dooley grinned and said, "I reckon you can use it. That's good shootin."
Tyler returned the grin, reloaded the Colt, and holstered it. "I do fine with targets and I'm as good as most when it comes to speed." His dropped the grin and his face got a serious look. "But Dooley, I've never faced off against another man. I saw what happened with Stover and I don't know if I can draw down on someone."
Dooly nodded his understanding. "That's a choice you have to make for yourself Son. I hope you never have to face it but you need to think about it. Like I said before this ain't St. Louis or Chicago."
********************
"I'm beginning to feel normal wearing the Colt," Tyler said aloud. He still had the habit of talking aloud to himself or to his horse, Midnight. Tyler was riding into New Braunfels on this Saturday morning in late August to meet Abby; they had a picnic planned down by the Guadalupe River. Dooley waved to him as he rode by the Marshal's office.
Abby was mounting her horse as Tyler came to the livery stable. "You're right on time Mr. Gibson," she greeted him with a smile.
"Good day to you Miss Stevenson." Both young people laughed at the foolishness and rode toward the river. They talked all the way to the picnic site about nothing special; they just enjoyed the company.
The Saturday picnic or horseback ride or buggy ride had become a weekly ritual for Tyler and Abby over the last month and a half. They had become friends at the church midday meals and the Saturday outings began. The first meetings were with Abby's aunt as a chaperone, and just recently by themselves.
Sitting on a quilt by the river after eating most of a fried chicken, Tyler and Abby sat and stared quietly out across the slowly flowing water. Dragonflies and other insects flew low over the river and several times a bass would jump out of the water trying to catch a meal.
Tyler was very attracted to Abby and was fighting with himself over the attraction. I've got no right to get involved with her, he thought. Before Grandpa Torrey and Stella return I have to leave. I'm not sure about any time paradoxes or actions changing the future, but I can't take the chance on meeting Grandpa. Don't know for sure where I'm going or what I'm going to do and I can't ask Abby to go with me.
"Abby, I've been trying to think how to tell you, but there's no other way than to just say it," Tyler said. The look on his face was one of deep sadness.
"Tell me what?"
"I'll be headed back to Tennessee next week." Tyler sighed. "I wish I could stay but I have to go home."
Abby saw the hurt in his eyes, his slumped shoulders and heard the sadness in his voice. "I could go with you, if you wanted me to."
Tyler sighed again and shook his head. "That's not a good idea Abby." He hesitated and added, "There are things about me you don't know, things you can't know. I have to go alone."
The young woman had developed real feelings for Tyler and she thought he had feelings for her too. Abby dabbed at a tear in the side of her eye and stood.
"I think we'd better get back to town," she said and almost stomped to her horse.
"Abby, I..." Tyler started.
"What? You've told me you're leaving, you've told me you don't want me to go with you. What more can you have to say?"
Tyler shook his head and helped gather the quilt and picnic basket. Abby wouldn't talk during the ride back to New Braunfels, although Tyler tried to speak to Abby several times. Each time she would shake her head and refused to respond.
Abby rode directly to the livery, handed her horse to the stableman, and turned to walk away without saying a word to Tyler.
"Abby, please," Tyler said and took her arm.
"What?" She said turning to face him with tears in her eyes.
"I've enjoyed our time together. I've enjoyed our friendship. Please don't walk away like this."
Abby reached over with her left hand and lifted Tyler's hand off her arm. "Good bye Tyler. Have a safe trip." She turned and bumped into Bill Stoddard. Neither she nor Tyler had seen him standing there.
"Well Missy, it's not often a pretty little thing like you comes running to me," Stoddard said as he put his arm around Abby. "But I reckon I can get use to it."
"Let go of me," Abby said struggling to push Stoddard's arm away.
"I'll just give you a reward for jumping into my arms," Stoddard said and leaned toward Abby intending to kiss her.
Abby drew back her arm and hit her attacker on the nose. Stoddard grunted and shook the girl and then raised his hand to slap her.
"Let her be Stoddard," Tyler said and stepped closer to him. His right hand was hanging close to the butt of the big Colt he wore.
Stoddard held Abby away from him and looked at Tyler. "Reckon I'll teach you some manners like I wanted to the other day." Before he finished talking he drew his pistol.
Tyler reacted and drew his own weapon. He was the faster of the two and before Stoddard could bring his gun up he was facing Tyler's Colt. Stoddard stopped and looked at Tyler.
"Drop it Stoddard," Tyler ordered. "And let her go." Stoddard dropped his pistol to the ground and released Abby.
"I think it would be a good idea for you to ride on," Tyler said. "You're not welcome around here."
Stoddard looked hard at Tyler for a few seconds, walked to his horse and mounted. He stopped on his ride out of town. "I'll see you again Mister," he threatened.
"Thank you," Abby said after Stoddard rode away. She turned to leave.
"I'll walk you home Abby," Tyler said. Seeing the look on her face he added, "It's the last time I'll bother you."
On the ride back to the ranch, Tyler had time to think about the confrontation with Stoddard. "Never even thought about it being real. Never even thought about that it wasn't a contest. All I thought of was saving Abby."
********************
Tyler was packing his gear, getting ready to leave. It was two days since he told Abby he was leaving. He smiled as he saddled Midnight. "Don't know what taking Midnight might change in the future, but I'm not leaving him behind."
He heard a horse coming at a full gallop and turned. Abby pulled her horse to a skidding stop in a cloud of dust. She jumped off the animal before it come to a complete stop and strode toward Tyler with a purpose.
"I'm going with you Tyler. Hush," she said as he started to object. "If you don't let me go, I'll just follow you. But I'm going with you."
Tyler looked at her for several seconds. He shook his head, smiled, and pulled her into a hug. I've maybe made changes in the future by just being here, he thought. I didn't ask to be here, but now that I am I'm going to live my life the way I want.
"We better get another canteen, now that there are two of us," Tyler suggested. He turned to walk back to the cabin.
Tyler felt the bullet hit his shoulder and spin him around milliseconds before he heard the bark of the pistol. He saw Stoddard step from behind the barn with a smoking gun in his hand. Tyler drew his Colt and fired three times as fast as he could. Then he pitched forward onto the ground.
"Don't you die on me," Tyler heard from the dark. He opened his eyes and realized Abby was holding his head and upper body in her lap.
"Don't you die on me," Abby repeated. "I'll get you into the cabin and go for the doctor."
"Stoddard?" Tyler croaked.
"Dead, I think. He hasn't moved since you shot him."
Tyler could feel himself drifting away. "Abby, I love you," he said and closed his eyes.
********************
"Damn, my shoulder hurts," Tyler said as he woke up. He straightened up in his office chair.
"Wait, what? My office chair." He looked around and saw his monitor, in front of him on the desk; the cursor still blinking at the end of the last line he'd written.
"I'm back, I'm back," Tyler yelled and then stopped. "What about Abby?"
Tyler shoulder was hurting because he was braced on the arm rest and he'd slumped over onto it. He thought the pain was from the arm and shoulder being asleep. As he moved the arm around it hurt and tingled, but quickly the pain began to subside.
"How long was I out? Was Abby just a dream? Was Midnight, Dooley, Stoddard, and 1878 just a hallucination?"
Tyler looked at the time on his monitor. 5 PM it read. "That means I've been asleep for about twelve hours. It must have been a dream. I couldn't live all those weeks in only twelve hours." He shook his head, stood, and went into his bathroom. Washing his face and hands he looked at himself in the mirror.
"These aren't the clothes I had on last night," he told his image with surprise in his voice. He looked at the button on collar shirt, string tie, and whip cord work pants and an eerie feeling swept over him. Tyler started took almost a full minute staring at the clothes.
"What happened? Did I cross some kind of space time continuum, or step through a rift in the time line? Or did super space monkey decided to screw with me?" He started to laugh and remember his almost hysteria from the dream and caught himself.
"Hell of a dream or whatever. It'll make a good story."
His cell phone lying on the desk rang. Tyler ran to answer. "Hello?"
"Tyler buddy, I need a favor," his friend Charley Jones almost yelled into the phone.
"Yeah, okay Charley," Tyler replied still a little out of it.
"I know you're gonna meet us for burgers tomorrow night, but my wife's cousin just came in from San Antonio. Missy wants to know if her cousin can join us."
"Charley...."
"It's not a set up buddy. If you say no, Missy won't go. She'll tell me it's okay for me to meet you but I'll pay for it later. So please, go along with it."
"Okay Charley I'll meet you at Ernie's tomorrow night at 7." Tyler took shower and cleaned up. "I'm sure glad to get back to a modern day razor." He noticed a deep red, almost purple spot, about the size of a nickel on his shoulder. "What is that? Wait, that's where Stoddard shot me. What the hell?" It wasn't sore so he forgot about it. Tyler fixed himself supper and watched a little TV before he went to bed. Normally he would have sat down at his computer to write, but he was a little skittish.
Tyler had a standing appointment at the Trails West stable near his home to ride every Saturday morning. He decided to keep that appointment thinking it might help keep his mind from going around and around over his "dream" adventure.
Tyler was one of the favored clients of the stable. He always treated the staff with respect. The staff liked him, for one reason, after a ride Tyler wouldn't just hand off his horse to a wrangler. He would always unsaddle the mount, comb and curry it, and see that it got fed and watered.
Jimmy, the head wrangler, met Tyler as he walked up to the barn. "Sorry Tyler, but your usual horse came up lame this morning. Damndest thing, he was fine yesterday."
"No matter Jimmy. I'll just ride that bay mare or another horse."
"Tell you what, we just got a stallion in. Seems to be well trained with a good nature. Maybe you'd like to try him." Tyler nodded. "Let's go over to the corral and you can take a look at him," Jimmy suggested.
When they got to the corral, Jimmy said, "Wait here; I'll go throw a rope on him and bring him over."
Tyler climbed up onto the top rail of the corral and looked at the horses milling around. At the far side of the space a big black horse threw up his head and stared across the corral toward Tyler. The horse whinnied and trotted to where Tyler was sitting. The animal put his head against Tyler's chest and sort of sighed.
"I'll be damn," Tyler said as he rubbed the horse's ears. "This is Midnight." He rubbed the horse for a minute. "This is getting stranger and stranger."
"Reckon you two found each other Tyler," Jimmy said. "What do you think?"
"He'll do just fine Jimmy." A thought crossed Tyler's mind. "Saddle him for me will you? I need to see Mrs. Johnson for a minute before I take him out."
"The owner?" Jimmy asked.
"Yeah, got a little business to talk to her about. Be back in a few minutes."
Tyler wasn't gone more than fifteen minutes. He returned to the corral, grabbed the reins and stepped up into the saddle. As his finished his ride and tended to the horse he said, "I'm taking you home Midnight. You belong on the T2S, not in some stable."
The big black nodded his head up and down as if he agreed.
As Tyler walked into Ernie's grill that evening, Missy was waiting for him.
"You're just going to love my cousin. You two are perfect for each other. C'mon, we've got a table in the back." She grabbed his arm and pulled him to the table.
Not a set up huh Charley? Tyler said to himself.
"Abby, this is our good friend Tyler Gibson," Missy said. "Tyler this is my cousin Abigail Stevens." Missy turned back to Tyler. "Abby is a school teacher and she's thinking about moving here from San Antonio."
Tyler finally looked at the young woman sitting at the table and was shocked. It's my Abby, he thought. I mean the one from 1878. Different hair style, but the same beautiful auburn color. She's wearing a little makeup and her clothes are different, but it's Abby. It's the eyes that make me sure.
Abby extender her hand and Tyler took it in his. The two young people stared at each other and didn't say anything.
"For God's sake sit down Tyler," Charley said. "You two have been staring at each other for over a minute."
As Tyler sat down, Abby asked, "Have we met before Tyler? I feel like I know you from somewhere."
"Huh?" He replied. Tyler was still surprised.
"I asked if we've met before," Abby said with a small grin.
Thinking quickly, Tyler answered, "Perhaps in another life and at another time."
Abby's grin turned into a big smile. "Maybe so," she replied.
After some very good burgers and a couple of beers, Tyler and Abby followed Charley and Missy to their car. They stopped about half way to the vehicle and talked and looked at each other. After more than five minutes, Charley got impatient.
"C'mon you two," Charley said in a loud carrying voice. "You've got the rest of your life's to gab if you want. I'm tired and want to go home and get some sleep."
"Hush Charley," Missy said poking her husband in the side with her elbow. Then is a quieter voice she asked, "Haven't you ever seen love at first sight before?"
"I like teaching," Abby was saying. "But San Antonio has become a big city. Lots of hustle and bustle and a fast pace. New Braunfels is a bit more laid back, like a small town. I guess I'm just a country girl at heart. That's why I'm thinking of moving here." She laid her hand on Tyler's arm and added, "The people I've met here are nice too."
Tyler offered to show her around the town the next day and she accepted. It was the first of many dates. Over the next three weeks, Tyler and Abby had nine dates. Each one saw them become closer.
After dinner one evening, Tyler was giving Abby a tour of his home. She had told him that Missy talked about the big house and grounds a lot. He explained the history behind the building and how it had been added to by each of the owners since the 1870's. On one wall, next to the fire place, was a large piece of Texas Mesquite with T2S burned into it.
Abby walked over and touched the brand and looked at Tyler with a question in her eyes.
Tyler explained, "Before most of the land was sold off, this was the Torrey Two Springs ranch. That's the brand; I renew the registration on it every year. It's part of this house, this land, and my history."
"I must have seen it some place; it looks familiar." Abby gave Tyler a little smile. "I still feel like I've met you before. I've never felt this comfortable with anyone so quickly."
Tyler got them a drink and sat on his large overstuffed couch. He patted the cushion beside him and said, "Comsit."
"Comsit?" Abby asked puzzled.
"Come, sit next to me, I've got a story to tell you."
The End.
End note.
I purposely steered away from time paradoxes as much as possible. I'm not scientifically educated enough to discuss that phenomena. The subject has been delved into by authors much more talented than I. Notably, Ray Bradbury's "A Sound of Thunder", first published in 1952. In 2005 a movie based on his work was released.
In his work Mr. Bradbury, in one scene, explains the effect of what one little change, the death of a mouse, in the past could do to the future.
This story shows a little of the cultural shock a modern day person would experience by living in the past. But my main goal was to write an adventure story; a western.
I hope you enjoyed the story and thank you for taking the time to read my ravings.
Woody Leach
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********************
"Good morning Special Investigator Harmon," Maria Reyes said as she entered Harmon's small office; he and another investigator shared the space. Seeing the look on his face she amended her greeting to, "I mean hello Mike." He had been working for her as an Investigator for six months.
"Hello Prosecuting Attorney Reyes," Mike replied and smiled at his boss then added, "Maria."
Maria Reyes was the recently elected Prosecuting Attorney of Maricopa County Arizona. In 2015 she had been elected in spite of being a woman in a male dominated field. Maria's predecessor, the incumbent, had become a little soft in his pursuit of the criminal element; preferring to hobnob with the political elite of Phoenix, which is the county seat of Maricopa County. This elite couldn't or wouldn't help him win the election.
Running on a law and order platform, Maria had handily bettered her opponent by almost 20 per cent. The fact that she was a stereotypical Hispanic beauty didn't hurt either. Maria Reyes was average height but the "average" stopped there. She wore her hair in a long dark, almost black, braid down her back. Her sharp dark brown eyes showed intelligence and at times a laugh. Built like an Aztec princess she rode through the political waters like a force of nature.
One of her campaign promises had been to investigate cold cases and bring the guilty parties to long overdue justice. To accomplish this she had recruited and hired two investigators who worked independently of each other. Mike Harmon with the most experience was senior and was usually handed the most difficult backlogged cold cases.
Harmon had done a stint in the Marine Corps when he finished high school. During the last two years of his tour he had served on the Presidential protection detail at San Clementi. Mike's father had served as the Fire Chief of Tempe, Arizona for 35 years.
Inspired by his father's public service and his own experience in the Corps, Mike joined the Phoenix Police Department after his discharge from the Marines. He made Detective First after only 4 years; one of the few men to accomplish that feat in the history of the Department.
He developed into a very accomplished investigator; sometimes his handling of a case was a combination of fact finding, correlation of the evidence and an innate intuition' or gut feelings as his partners said. During his 30 years as a lead detective, the Department offered him promotions and wanted him to head up the entire Detective division. Mike always said, "I'm a street cop. I don't want to sit behind a desk."
Maria Reyes dropped a file folder on Mike's desk. "You've done a good job on the three cases you closed out......but this one is a little different."
Mike pulled the folder to him and opened it. "What makes this one any different than the others?"
"The case is over 25 years old, 27 to be exact."
"Not that it makes a difference, but why this case before the others"
"I was going through some of the older files and found this one from 1988. It was a horrible, heinous crime" Maria took a deep breath. "An elderly lady, Mrs. Helen Stoddard, was tortured, beaten and eventually killed for her money. She was 80 at the time and the thieves apparently got less than $1,000." Maria shook her head. "Someone killed that poor old woman for the money."
Leafing through the file, Mike said, "Looks like there were two suspects but nothing could be proven." Reading one of the police reports he looked up at Maria. "Okay, I'm on it. I'll let you know my progress."
"Get the bastards that did this Mike. Bring them to justice," Maria said with force, turned and left the office.
Mike pulled the file close and really read the details of the case. He planned where and when he would begin his investigation and then broke for lunch. His was not a normal lunch; he would go to the gym and work out with weight training and cardio for about 45 minutes. Mike spent the last 15 minutes of his lunch hour showering then eating a salad, or yogurt or some other healthy meal.
Three and sometimes four times during the week he would get up early and run 5 miles before he went into work. The summers in Phoenix could be brutal so he ran at daylight to avoid the heat as much as possible. Mike trained harder on the weekends in between, his wife Millie's, honey do list and spending time with the family. Almost every Sunday, their son and his wife, his daughter and her husband and the five grandchildren would visit. Sometimes when the kids stayed over the weekend the two oldest would run with him; at least part way before they returned to the house.
Mike had entered a couple of 5 K and 10 K runs and was planning to enter a full marathon in the fall. The result of this healthier life style was a man of 66 that could pass for 35 or 40; except for his hair. No amount of exercise could stop his hair being more salt than pepper for which he received a lot of good natured kidding from his children. Mike's waist was within an inch of when he joined the Phoenix Police. His weight, at 175 pounds, was actually less than back then; a result of healthier eating habits and more exercise. At 5 feet 10, he gave the impression of a steely blue eyed solid block of granite.
During the last 7 or 8 years as a Phoenix Detective there had been more than one young man who thought Mike's graying hair made him an old fart. They misread the look in his dark eyes and if they acted up, they soon learned their mistake. Mike would, if need be, educate them and teach them a lesson they didn't soon forget. The word got out in the building and on the "street" not to screw with Detective Harmon.
Back in his office Mike reread the details of the report in more depth. The two suspects were the 25 year old boyfriend of Mrs. Stoddard's granddaughter and his 24 year old brother. The granddaughter, Judy Swanson, had been 18 at the time of the murder.
Statements from neighbors and from Swanson said that her boyfriend, James Duncan and his brother William had done odd jobs and maintenance around Mrs. Stoddard's home several times. Apparently Mrs. Stoddard hired them because of James' connection with her granddaughter.
That Friday evening, after dinner with his wife, their son and his family, Mike went into his office/den and planned his investigation. Millie and Mike's son knew he was involved in a case and didn't push him about the details. She had learned early in his career that he would only discuss a case or the people involved when his investigations showed results. Millie also knew that if it was a hard case or one that was especially horrible or ghastly that he became very focused if not obsessed. The only thing she did ask when Mike was so totally involved on any case was that he be careful.
During his Saturday morning training run, with no company this time, Mike finalized in his mind how to proceed on the Stoddard case. He first planned to see if any of the people the original detectives talked to were still around. Finishing his run and after showering, Mike took care of a few "honey do" projects Millie had for him. That evening and Sunday would be his last normal days until he either solved the case or ran into a brick wall. He knew that the "wall" would have to be very wide and very tall to stop him.
On Monday morning, Mike did research using government files, tax files, auto registration files and found that only four people were still around or available from the time of the Stoddard murder. Those four were the granddaughter, Judy Swanson, a neighbor named Brodry and the two suspects, James and William Duncan.
He decided his first step would be to interview the only neighbor of Mrs. Stoddard's that was still living in the area; one Charles Brodry. Charles Brodry's parents had owned the house to the east of Mrs. Stoddard and left the house and an acre of ground to their son.
Brodry had grown up in that house and was living there in 1988. He was in his mid 30's when the murder took place and he moved away shortly afterwards. Brodry was living in Seligman Arizona when his parents died in 2010 and left him the house. Being recently divorced, Charles moved back to the house. He was now in his late 50's. It was amazing what Mike had been able to dig out of the files accessible to the police.
"Mr. Brodry?" Mike asked when the man opened his front door. When Brodry nodded Mike said "I'm Special Investigator Mike Harmon," showing his badge and I.D. "I'd like to talk to you about Mrs. Stoddard's murder. You know, the lady that lived next door."
Charles Brodry was shorter than average at 5' 4". He was rotund, with thinning hair and a kind jovial look about him.
Brodry looked at the credentials and said, "That was almost 30 years ago. Why are you askin about her now?"
"I'm reworking the case," Mike replied. "If I can I'm going to find out who killed Mrs. Stoddard and make them pay for it."
Charles motioned to Mike and they sat in two Adirondack chairs on the porch. It was a beautiful spring day, sunny and warm. Later in the summer the temperatures would climb over 100 degrees a day for two or three months. Mike had always said during that period that if he had a home in Hell and one in Phoenix, he'd rent out the one in Phoenix and live in Hell.
"You won't have far to look for those that killed that poor old woman," Charles said.
"How so?"
"That damn boyfriend of her granddaughters killed her. I guess his brother was in on it too." Mike knew that people sometimes said more or remembered better if he let them talk without questions so he didn't say anything waiting for Charles Brodry to continue.
"After the old lady was found, it was a little over two weeks later that those Duncan boys brought Judy to get some of her grandmother's things," Brodry stopped to see if Mike knew who he was talking about. Mike nodded and Brodry continued. "That James character was driving a new car instead of that beat up old clunker he usually drove."
"He could have gotten a job and bought the car," Mike suggested.
Shaking his head, Charles replied, "That boy, and his brother either, didn't have a job. Sometimes they worked for Mrs. Stoddard doing chores and things around her house. Those boys never had a pot to piss in or a window to throw it out of. No way they came up with the money to buy a new car."
Charles got a look on his face as if he was trying to remember something. "Now that I think about it, those boys were working at Mrs. Stoddard's the day before they found her dead. I think I saw that old clunker of theirs sitting in the driveway at the side of the house until about 9 PM.
By 11, it was gone and the next day Judy found her grandmother." Charles sort of shook himself. "As you know someone bashed in the old lady's skull and killed her and I bet it was those Duncan boys."
"You sure about Duncan's car being there?"
"No I can't be sure, couldn't swear to it; too many years have passed." Charles shook his head. "Maybe it's because I dislike those boys so much but I still think they are the ones that killed Mrs. Stoddard."
Mike stood to leave. "I may want to talk to you again Mr. Brodry, if I may."
"Come back any time Mr. Harmon. Hope you catch the ones who did this." Charles gave Mike a grim smile and pointed to a large Oak tree in his front yard. "I'll bring the rope and we can use my tree there."
Mike returned the smile. "I'm afraid we can't do that anymore."
"More's the pity. Let me know how your investigation goes Mr. Harmon." Having finished talking Charles Brodry went back into his house.
Next door Mrs. Stoddard's house was dilapidated and one step away from being condemned. It hadn't been lived in for 25 years. Apparently no one had wanted a house that was the scene of the gristly murder of an elderly woman. Mike walked around the tumbled down building and peeked into the interior. He studied the old house for several minutes and then walked back to his car.
Arriving back at his office, Mike called the granddaughter, Judy Swanson, and made an appointment to see her at her work place the next day. Judy was working as a loan officer for a local bank. After the call, he pulled the case file in front of him and went over it again.
He reread the report from the patrolmen who were first on scene and read the Medical Examiner's report for the first time. The old woman's body showed signs of her being hit in the face several times. Her jaw was broken as well as the bones of her left eye socket. According to the autopsy, it was a blunt force trauma to the nose section of her face that killed her.
The report from the detectives that had been called to the crime scene said that the doors or windows showed no sign of forced entry; which would indicate that Mrs. Stoddard let who ever had killed her into the house. That meant she knew him or them.
Mike's eyes turned hard as he looked at the pictures taken by the Medical Examiner. "I'm gonna catch this son of bitch", he softly vowed. "And when I do....." Mike sighed and shook his head before adding, "As much as I'd like to do something myself I'll have to let the law take care of them."
At 9 AM the next morning, Mike entered the First National Bank of Maricopa. The young lady at the information desk directed him to Judy Swanson's office. He rapped twice on the door jam and entered the office. "Miss Swanson? I'm Special Investigator Mike Harmon."
"Mr. Harmon," she responded and pointed to a client's chair in front of her desk. "Please have a seat."
Mike took the chair on the left. His choice of chairs seemed arbitrary; it wasn't. There was a large window behind him with the morning sun streaming in behind him. This placed Judy in a sort of spot light and hid Mike's face in the shadows. He had learned early on that people sometimes talked more freely when they couldn't see his reaction to what they said.
As a Marine and as a new detective, Mike had affected a poker face so most people couldn't tell his reactions to a situation or what he was thinking. The choice of seats was an additional tool to keep his thoughts private.
As Mike sat down he looked at Judy Swanson. Judy was wearing a dark, pin strip, straight line skirt with a matching jacket on a wooden hanger which hung from a tradition coat rack. Her blouse could have been man's white shirt; for women this was the answer to the suits that men wore in the business world.
Her very dark hair was in what was called a "French Roll". Mike knew this because his wife also wore one when she was at work. Judy was tall for a woman at 5' 10" and slender with a face that was a tiny bit long. She is more handsome than pretty, Mike thought.
"You said on the phone you wanted to talk to me about my grandmother's death Mr. Harmon. What is there to say? She was beaten to death and the police could never find her killers."
"Maria Reyes, the Maricopa County Prosecuting Attorney," Mike looked at Judy and received a nod indicating that she knew who Reyes was. "Wants to clear up some cold cases and she assigned me to investigate your grandmother's death."
Sadness flowed over Judy's face and a small tear showed in the corner of her eye. "After all this time," she murmured and stared out the window for several seconds. Coming back to the present Judy asked, "How can I help Inspector?"
"I'd like to ask you some questions if I may." She nodded and Mike continued.
"Did your grandmother have any enemies that you know of?"
Judy smiled. "Gram could be a crusty old witch at times but other than making some folks mad because she always said what she thought, there wasn't anyone that disliked or hated her enough to kill her."
"Was Mrs. Stoddard well to do and did she keep large sums of money around her house?"
"I guess for the times she was more than comfortable. Her house was paid for, she didn't need a car and she didn't go out or eat fancy at home."
Judy smiled again. "Gram didn't believe in banks much so she did keep money around the house. I don't know about large amounts. It would depend on when she received her annuity payment and her social security but she might have as much as ten or fifteen thousand dollars on hand. When the amount got too high, I always argued with her and tried to get her to make a deposit into a savings account."
The smile slipped off Judy's face. "Gram always told me that the money would be mine when she was gone."
"I'm sorry Miss Swanson; I know this must be hard on you." Mike paused for several seconds and in a very gentle voice said, "The report said that you found your grandmother the day after her err...err..."
"Murder! You can say the word Mr. Harmon," Judy stated. "I've had a lot of years to get use to the fact that Gram was killed."
"It's a nasty word and a nastier deed Miss Swanson." Mike paused and said, "I've read your statement. Is there anything you can add to what you told the detectives?"
Judy looked at him, started to say something and then stopped. She shook her head.
"Miss Swanson, sometimes people remember things over time. A couple of months after a situation they may think of something or realize they made an incomplete or faulty report. Depending on their involvement they might be embarrassed to admit they made a mistake until later."
"You're right Inspector; there are a couple of things I didn't tell the detectives." She hesitated. "A couple of weeks after I found Gram, I noticed that James and William had a lot more money to spend."
"That would be James and William Duncan?"
"Yes. As you probably know James and I were going together at that time." Mike nodded and Judy continued. "Like I said the boys had a lot of money to toss around. James took me to places he could never afford before. Previously our dates were usually inexpensive and I actually paid for them a lot. I asked him about it a several times; he would just smile and say it was left to him by a distant relative. James changed after he got the money; he got more assertive and controlling."
"Anything else?" Mike asked.
"There was one other thing I didn't tell the police." Judy paused. "You have to understand; I was drinking too much and was sort of in shock at losing Gram. She was the only one I had left." She put her head down to her chest for several seconds and then continued.
"Gram kept money in the house. Not just the everyday amount, but a large "stash" in a hiding place. It was the overage from the smaller amount she kept for occasional expenses. I found out about it a month or so before she was killed. Once the police released the, crime scene as they called it, I looked around the house. Her everyday hiding place was empty; it usually had about $1000 in it. The other hiding place sometimes had as much as $40,000 in it." Judy smiled a little. "It was the money I thought I'd talked her into putting in a savings account. Gram didn't trust banks much you know. I didn't find that the special hiding place was empty until two weeks after she died."
Mike knew there was more and waited.
"Like I told you he started spending money; expensive restaurants, clothes and jewelry, and a new car. I think James and William stole Gram's money; maybe they are the ones that killed her. That's what I should have told the police. That's the real reason I broke up with him."



Mike could see tears in Judy's eyes and gave her a minute to compose herself. "Thank you Miss Swanson." He stood to leave.
"Inspector, if you catch or find out who did this to Gram would you let me know? Please."
"You can count on it Miss Swanson," Mike replied and left her office.
Once back at his desk, Mike decided it was time to examine the evidence box pertaining to the case. He went to the evidence locker, a large room with metal shelving actually, and requested the box for case number Stoddard, H., Case # 8/22/88, Code 561.02. The reference number contained the victim's name, the date of the crime, and the criminal code designating Second Degree Murder.
In addition the perpetrators, if found, would be charged with numerous other crimes such as robbery, breaking and entering to perpetrate a crime, grand larceny, and several other felonies. They could possibly be charged with First Degree Murder if there was evidence of planned intent and premeditation. Reviewing the likely and possible charges Mike said, "We've got enough to execute the bastards if we can catch them."
Mike put the box on a table and signed the form fastened to the top. It showed that he had maintained the chain of evidence and that the contents were never out of his sight. The reports from first responding patrolman, the Medical Examiner and the detectives that worked the case were in the box. There were several signed and sealed evidence bags.
Mike knew from his research concerning people still around from 1988 that there was no need to rework the entire case. Upon lengthy review of the reports from Detectives Welker and King, Mike concluded that the investigating detectives had done everything they could. His path was to look at things with a fresh perspective and if possible find a new or different way to look at the investigation and the evidence.
One evidence bag contained several Winston cigarette butts, another had an ink pen that had had the end almost chewed off, another contained the wrapper from some kind of cheese product and the last one had a pair of leather gloves with blood on the knuckles. Mike took his cell and called Judy Swanson.
"Hello Inspector," she answered.
"Miss Swanson did James or William smoke and if so do you remember what kind?"
"Yes, James smoked Winston's; William usually bummed smokes from him."
"Are you sure of the brand; I mean after all these years?"
"I'm sure. James used to demand I buy him cigarettes when he ran out. One time I bought him a different brand. He got really mad and I thought he was going to hit me."
"Thanks Miss Swanson. I'll be in touch."
Before returning the evidence box, Mike again read the informal notes made by the detectives, Welker and King, who investigated the murder. Normally the notebooks with their notes wouldn't be in the box, but sometimes if a case wasn't solved a detective would put his notes in the evidence box so they would not be misplaced if he needed to refer to them in the future.
Police reports had to be factual, describing the investigation without embellishment or personal beliefs. The notebooks usually gave the detective's thoughts, ideas, feelings and suppositions. Those notes gave a better feel for how the detective felt about a case than the official report.
Mike read Detective Welker's notes."We interviewed James and William Duncan at their home. When we asked questions, James several times told William to shut up. Both men were nervous and their answers were evasive and sometimes changed during the interview."
Detective King's notes were in the same vein concerning the interview. His last statement gave his opinion. "I'm sure these two robbed and killed the victim." According to their notes, each of the detectives felt that James and William Duncan were prime suspects but they didn't have the proof necessary to charge or even arrest the men.
Looking at the evidence bag with a dozen Winston cigarette butts in it, Mike had a grim smile on his face. He knew from experience that the items in the evidence box, the police reports and even the detective's notes didn't come about as shown on TV; in real life it took more than a TV hour to solve a real life crime. All the information and evidence were the result of hours and days, sometimes weeks, of investigation.
Gathering evidence, autopsy reports, police reports, canvassing the neighborhood and an intense detailed examination of the crime scene took days of work, research and man hours. Mike repacked the evidence box, signed it back in returning it to the officer in charge of the locker and left.
Mike spent the rest of the afternoon reviewing the Stoddard case file again. He reread the Medical Examiner's report of the injuries and cause of death of the old lady. The severity of her injuries sickened and disgusted him. Mike felt anger close to rage at anyone who could beat an old, defenseless woman like they had. Three hours later he closed the file, took off his reading glasses and massaged the bridge of his nose.
"Tomorrow I'm gonna talk to James and William so I can get a better feel for them," he said softly to himself. Mike's voice was soft and low but the look in his eyes belied his voice.
Mike knew where James was working and living; William wasn't working but lived with his brother. He planned to arrive at the Duncan residence just about the time James would get home from work. Duncan worked the graveyard shift as a janitor and general maintenance man at a city electric distribution center.
Pulling up to the house, Mike parked on the street in front of the house the Duncan's rented. The area was on the border of a revitalized area where the homes and shops had been renovated. The house suffered by comparison and was one more warped piece of siding or a sagging porch away from condemnation.
The beat up pickup truck parked in the drive way wasn't in much better shape than the house. One fender had been replaced with a less dented one but was a different color. The quarter panels were rusted with a few holes showing and the paint was oxidized to a pale blue.
James Duncan answered the door when Mike knocked. He had been about 25 when Mrs. Stoddard was murdered. James was now 52 and the years had not been kind to him. He was scrawny with the look of an addict of some type of drug. James held the door half open and Mike could see the needle marks on his arm where his shirt sleeve had slipped back.
"Yeah?" James asked.
"Mr. Duncan, I'm Special Investigator Harmon," Mike said and held out the pocket folder with his badge and I.D. card displayed. "May I speak with you for a minute?"
It was early spring in Phoenix and the temperature was moderate so Mike wore a sports jacket. As he reached for his identification the coat swung back and revealed the Glock 21 .45 caliber pistol in the belt holster on his right hip.
James glanced down at the pistol. "You a cop?"
"I'm a Special Investigator for the Maricopa County Prosecutor. May I speak with you?"
"About what? I didn't do nothing."
"I haven't accused you of anything Mr. Duncan. I want to talk to you about the robbery and murder of Helen Stoddard."
Duncan's face paled and he took a step back. "I don't know nothin about that. Sides that was 30 years ago."
"27 years to be exact Mr. Duncan. I just wanted to go over your and your brother's statements to the police. Would that be alright? Is William here?"
"I guess."
William hearing Mike talk to James came and stood behind his brother. He leaned forward and whispered, "Careful James."
"Shut up Willy," James ordered. Turning back to Mike he said, "Go ahead, but like I said I don't know nothing about it."
"It being the horrific torture of 80 year old Mrs. Stoddard," Mike stated.
"The what?"
"Someone beat the crap out of the old lady, killed her and stole her money." Mike didn't wait for either of the Duncan's to respond. "Your statement said you boys were at the movies together on the night of the killing. That right?"
James nodded followed a split second later by William.
"What was the movie?"
"What?"
"What was the movie you saw? You never said in your statement."
"I don't remember. I told you it was 30 years ago."
Mike pretended to look at his notebook. "You and William did odd jobs and chores for Mrs. Stoddard; did you work for her the day she was killed?"
"I already told you it was 30 years ago; I don't remember." James was obviously nervous and flustered.
"Shortly after the robbery and murder, you bought a new car." It was a statement rather than a question. Mike knew that if you gave the person you were questioning a push they would often say more than they wanted to reveal.
"Yeah, I'd been saving my money and a guy at work was gettin a divorce. He didn't want his wife to get his car so he made me a good deal and I bought it." James looked at Mike to see his reaction.
"What was this guy's name? How much did you pay for it?"
"John something; I don't remember. It was....."
"I know," Mike interrupted. "It was 30 years ago. It just seems strange that you would remember the details so well and not remember the guy's name." Mike stared at James for a few seconds. "How long you been hooked?" He asked pointing to James' arms.
"I'm not. Been straight for almost a year." Mike didn't buy the lie; a lot of the tracks were recent.
"Okay Mr. Duncan thanks for your time." Mike turned and went back to his car.
Mike's feeling was the same as the detectives that had worked the case back in 88'; he was certain that the Duncan's were guilty. James had been fine until Mike questioned him concerning his relationship with Mrs. Stoddard. Then he became nervous and began to sweat.
Going back to his office Mike called Maria Reyes. After exchanging greetings Mike asked, "Pertaining to the Stoddard case, can you get a DNA tests done on the contents of the evidence bags? As you know we didn't have DNA to work with back then but the results of a modern test could solve the case for us." She agreed to order the test and told him she would put a rush on it.
"You have a suspect Mike?" Maria asked with her voice full of emotion.
"Yeah, I do. I believe the detectives that worked the original case were on the right track. They felt they knew who had robbed and murdered the old lady." He paused for several seconds.
"Well are you going to tell me or do I have to get a court order," Maria joked.
"I think the Duncan brothers, James and William, did the crime. I say both of them because William doesn't go to the bathroom without James giving his okay."
"Do you have proof?"
"Nothing solid, just circumstantial facts but I've got a gut feeling."
"What facts?" Maria questioned.
"Well, James and William worked for Mrs. Stoddard off and on. The Duncan's statement said they'd worked for her the day she was killed. According to the granddaughter the old lady would go to one of her hiding places and get their pay for them; ergo they knew where some of the money was kept."
Maria wanted to kid and joke with Mike about his use of "ergo" but the seriousness of the conversation kept her from doing so.
"James bought an expensive new car shortly after the robbery," Mike continued. "He said he'd saved the money but he never worked a steady job and Mrs. Stoddard didn't pay him all that much. The cigarette butts found at the scene are from Winston's; James smoked that brand 30 years ago."
Mike paused again and then added, "If we can get DNA from the evidence found at the crime scene we can make our case and arrest them."
"We can't force James and William to give us DNA samples based on suspicion," Maria objected.
"As you know, if a suspect is arrested for a felony the courts will demand a DNA sample."
"You're right. That was Proposition 377, passed by the Arizona legislature in 2008," Maria informed Mike.
"All I know is James and William were arrested, charged, and convicted of breaking into a gas station in 2010; that's a Class 2 felony. They had to provide a sample with that arrest."
"That means they are in the system." You could hear the excitement in Maria's voice. "We could have the DNA results soon. Russ Devoe is the manager of the lab and he owes me a couple of favors. He has told me before that if he pushed he can get results in just a few days instead of weeks. So the results will be available to you quickly. Maybe as soon as Thursday and messenger them to you as soon as they are available."

********************
Thursday morning at 10:15, a messenger from the Medical Examiner's Lab delivered the DNA report to Investigator Harmon. Mike knew a little about the graphs and numbers shown in the report but he read and understood the synopsis from the ME.
The DNA from the evidence, the cigarette butts, the chewed pen, the bloody gloves and the cheese wrapper were a match to James and William Duncan.
"Got ya," Mike said in a hard voice. Then he picked up the phone.
"Hello, Prosecuting Attorney Reyes. This is Special Investigator Mike Harmon." He sort of chuckled and then got serious. "We got em, Maria. We got those bastards."
"The DNA was a match then," she replied.
"Yep, the test showed DNA from both James and William Duncan. I'm going to arrest them today. I'll let you know when they're in custody." He hung up and made one more call to get two uniforms to go with him before heading out.

********************
William Duncan answered the door. He saw Mike and two uniformed policeman; he immediately became nervous. "William Duncan you are under arrest for the robbery and murder of Mrs. Helen Stoddard," Mike said. He grabbed William by the arm before he could rabbit. Put the cuffs on him, Mike ordered the patrolmen.
"You have to right to remain silent." Mike continued to read the Miranda warning to the suspect from a laminated card. He knew the warning by heart after all his years of police work but he wanted to make sure there would be no loop hole for these suspects to slip through.
"With these rights in mind, do you wish to speak to me?" Mike finished the warning and stared at William.
"You can't prove nothin," William boasted. "The cops couldn't pin it on us 30 years ago and you can't do it now." William stood tall and glared at Mike with a challenge on his face.
"We got your DNA on the cigarettes you shared with James and on a pen that you chewed on," Mike replied. Mike gave William a smile that would have been at home on a very hungry shark. "You and your brother are going down, make no mistake about it." William slumped a little.
"Where is James?"
"He's at the plant; he's working days this week." William hesitated. "I didn't kill that old lady it was James. I'll testify to that," he offered.
"Doesn't matter, you're an accomplice at the very least. You're as guilty as James." Mike gave him calculating look. "Of course if you roll over on your brother it might keep you from a First Degree Murder rap; you could avoid the death sentence for Murder One."
"Okay, I'll tell you all about it."
"Don't tell me now. When we get to the jail we'll talk about everything." Turning to the patrol officers he said, "You put him in your car and take him back and lock him up." Then pointing at the other uniform Mike said, "Come with me. We'll use my car and go get the other idiot."

********************
Duncan was pulling pieces of conduit off a trailer when Mike and the officer walked up to him. "James Duncan you are under arrest for the robbery and murder of Mrs. Helen Stoddard."
James was holding a six foot piece of metal pipe and looked like he was going to fight. "Oh, please do," Mike almost begged with his hand on the butt of his Glock. "Please do," he repeated.
Duncan slumped and dropped the pipe. Mike motioned to the patrolman and they put the handcuffs on James. "You have the right to remain silent," Mike read and then finished the Miranda warning.
"You'll never make it stick," James said.
"Like I told your stupid brother, who is gonna roll over on you by the way, we've got your DNA from the crime scene. "We'll make it stick and I'm gonna watch them put you away."
"Had to bring helpers to take me didn't you," James boasted.
"Not really. I brought them for your protection," Mike replied. James looked puzzled and Mike continued, "I was going to come by myself and hope you tried something; like you were thinking about with that pipe. But then I thought that if I shot you, you wouldn't suffer enough. After what you did to Mrs. Stoddard you deserve to suffer." Mike gave his shark smile and added, "This way you're going to get a lethal injection or at least life in prison. This works out better than you getting off easy, don't you think?"

********************
"Good morning Inspector Harmon." Maria Reyes breezed into Mike's office with a big smile on her face.
"And a good morning to you Prosecutor Reyes." They grinned at each other and Mike asked, "What can I do for you this morning."
"I just wanted to tell you that the Grand Jury has indicted the Duncan's. I'm going for Murder Two. We can't prove premeditation but we can pin homicide during a felony on them. When we get the guilty verdict it will put William away for 25 to life with no possibility of parole even with his confession and if he lives to get out he will be close to 80. James will get a life sentence and I hope he suffers every day of it."
Maria walked closer to Mike and patted him on the shoulder and shook his hand. "Good job Mike."
"I just followed the good work Detectives Welker and King did back then. The real difference was the DNA." Mike stared out his window for a few seconds. "I'm glad we caught them. Maybe Mrs. Stoddard can rest easy now."
"You've earned some time off Mike," Maria offered. "What do you want to do?"
A small smile, devoid of humor ran across his face before he answered. "Next case Counselor, give me the next case."
The End
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*********************
My father was a hard man; stern but at the same time loving and fair. He didn't expect his kids to win or succeed every time we tried, but he did expect us to do our best. He lived by and taught us three things.
You are responsible for your actions and their consequences, you try your best at whatever you attempted, and you kept your word. There were other beliefs and creeds that he, and we, lived by but those three pretty much took care of everything.
So I'm going to keep my word. No one would expect me to and many will say that I'm an idiot for doing so. But I will keep my word. No one, including my father, would expect to keep my word after a promise made to me was broken. But I will keep my word.
I'm Remington O'Connor by the way; the youngest of three children and the only boy.
**********************
I was somewhat of a brain in high school. If I got less than an A on any test, paper, or assignment, I would discuss the deficiencies with my teacher and the next grade would be an A, most times. Sometimes there was no remedy for the lower grade. Three things kept me from being your typical nerd.
First, I had inherited my size from my father; by the time I was a Junior in high school I was 6 feet 3 and weighed 230. It's hard for bullies to tease and abuse someone that's as big or bigger than they are. I have no qualms about defending myself or my friends: as some have learned to their detriment. For example:
When I was a freshman in high school one of the juniors, Dick Bogart by name, started bothering my friends. Robert and Roberta were twins and lived across the street from me. They had moved in that summer and we all started to hang around together. Dick decided he would mess with the new kids and started pushing them around.
He knocked the books out of their arms, slapped Robert and pushed Roberta to the ground when she tried to defend her brother. Then Dick and his entourage surrounded the twins and pushed them around the circle from one guy to the next.
Robert and Roberta were just 14 and were small for their age. I was 14 as well but I wasn't small. Even at 14 I was 6 feet and weighed 185. I stepped in and grabbed Dick's arm as he started to slap Robert again. "That's enough," I said. Dick was about 5'8 and had to look up at me.
"If you bother them again, you and I will have a problem," I stated as I turned him around and put his arm up behind his back.
My sophomore year I went to live with my aunt and uncle in St. Louis. There was a better chance for scholarships to college at the high school nearest their house. One of the "alpha" males there decided he would teach the "country hick" who was boss. He found out very quickly but I don't think the lesson was what he expected. Thank god I had witnesses; it would have been hard to prove that his broken arm wasn't my fault without them telling the principal that I was just defending myself.
Second, I was pretty good in all the major sports at our school; not first team but pretty good. People thought of me as a jock and were surprised at my good grades. I played football, baseball, and basketball; I even ran track one year to get in shape and maintain my conditioning.
And Third, I'm not a bad looking guy; a ruggedly good looking one of my girl friends said. In addition I wasn't shy with the girls at school. I grew up with two older sisters and had learned to hold my own with the female of the species.
I mentioned that my father expected us to do our best at anything we attempted. Case in point; when I was 14 and about 6 feet tall I got interested in the martial arts after watching too many kung fu movies and joined a dojo. I was a cocky, know it all kid and the sensei, who was about 5' 7 took me down a notch.
I wanted to quit the second time he taught me a lesson but my father wouldn't let me. He said I had to complete the class since he'd paid good money for me to take it. That was one of the best things that ever happened to me. I learned discipline, I developed the will to finish something I started and became, if not a lethal weapon, someone you didn't want to mess with.
Another thing I learned was not to judge or underestimate someone because of their size. It is a mistake I never made again after finishing my time at the dojo.
I met the girl that would become my wife my senior year. Alyssa Taylor was just this side of being a nerd herself. However, she was so friendly and helpful that no one thought of her as a geek. Of course her looks weren't those of a geek or a nerd either.
Alyssa was tall at 5'10 with a runner's or skater' body. She was slender and strong looking: if she had been a man "wiry" would have described her. The long auburn to dark red hair hung down to the small of her back and the small field of freckles across her nose and cheeks set off her corn flower blue eyes.
We were in two honor classes together that fall semester and got assigned as study partners in one of them. Our first study period together was for a math class. We were sitting next to each other working on a problem when her hair fell over her eyes. Without thinking I reached over and brushed it back. She looked over at me with her startling blue eyes, fixing me with a piercing stare. I'd never really paid that much attention to Alyssa until those blue eyes bore into me like a laser. That one look made me realize that Alyssa was something special.
It wasn't love at first sight or anything; but she made me see that I was wasting my time with other girls. I'd been dating the stereotypical blonde, bimbo cheerleader, the athletic groupies, and the spoiled Princess type girls. Ally was someone different. She was someone I could talk to about more important things than football or whose party was the best or did I like the way her hair looked.
We spent a lot of time in St. Louis's famed Forest Park. The Park is one of the largest urban parks in the U.S and is filled with four museums, the stately Muni Opera, family activity areas, the exceptional St. Louis Zoo and lush treed landscaping. I asked Ally to go to an exhibit at the St. Louis Art Museum and she agreed to go. She took me to a poetry reading also in Forest Park. We went to several shows at the Muni Opera and even visited the zoo a few times.
That was the style of what became many dates. We didn't go to the movies, unless it was a classic like Casablanca. There were no parties thrown by some jock or cheerleader on our schedule. Our dates were more on the intellectual side. Don't misunderstand we enjoyed the places we went to; I even learned somethings. But we enjoyed being together more than anything.
As with most high school romances, ours came to an end after graduation. She went to college at Northwestern, just outside of Chicago, and I went to Stanford, which is close to San Francisco. Both schools are known more for academics than for football and parties. This type of long distance relationship would kill most romances; it certainly did ours.
*******************
That Spring I graduated and came back home to St. Louis. The plan was to get a job and continue my education at Washington University. I'd been home for about three weeks when fate or kismet or just dumb luck stepped in. The Art Museum was showing the same type exhibit that Ally and I had gone to on our first date. I don't know if I was feeling nostalgic or what, but I decided to go see the exhibit.
There was a pictorial rendition of the Naked Truth Sculpture from Compton Hill Reservoir Park in the south central part of St. Louis. That sculpture had sort of called to me when I was in high school and now I could appreciate it more. I was studying the picture when someone bumped my arm. Turning to see who the clumsy person was I saw Alyssa smiling at me.
"Earth to Remy," she said chuckling.
"Hello Ally. Damn it's good to see you," I replied.
That chance meeting led to coffee after the exhibit, which led to a dinner date the next night, which led to a play the following weekend. Very shortly we were a couple again. Most evenings and sometimes nights were spent together. We hadn't slept together in high school but we soon made up for that. I decided that I wasn't going to let her get away again. So I asked her to marry me.
We would meet friends at a club once in a while; Alyssa loved to dance. I didn't care much for the dancing thing but went along because she enjoyed it. I would dance a few times and Alyssa would dance with her friends the rest of the time. She'd even dance with other guys once in a while, after asking my permission. It was totally innocent, she just enjoyed dancing.
At one of the clubs a guy I didn't know apparently was hot for Alyssa. After dancing with her a few times, he asked her to leave with him. She told him she was with her fiancé and wasn't interested. He didn't want to take no for an answer.
"You've been teasing me all night," he said. He grabbed her arm and tried to pull her to the door. It was a bad move on his part.
I walked over and grabbed his arm; applied a little force to a pressure point in his wrist. He had to let Alyssa go or suffer a broken wrist.
"She doesn't want to go with you buddy," I told him barely controlling my anger. "It'd be a good idea if you left."
This guy was about 5 feet 9, much smaller than me. He must have been drunk or stupid or both because he took a punch at me. When his friends helped him up off the floor, I stepped closer to him. "Like I said, it'd be a good idea if you left."
Alyssa took my arm as the guy and his buddies left the club. "Thank you Remy, he just wouldn't leave me alone."
"I'll always be there to protect you Ally. Always."
The outdoor ceremony was small and the weather accommodated us. Just immediate family and a few friends. We spent a weekend at The Chase Park Plaza, a plush downtown hotel, and then it was back to real life setting up our new decent sized apartment. I worked and went to school in the fall three nights a week; Alyssa worked in the personnel department of a manufacturing company. There wasn't much free time for each other, but what time we had we made the most of.
********************
In eighteen months I got my MBA from Washington University and for the next two years I put in hour after hour on my job. Working ten hours a day wasn't enough, I brought work home with me. Sometimes I even went back to my office on Saturdays. Ally tried to get me to cut back several times. She wanted us to have more time together. Each time she talked to me I promised to cut back right after the current project was done but there was always another project or problem that would catch my attention.
One evening after Ally finished dinner alone she came into my den which had been the second bedroom; I'd been too busy to eat with her. She closed my laptop, pushed it to the side, and sat down on the desk right in front of me.
"Remy we need to talk."
"Okay Honey, let me finish this report and then we'll talk," I said reaching for the laptop.
Ally pushed the laptop farther away and said, "No we need to talk right now."
I sighed and sat back in my chair. "Okay what's on your mind?"
"Remy, I'm worried about you and all these hours your working. You'll burn out if you don't slow down."
"I'm fine Honey." It felt good to have someone care about me. "Thanks for worrying but I'm fine. But if it makes you feel better, I'll take a few days off when this Stinson project is over." I waited for her to move so I could get back to work.
"So much for tact," Ally muttered to herself. "You may be fine, but I'm not Remy. Hell, I saw you more when you were going to school three nights a week. You work until at least 7 every evening and when you get home you go into the den and work some more; a lot of times you're down here until after midnight."
"I know and I'm sorry. But things will get easier after we finish this project."
"Bullshit," Ally said. The expression was said with anger.
"What?" I was shocked at her outburst.
"Bullshit," she repeated. "You've been telling me that for the last two years and it's gone far enough. I've talked to you a dozen times and every time you promise things will get better. If anything they're getting worse." She stopped to take a deep breath and calm down.
"Now even when we do spend a little time together, like at dinner, you've got that damn laptop next to you or your stare off into space thinking about work. I might as well eat alone for all the attention you give me"
"That's not true," I said in my defense.
"Yes it is," Ally replied with a sad little smile. "Tonight at dinner you didn't hear anything I said. You were zoned out and just grunted or said okay to everything I said to you."
"That's not true. You said you were going out with some friends' tomorrow night and not to wait up," I responded. I was proud that I had paid attention to Ally.
"That's partly right," she said. Ally shook her head and frowned. "What I said was that I was going out with Brad and Jerry from work and that we were going to go to a motel so we could have sex together. I told you that we had to go to a motel because people were starting to talk about us sneaking off into a storage room."
My eyes opened wide and my jaw dropped and anger started to rise. "You wouldn't, you didn't."
"Of course not, you dummy. I just said that to prove a point. Even when you're here, you're not here." Ally paused, took a deep breath and continued, "I know you're not an ultimatum type of man but I'm giving you one anyway. Are you paying attention?"
I had tensed up when she said ultimatum and nodded.
"If you want to stay married to me, these are the new rules. No more than 50 hours a week at work, no late nights and no weekends; no more than 50 hours."
"But....." I began.
"That's not all," Ally said holding up her hand. "Once you get home no more than an hour working in the den and no laptop at the dinner table or living room. And if you ever bring that thing into our bedroom again, I'll smash it and throw it out the window."
"You're being unreasonable Ally," I replied. "I just can't walk off and leave these projects."
"Maybe so but that's the only way I'm going to hang around," she said. "50 hours a week and a little time at home should be enough for your boss. If not find another job." Taking my hand she added, "I love you Remy but right now all I have is a life size picture of you.
"I can't live like this, I won't live like this. I want to start the family we talked about when we were dating. The way things are going that doesn't look like it is going to happen anytime soon."
"I'm only trying to make a good living for us. All this work will mean a promotion soon and we'll be set," I argued.
"I make within a hundred dollars a month of what you do," Ally said. "Why do we need more money? Hell we don't take the time to spend what we already have." She was getting angry again. "We planned to buy a house but I can't get you to stop working long enough to go looking for one. I repeat, why do we need more money?"
Those startling blue eyes of hers were doing their laser thing as she stared at me. "I don't, we don't, need more money. We need to be with each other and let the rest of the world go to hell." Ally took another deep breath and took both my hands in hers.
"So that's the ultimatum. Less hours working and more hours with me, with us"
"Or else?" I asked with a hard look. "There's always an or else with an ultimatum. What's the or else?" I was getting angry. Here I was working my tail off trying to get ahead and Ally's handing me ultimatums.
Ally sighed, let go of my hands, and stood up. "Or else, I won't be here. I told you I can't and won't live like this. If you care about our marriage, if you love me, you'll do what I suggested."
"Suggested hell, you ordered me to agree with your rules," I replied my voice rising in anger. "Well here's my ultimatum. You leave me alone so I can work and when this project is done we'll talk about this again. Deal with it"
She shook her head and with tears in her eyes she sadly walked out of the den. I heard her go into the bedroom not quite slamming the door. Maybe I was a little harsh, I thought. I'll finish this paragraph and go smooth things over. It was over two hours later that I finished and went to our bedroom. Ally was lying on the bed, still dressed and looking like she'd cried herself to sleep. I covered her with a blanket and went to bed.
Ally was gone when I got up in the morning. That's unusual, I thought. I'm normally out of the house before she even wakes up. I really couldn't concentrate that well at work during the day; I kept thinking how sad Alyssa looked as she walked away last night.
About 4 PM I'd had enough and went home. Ally usually got home about 4:30 so I'll tell her I'm sorry and we'll talk this afternoon, I said to myself. Maybe we can even go out to dinner; it's been a long time since we did that.
I opened the door to our apartment and knew something was wrong; there was a feeling of emptiness. "Alyssa, Honey, I'm home," I called out.
There was no answer and it felt like my greeting echoed through the apartment. I went into the bedroom looking for her. What I saw told me I was right; the apartment was empty. All of her clothes were gone from the closet, her makeup and female things weren't in the bathroom, and her dresser drawers were open and empty. I sat, actually almost collapsed, on the bed and the phone rang.
"Hello Remy," Alyssa said.
"Honey, where are you? Why are all your things gone?"
"I've left. I'm going to stay with my sister for a while but I didn't want you to worry."
"When are you coming back?"
"I'm not coming back Remy. My attorney said you could come by his office and get the divorce papers or he'd mail them to you." I could hear her start to cry, she gathered herself and continued. "I don't want anything so there shouldn't be any reason for you not to sign them."
"No reason?... No Reason?... How about me not wanting a divorce?" I had to stop for a second while I got my emotions in check. "Honey don't do this, please we can work things out."
"I've tried Remy. At least a dozen times I've asked you to cut back on your hours. You promise you will, but you never do." I heard Ally crying again. "I could have left a note but I wanted to talk to you and explain. I just couldn't do it face to face. Please don't call or try to see me. Good bye Remy." She hung up.
Alyssa and I met at her attorney's office to sign the final papers. It was in an impressive high rise office building downtown and was cold and impersonal. I was sitting in a spacious and uncomfortable conference room and she came in and sat across from me. Her attorney was with her; I didn't have a lawyer. The attorney put a thick folder of papers on the table in front of me.
"Mr. O'Connor normally I would suggest that you retain council to represent you. However since the property settlement is uncontested I don't see the need." He pushed the paper toward me, pointed to a line on the bottom, and handed me a pen. "If you will sign here our business will be completed."



"I do have a request before I sign." He motioned for me to continue. Turning to Alyssa I said, "I want to talk to you, alone."
"Mr. O'Connor I don't see...," he began.
"Let Alyssa answer for herself," I interrupted. "She started all this without help. At least she can finish it without help."
Alyssa put her hand on the attorney's arm and nodded at him. He left the room and Alyssa and I were alone. It was the first time I'd seen her since she moved out of our apartment.
"I honored your request not to come see you," I said. "I didn't call or come to your job; just like you asked." She nodded and I continued, "At least tell me to my face why. Why did you leave me? Why did you leave us?"
"I told you I wouldn't live as someone you said hello to in the morning and sometimes had dinner with," Alyssa replied. You never had time for us; it was always work first, second, and third. You promised so many times to change but you never did."
"Alyssa I can change. Please give me a chance to show you that I can." I was almost pleading; I didn't want to lose her.
She sat for a minute, looking down at the table. Finally she looked up at me. "Do you know one definition of insanity?" I shook my head. "Insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result. That's what we have here, an insane situation." She paused, "I won't continue to do the same thing over and over. Please sign the papers Remy."
I stared at her for almost a minute and then sighed. Pulling the form closer I signed it and pushed it back toward her. "This is so wrong." I turned to leave and stopped at the door. Turning back I said, "I love you Alyssa, I hope you can be happy."
The divorce was final three months later.
********************
The same day that the divorce was final, I got the promotion I was working so hard to get. Now I could cut back my hours. Some would call it ironic; I called it the gods screwing with me. Funny, I didn't care that much about the promotion.
Two weeks later I was having a burger at Reilly's Bar and Grille; it had been a favorite place for Alyssa and I to eat. You can only stare at your plate for so long and I finally looked around the restaurant. Ally was sitting across the room with her boss, his wife, and two other women from her office.
I finished my sandwich and my beer and started to leave. It hurt to see Ally. Then I decide what the hell, I'd tell her about the promotion. It might make a difference.
Alyssa was laughing at something her boss had said when she saw me coming toward her. She stopped laughing and tensed up. I could see a plea in her eyes for me not to cause trouble.
"Hi Ally." She nodded at me. "Don't worry I don't want to cause a problem. I wanted to tell you I got the promotion I was working for." I stopped to see her reaction; it wasn't what I'd hoped for.
"Congratulations Remy. I'm sure you deserve it"
"I can cut back on my hours now," I explained. "Maybe I could call you and we could talk or something."
Alyssa put her head down for a few seconds. When she raised it, she had tears in her eyes. "I don't see a reason to talk Remy. You'll just start working for the next promotion and we'd be right back here again. Please Remy, let it go."
Two months later I saw Alyssa at Reilly's again; she was with the same group. Reilly's doesn't have a band but they do have a great D J and a dance floor. I saw a man from another group walk over to Alyssa's table. Apparently he asked her to dance but she shook her head no.
Later he came and again asked or almost demanded she dance with him. Apparently she was angry and told the guy to take a hike. He didn't like that and took hold of her arm and tried to lead her out onto the dance floor. Alyssa tried to shake him off.
Her boss tried to intervene but the man pushed him back into his seat. Things were getting ugly. Reminds me of just before we got married, I thought as I crossed the floor and grabbed the man. I used the same pressure point in the guy's wrist to make him let go of Alyssa. Only this time I applied a bit more pressure, almost to the point of breaking bones. The guy groaned and let go of Alyssa. He sank to his knees.
"Apologize and leave these people alone," I demanded and applied a little more pressure to his wrist.
He looked up at Ally and said, "I'm sorry. Had too much to drink and wasn't thinking. I won't bother you again."
"Good boy," I said in an approving tone as I release his arm. "You can go now."
He cuddled his wrist to his chest with his other hand, stood and quickly left; not looking back.
I smiled at Alyssa and said, "I promised you before, I'll always be there to protect you... always." I turned and left the club.
********************
That was the night that I decided to quit my job. If I stayed around and saw Ally it would just eat at me; if I saw her on a date I didn't know how I'd react. It's time to move on, I thought. Trouble is I didn't know where to go or what to do. I thought a lot about it and decide that when in doubt go back to where you feel safe and secure. So I called my Dad and told him I was coming home.
My parents live in the small town of Van Buren in Carter County which is in southern Missouri. I'd grown up there with everything I needed and more; spending my days fishing and playing in Current River during the summer and hunting the surrounding spacious fields, valleys and hills during the fall and winter. I hadn't known it at the time but it was the best time of my life; that time before adult responsibilities and material things took over your life.
"I should be there sometime late tomorrow night," I told him. "I could wait until the next morning so y'all won't have to wait up for me, if you want."
Dad laughed, "Do you actually think your mother will go to bed knowing you guys are coming home?"
"It'll just be me, Dad; Ally isn't coming."
"Well...okay just come on in, there'll be fresh coffee in the kitchen."
I walked into my parent's home just after midnight and Mom grabbed me as soon as I got in the door. She must have been looking out the window waiting for me. Dad waited until I could get away and then shook hands with me as he slapped me on the shoulder.
"Why didn't Alyssa come with you?" Mom asked.
"She couldn't get away Mom," I answered.
"You hungry Honey?" Mom asked. She didn't wait for my answer. "C'mon I've got your dinner keeping warm in the oven." She took my arm and pulled me toward the kitchen.
Dad shook his head and smiled, pointing with his chin toward the kitchen. I started to eat and Mom started the questions. Finally Dad said, "Let the boy eat Mary. He can tell us why he's here later."
"I'm really tired," I said after I finished eating. "Could we postpone talking until tomorrow after breakfast?"
Mom nodded and replied, "Your old room is ready. See you in the morning. I'll fix breakfast for you but if you want to see your father you'll have to get up early. He's due at the mill by 7 AM."My room hadn't changed. It had the same posters and pictures as when I'd left for college. The only change was a double bed instead of the twin I had used when I lived there. For the first time in months I got a really good night's sleep. I was up early, about 6 AM, and after taking a shower I went down to the kitchen. Mom was already cooking and Dad was sitting at the table.
"Thought you were going to sleep all day," Dad greeted me when I came into the kitchen at 6. After pouring a cup of coffee for me he asked, "Okay, now what's going on?"
I looked down at the table for about 30 seconds. Raising my head I answered, "Ally and I broke up; we got a divorce."
"Oh no," Mom said putting her hands to her mouth. "What happened?"
I quickly told my folks what had led up to Ally leaving; including the number of times I told her I'd do better and hadn't. "Guess it was my fault; you know, for not cutting back when she asked me to; and promising I would. But hell, she could have cut me some slack.
"I was working my tail off so we could have a good life." I knew my Mom was heartbroken at the news and also knew she'd never understand my side. Looking at my Dad, I waited for his confirmation and approval.
"What was one of the first things I taught you?" He asked in a disapproving tone. Dad was a big man and he commanded the space around him that he occupied. Before I could answer, he answered his own question. "I taught you to keep your word. I taught you that you're responsible for your actions; not someone else, you are responsible. And I taught you to do your best."
He saw the shocked look on my face and continued. "Looks like to me you forgot all I taught you."
"But Dad..." I started.
"But Dad nothing." He interrupted me. The almost scornful tone of his voice hurt. "You didn't keep your word to cut back and spend more time with Alyssa. You damn sure didn't do your best and now your actions have come back to bite you in the ass and you're crying about it." Dad stood, washed out his coffee cup in the kitchen sink, and started for the door.
He stopped and turned to me. "You're 26 now but you're still not too old for me to kick your butt." Dad paused and added, "Your generation has a saying; Man up. I suggest you get hold of yourself and man up." Dad shook his head and left the kitchen.
I turned to Mom, but got another surprise. "Your father's right. Your actions caused this and now you have to live with the consequences." She came over to my chair and patted me on the head; just like when I was a little boy. "Are you going to stay with us or go back to the city?"
Sure not the reception I thought I'd get, I said silently to myself. I hadn't really thought about anything but getting back to my safe haven and chilling out.
"If its okay, I'd like to hang around for a while," I answered. "Just kick back and visit some friends." I took Mom's hand. "Get my head on straight and man up like Dad said."
"Of course it's okay."
"I didn't know after Dad's reaction." I grinned at Mom.
"Your father loves you and no matter what, you're our son. You can stay as long as you need." Mom patted my hand. "Visit your friends, run the river for a couple of days and relax for a spell. But you need to get it together Remy." She smiled and added, "Isn't that what you young people say; get it together?"
I laughed and nodded. For the next week to ten days I did just like my Mom suggested. I ran Dad's boat up and down the river, stopping to fish at different places, swim at others and just take some sun laying around on a gravel bar for an hour or so. Current River is a clear and spring fed body of water that flows right down the middle of Van Buren. A great place for a boy to grow up; or for a man with a lot on his mind. I met some kids, well... they weren't kids anymore that I used to hang with and caught up on their lives. In short, I relaxed and let my head clear.
"So what are you going to do?" Dad asked me one evening. We were sitting on the front porch, watching the fire flies and drinking a beer. Before I could answer he said, "You're welcome here as long as you need to stay." He reached over and pushed against my shoulder. Dad and I had always embarrassed each other with our feelings. "But I don't think sitting around doing nothing is gonna help you."
"I saw Jim Dawson yesterday, first time I've seen in years and he asked me the same thing," I said. "What are my plans? Remember when we were kids? His father let us work during the summer for extra spending money."
Dad nodded. "I remember. Never saw you so tired as when you'd come back from working for Dawson all day. It was good for you."
"I used to be pretty handy and Jim offered me a job with his construction company. Think I'll take it; at least for a few months anyway."
"Well...it beats you sitting around feeling sorry for yourself," Dad said while getting up and pushed against my shoulder again.
********************
About a month after I started working with Jim, I came home to an unexpected phone message. "Alyssa called," Mom told me. "She wants you to call her. Said she tried to call you cell but it isn't working. She got a new cell number; here it is." Mom handed me a note pad with Ally's number on it.
I shook my head, crumbled up the note and threw it in the trash can under the sink. "Don't want or need to talk to her Mom." I turned to start up to my room.
"Remy you should call her."
"Mom I tried to talk to her before the divorce hearing and I tried to talk to her at the divorce hearing. She didn't agree with what I said so there is no need to talk to her now." I put my hand on Mom's shoulder. "I'm not pouting or anything, I just don't want to talk to her." After a few seconds I added, "It still hurts too much Mom. Please respect my wishes."
During the following four months of spring and summer, I worked doing house framing and as a rough carpenter for Dawson's Homes. The work was hard, with days that started at daylight and finished at dusk; we had to make use of the warm weather and get as much done as we could before the cold rains and colder temperatures of winter caught us. After several times hitting my thumb while holding a framing nail, I quickly regained and surpassed what talents that I had when I was younger.
Soon I was leading a framing crew and was helping with the finish carpentry. I also quickly remembered why I'd gone to college and got an education. Building houses is a necessary and honorable profession; but it hadn't been for me. That's why I went to school. Now I wasn't so sure. There was a symmetry to the work and I needed that.
Twice more during those four months, Mom or Dad would hand me a note with a phone number and tell me that Ally had called. Twice I just shook my head and crumbled up the note and threw it away.
"You should call her honey," my mother said. "Talk to her."
"I'm not going to call her Mom. And that's it."
At the start of my fifth month in construction, I came home on a cool Friday evening after another long week trying to beat uncooperative nails into the 2 x 4 studs."Got a message for you," Mom said. "I wrote it down and left it by the phone. And no it isn't from Ally," she continued quickly at the look on my face. "It's that Gary, from St. Louis, that's called a couple of times. He wants you to give him a call."
Gary was one of my friends at the company I'd worked for. "Wonder what he wants," I replied.
"Only way to find out is call him," Mom said with a smile. "I'm not a mind reader. He said to call him as soon as you got home. Said he'd be waiting."
Smiling I said "I'm not calling anybody until I get a shower and a beer; not necessarily in that order." I grabbed a beer from the refrigerator and headed up to my bathroom. Coming out of the shower, I wrapped a towel around me and dug my new cell phone out of the top drawer of the dresser; I didn't normally carry it or use it much.
"Hey Gary," I said when he answered. "It's Remy. What's up?"
"Just thought I'd check in with you again but I'm gonna have to break a promise to you." Gary hesitated and then added, "I know you told me not to talk about Alyssa but she's in trouble buddy."
I won't say it was the first time I'd thought about Ally but you could only wallow in self pity for so long; I'd moved on and got it together, as my Mom had told me. But hearing Gary talk about my ex-wife, I have to admit I felt the same pain of loss.
"We're divorced Gary. She's not my responsibility anymore." Gary waited me out; he knew I would have to satisfy my curiosity. After a few seconds of silence, I softly asked, "What kind of trouble?"
"You know she's been dating a guy right for a month or so?"
I sighed. I knew Ally would eventually move on but hearing that she was dating still hurt. "Yeah, so what? Let the guy she's dating handle the problem."
"He is the problem; he... is.... the problem," Gary repeated himself.
"What problem?"
"This guy, his name is Jake Summers, and Alyssa was on a date about two weeks ago; this was their third date. He stopped to get gas at the In & Out convenience store then went inside to pay. He came back out, pumped the gas, and took her home."
"So? Did he make Ally pay for the gas? Doesn't sound like a big deal to me?"
"There's more," Gary replied. "Alyssa was watching the late news before going to bed that night and there was a story about a robbery at the In & Out market where Jake got gas. The clerk, a kid named Randy Hixson, was on TV with a bandage over his eye, he had a bloody nose and swelling around the bandaged eye.
He said a guy came in, smacked him with a blackjack and locked him in the back room. The robbery took place about the same time this Jake and Alyssa were there."
"That doesn't mean it was this Jake character," I said.
"The clerk said he didn't see a car but the description of the robber fit Jake to a Tee. Alyssa called Jake the next day and asked him about it. He told her to mind her own business and to keep her mouth shut." Gary's voice got hard. "Remy, that ass said if she went to the police that she could end up in the hospital; said he'd make sure her mother would be there too."
Gary waited for my response and when I didn't make one he said, "Well?"
"Well what Gary?"
"Aren't you going to do something to help her?"
I sighed. "Like I said Gary, we're divorced. Ally isn't my responsibility anymore. Why don't you help her if you're so worried about it?" Now it was me waiting for Gary's reply.
"Alyssa made me promise not to get involved; she said she didn't want Jake to come after me or my family." Gary paused and I listened to his hard breathing for a few seconds. "Remy, you're an ass. You know that? A total ass." I listened to the dial tone as Gary had hung up on me.
Mom always had dinner ready when Dad got home. I heard them greet each other so I got dressed and went downstairs for dinner. "Hey Pop," I said. "Have a good day?"
"What did your friend from the city want?" Dad asked. Apparently Mom had told him about the call.
"Mostly he just wanted to say hello again; we used to be pretty tight." I helped myself to Mom's great meatloaf.
"And?"
"And nothing," I answered.
"Doesn't make sense Remy. You and this Gary were 'tight' and he only calls you three times in 4 months...and you've never called him." Sometimes my Dad is almost a mind reader.
"Okay, besides checking in with me, he said Ally is in trouble." I explained what Gary had told me.
"And?" Dad asked again.
"And nothing. I told Gary, Ally and me are divorced; that it wasn't my problem."
Dad looked at me for 30 seconds and shook his head. "So you're gonna break another promise to Alyssa."
I dropped my fork onto my plate and sat back. "What are you going on about Dad?" My tone was toward the angry side.
"First you broke your promise, you know, the in sickness and health, in good times and bad, until death do us part one."
"Ally divorced me Dad. I tried to talk her out of it. Hell, when I got the promotion and could cut back I tried to talk to her. She didn't want any part of it." My voice rose in anger as I talked.
"Bullshit. Oh poor me, Ally won't talk to me," Dad was using a wimpish, sing song, voice. His voice changed back to his normal deep baritone. "You tried once and walked away. Damn it Remy you two belong together. Been me I would have camped out on her door step until she agreed to listen to me. And even if she said no after we talked, I wouldn't have given up."
Stunned doesn't begin to describe my reaction. I opened and closed my mouth two or three time to respond but nothing came out. Dad's right I finally thought; I should have tried harder.
But my father wasn't done with me just yet. "Of course you breaking your word about your work hours led to the whole thing." Dad paused and in a not quite so angry voice added, "Son, you should have kept your word to Ally. All she wanted was a life with you in it."



Dad got up and went to the refrigerator and got two beers. Sitting back down, he slid one across the table to me. "That's two promises you broke to Ally. And now you're gonna break your word again."
What promise was I breaking now? I asked myself. I looked at him with a question in my eyes.
"I heard the story about you promising to protect her. You know that guy at the club that night before you guys got married. I also know you stood up for her again after you got divorced. That was when some ass at Reilly's tried to force himself on her." Dad smiled.
Seeing the surprised look on my face, he added, "Parents have their ways of knowing what goes on with their children. Besides, Ally's boss, Tom Boswell, is an old school friend. He told me all about it."
Shaking my head, I had to smile. "Is there anything about my life you don't know?"
"Very little," Dad replied with a grin. Then getting serious he said, "You've told Ally twice, you gave her your word twice, that you'd always be there to protect her. This is bad business that she's involved in now; she needs your help Remy."
"Dad I...I, oh hell." I sat for a while thinking about what Dad had said, thinking about Ally, and about the promises I'd broken. Dad went back to his dinner. Then I got another surprise.
"Remy, you have to help her," Mom said. "If something happens to her, you'll never get over it." Mom stood and walked behind me, putting her hands on my shoulders. "You have to help her," she repeated. She leaned down and kissed me on top of my head.
Nodding my head, I put down my fork and stood. "I better pack. If I hit the road now I can be in St. Louis in four or five hours."
"Finish your dinner first dear," Mom said as she spooned mash potatoes onto my plate.
I obeyed Mom and stuffed my dinner down at warp speed. Then I stood and hugged Mom and punched Dad on the shoulder. "Thanks guys, I'll let you know how it turns out. Dad would you call Jim Dawson and let him know I need a couple days?" He nodded and I knew that was handled.
********************
I don't know what I expected, but the city seemed to have changed in the few months I'd been gone; it was busier than I remembered. More cars, more noise and more people than I was used to after living in Van Buren for so many months. "Guess I'm not in Kansas anymore," I said out loud. "Guess I thought the place would dry up and blow away with me gone," I laughed at myself. Not that I was anxious or charged up but I'd made the normal four hour trip in a little over three hours.
Glancing at my watch I saw it was 9:30 PM. Still early enough to call I thought and picked up my cell phone. "Gary, its Remy," I said when he answered. "Meet me at Reilly's ASAP; please."
"Why?"
"I got my head on straight and want to know more about this Jake."
"You gonna help Alyssa?"
"That's the idea Gary."
"Be there in 20," Gary said.
I was waiting in a booth with a pitcher of beer and two glasses when Gary walked in and joined me. "It's about time you showed up, good to see you." he greeted me. "What are you going to do?
"Don't have any idea." I stared across the bar for several seconds and continued. "Only thing I do know is that this asshole isn't going to hurt Ally."
"How are you gonna stop him?" Gary pushed for an answer.
"I'll think of something" I don't know what Gary saw in my eyes but it made him sit back in the booth.
Gary shook his head. "Jesus Remy, that look of yours scares the hell out of me and I'm your friend."
"Ally and her mother will be safe." I smiled at Gary. "I'll make sure of it." We sat, reminiscing for an hour and finished the beer. Yawning I said, "I'm checked into that motel near Reilly's here so I'm gonna get some sleep. If you talk to Ally before I do, tell her I'd like to see her." I wrote my number on a napkin and handed it to Gary. "That's my new cell number, ask her to call me."
Finishing my beer I stood up. "Good to see you Gary, I'll talk to you soon."
The next morning my cell rang at 8 as I was getting out of the shower. I'm usually up much earlier than that, but yesterday had be a full day. "Hello?" I answered.
"Remy, this is...."
"Ally," I said before she could finish. "Nice to hear from you." I couldn't hide the smile in my voice.
"What are you doing in town?" She hurried on before I could answer. "Why couldn't I get you on your cell? I left messages with your mom, why didn't you call me back?"
"Hold on, hold on. I'll answer the last two questions first. You couldn't reach me on the cell because I threw it in the river right after I got down to Dad's place. I got your messages but I didn't see the need to talk anymore so I didn't call."
"But...."
I cut her off again. "I know, I know, I was acting like a spoiled child who didn't get his way. But Ally I was hurting and didn't want to extend the hurt by talking to you."
She didn't say anything for several seconds. "Okay, now why are you in town and why do you want to talk now?"
"Understand you are having a problem with some guy named Jake. I thought I'd come back to St. Louis and see if I can help."
"How did you know about that? Wait, I guess it doesn't matter. What are you planning to do?"
"You're right, it doesn't matter how I heard about it, just that I did. I wish you would have called me about this."
Ally gave sort of an exasperated sigh and said, "Would you have answered a message from me? You didn't all the other times I left a message."
Now it was my turn to sigh. "You're right, I probably wouldn't have. However, that was then, this is now." I paused and hesitantly asked, "Could we get together this morning, maybe for breakfast, and talk about this joker?"
She paused for a few seconds. "I guess, if it's the only way I can get you to talk to me. Where are you staying?"
"In a motel near Forest Park, about two blocks from Reilly's."
"Meet you Uncle Bill's Pancake House on Kings Highway in an hour. That's about half way between your place and my apartment."
"Ally," I started but she had hung up.
The big man didn't dwarf the booth he was sitting in but he certainly did fill up one side. He was 20 minutes early to meet his guest. His constant stirring of the cooling cup of coffee told of his nervousness. Every 30 to 45 seconds he would glance at the door and then shake his head and return to the coffee. His actions seemed to show both excited expectations and sad dread. Finally as he looked at the door one more time he saw who he was looking for.
Standing, he smiled and waited for the young woman to come to the booth. She was 15 minutes early: obviously not the only one to feel anxious about the meeting.
The young woman wasn't a classic beauty but had the girl next door good looks that a lot of women aspired to; any man would be proud to call her his own. The long auburn hair was in a pony tail and swayed as she walked toward the man standing beside the booth. Her blue eyes were both excited and guarded at the same time.
"Hello Ally," I greeted her. Not knowing if I should hug her or what, I just stood there smiled and motioned to one side of the booth. She sat down and I slid into the booth across from her.
"Hi Remy. It's good to see you." She smiled as I sat down, "We never could fit on the same side of a booth."
"Ally..." I started.
"Why didn't you return my calls? I tried calling you at work but they said you came in one morning and quit. Cleaned out your desk and walked away." She asked sounding a little angry. "I know now that you threw your cell phone away but I left messages with your parents." I hesitated. "Come on Remy, talk to me."
I looked down at the table until the waitress brought our coffee. Looking up and into Ally's eyes I said, "I was hurting a lot Ally. Our marriage was toast and I suppose it was my fault. As to talking to you, it would have hurt even more." I gave her a small, sad, smile and shrugged my shoulders. "I wasn't over you..."then in a soft tone I added..."I'm still not."
"Remy, I was calling to talk to you about us. I was, and am, wondering if I made a huge mistake." Now Ally looked down at the table. "I still love you Remy.
Inwardly I jumped for joy; outwardly I tried to keep my poker face. "Took you long enough to call me."
"I tried you call your cell a few of times; it went straight to voice mail and I left messages but got no response; now I know why. People at your office would only say you had quit and walked out. Even Gary wouldn't tell me where you were. Finally the light bulb lit up in my head and I realized you had probably gone to your folks place. That's when I called and left a couple of messages with your mom. When you didn't call back I sort of gave up."
Ally waited a few seconds, took a deep breath and continued. "I had planned on coming down to your folks to see you and talk to you about ...well us. But when you didn't call me back I figured you didn't want to see me."
I smiled. "Let's leave that for now Ally. First we need to take care of this asshole Jake. What's the story?"
Ally shook her head and gave me a sort of grim smile. "I met Jake at a party given by one of the girls at work. He was charming, fairly good looking, and my work friend vouched for him. Seems they're cousins or something. I thought a date or two wouldn't hurt anything but I didn't plan on building any type of relationship with him.
She took a sip of her coffee, smiled again and continued. "You see I was planning on driving down to your folks and force you to talk to me. But I didn't get a chance before all this came up with Jake. After that last date, the one where he robbed the gas station, at least I think he did, Jake became sort of verbally abusive. He would call me and ask me out and when I said no, he would cuss me out and warn me to keep quiet about that night."
I must have looked like a volcano about to erupt as she stopped talking. She took my hand across the table and said, "Calm down Remy. He hasn't hurt me or anything. He's just talk."
With a scowl on my face, I said, "When I find him, he may be talking with a broken jaw if he's able to talk at all."
"Remy you'd only go to jail. Promise me you won't attack him." I hesitated and she added, "Promise me."
There are advantages to being my size but there are disadvantages too. I can usually take care of myself or my friends but I can't start any physical confrontation. It seems the law disapproves of someone my size starting fights with smaller guys.
Sometimes I don't even have to start the trouble to get into trouble. If some smaller guy hits me and I retaliate, it will depend on the witnesses to say who started the fight. A lot of people, the ones that don't know me, may decide that a big guy shouldn't bully a smaller guy and tell the police it was entirely my fault. That can cause a problem. So far I've been able to prove I was defending myself or my friends on the few times it has come to a fight.
Looking into her eyes for a few seconds I could feel myself calming down. "I made you a promise to protect you; once when we were dating and again after our divorce. I'm making that same promise now." With a forcefulness I hadn't felt in a long time I added, "I will protect you; peacefully if I can, but make no mistake I will protect you. I will put a stop to Jake bothering you. It's up to him how it goes."
Ally nodded and a small smile hovered in her eyes. She released my hand and asked, "How will you "protect" me Remy; I mean without going to jail?"
"Not sure yet." I returned her smile. Do you have a picture of him or some way I can recognize him?"
"No, no picture. That third date was going to be our last. He isn't the nice guy I thought he was. Guess his actions have proven that." She looked at me for a few seconds. "And I had someone else on my mind."
"Is there a bar or club or something that Jake goes to a lot? Is there some way to identify him?"
"He hangs out at a place called the Double Deuce over on Gravois; near the Bevo Mill Restaurant. Gary saw him at the same party I did."
Would Jake recognize Gary?"
Ally thought for a few seconds. "I don't think so; Gary came late to the party and was only there for an hour or so. He had to leave early and never actually met Jake."
"Okay. You go back home, I'll call you this evening. In the meantime, I'm gonna call Gary and meet him for lunch. Maybe we can brainstorm something for our friend Jake." I smiled and added, "Something that keeps me from going to jail."
Ally reached across the table and took my hand again. "Remy, after this is over do you think we could...?
I freed my hand, patted hers and answered, "Let's get this mess cleaned up; then we can talk."
She stood to leave but before she left she said, "I guess that's about all I can hope for. Give me a call if you need me...or just to talk to me."
I watched her leave with conflicting emotions. She had wanted the divorce so the hell with her. But I had to take a lot of the blame for us getting to that point. For the last few months, when I thought of her; which had been almost every week, I wanted to erase all that had happened. But she left me, I continued my thought. Oh Boo Hoo little boy, I said to myself. Are you going to let your pride keep you from at least talking to her about the whole thing?
Shaking my head, I said aloud but quietly to myself, Enough. That's enough now. I'll... we'll talk about us when this is over.
I took out my cell and called Gary. "Hey guy, can you meet me at Pappy's BBQ for a late lunch, about 2?"
"That's almost downtown. Why all the way down there?" He asked.
"Because I need some serious BBQ; I've been missing it in Van Buren. And I may need your help in handling this jerk for Ally."
"Okay see you at 2, but you're buying lunch."
I went back to my motel and waited for the time to leave. It was a 30 minute drive to Pappy's so I left the motel at 1 o'clock. As I drove I went over the "Jake" situation in my head. About half way to Pappy's I had an idea. I had to smile and called Gary again.
"Is Mike Adams still a police officer and is he still attached to the Fourteenth Precinct?" I asked Gary when he answered.
"Yeah, he's still a cop at the Fourteenth. Made Sergeant last month, he's in line to be a detective within a year."
"Call him and ask him to join us. Tell him lunch is on me."
Pappy's only cooked a preset amount of BBQ each day. When it was gone they closed the place. People lined up to buy these meat masterpieces. After opening at 11, there was only about two hours between the long lines wanting to buy food for lunch or dinner. Those two hours were from 2 until 4. That's why I had picked 2 for our lunch meeting.
I was sitting at a table for 4 when Gary and Mike came in. Waving them over, I stood to greet Mike. I hadn't seen him in over a year but we were still close friends.
"Not that I'm complaining about a free lunch, but why did you want to see me?" Mike asked as he shook my hand.
I motioned to the chairs and we sat down. "Let's wait until after we eat," I answered.
Our food arrived fairly quickly after we ordered. The kitchen and servers had a little more time now that they were running around filling orders. We wasted no time in digging into what was touted as the best BBQ in the Midwest. When the server cleaned up the debris of our pig out, pardon the pun, I turned to the boys and gave my reason for wanting to meet them.
After almost an hour of talking, laying things out and arranging time schedules we left. I felt that I had come up with a way to stop Jake without my going to jail for assault. As I drove back to my motel, I knew that no matter what, Jake would not bother Ally any longer. If it meant beating him half to death, so be it.
That night waiting at my motel until 10 PM was a hard thing to do, but I wanted to give all the players in the game a chance to get into place. At 10:30, I met Gary in the parking lot of the Double Deuce and we walked in together. The Deuce, as it was called, was in an old warehouse building with a huge wide open space, distressed wood floors and brick walls. The room was 50 x 80 with two discretely place columns holding up the roof.
Entering the building I saw that the bar ran for 30 feet down the wall on my right. There were lots of tables clustered around a large dance floor. Against the back wall, connected to the dance floor was a raised stage for a band. On the weekends the Deuce had live music but this was Tuesday so a DJ provided the music for the people to dance and enjoy.
There was a good crowd and they seemed to be trying to make up for the poor Monday start to their week. The DJ played a new song and invited the party goers to dance. As several people moved to the dance floor, Gary nudged me and pointed with his chin. There was our...my...target for the night.
Jake Summers was about 6 feet tall with a strong looking body. He had dark hair worn long, almost a mullet. You've got to be kidding me, I thought. A mullet...really a mullet? His body had best be as strong as it looks, I mused as I stared at him. I hope he resists our little play tonight.
"Make the call Gary," I ordered.
Gary stepped into the entry, where it was a little quieter and used his cell phone. After three minutes or so, he returned to my side. "On the way," he told me. I nodded and continued to watch Jake Summers.
Mike came in dressed in his uniform, with a young man following him. "Remy, this is Randy Hixson. He's was working at the convenience store that was robbed. The one Alyssa talked to you about."
I shook hands with Randy. "You're a brave man to do this Randy."
Hixson was about 5 foot 5 and couldn't have weighed more than 110 pounds. His looked like a high school senior but he was a junior at St. Louis University. Randy seemed to be a little hyper. "Where is that asshole?"
Gary pointed in the general direction of the dance floor without singling out any one person. "See anyone you recognize?"
Randy looked around the bar and then onto the dance floor. After a couple of minutes, he stared in one direction like a bird dog on point. "There he is," he almost shouted.
"There is who?" Mike asked.
"The guy that whipped on me with a blackjack and robbed the store."
"Point him out to us please Randy," Mike requested.
"I'll do better than that. Follow me," Randy said and started a fast walk toward Jake Summers.
Mike, Gary and I hustled to catch up with the feisty young man. We arrived just after Randy who was yelling at Jake.
"Where's my money you piece of crap?" Randy yelled at a surprised Jake. The boy barked at the bigger man like a little terrier challenging a larger dog "You robbed my store and my boss almost made me replace the money you took. See this scar," Randy pointed at a red line of a healing cut just over his eye. "You owe me for that too."
Summers looked at Randy for a few seconds and started to move toward the smaller man raising his hand to swat the annoying mosquito. I could see the angry look in his eyes and stepped between the two men. "Why don't you try hitting me, you piece of crap," I said. Waiting to see his response, I hoped he would try something.
Mike had been behind Randy the whole time and now stepped forward. He grabbed an arm and started putting on handcuffs. I think he wanted to get to Summers before I attacked the man. "Jake Summers, you are under arrest for the armed robbery of the In & Out Market on Olive and for assault with a deadly weapon on Randy Hixson." Mike went on to read Jake his Miranda rights.
I saw the look on Jake's face as he thought about running. "Please resist arrest Summers," I growled at him. "Please resist." Jake looked at me and sort of let down as if someone had let all the air out of him. "Not a brave move from a guy that threatens women... but it is a smart one," I goaded the man. "One other thing, if you ever contact Alyssa again, it won't be jail you have to worry about. I will come after you myself."



Watching Mike pull Summers out of the bar I had to smile. Randy Hixson, little guy that he is, was following and still yelling at Summers.
"Pretty slick idea Remy," Gary said as he handed me a beer. "What would you have done if it didn't work?"
Staring at Gary before I answered, I finally gave him a smile that didn't go to my eyes. "I would have done what was necessary to protect Ally. I think a little friendly persuasion would have made him see the error of his ways."
"So, you going back to Van Buren," he asked. "Or are you coming back to the real world?"
"I've got one more thing to do before I go back. I have to talk to Ally, and then it's back home for me."
"Good luck bud, you guys belong together."
It had been a little late after the confrontation at the Deuce so I waited until the next morning to call Ally. "It's over," I said after she answered the phone.
"Did you do something that's going to cause you trouble?"
"I wanted to but I didn't. "
"So what happened?"
"We went to the Double Deuce looking for Jake and Gary pointed him out. Remember Mike Adams? He was waiting outside with Randy Hixson, you know the guy from the convenience store. When we saw Jake, we called Mike to come in. Randy identified Jake as the guy that robbed the store and beat him up. Mike arrested him and I don't think Mr. Jake Summers will be a problem for a long time."
"Thank you Remy." After a few seconds she continued, "Can we get together and talk; maybe for lunch?"
What do we have to talk about I thought? Ally said it all when she divorced me. I was silent for what must have seemed like a long time. "I ....okay. How about Rigazzi's at one? I haven't had really good Italian food since I left the city."
Rigazzi's was a very old, family ran, Italian eatery; located in a huge cluster of Italian families know as The Hill. It was an area that the immigrants from Italy settled in when they came to America. Rigazzi's had been our favorite restaurant before the divorce.
********************
My timing must really be off, I thought as I sat anxiously at a table in Rigazzi's main dining room. I'm 20 minutes early again.
The room was wide open with an ornate carved wooden bar against the side wall. Behind the bar was an antique mirror, which had Rigazzi's name in actual gold leaf across the top. The room resembled what it was; a neighbor bar that families could come to for good food. Rigazzi's had bought and taken over the house next door for the added dining space there and on the second floor of both buildings.
I was watching the door and couldn't help but smile when Ally entered. The sunlight behind her blocked her features but I would recognize her even in bad lighting. Standing I held her chair when she got to the table. Sitting back down I motioned to the server and he brought two 24 oz. fish bowls of St. Louis's finest brew; Budweiser. The glasses had been in a freezer and had an ice layer surrounding them.
"You remembered," Ally said and smiled. "That's what we ordered every time we came into the restaurant."
"For a long time I didn't know they served anything else," I answered. The waiter came and we placed our orders.
"Remy, I would like to ...." Ally started.
"Let's wait until we're done with lunch." I suggested. It was a matter of not really wanting to hear what she had to say and I wanted to enjoy my Mostaccioli Special.
After we had eaten I said, "You called this meeting; you have the floor Ally," I was trying to interject some humor into a tense situation.
"When you move back to the city and resume your career what would you think of us getting back together?" Ally asked. She saw the shocked look on my face. "I apologize Remy I think, no I'm sure, I made a mistake in leaving you. You were doing what you thought was right for us. I'd like to give us another chance."
Before I could respond she continued. "I know you'd be putting in a lot of hours, just like before. I feel that the few hours I can get with you are better than getting nothing without you. I love you Remy and I'd like another chance."
I looked down at the table for a few seconds then replied. "I'm not coming back to St. Louis. I like my life down in Van Buren and don't want to leave it. After I got to Van Buren, I realized I was almost burned out. I like my more simple life. I'm gonna keep working construction: at least for now."
"I could live in Van Buren; it's a nice little town. Nice people," Ally replied.
"What would you do for work Ally"?
"They've got schools in Van Buren don't they? I have my state teaching certificate for classes through high school."
I tried to stop it but a smile crept across my face. "If you come down I would have to teach you to catch and clean fish, you know."
"I'd like that," Ally replied her head slightly tilted with a wide grin.
Not The End -- But A New Beginning
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********************

Sheriff Boyd Rawlings, of Van Buren, Missouri, stepped out of his patrol car. He had just been elected to his third term as Carter County Sheriff. Rawlings hitched up on his gun belt to settle it back into place. At age 36, he wasn't a big belly southern Sheriff, but he wasn't far from it. Standing 5 feet 9 in his cowboy boots, he weighed a little over 215 pounds. His face was ruddy, especially his nose, both from working out in the weather and from too much whiskey.
It was early evening and the sun was just beginning to drop behind Black Mountain. The evening was cold, and it would be a dark night with absolutely no moonlight. His breath puffed out like a smoke cloud as he softly closed his door in front of the house.
The small house sat at the head of a holler that opened up to the fields of the farm. It was late fall and most of the trees had no leaves on their branches. There were a few pine trees along the path that led to the first of the fields. There were several large oak and hickory trees around the house that looked like huge skeletal creatures waiting to pounce. The cold wind that was blowing freed them from their morbidity and allowed them to dance and sway.
Rawlings walked up three steps onto the porch that ran across the front of a log cabin and he pulled his Colt .45 from its holster with his right hand. He carried a set of handcuffs in his left. Boyd used the butt of the pistol to bang on the door.
"Benson, come out," Boyd ordered. "Keep your hands free and where I can see them."
Slowly the door opened and Travis Benson stepped out onto the porch. Travis was a young looking 35, tall and trim at 190 pounds. With his dark hair, blue eyes and a square chin, most single women in town, and some married ones, considered him to be ruggedly handsome.
"What's with the Benson stuff, Boyd?" Travis asked in a puzzled voice. "We've been best friends since we were high school freshman; you've never called me by my last name." Looking down, he saw the Colt in Boyd's hand. "Why the gun?" Now his tone was a cross between puzzlement and anger.
Sheriff Rawlings pointed the Colt at Travis. "Don't give me any trouble and put your hands out in front of you. Our friendship won't stop me from shooting you if you try anything."
Travis looked at the Colt, then at Boyd's eyes and put out his hands. Boyd tossed the restraints to Travis. "Put those on and then we'll talk." Not having a choice, Travis put one cuff around his left wrist and the other one around his right. "Lock 'em up, Travis," Boyd ordered. Travis pushed on the single strand of each cuff until they ratcheted into the base and locked with a solid click.
"Now, where were you last night Travis?"
"Right here."
"All night? You alone?"
Travis hesitated for just a second. "Yep, I worked on the corral until dusk, cooked supper and went to bed around eight, I reckon." He had not been alone but he couldn't tell Boyd that. Travis and Boyd's wife, Emmy had spent most of the night together; and it wasn't the first time.

********************

Travis and Emmy had been high school sweethearts. They planned on getting married when they graduated and Travis got a job. Van Buren was a small town and there weren't many jobs available, so Travis enlisted in the Army to get a stake put together so he and Emmy could marry. He also hoped to learn a skill that would make finding a job a bit easier.
Two events happened while he was in the Army that would lead to the secret meetings between the young lovers. Travis' parents died during his third year in the Army. He came home for the funeral and found his folks had left him their farm and cabin. Travis had one more year in his enlistment before he could come home and run the farm.
The other event affected Emmy the most, but also broke Travis' heart. Her parents hit hard times and they were about to lose their business and their home. Boyd Rawlings told Emmy if she would marry him, he would pay off her parents' home and pay all the back bills from the business. Emmy liked Boyd, they'd gone to the same school, but she didn't love him. She loved Travis and was waiting on him to come home.
Emmy and her parents didn't have anywhere to go if they lost the house and business, and there was no chance of making a living in Van Buren, so Emmy decided she had to take care of them and agreed to marry Boyd. She had tears leaking from her eyes during the ceremony.

********************

"What's this about Boyd?"
"Jimmy Dawson was killed in front of the town hall just after full dark last night," Boyd answered. "Shot with a .357 caliber gun. You own a Dan Wesson .357, don't you?"
"Yes, I own a .357, but I didn't kill him, Boyd. He ran those whores, made bad moonshine, cheated at cards and stole things when he had the chance. It's no surprise he got shot."
"Got two witnesses at the scene who gave a description that sounds a lot like you. They said they saw a man running away from the body. Said the man was about 6 feet, slender. Said they saw dark hair when the man's hat fell off when he started running. Sure sounds like you Travis."
"Sounds like a lot of other men, too, Boyd. How did those witnesses see the color of the murderer's hair; it was the dark of the moon?"
"That big mercury light they put up on the town hall was burnin' bright. You know it's almost as bright as daytime."
I didn't kill Dawson." Travis shook his head. "Hell, I didn't like him, but I had no reason to shoot him."
"Where's your Dan Wesson, Travis?"
"It's on the night stand by the bed. C'mon, I'll show you." Travis turned and started to go back into the house.
"Hold it right there, Travis," Rawlings ordered, and cocked his pistol. "I'll put you in the back of the patrol car, and then I'll go check on the gun."
Holding on to his arm, Boyd directed Travis toward the back door of the patrol car and opened it. Using a technique every cop has used to put someone into a car, Boyd put his hand on the back of Travis' head to protect the suspect. Instead of protecting Travis, Boyd used his leverage to ram Travis' head into the door frame.
"Watch your head Travis." After he put his man into the car, Boyd leaned over. "I know you weren't alone last night, and I know who you were with. Now you're gonna pay, Travis, you're gonna pay big-time. I know you didn't kill Jimmy, I did, and good riddance, but I'm gonna see you convicted of the murder and watch you hang. And then my slut wife is gonna pay. Yes, Emmy is gonna pay for fooling around on me her own self."
Boyd stood up, slammed the door and walked into the house to retrieve the .357 pistol, pulling on a thin pair of gloves. He came out onto the front porch and fired two shots into the ground in front of the cabin. Boyd dropped the big pistol into an evidence bag and removed his gloves.
"I do believe this weapon's been fired recently," he said and laughed. Boyd climbed into the driver's seat and turned half way around. "And the only finger prints on the gun are yours, Travis."
"You fired that gun just now, Boyd." Travis' jaws were clenched in anger. "I'll tell them about that, you back-stabbing asshole."
"I'll say I didn't, and I'll say you tried to hide the gun. Now who are they gonna believe, Travis? They gonna believe an accused murderer or the fine upstanding County Sheriff?"
After a short 20-minute drive, the patrol car pulled into the Sheriff's reserved parking space at the courthouse. Van Buren was the county seat of Carter County. The courthouse served both Carter County and the locals of the small town. There was a lawn, benches and a walking trail through the large courthouse square that surrounded the large quarried-stone building.
The building contained two courtrooms, county records from as far back as the early 1800's, as well as the town's records, the Sheriff's office and a jail with two cells. The jail usually held men who had over-indulged in moonshine or whisky, and once in a while a husband in a domestic abuse case. Tonight, it would hold Travis Benson, an innocent man accused of murder.
The next morning at 9:00, Travis was led into the main courtroom to be arraigned on the charge of murder in the first degree. Randolph Rawlings, Boyd's cousin, was the presiding judge. He was also the owner of the bank and the richest man in the county.
"Do you have an attorney, young man?" Judge Rawlings asked.
"No sir. I was brought here last night late, and this is the first time I've been out of my cell," Travis answered.
"Sheriff Rawlings, make sure this young man gets to use the phone so he can obtain legal counsel."
"Yes sir, Your Honor. I'll do that first thing."
Turning back to Travis the Judge continued. "You have been charged with the pre-meditated murder of one James Dawson. How do you plead? We'll go ahead, and if once you get representation you want to change or amend your plea, we will revisit the question."
Travis couldn't believe how fast things were going. He looked at Boyd Rawlings, who was grinning, and then at Judge Rawlings, who had a bit of a smirk on his face. Travis didn't know that the judge was aware and approved of what the Sheriff was doing.

********************

Judge Rawlings held a grudge for a long time. Travis' parents had openly and loudly opposed Rawlings each time he ran in an election for the judgeship. They would bring to light some shady business dealings and moral issues. They never quite stopped Rawlings from being elected, but their efforts stopped his advance in the State legal system. Rawlings was relegated to being a small-town and county judge, a small fish in an even smaller pond. The parents were long-dead but Travis would do for the judge's revenge.

********************

"Not guilty Judge," Travis proclaimed. "I didn't kill Dawson, and Boyd knows it. He said...."
"We'll get into all that during the trial, young man." Turning to Boyd he said, "Take him back to his cell and make sure he gets his phone call."
Back in cell area, the Deputy Sheriff, Jasper, sat Travis down at a table with a phone and a phone book. Travis looked through the book and found only two attorneys in the area. One was the County Prosecuting Attorney, the other one was Sam Chilton, so he called Chilton. The lawyer agreed to meet with Travis the first thing the next morning.
Chilton was sitting in a sort of conference room the next morning when Travis was led into the room in handcuffs and ankle shackles. He was cuffed to a round bar welded into the stationary table. After Travis was situated, Chilton looked at him.
"Mr. Benson, I should not have agreed to meet with you. I'm involved in several other legal actions and would not have the time to properly represent you in a murder trial." Chilton stood up, gathered his brief case and spoke. "I hope you do okay with your trial. Good bye, Mr. Benson." He turned and left the conference room.
'What the hell?' Travis thought, shaking his head. 'He was ready to defend me yesterday.' Boyd came in to take him back to his cell. "I need to call a lawyer in Poplar Bluff," Travis said. "Can you get me a phone book for there?"
"Couldn't find an attorney here and thought you'd try the big city, did ya?" Boyd said. Poplar Bluff was about 60 miles east and a little south of Van Buren, with a population of just over 17,000. He grabbed Travis' arm. "You had the one phone call you're allowed. Let's get you back to your cell. Don't worry, you ain't gonna be there long."
As Boyd pushed his prisoner back into the cell, he leaned in and whispered, "I told you I'm gonna watch you hang." The Sheriff locked the cell door and left.
The next time Travis was taken out of his cell was for his appearance in court. Boyd escorted him down the hallway to the courtroom. Travis shuffled along; he was handcuffed with shackles on his feet, and he could only take very small steps. Just before opening the door Boyd moved closer to Travis and whispered, "If you mention anything about Emmy, I'll kill her. Do you understand? I'll take her over behind Misty Mountain, put a bullet in her head, bury her, and not lose a minute's sleep about it." Boyd moved away and added, "I'm as serious as a heart attack, Travis."
Boyd sat him down at a table in front of the judge's bench and took off the handcuffs but the leg shackles stayed on and he stood close to Travis. Judge Rawlings straightened a few papers and then banged his gavel.
"Carter County, state of Missouri vs. Travis Benson on the charge of murder in the first degree is called to order." Turning to Charles Barnes, the county attorney and prosecutor, Rawlings asked, "Are you ready to proceed Mr. Barnes?"
"Yes, your honor," Barnes answered as he stood up.
"Do you have Counsel Mr. Benson?" The judge asked.
"No sir. The only other lawyer in town said he wouldn't take my case. I wanted to call a lawyer in Poplar Bluff but Boyd wouldn't let me. Said I'd already had my phone call."
"So, you'll be defending yourself, then," the judge said. Looking back at Barnes he ordered, "Make your opening statement, Charley."
"Sure thing, Randy." He turned to the six people chosen for the jury and started to speak.
"I object, Judge," Travis said and tried to stand up. Boyd pushed him back down.
"What is your objection, Mr. Benson?"
"I don't know much about the law, but I do know I have the right to help choose the jury. It was only day before yesterday that I was arrested, and I've never met these people and..."
"Objection overruled. Continue, Charley."
Travis shook off Boyd's hand and stood up. "Your Honor, y'all are denying me my rights and this ain't what they call due process. I want..."
"Sit down, Mr. Benson. Sheriff," he instructed, and Boyd pushed Travis back down in the chair. "I'll decide what due process in my court is. If you continue with these interruptions, I will have you muzzled."
For the first time Travis knew and understood that he was going to die. 'Damn sure I'm not gonna get a fair trial in this county,' Travis thought. 'Blood is thicker than the truth; the Judge is Boyd's cousin and he's gonna help Boyd kill me. Don't help none that my parents always worked against him at election time. He's gonna find me guilty and let Boyd hang me. Don't matter much what I say.'
Barnes stood before the jury of five men and one woman. His opening statement was brief. "Lady," he nodded toward the large florid faced woman, "and gentlemen. The state will prove that that man," he pointed at Travis, "shot and killed one James Dawson, with malice aforethought."
The attorney put his hand inside his coat, took hold of his vest and took a stance as if he were a modern day Clarence Darrow. "The defendant had a run in with Dawson two weeks previously, concerning a hog that Dawson supposedly stole from the Benson farm. The murder of James Dawson was the defendant's answer to that confrontation."
Barnes paused to let his words take effect and then continued, "The State has witnesses that saw Mr. Benson shoot Mr. Dawson and run from the scene of the murder. We will prove that the defendant had the motive, means, and opportunity to commit this heinous crime. We will be asking for the death penalty." Barnes sat down.
"Mr. Benson, you may give your opening statement now," Judge Rawlings said.
Travis stood in front of the jury, just as Barnes had done. "I didn't kill Dawson and I was at home when they said it happened. Yeah, I didn't like him and he did steal a hog from the farm, but when I braced him about it, he offered to give it back or pay for it. I took the money and that was the end of it. Boyd, er Sheriff Rawlings, is tryin to railroad me." He paused and then said, "Guess that's about it." He sat down.
"Charley, how long is your side gonna take? I've got a meeting at two," Judge Rawlings said.
"Not long, Judge. Got two eye witnesses and a piece of evidence to submit, and that's about it."
"Present your evidence and testimony, Charley."
Barnes took a sealed evidence bag out of his brief case and turned to the court. "Mr. Dawson was shot and killed with a .357 pistol; this pistol. It has been recently fired and from the empty shells in the cylinder it was fired twice; the same number of times that the victim was shot. This gun belongs to the defendant, Travis Benson." He handed the pistol to Judge Rawlings and said, "I ask that this pistol be marked as prosecution's exhibit one."
"Any objections Mr. Benson?"
"It's my gun, but Boyd took it from my bedroom and fired it twice when he got outside. That don't prove that it killed Dawson."
"Objection overruled. Call your first witness, Charley."
"The state calls Jacob Sterling to the stand," Barnes said in a loud voice.
A man sitting in the courtroom stood and made his way to the stand. He was sworn in and took his seat in the witness chair. Sterling was dressed in a white, short-sleeved shirt and bib overalls. His only concession to being in court was a very loud, very wide tie. It hung over the "bib" of the overalls and had to be from two or three decades previously; it also had food stains on it. Sterling had the "shakes" that accompanied withdrawal from a drug; in this case, alcohol.
Sterling hung out at the Big Spring Bar and Grill across the street from the town hall, and he was seldom sober. He would cage drinks from anyone who would listen to him. Sterling was surprised to see Travis in court. When Boyd Rawlings gave him the money to testify, he was told he would not have to see the man he was accusing of murder.
"Mr. Sterling, you were in the Big Spring Bar and Grill on the night in question, is that right?" Sterling's yes answer led to the next question. "And what, if anything, unusual did you see?"
Sterling had several beads of sweat on his forehead, and his hands trembled where he had them clasped on the edge of the witness box. Travis could see that he was coming down from his constant drunken state and was hurting.
"I seen a man shoot that Dawson feller. Then he stood over him and shot him again."
"And what time did this take place?"
"Was about 10PM. I remember 'cause I just got my last beer of the night and was gonna head home after I drank it."
"Did you recognize the man that did the shooting?"
"Yes sir, it were him." Sterling pointed toward Travis sitting behind the defendant's table.
Travis jumped to his feet and yelled, "That's a lie. I was at home and this old drunk can't see more than ten feet when he's been drinking. And he drinks every night until the bar closes."



"Sit down, Mr. Benson," the judge said. "You will get you chance to cross-examine the witness."
"It was dark that time of night," Barnes said. "How can you be so sure it was Mr. Benson?"
"The shootin' was under that new town hall light. Then the killer ran but when he did his hat fell off. That's when I knew it was him that done the shootin," Sterling pointed at Travis again.
"No further questions, Your Honor," Barnes said.
"Your witness, Mr. Benson." When Travis looked puzzled, the judge added, "You may cross-examine the witness."
Travis stood, looked at the witness and didn't say anything for about 30 seconds. Sterling fidgeted in his seat and looked anywhere but at Travis. "You're a liar. By 10, you're totally wasted and can barely see to walk. You couldn't have seen me."
"Objection Your Honor," Barnes said. "Mr. Benson is badgering the witness. Is there a question from the defendant somewhere in there?"
"Ask a question, Mr. Benson, or I'll excuse the witness."
"What's the use?" Travis said and sat down.
As Sterling left the stand, the judge told Barnes to call his next witness. "The State calls Steven Chilton."
The only reason that Steven Chilton didn't hold the title of "town drunk" was that dubious honor belonged to Jacob Sterling, but if the small town had been big enough for a second town drunk, it would have been Chilton. He had at least made an effort to clean up for court. Chilton wore a clean, if wrinkled, pair of slacks and a blue button down shirt, but he didn't wear a tie. He, too, was suffering from the effects of coming down from a year's long drunk.
Chilton was sweating as if he'd been working in the hot sun; his shirt was hanging on him and was wet in several places. His hands had a decided tremor and couldn't seem to stay still; he even staggered getting to the witness stand. Once there, he was all shakes and shudders and couldn't seem to sit still.
Barnes stood and began questioning his witness. "The reason you are here, Mr. Chilton, is because of what you told Sheriff Rawlings about what you saw on the night in question. What did you see?"
Chilton wiped his hand over his face and sat up straighter. He too was nervous at seeing Travis in the courtroom. "I seen Travis there, shoot Jimmy Dawson twice and then run away."
"And there's no doubt in your mind that it was Travis Benson who shot Mr. Dawson?" Barnes asked.
"No, it were him alright. His hat fell off when he run; that's how I knowed it was him."
"No more questions Your Honor," Barnes said and sat back down.
"Your witness, Mr. Benson," Judge Rawlings said. There was a bit of a smirk on his face and in his tone.
"Where were you when you saw me supposedly kill Dawson?" Travis didn't bother to get up.
"I was in my car parked on the north side of the town hall square."
"Why were you parked there at that time of night?"
"I stopped to have a drink fore goin' home." Chilton gave a small smile as he turned toward the jury. "The wife don't like me to drink at home."
"You do that a lot don't you, Chilton?" Chilton looked puzzled and didn't answer. "I heard that every night you park there with never less than a twelve pack of beer and a bottle of whiskey." Chilton looked even more nervous and didn't answer. Travis gave Chilton a disgusted look and said, "I got no more use for this drunk."
"Objection, Judge," Barnes said in a loud voice as he stood up.
"Sustained. Mr. Benson, you will refrain from insulting the witness."
"It can't be an insult if it's the truth,' Travis replied. "This man shouldn't be allowed to walk, much less drive. Same goes for Sterling." Travis' tone was angry. "If this wasn't a kangaroo court, I wouldn't have to do that."
Judge Rawlings sort of swelled up and said, "Mr. Benson, any more of that kind of talk and I'll hold you in contempt."
"You're right there, Judge. I got nothin but contempt for this trial. Sides, what are you gonna do to me? Put me in jail?" Travis slid down in the chair until his neck was on the back and his legs were stretched out under the table. "Do your damndest," he said to the judge.
Judge Rawlings stared at Travis for over a minute. He was obviously angry at Travis' outburst. Finally, he asked, "Any more on your side Charley? Barnes shook his head. "Then you can give your closing statement."
Barnes stood and stepped in front of the jury box. "Lady and gentlemen, the State has given evidence and proved that all of the factors necessary for this crime exist. Benson had the motivation; Dawson stole a hog from him. The defendant had the means; a .357 revolver, the same caliber weapon that killed Dawson, that the lab said had been fired recently. And he had the opportunity; he did the shooting late at night in a way he thought wouldn't be seen. He was wrong because the new night-light at the town hall allowed our two witnesses to see him. I ask for a finding of guilty Thank you." He nodded at the Judge and sat down.
Judge Rawlings looked at Travis. "Your turn for your closing argument."
This time Travis stood and faced the jury. "Y'all know this is a set up. Those two witnesses haven't had a sober day in the last five years. Even if they could see past their drunk, they didn't see me. I was at home when Dawson was killed." Travis sat back down.
"The jury will retire, consider the evidence and bring back a verdict," the judge ordered.
The jury filed out. Travis watched them go. 'Every one of those jurors was handpicked by Boyd and the Judge. Won't be much of a surprise at the verdict,' Travis thought. He was taken back to his cell, brought a bologna sandwich and weak coffee for lunch, and then was left alone until supper. Supper was another bologna sandwich but this time it had a slice of cheese and mustard on it, but the coffee was from that morning. 'Damn, I'm eatin high or the hog tonight.'
At 8:00 the next morning Travis was taken to the locker-room that the Sheriff and his deputy used. He was given a bar of soap, a disposable razor, a comb and a towel. The deputy watched him the whole time as he bathed and shaved.
"Y'all worried I'm gonna cut my throat or slice my wrists with this cheap-ass razor, Deputy?" Travis asked.
"Get done and get dressed. You're gonna see the Judge this morning."
Travis was handcuffed with both wrist and ankle shackles, again, and led into the courtroom. Judge Rawlings sort of frowned at him and pointed to the defendant's table. The jury was seated in the jury box, and some looked nervous.
"Do you have any evidence or witnesses to bring forth, Mr. Benson, before we hear the verdict?" The judge asked.
"What good would it do? Y'all gonna find me guilty when I'm not. Guess Boyd and you got it all figured out."
"Very well," Judge Rawlings replied. He turned toward the jury box. "Mr. Foreman, do you have a verdict? If so, stand and read it to the court."
A man stood, it was Curtis Mayfield, the owner of the only grocery store in town. Judge Rawlings was a not so silent partner in the store. Holding up a piece of legal size paper he read, "In the case of the State vs. Travis Benson on the charge of 1st degree murder, we the jury find the defendant..." Mayfield paused and gulped before he continued. "We find him guilty of the charge." He sat down quickly and wiped the sweat off his forehead.
"Thank you, lady and gentlemen of the jury," Rawlings said. "You are excused and may leave the courtroom. Will the defendant please rise?" Travis looked at the judge, flipped him the bird, knowing anything he said would be useless, and remained seated.
"Very well, Mr. Benson. You have been found guilty of murder in the first degree by a jury of your peers. I sentence you to hang to pay for your crime. The sentence will be carried out after the State's Attorney or one of his assistants comes here and reviews the case." Now Judge Rawlings gave Travis an evil grin. "Don't worry boy, it won't be more than a week."
Travis was taken back to his cell and the restraints were removed. This time for lunch the deputy brought him a large cheeseburger, fries and a soda. 'Guess the condemned man gets better food,' he thought. As he was eating, he thought about the State's Attorney coming to review the trail. 'Maybe I'll get to talk to him and tell him the truth.'
About 10 PM Travis had a visitor; it was Emmy. She had been beaten. Her left eye was swollen almost shut, her bottom lip was split and there were bruises on both of her arms.
"What happened, Emmy?" Travis asked.
"Boyd did it. Said he wanted you to see part of what would happen to me if you say we were together that night. Oh, Travis, he said he'd kill me." Emmy had tears running down her face when she added, "And Judge Rawlings told me if anything happened to Boyd that he'd take care of me. And I believe him. They'll kill me such as anything, and bury me somewhere. But how can I keep quite?"
Travis reached through the bars of his cell and pulled Emmy as close as possible. He put his head against hers through the bars and ran his hands up and down her back as she cried. Swallowing hard, he stood back but continued to hold her hands.
"Don't worry, Emmy. When that State's Attorney gets here and reviews the trial there's no way he'll let Boyd and the Judge hang me. I won't have to say nothing to him about us." Emmy looked at Travis with hope. "Your name will never come into it, trust me. I'll always take care of and protect you."
"Well, I see the love birds are saying goodbye," Boyd said as he came into the cell area. He came over and pulled Emmy into his arms. "Before they hang you Travis, I want you to think about who is going to be sleeping and living with your little playmate. Just so we're clear, if you use her as an alibi, I'll kill her." He pulled Emmy out of the cell ward and into the office.
Travis lay on his bunk all night, wondering if he was going to get through this trouble or would he hung like Boyd promised. Sometime just before dawn he finally fell into a troubled sleep. His last thought was, 'I'll just have to hope the review of the case will at least get me another trial. Best I can hope for.'
The guilty verdict for Travis Benson was pronounced on a Thursday. The Assistant State's Attorney, Robert Colwell, came on the following Monday to review the case. Using a small conference room, he took the next day to read the transcript, interview Judge Rawlings and Sheriff Boyd Rawlings, and even had the two witnesses come in to talk to him. After his review, he found that in his opinion, everything was on the up and up, if a little unorthodox. He went to the judge's chambers.
"When will you have the sentencing hearing, Judge Rawlings?" Colwell asked.
"We'll have the hearing tomorrow and carry out the sentence on Saturday. Got to have time to set up the gallows."
"I'd like to talk to Mr. Benson, if I may," Colwell requested.
"That's a little unorthodox isn't it, young man?"
"Maybe so, but it is legal. I want to talk to Benson before you carry out the sentence." Colwell was sure Benson was going to be executed; the whole trial pointed to it.
Rawlings stared at the attorney for almost a minute, trying to intimidate him. He saw a young man who was sure of himself and wouldn't let himself be swayed. "Very well, Mr. Colwell. You can have time with the defendant after sentence is passed."
Travis was led into the courtroom on Wednesday morning. This time, Boyd held onto his shirt and the back of his neck to make sure he remained standing as the judge walked to his seat behind the bench.
"Do you have anything to say, Mr. Benson, before I pass sentence?"
Knowing it wouldn't make any difference, Travis still had to try and get through to the jury, people in the court room and the State's Attorney.
"I didn't kill Dawson. Like I said before, he stole a hog from me but then he made it good, so we were quits. Boyd and the Judge have it in for me. The witnesses are a couple of drunks and I'm sure Boyd forced them to testify. They chose the jurors and didn't let me get my say. Don't let them kill me; I'm innocent." He jerked away from Boyd but remained standing. Travis was going to face his fate on his feet.
"Mr. Benson, you have been found guilty of the murder of James Dawson. You are sentenced to be hung by the neck until you are dead on Saturday next. May God have mercy on your soul. Sheriff, return the prisoner to his cell."
Travis was on his bunk leaning on the wall on Thursday evening when Colwell was allowed to see him. "Sheriff, I'd like to talk to Mr. Benson face to face. Please bring him out of the cell."
"I know you some high uppity up from the State Capitol, but Benson is a convicted murderer and my prisoner. He ain't coming out of that cell 'cept in shackles. And you ain't gonna be alone with him if he leaves that cell."
"Very well, open the door and I'll go into the cell and you can lock the door behind me."
"I told you, he is a murderer."
Colwell stepped in front of the sheriff and stared at him. "If he kills me, then you can hang him twice. Now, open the door."
Boyd wasn't used to people confronting him, but opened the cell door. After Colwell entered, Boyd locked the door and stood outside watching Colwell and Travis. Colwell waved him away, and Boyd left the cell area.
"My name is Robert Colwell, Mr. Benson," he said, and shook hands with Travis. "I'm the Assistant State's Attorney and I have reviewed the trial." Travis nodded and just looked at the attorney. "Is there anything you want to say about the trial and the way it was conducted?"
"Mr. Colwell, is it? Like I said before, I didn't kill Dawson. I was home when the shooting took place." Travis sort of laughed. "This whole thing is a set-up."
"How so, Mr. Benson?"
"There are only two lawyers in town and one is the Prosecutor, so I called the other one. At first, he said he'd take my case. The next day he said he had too much goin on to help me. I think Boyd, er Sheriff Rawlings, or the judge got to him and called him off. They wouldn't let me call a lawyer in Poplar Bluff; said I'd already had my phone call."
Travis paced a little and continued. "I didn't get to see the jury until the trial started. Ain't I supposed to meet them before? The two witnesses are drunks, and at the trial is the first time they've been sober in years."
"The brief of the trial said you didn't want to question the jurors and refused legal counsel."
"Not a damn word of truth to that. The Rawlings' are railroading me."
"Why would they do that?"
"I done something that Boyd didn't like, and my folks strongly opposed the Judge in every election. Between Boyd and the Judge, they're gonna hang me."
"What could you have done that would make the Sheriff want to execute you?"
Travis shook his head and finally said, "I can't tell you that, Mr. Colwell. If I do, someone I care about will be hurt."
Colwell tried to get Travis to explain, but the young man refused to say any more. "If you don't tell me more I can't stop this Mr. Benson. For your sake you better tell me what's going on."
"Can't, I just can't." Travis had a hang-dog expression and his voice sounded defeated.
Colwell waited for a few minutes, hoping Travis would change his mind. When he didn't, Colwell called for the Sheriff and left the cell.
Boyd waited until the attorney cleared the cell area and looked in at Travis. "That's good, Travis, remember what will happen if you say anything." He turned and left the area.
The gallows had been erected in the city square behind the courthouse. It was 10 feet tall, with a square platform 12 x 10 feet. Two opposing sides had a thick beam running vertically above the platform with a strong cross beam joining them at their tops. There was a trap door in the center of the platform, and a lever on one side that would spring the trap door.
Colwell stayed in town until the day of the hanging. He watched Judge Rawlings lead the way up the stairs of the gallows, followed by Travis, with his hands cuffed behind him. The Deputy crowded the prisoner up the stairs and positioned him under the noose hanging down from the cross beam. He put the noose around Travis' neck and stepped over to the release lever and put his hand on it. Judge Rawlings stood to one side of the platform.
The State's Attorney stepped closer to the gallows and looked up at Travis. "Travis, what's your alibi? If you were somewhere else or have someone to verify your claim of being at your home, you don't have to die," he said in an almost pleading voice. Travis shook his head and looked around at the few people who had come to watch.
Emmy was standing in the back of the crowd, and Boyd was next to her with his hand on her shoulder. Boyd tightened his grip when he saw Travis looking at her and smirked. Emmy had tears running down her face as she stared at Travis. He smiled at her and mouthed "I love you".
"Do you have any last words, Travis Benson, before we carry out your sentence?" Judge Rawlings asked. He had a bit of a smirk on his face as well.
"I didn't kill Dawson and you damn well know it. This is a frame up." Travis looked back over the crowd and said, "I'll be seeing you, Boyd." He turned and added "You too, Judge."
The Judge frowned and then grinned. "You'll be dead in a couple of minute's boy."
"Never the less, I'll be seeing both of you. I'm done talking; Do your worst." Judge Rawlings motioned to the Deputy who pulled the lever. The trap door opened and Travis fell through, snapping his neck when the rope pulled him up short.
Travis felt the trap door open, felt the fall and the felt the noose tighten around his neck. Then he was swinging back and forth. 'What's this? That didn't hurt at all. I can still see and hear what is going on. How's Emmy'?
Boyd held Emmy up as she screamed and almost fell. "Reckon that's done," Boyd said. He pulled Emmy forcibly along to his patrol car and left the courthouse square.

********************

Late that night, Emmy was at her parents' home, on her bed crying. She kept playing over in her mind Travis smiling at her and telling her he loved her. Then she would see the trap door open and Travis fall with the rope around his neck. Every time she thought of Travis swinging under the gallows she would start to cry again. The tension and stress of the day finally got to her and she dropped off to sleep.
Shortly afterward, a blue shimmering light appeared beside the bed. Its intensity ebbed and flowed from dim to very bright. In a few seconds a figure could be seen in the light. As the light intensified, the figure solidified and stepped out of the light.
The figure reached out and touched Emmy on the shoulder. She slowly woke up and looked around for a second and then saw the figure. "Travis," she said. Her tone was somewhere between scared and awe. "You can't be here. You're dead. I saw you hang." She had gotten over her fear and was sitting up in bed. "I must be dreaming."
"Does this feel like a dream?" Travis or his ghost asked as he sat down on the bed next to Emmy. He put his arm around her and pulled her to him. He gave her a gentle kiss and said.
"I told you I'd always take care of you, that I would always protect you. I came back to do that." The voice was deep and forceful. "Don't worry, Emmy, everything will be all right. You'll be free shortly."
The specter held her until she stopped shaking; then it kissed her again, smiled, stood and walked through the wall of the house. Emmy shook her head, thinking she had been dreaming, but could still feel the pressure of the kisses. For the first time in a month, she smiled.
It was the morning after the hanging, and Judge Rawlings was on the 18th green lining up his putt. It wasn't a very long putt, just about four feet. His match with a Judge Wiley Reacher, from another county, was all even and he'd already made his putt for par. There was a thousand dollars riding on the outcome of Rawlings's shot.



'Two putts for a tie, one to win and beat this old wind bag,' Rawlings thought. . He made a practice swing and then made his shot. The ball rolled directly toward the hole, but about a foot away, it made a hard turn to the left. It didn't veer or trickle off line; it made a 90 degree turn and rolled about three feet away.
Rawlings couldn't believe it. He knew he had made a good shot, and he'd never seen a golf ball make a turn like that. He stared at the ball for several seconds.
"Hell of a lot of English on that putt, Randolph," Reacher said as he tried to keep from laughing. "Don't know as I would have played it that way."
Lining up the comeback putt, Rawlings mumbled several obscenities. 'Well I can still tie,' he thought. 'Won't win the money but won't have to pay it out, either.' He made the short three foot putt and once again, when the ball got to within a foot of the hole, it made a sharp turn, but this time to the right. It rolled about seven feet and stopped. It sort of vibrated for a few seconds and then the ball was still.
The yelling and obscenities from Rawlings could be heard all the way into the clubhouse, which was a hundred feet away. Several people stepped out of the bar to see what was causing so much noise. Reacher tried to not laugh out loud, but this time he couldn't hold it in. Truth be told, he didn't like Rawlings much. He thought Rawlings was unprincipled, unethical, and was more concerned with how his office could make him rich and powerful instead of serving the law and the citizens of his county.
"Strange putting stroke, Rawlings." Reacher had a wide grin on his face. "That's a thousand dollars and lunch you owe me, Randolph."
Rawlings almost screamed and his face was a deep unhealthy shade of red. He swung his putter at the ball, digging a groove in the green but knocking the ball into the green side lake. Then he threw his putter after it. Rawlings glared at Wiley as he stomped across the green to his golf cart. Reaching into his golf bag, he pulled out his wallet. He counted out ten one-hundred-dollar bills.
He came back and handed Reacher the thousand dollars and then added a fifty. Rawlings said in a voice filled with anger, "Buy your own God Damned lunch." Rawlings climbed into the golf cart and stomped on the gas pedal. It didn't give him much satisfaction as it was an electric cart and was very quiet. When he got to the parking lot, he threw his bag and clubs into the trunk of his car and drove off at a high rate of speed.
"Guess he didn't like losing," Wiley said, and chuckled. He walked the hundred feet to the bar/restaurant and went inside for lunch.
At 11PM, Judge Randolph Rawlings was feeling no pain. He wasn't really drunk, but was close to it thanks to the three large glasses of whiskey. He stood to go to bed and knocked over his empty glass on the end-table next to his sofa. As he bent over to pick it up, he felt like someone put their foot on his butt and pushed; hard. Rawlings traveled about three feet before hitting the floor and slid for another two or three feet.
The judge picked himself up looked around. He didn't see the faint blue light in the corner. "Guess I'm drunker than I thought," he said. "Better get myself to bed. Got to be up for court tomorrow." He climbed the stairs to his bedroom and took a quick shower. Dressing in his monogrammed pajamas, he climbed into bed and laid back. 'Hope the damn room doesn't start spinning.'
'Got to get the air-conditioning looked at,' he thought as his bedroom had a definite chill. He pulled the quilt up over him. About an hour later, Rawlings awoke in a sweat; it was not very warm in the room. Whispering voices in his bedroom could be faintly heard. 'I can't be hearing voices,' he thought. 'No, not voices, a voice. What the hell is that?'
He heard another noise and sat up. Across the room, his golf bag was standing close to the wall quivering. As he watched, his clubs, one at a time, levitated out of the bag. Seemingly of their own accord, they flew at a high rate of speed and embedded themselves in the wall behind the bed. They missed Rawlings by no more than two feet.
A shimmering blue light at the foot of the bed grew brighter and solidified into the figure of Travis Benson. Rawlings screamed like a little girl and opened the drawer in the night stand. He grabbed his gun, a 9mm Glock 17, and shot until the slide locked open on the empty magazine. The bullets traveled through the figure and hit the wall behind it.
"You can't be here," Rawlings yelled and started to cry. "I hung you, I saw you die."
"Yes you did, now it's your turn, Rawlings," Travis said. The wraith took a step closer to the bed and reached out with his hands toward Rawlings' chest. The hands passed through the old man into his chest and the specter made a squeezing motion. The judge screamed, clutched his chest and fell backwards onto the bed. The wraith that was Travis Benson smiled and pulled its hands back. The figure slowly faded until just the blue light remained, then it disappeared.
Boyd stopped by Judge Rawlings house mid-morning the next day. The Judge had a court session scheduled for 9AM that morning, and hadn't shown up or called to reschedule. Several phone calls to his residence and his cell phone had gone unanswered. Boyd knocked and then using a key given to him by the judge, opened the front door. The house was quiet and there was no answer when Boyd called for his cousin.
Heading up the stairs, Boyd shivered. "Damn the old man must have the a/c set really low," Boyd said. He knocked on the closed door of the main bedroom. Not hearing an answer, he opened the door and entered the room. Then he stopped dead.
The Judge was on his back in the middle of his bed. 'Damn rigor mortis has set in; he's as stiff as a board,' Boyd thought as he touched the body and felt how cold it was. One of the dead man's arms was extended into the air and out from its body; the other clutched his chest over his heart. 'Looks like he was trying to hold something away from him. Guess I better call Doc Little.'
Doctor Jeremiah Little was one of three doctors in Carter County, and since Van Buren was the county seat, he was also the medical examiner for the entire county. He'd been the one to examine Dawson when he was killed. Doc Little examined Judge Rawlings in his bedroom. He made a preliminary Cause of Death as heart failure. Little based his findings on the clutching of the chest and the slight blue tone of the victim's lips and around its eyes. It was a surprise to Doctor Little.
"I'll know more after the autopsy," Little told Boyd. "What I don't understand is the golf clubs stuck in the wall or the bullet holes in the wall. Oh well, let you know what I find. And listen, I'm sorry for your loss."
The next day, Doc Little called Boyd. "Well it was a heart attack all right. Don't understand it; I gave Randolph an extensive physical two weeks ago. All tests and indications showed that he had the physic of a man twenty years younger. No signs of possible heart problems."
"Just goes to show you even healthy guys get heart problems," Boyd offered.
"The strange thing is that there was actual bruising on his heart," Little continued." Looked like someone squeezed the heart very hard. Course that's impossible. And that doesn't explain the blue coloring around his eyes and his lips. Done my job and that's the best I can give you, Boyd. Have the county send my fee."
Boyd sat at his desk for several minutes, thinking about the Doc's report, the golf clubs in the wall and the bullet holes. "Wish I knew what happened,' he said. Then he sat up straight. "By God, I can. The old man put a security system with cameras in the house. Thought someone was stealing his booze." He stood and started toward his patrol car. "Reckon I better get those recordings."
The security system was better than older systems, but not as good as the new ones that uploaded data to the cloud. It didn't use tape, it recorded everything it saw and heard on DVDs. The info was kept a predetermined amount of time, and then if the disc wasn't replaced it would erase it and use it for the next period. Boyd inserted the DVD on the judge's computer, sat down and pulled up the security feed for the night the judge died.
What Boyd saw was the judge sitting up and looking across the room. The image of the golf clubs flying across the room and embedding themselves in the wall made Boyd stop. He replayed that part again. "What the hell," Boyd said. He saw the judge staring at the end of his bed heard the judge's comments of "You can't be here. I hung you; I saw you die."
Then the feed showed Judge Rawlings reach out with one hand as if protecting himself, while the other clutched his chest. He fell back on the bed and was still.
Boyd shook his head and sat back in the chair. 'Who was he talking to?' Boyd thought. 'And what is with those golf clubs? Who was he trying to push away? Doesn't make any sense.'
Thinking another look would help, Boyd replayed the footage but nothing was different... except, as the video came to the end, three words appeared. In large, blood red letters the words YOU'RE NEXT... TRAVIS, pulsed from eerily bright to dim, and back to bright, then they slowly faded.
Boyd pushed back in the office chair and it rolled several feet from the computer desk. He sat there, not believing what he'd seen. As he watched, the three words appeared again for almost a minute, and then faded away again. The room had become colder and Boyd shivered. He stood up, grabbed the DVD, and left the house: almost running to get away.
The patrol car's starter ground, but refused to start. The siren came on and ran up and down the scale. The red and blue lights flashed on and off in a random sequence, and the radio put out very loud static. Boyd turned everything off, but they all came back on. Then the riot shotgun started to rattle back and forth in its holder. Boyd jumped out of the car and started walking at a furious pace.
He walked toward the courthouse square. After about a hundred yards, he used his lapel mike to call the Sheriff's office. When a deputy answered, Boyd said, "Jasper, my cruiser broke down in front of the judge's house. Get a tow truck and bring it back to the maintenance department." After a few seconds he answered, "No I don't want to wait for the tow, I'm walkin back God damn it."
Boyd and his patrol car arrived back at his office at about the same time. Jasper had driven it back and got out as his boss walked up.
"Nothin wrong with your car, Sheriff, as far as I can tell. Started right up and drove fine." Jasper handed Boyd the keys to the patrol car.
For the next hour or so, Boyd sat at his desk and thought about the happenings of that morning. He gave Jasper the security DVD. "Take a look at this and let me know what you think," he ordered.
Jasper took the disc to his computer station and inserted it. He sat down and waited for the DVD to play. After a few minutes he took it out, reinserted it and waited. Nothing happened. Jasper pulled the disc and offered it back to Boyd. "Hey Sheriff, this disc is a blank."
"What about the golf clubs?" Boyd asked. "What about what the judge said? What about the words at the end?"
"Didn't see any of that. You sure you gave me the right DVD?"
Boyd grabbed disc and went back to his desk. He put the DVD in the player on his computer. In less than three seconds the scene in the judge's bedroom appeared. Boyd watched the images again. At the end the same blood colored words appeared; YOU'RE NEXT... TRAVIS. He screamed in anger, ejected the disc and broke it into several pieces.
"I'm goin home," he told his deputy. "You got the duty."
"But, Sheriff, it's my night off," Jasper complained, but he was talking to Boyd's back.
Sheriff Rawlings didn't drink very much, but he made an exception when he got home. After two very large glasses of whiskey, his mind stopped spinning. He'd been in an uproar since he'd seen the security footage. He took his .44 revolver and put in on his night stand. Then he dropped his belt and holster on the floor. Boyd propped himself up against the headboard with a couple of pillows behind him.
Emmy was visiting her parents; she'd been there since Travis' execution. She was sure that Body and the judge had framed Travis and she wanted to leave; not just her marriage but the town, as well, but Emmy didn't have the courage to leave or file for a divorce. She wasn't sure how Boyd would treat her parents if she tried to get a divorce or left town so she would stay...for now.
"Damn woman's at her parents," Boyd muttered. "I'll put a stop to that. She belongs home with me." Boyd didn't really care that much about his wife but he wanted her close where he could control her. "Gonna make her life hell for cheatin on me with that damn Benson."
He took another long drink of whiskey and just as he started to drop off to sleep, he got cold. Boyd reached for the quilt on the bed but it wouldn't move. He sat up to pull and free the cover but was distracted by a blue shimmering light at the foot of the bed.
A figure began to materialize out of the light. Boyd watched as the light solidified into Travis Benson. It seemed to be holding onto the quilt. "You're dead," Boyd screamed.
The wraith of Travis grinned at his victim. "I told you I'd see you again, Boyd."
The Sheriff pawed at his pistol and finally picked it up. He fired at the figure until his weapon clicked on an empty chamber. The bullets had no effect; Boyd saw his bullets pass through Travis and hit the wall behind him, blowing large holes in the sheet rock.
Travis laughed and stepped to the side of the bed. "You can't hurt me, I'm already dead. Remember? Now you're gonna pay for killing me. Now you're gonna pay for hurting Emmy. Now you're gonna pay." He leaned over, took a pillow from behind Boyd and pushed him down flat on his back.
Boyd tried to push the figure away, but his arms went through it just as his bullets had. Travis put the pillow, over his victim's face and pushed down... hard. Boyd struggled and pushed at the pillow. After three or so minutes, Boyd stopped moving.
"I hope you come to this afterlife, this ... whatever it is," Travis' wraith said to Boyd's body. "You got off too easy. I wanna torture you some more." The apparition slowly faded away.
Late that same night, Emmy was in a state between wakefulness and sleep. Travis' ghost visited her again. "You can stop being scared, Emmy. Boyd can't hurt you or your parents anymore."
"What do you mean?" She asked.
"I made sure he won't bother you again. Go on and enjoy your life. If you would, think of me now and then. Remember, I'll always be here to protect you." The ghost disappeared as Emmy came full awake.
Boyd's body was discovered the next afternoon by his deputy. Jasper had come to check in with the Sheriff when there was no answer to phone calls or radio calls. The deputy quickly called Doctor Little, the medical examiner.
Little's investigation didn't reveal much more than the one for the judge. "Looks like Boyd had his oxygen cut off by a pillow; looks like he was smothered," Little said aloud in his morgue. He had developed a habit of talking to himself while doing autopsies.
"Can't be. How do you smother yourself? All signs show someone doing this to the sheriff, but there wasn't any evidence of a break in. Anyway, Boyd's pistol was beside the bed and empty and there were all those holes in the wall. He was a good shot and would have hit an intruder. And Boyd had the same blue tone around his eyes and lips as Judge Rawlings."
A copy of Doctor Little's report went to the State, and another copy was filed at the county courthouse, along with a death certificate. The report stated a heart attack as the cause of death.
The manifestation of Travis Benson sort of sat on the hillside overlooking his grave. The cold wind that was blowing made the trees dance and sway. Emmy, wearing a long black veil of mourning, was visiting Travis' grave site. She came every two or three weeks to talk to Travis. Mostly she stood by the grave, but sometimes she put her hand on the headstone and told him about her life.
The wraith would listen to her and feel a little peace. "She walks the hills and nobody knows, nobody sees; nobody knows but me," it said.
The End
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********************
Detective First Class Matt Garcia walked down the alley to where several other police were standing around; it was 1 AM. A thunderstorm was brewing in the western sky, which wasn't unusual for Phoenix Arizona in late July. The focus of the attention of the police officers and of the medical examiner was an extra large body sprawled in the alleyway. The Medical Examiner and his two member crew of the CSI team was scurrying to process the crime scene before the rain began. There was a strange lack of noise in the alley, considering the activity.
Matt Garcia was fairly large himself at 6'4". He weighed about 5 pounds more than he had when graduated from Arizona State University 10 years previously. In his early 30s his body was muscled showing he worked out religiously. With his dark hair and brooding brown eyes, a lot of the female police officers and several civilians thought he was a catch.
"Who you got?" Garcia asked of the two Patrolmen who had been first on the scene.
"Big Lou Swenson, Detective."
"Somebody finally did in that piece of garbage, did they?" Garcia asked. It was a rhetorical question but he got an answer any way.
"Yes sir and they did a pretty good job on him."
Detective Garcia joined the ME, Bob Colwell, who was squatting down next to the body. The other two members of Colwell's team were examining the area around the body. Colwell stood and said "Hello Matt. Your turn on the wheel?"
The detective divisions of the Phoenix Police Department each had a device called a "wheel" to determine which detective team was assigned to new cases. The wheel had each team's name spaced around the rim and was moved around a pivot. The names at the top "caught" the new cases and the wheel was spun to the next team. It was Matt Garcia and his partner Judy DeFranco's turn in the box on this case.
"Yeah, DeFranco is on her way." Turning around and looking at the entrance to the alley he saw his partner coming to join them. "And here she is now. Better late than never Judy," he said giving her a wicked grin.
Detective Judy DeFranco was tall herself at 5'10". In grammar school she had been teased because she was so skinny. Now at 26, she would be considered a hard body. Her deep blue eyes and naturally blonde hair, much like a California beach bunny, hid her intellect. Many people underestimated her because of her looks. Not many made that same mistake a second time.
"This better be important," Judy replied. "I left a hot date cooling his heels at the dance club. What do we have?"
"Someone or some ones decided to practice their slice and dice skills on this guy," Colwell replied. "The body has more knife wounds than a Christmas turkey. There are at least three major horizontal cuts that I can see and at least two vertical ones. In addition his throat has been cut. It looks like that cut goes all the way to his spine; almost cut his head off. I'll know more after I get him on my table."
Colwell took another look at the body. "The guy that did this must be strong because Lou is a big guy and those cuts are pretty deep."
DeFranco walked to and leaned over the body. She pulled out a pair of surgical gloves and looked at the ME. He nodded and she pulled on the protective gloves and knelt down. Looking at the body she saw something sticking out from the neck wound.
"Bob, did your guys see this?"
He walked over and looked where DeFranco was pointing. "What is that?" He asked more to himself than out loud and used some tweezers to pull the item from the cut. "I'll be damned, it's a finger nail."
"Here's another one," Judy offered and picked up a finger nail from the ground next to the body.
"Okay let me get old Big Lou on my table and I'll be able to tell you more. There is something under Lou's finger nails on his right hand. Hopefully we can get DNA from it. I'll text you when I'm done Matt."
Garcia and DeFranco instructed the patrol officers to canvas the surrounding neighborhood to see if anyone had seen or heard something. Considering the area, they didn't expect much. The Detectives each got in their individual cars and headed back to the precinct house.
********************
A lone figure on the roof of a one-story building that overlooked the alley way was watching the police and all the commotion. The dark eyes glittered from the ambient light and a small grim smile spread across its face. When the victim was put in a body bag, the figure went to the opposite corner of the building staying low. Before it started climbing down the fire escape on that corner it said, "That's one Sis. He won't bother anyone again."
********************
Two days later the ME texted Matt Garcia saying he had the results of the autopsy. Matt & Judy immediately drove to the morgue to meet with Bob Colwell. On the way they discussed the case.
"I think Bob was right," Matt offered. "Whoever did in Big Lou had to have been as strong as an ox." Not hearing an answer for his partner, he asked, "Don't you think so?"
"No, I don't," Judy answered after a few seconds. "This case, this perp is not what you think Matt. I think Bob's report is going to be different than you expect."
Bob Colwell invited the detectives into his office and offered them chairs. He pulled a file off the several stacked on his desk. "Getting overloaded," he offered. "Now, as to Big Lou Swenson. Time of death was approximately 12:15 AM, give or take an hour. Cause of death was the major knife cuts to the body; the slashed throat was extra. Based on the number and depth of cuts, this killer was very angry; enraged is more like it."
"Any of the body cuts were enough to kill Swenson even if it would have taken him an half an hour to bleed out. Cutting the throat just made sure he died almost immediately. I also found several smaller cuts to the body; almost seems as if the suspect was toying with and/or torturing Big Lou. All of the cuts were almost surgical in nature except the throat: that was just plain brutal."
"Any idea what was used?" Judy asked.
Colwell nodded. "It was a knife with a large blade; at least 7 inches. Sort of like a Maine K-Bar or one of the Special Ops knifes. I'm leaning toward the Special Ops knife because there were serrations on the blade near the handle. Some of the cuts had a ragged edge to them. That's about it."
He shook his head and said "I must be getting old. I forgot to tell you about a couple of things. Apparently, Lou had been drinking prior to his demise. His blood and the contents of his stomach has a lot of alcohol. Those fingernails you found," nodding at Judy, "Aren't real. They're a type of plastic so no DNA came off of them. Also, the scrapings from under the victim's fingernails turns out to be a type of cosmetics of a type called pancake makeup. The DNA from that isn't in the system." Again, he turned to Judy. "Is that right, a very heavy makeup?"
"Yes, it is. That type is usually used to cover a woman's facial imperfections or in the theater and movies. From what you've told us, the fingernails are a type of stick on false nails."
"Thanks Doc," Matt said. Turning to Judy he said, "Mooky's Bar and Grill is just around the corner from that alley. Maybe we should do a more in-depth canvass of that dive and see if we can shake something out of the trees."
It was just after 3 PM when the detectives entered Mooky's. The bar was dark and they had to wait a minute before their eyes adjusted from the bright sunshine outside. Behind the bar was Mooky, the owner. He watched them walk toward him like he wanted to run out the back. Mooky knew that these two were the police. The only customer in the bar was one old guy at the end of the bar; apparently he was the resident bar fly.
"You Mooky?" Judy DeFranco asked. The bartender nodded. "We'd like to talk with you a minute."
She put a mug shot of Big Lou Swenson on the bar. "You know this character?" Mooky shook his head no.
Mooky wasn't a big man at 6' but he weighed in at about 340 pounds. He kept the temperature in his bar very cold but in spite of the 70 degrees in the room he was sweating. Mooky had done several things that weren't quite legal, but was worried that even knowing a scum bag like Lou could cause him problems. He didn't want that type of trouble.
"No, don't know him."
Judy stared hard at Mooky. "I see at least four health violations from where I stand. I wonder how many more the Health Department could find if they were to run a surprise inspection on your place. Want to look at the picture again?"
"Oh yeah, I know him. I didn't see the picture good the first time. That's Big Lou. He comes in here at least a couple of times a week."
"When was the last time he was here?"
"This last weekend, Saturday it was."
"What time was he here?" Judy had her notepad out making notes.
"Came in about 7 and stayed until just before midnight."
"Was he with anyone?"
"Yeah. Some little honey came in about 10 and she and Lou hit it off. They left together." Mooky grinned and added, "looked like Lou was gonna get lucky."
"Not too lucky," Judy said. "He was killed in the alley after he left here." She watched Mooky and surmised that he was really surprised. "Can you describe the woman?"
"She was pretty tall for a woman, 5' 10 or so. Slender like an athlete or dancer. She sure could dance; kept Lou dancing almost the whole night. Had long black hair down to the top of her ass. She wore a really short skirt, I mean really short. When she bent over you could see her butt cheeks. Pretty well endowed up top, if you know what I mean. And she didn't mind showing them off either."
"You hear what they talked about; what they were saying."
"Naw, except when they left. She had hold of Lou's hand and was pulling him toward the door. Told Lou to come on and show her how a real man treated a woman, or something like that. Lou didn't take much pulling to leave with her."
"Okay, tall, long black hair; well built...did you see her eyes?" Mooky shook his head. "Was she white, black, Hispanic or what?"
"She wasn't white or Hispanic but I don't think she was a black girl. Maybe she was, her skin color was like coffee with a lot of cream in it, you know?" Mooky snapped his fingers. "I just remembered, she was wearing like a small backpack type thing and she never took it off; even when she was dancin'."
DeFranco finished making notes and handed Mooky a card. "If you see her or can think of anything else, call me." She and Garcia turned and left the bar.
As the detectives got into their car, with DeFranco driving, she said, "There's your killer Matt, sure as the world that woman did in Big Lou."
"Think so?"
"Timeline fits and explains how Lou was surprised. The backpack could have held the knife and a woman explains the fingernails at the scene and on the body. I'm telling you, whoever she is, that woman killed Big Lou."
Garcia and DeFranco worked the case for another week but finally hitting a dead end. "Guess we'll have to shut this one down and move on," Judy said in disgust.
The two detectives were working a late shift from 4PM to midnight. Judy and Matt were taking care of some personal issues on their computers as most of their cases were close to finished. That changed when Judy's phone rang.
"Detective DeFranco."
"Detective, this is Mooky, remember me."
"Yes, Mooky I remember you."
That gal I was telling you about is here and she's making a play for Jimmy Snake Eyes, one of Big Lou's pals. Looks like they about to leave."
"Who is Jimmy when he's at home?"
"Jimmy Anthony; real first name is Benson but nobody dares to call him that. Nickname is 'cause he's sort of a scary dude with eyes black as coal and their beady lookin."
Judy glanced at her watch, it was 10:15. "How long has she been there?"
After hesitating Mooky answered, "She's been here for about two hours. Jimmy only about 30 minutes."
"And you're just now calling me? Why didn't you call when she came in?"
"I didn't really recognize her until just now. She looks different."
"How does she look different?" Judy motioned to Matt and they headed for their car.
"She doesn't have the long black hair like she did before. Hair's shorter and sort of reddish brown. She is still dressed to kill, wearing another really short skirt and showing a lot of cleavage."
"We're on our way Mooky. Try and slow them down from leaving. Be there in 20."
Judy and Matt walked into Mooky's and she looked around. The place was empty except for the same old bar fly, or his twin, at the end of the bar. "They leave?" She asked.
"They left right after I called you," Mooky said. "I tried to give 'em a free round to keep 'em here, but the girl looked at Mooky and smiled. She said she wanted to get on with tonight's business. Girl was rubbin all over him. Hell, I'd leave too if she was all over me like that."
"Damn," Judy mumbled. "Any idea where they went Mooky?"
"Jimmy and Big Lou shared an apartment in that old warehouse down on the next corner; top floor in the back. They coulda went there I guess."
"You got a description of this Jimmy?"
"Ya, he's almost as tall as Big Lou is, I mean was. About 6'4 but he's not as heavy as Lou. Got long dark hair down to his shoulders like some kind of hippy. Oh, and Detective he's always packin. Usually carries a Glock 9MM."
"C'mon Matt, maybe we'll get lucky and keep ole Jimmy alive another night or keep him from killing someone," Judy said and headed toward the door in a hurry.
On the way to the warehouse, Matt got a phone call. He listened, said, "Okay got it," and hung up. "While you were talking to Mooky, I ran Big Lou and Jimmy's names through the system. Just got the report back. Lou, Jimmy and a guy called Wild Bill Anderson all run together. All three have been arrested; suspected of robbery, extortion and were even accused of rape a couple of times. They've worked together more than once. Nothing ever stuck so they walked.
"There's the warehouse," Judy said and brought the car to a sliding halt. "You hit the back; see if there's another way in. I'll take the front."
"Just a minute John Wick," Matt ordered. "I'm not letting you, nor do I want to, go into what could be a very dangerous situation without backup. We'll go in together. First, we'll secure the back door if there is one, and then we'll go in the front." At the irritated look on his partner's face he added, "I know you're all gung ho and the lead on this case, but I out rank you. We'll do it my way or wait for a couple of patrol cars for back up."
They found a half full dumpster and pushed it as close as possible to the single door on the back side of the building. "That should stop anyone but a midget from leaving this way and according to Mooky, Jimmy and the girl aren't midgets," Matt said. "C'mon let's hit the front."
Judy, followed by Matt, entered the warehouse coming into a large open room with few walls. The area had served as the lobby when the building was in use. The stairway up to the top floor was on their left. Slowly and as quietly as possible they climbed the stairs until they came to the landing on the third floor. Directly across from them light from an open door to what was obviously an apartment shown out across the landing. There was loud hip hop music coming from the apartment. The place was in much better condition than the rest of the building.
Motioning to Matt to go to the left side of the door opening, she went to the right side. Quickly peeking around the corner of the door, Matt pounded on the door with the flat of his hand; hard. The knock created a sort of echo within the apartment.
"Jimmy Anthony, Phoenix Police, come to the door," Judy called out in a loud voice. After waiting a few seconds, she repeated, "Phoenix Police, come to the door. Waiting again, she said, "We're coming in; keep your hands where we can see them."
********************
The dark clad figure staggered down the back stairs when Matt and Judy announced themselves; barely slipping out of the apartment before the detectives entered. There was blood seeping through its shirt about waist high on the left side. "Damned dude was tougher than he looked," it muttered to itself. "I didn't think about him having knife too. But that's number two and he won't hurt anyone again either, just like the first one." The figure applied pressure to the wound and made its way to the rear door of the building. It was able to push the dumpster back a little and slipped through the very narrow opening; escaping into the night.
********************
Matt pulled his pistol and stepped into the apartment, moving to the left after he entered. Judy also drew her weapon, entered and stepped to the right. The apartment was a loft, with no walls and 16 ft. ceilings there were ceiling to floor windows for most of the north facing wall and the apartment stretched over the entire northeast corner of the 3rd floor. It had been separated into 3 sleeping areas, an eat-in kitchen, and a common area with couches and a TV.
It wasn't necessary for them to be so careful. Lying in the middle of one of the beds was Jimmy Snake Eyes. He was covered in blood with a pool spreading into the bed below him. Looking down at the victim, Matt said, "Same MO as Big Lou. Cut up pretty good, or bad depending on how you look at." He checked for a pulse in spite of large cuts and the amount of blood. Then Matt went to the side of the bed and turned off the loud music.
"Dispatch this is Detective DeFranco. We have a body on the top floor at 1343 W. Central. It's an abandoned warehouse. Entry is in the front of the building. We need the ME and his wagon forthwith."
Judy and Matt pulled on pairs of latex gloves and began their inspection of the apartment. Obviously, there had been a struggle as a large TV was off its stand and on the floor. Chairs were tipped over, a table had been slid across the floor and one of the windows was cracked. There were several areas that had large amounts of blood from the slashes on Jimmy's body.
"Looks like there's been a hell of a fight, just like the one in the alley," Judy offered. "There's a blood trail across the loft." She followed it and it led to a door about halfway opened at the back of the loft. Walking to it, she saw a tight stairway leading down. She also saw some blood smeared on the door jamb and bloody footprints continued down the stairs.
The ME and his crew entered the room and began their investigation just as Judy started to descend the stairway. "Judy, hold up," Matt asked.
She returned to the apartment to wait for the ME's preliminary report; she frowned at her partner. After several minutes he turned to Matt and Judy. "This guy hasn't been dead very long," he stated. "You called it in about midnight; I place TOD at within an hour of that; probably less. He would have bled out pretty quickly. I'll know more once I do the autopsy."
"We just missed the perp," Judy said in a disgusted voice. "I'm gonna follow those stairs leading down; meet you out front."
"It's no different than what I told you out before. You need back up and that's me," he replied and followed his partner down the stairs.



"Look Matt, there's the blood trail," Judy pointed to several spots of blood on several steps along with a few bloody footprints. They lost the trail when they got to the half way blocked rear door.
"Seems old Jimmy didn't go down as easy as Big Lou; bet that smeared blood and this blood trail belongs to our suspect." Two days later Judy was proven right.
"The blood on the door and down the stairs belongs to someone other than Jimmy Anthony," Colwell told Judy on the phone. "I ran the DNA through the National Data Base and didn't get a match. So, we don't know who it belongs to. I can tell you the DNA was a woman's. There are some markers that show some African-American influence as well, but that's about it."
"Anything else Doc?" Matt asked.
"We didn't find any fingerprints so either the missing person wore gloves like yours or wiped the place down. I'd bet on the latter as we found several smudged areas. The wounds are very similar to the ones found on that case a couple of weeks ago. Same type of weapon as far as I can tell at this point. It appears to me that there was a violent confrontation and Mr. Anthony came out on the short end. Based on the different blood, I think he hurt the person that killed him. That's it; I'll email you a copy of my report. Good luck."
Judy smile like the cat that ate the canary and looked at Matt. "Yeet, I told you the perp is a woman." There was hiding the smug satisfaction in her look. "Now all we have to do is find out what woman out there is a human killing machine."
"Yeet? My question is why Lou and Jimmy?" Matt asked. "We should see if those two were tied together some way; aside from sharing an apartment and being friends I mean."
"Ought to check into this Wild Bill Anderson that Mooky told us about," Judy replied. "Let's get on it."
"Yes Sir, Detective sir; I'll jump on it right now," Matt answered with a big grin. "Getting kinda full of yourself aren't you; barking orders and such."
"You said I was the lead on this case, so I give the orders." Judy was grinning as big as Matt.
Two hours passed and the detectives joined up at Matt's desk. He said, "Big Lou, Jimmy Snake Eyes and Will Bill Anderson have been running together for some time. The three stoogies have been very bad boys."
"That's what I found as well," Judy replied. "Robberies, enforcers for loan sharks and a dozen other feats; they've always seemed to work together."
"They were suspected of two rapes cases but we couldn't pin it on them so they never did time," Matt said. "The first victim refused to testify, too afraid, I guess. Word on the street is that one of those three devils put a scare into her."
Judy continued, "The second rape happened six months ago. The victim, Samantha Dowd, didn't get a chance to testify; she was raped repeatedly and then beat to death. The three were questioned but we couldn't come up with any evidence."
"Two of the three are dead; sliced up like a loaf of bread," Matt stated. "Suppose we should check in on Wild Bill; he could be next."
"Shift is almost over, we'll find him tomorrow. See you in the morning Matt." Judy waited until Matt left and then returned to her computer. She read again the incident report on the dead girl and any information about her. Her name had been Samantha Dowd; she had just turned 22 and was a senior at Arizona State; a student. Looking at the file and incident report Judy found that Samantha had a sister Alyssa. There were some interesting facts about Alyssa.
The next morning Judy told Matt about her findings. "Two things make this Alyssa interesting. Samantha was black, well her mother is, so she is as well. And the blood found at our scene was for an African American woman. The boot prints we found are from a type of boot that is worn by Special Forces. Alyssa is a former Marine; she was Military Police with combat training."
"Is a Marine."
"What?"
"Once a Marine always a Marine," Matt said.
"We should have the ME run the female's DNA through the Department of Defense military data base." After a couple of seconds, she added, "I think we ought to speak to Alyssa after we find Wild Bill," Judy said.
She made the call to Bob Colwell and suggested he check with the DoD. "We have a person of interest in our investigation and she's a Marine; or was until two months ago."
"Will do Detective DeFranco," Bob replied. "But don't expect an answer back anytime soon. First, it's the Feds and they take their own sweet time. Second, I can't put any rush on the report; it will just have to wind its way through the system."
Matt pointed to date on the report concerning the dead rape victim. "Samantha died 6 months ago," he said. "Just four months before her sister, Alyssa, mustered out."
Judy sat quietly for a couple of minutes as she read the file again. "Matt if this is Alyssa Dowd, she's got a reason. Don't you think?"
"Probably does, but if it's her, she's killed two men in a gruesome manner. Even if the two guys deserved it, we can't have vigilante justice going on. That leads to all the rules being thrown out. We'd have anarchy."
Judy sighed. "That's what the brass and talking heads say and maybe they're right or maybe they're not. If it is Alyssa, I can understand the way she's thinking; just sayin. If it were my kid sister or brother, maybe I'd feel the same way."
"She should let the system handle those guys," Matt said.
"System didn't work out so good for Samantha, now did it?"
"Judy we've got a job to do. All that stuff is above our pay grade. Let's just work the case."
The face that Judy DeFranco made showed she didn't entirely agree with her partner.
********************
The figure wore black skin tight slacks with a tight v neck navy blue top that showed enough cleavage to draw a man's attention. Its hair was a short afro and black as the night. It was following its prey and waiting for a chance to close with it. It favored its right side a little as if it was injured. This would be the last one, the figure thought.
********************



Wild Bill Anderson was running a little scared. He'd heard the stories and seen the pictures on TV and in the papers about his two cohorts being practically gutted. And he knew he could be next. He slipped from one hideout to another trying to stay ahead of who had butchered his friends and to keep away from the police. Anderson was sure the "hunt" had something to do with the rape and killing of their last victim. "If I'm smart enough to know we're, I'm, being hunted so do the cops," he said to himself. "I don't want them checking into why again."





He carefully entered one of his hangouts at midnight after first checking through the windows and then from inside the back door to make sure he was safe. The place was empty so Anderson entered and went to the end of the bar. He ordered a shot and a beer; when it arrived he downed the shot and ordered another one. After delivering the second shot, the bartender took out his cell phone as he went to the other end of the bar.





Anderson nursed his shot and beer for about 20 minutes and then ordered another round. He was surprised to see a really hot woman come into the bar and sit at a table; she was alone.





"Damn, she's good looking," Anderson said to himself. "Well built and that top almost lets those puppies out to play. Got that creamed coffee coloring that I like. With that afro, I bet she's part black." He smiled at her and toasted her with his beer. The woman walked past Anderson on her way to the hall which led to the bathrooms. She paused and laid some money on the bar. Anderson watched as she passed. "Great ass too," he added.





The woman turned and smiled at Wild Bill as if she had heard him and then entered the hallway. Just inside, she stopped for three or four seconds and waited for Anderson. That's a come on if I've ever saw one, Wild Bill thought. He pushed off the bar and followed her down the hallway. At the end were three doors.





After the two left the bartender pocketed the two $100 bill that had been left on the bar.





On one side of the hallway was a door marked Men's with a cracked faded sign, across the way one said Ladies, and the middle one said Exit in sputtering Neon letters. The woman was standing in front of the exit door. She smiled at Anderson, opened the exit and motioned for him to join her.





Wild Bill had an inflated ego about his attraction to woman, so he did follow her. "This is gonna be good," he mumbled. Stepping into the alley way behind the bar he saw the woman waiting for him in the shadows. Anderson walked over to her.





"Hey Baby, what's a fine girl like you doing in this dive?" Anderson asked as he put his hand on the woman's shoulder.





"Lookin for a man called Wild Bill Anderson. Heard he was a real man, if you know what I mean. You be him?"





"That's me baby. Two hundred twenty pounds of love machine." Wild Bill pulled the woman toward him.





As she got close, her right hand made a slashing motion across Bill's stomach. A very large, very deep cut appeared. In a matter of seconds the blood began to almost stream out of it. Bill dropped his hands over the wound and looked at the woman with surprise and fear. Then he grabbed her.





"What the hell, Bitch?" He screamed





"Remember Samantha Dowd, you piece of shit?" she asked. Wild Bill's eyes opened wider and she added, "Samantha says hello." Another slashing motion and Bill's throat was cut almost to the spine. He let go of her, his hands going to his neck before he sort of melted down to the ground.





The last thing Wild Bill Anderson heard in this lifetime was, "Now you won't rape and kill another girl. Hell, you won't do anything." Then his eyes closed for the last time.





********************


The darkly dressed figure dropped the Special Ops knife she was carrying, pulled off the surgical gloves she'd been wearing and stuffed them into her pocket. She stumbled her way to the end of the alley. Her hand was pressed against her left side where blood had begun to seep through her clothes and she felt a little weak. When Anderson had grabbed her, he had opened the wound given to her by Jimmy Snakes Eyes. "It was worth it," she said to the night. Slowly she made her way to the old beat up rent a wreck type car she had left a block from the bar.
********************
Detectives Garcia and DeFranco were off duty but both received texts calling them to the scene of Will Bill Anderson's body. Shortly after they got there, the Assistant ME, John Barnes, and his men arrived. His crew began to investigate and process the body and the crime scene. He took a quick look at the body.
"Cause of Death is this guy was sliced up like a chicken at a Benihana restaurant," he said with a grim smile. "Ain't scientific but that's what happened." Barnes walked a short distance from the body and pointed to the ground. "And here's the knife that did it. There's a bloody footprint here but looks like a common tread design. Sorta like the military or Swat teams wear. That'd go along with the Special Ops knife."
Garcia and DeFranco talked to the patrol officers that were first on scene, but they had no additional information. Then they went into the bar to interview the bartender.
"How long was Anderson here?" Garcia asked.
"Bout an hour. He had two beers and three shots so yeah about an hour."
"Anyone else in here, any other customers?" This time it was DeFranco asking.
"Yeah, about ten minutes before Wild Bill left, a really good looking woman, maybe a girl cause she was young, came in." At the look from Garcia he continued. "Bill looked at her, almost starin' and sorta toasted her with his drink. Don't blame him she was really hot."
"Need a better description from you; more than just hot," Garcia said.
"She was tall, 5'9 at least. Short dark hair in an Afro style." He thought for a couple of seconds. "Not being racist or nothing, but I think she was black or Hispanic. She looked like she had a deep tan or something."
"What was she wearing?"
The bartender smiled. "She had on a pair of pants that looked like they were painted on and they had a lot of pockets. Them pants were stuffed down inside her boots; looked almost like combat boots. Now that I think about those pants looked like black BDUs." At the look from Matt, he explained, "My brother's in the army and wears those things. Girl was really built up top, if you know what I mean. Low cut dark colored top showing lots of cleavage." He stopped and looked around.
"Don't make me keep pushing you," DeFranco ordered. "What happened then?"
"The gal didn't sit at her table for long; she got up and went down the hallway. That's where the bathrooms are. She turned and smiled at Wild Bill and he got up and followed her."
"How long were they gone?"
"Never came back. There's door that leads out back to the alley. When they didn't come back, I just figured they had hooked up and left that way. Last I saw of either one." The bartender hesitated. "Anything else?" He asked DeFranco. "It's really late and I gotta cleanup fore I can head home."
"No nothing else," Judy said and handed him her card. "If you think of anything give me a call."
Garcia and DeFranco headed back to their precinct to write up their notes and make their report. "This could be our suspect Matt. Same description and I bet the boot print will match the one at Jimmy's place. This is our girl, I'm telling you."
"We don't have much," Matt said. "Until we get the DNA report, we're sorta stalled."
"It's almost 8 AM, let's see if we can find Alyssa Dowd," Judy suggested. "I'll run a check with airlines; you check with the bus lines and car rentals. Maybe we'll catch a break."
After an hour of checking, Judy spoke up. "Got her. She bought two tickets to San Diego on different airlines; Alaskan and Southwest. Alaskan flight 875 leaves at 10:30 and the Southwest flight 1641 leaves at 11 AM. Get this, she used Samantha's credit card." She stood up grabber her gun from her desk drawer. "C'mon we can catch her before she flies away."
On the way to Phoenix International Airport, Judy was driving like a race car driver; she usually did. "The Alaskan flight leaves from Terminal 2; I'll drop you off there. You've got the flight number. Southwest leaves from Terminal 4 so I'll go on to that terminal. Between the two of us we should find her. All we've got is a general description, but how many strikingly beautiful, well built, tall Hispanic or African American women can there be waiting to catch one of these two flights?"
As she stopped in front of Terminal 2 she reminded Matt, "She hasn't done anything that we can prove right now, so take it easy. Charm her Matt. You've always been good at that."
Judy quickly drove the one mile to Terminal 4. Parking in a no parking space outside the departing flight doors, she showed the security man her badge. "Should be back in an hour or so, Officer. Looking for a suspect." He nodded and took a stance close to her car.
Both Matt and Judy were slowed down at the TSA check point. Showing their badges and IDs they were allowed onto the concourse with their weapons; although an armed TSA agent followed discretely behind them.
Matt got to the gate of the Alaskan flight to San Diego and looked around. He saw several women that would be considered young, but none fit the description. He walked around the boarding gate and then up and down the concourse. It was a small terminal, so he was able to cover it all in just a few minutes. After checking the rest of the place, he planned to stay near the departure gate. He would catch Alyssa as she boarded.
Judy had more area to cover in Terminal 4. It was the major hub for Southwest Airlines with numerous gates along 4 concourses. She headed for the C16 gate as that was where the San Diego flight was scheduled to leave. After she checked the seats in the boarding area, she walked around the concourse looking into the shops, restaurants and bars.
On her second pass through the C gates concourse she spotted a woman that she was sure was Alyssa Dowd. The woman was tall and athletic looking with a short hair style that was a dark auburn. Her complexion was a dusky light brown like a deep sun tan that had been part of the description given by Mooky. The bar was named Sir Veza's and the woman had a large Margarita in front of her. Judy slowly came up behind the woman and then took a seat on her left. The detective sat on the barstool but kept her right foot on the floor. This left Judy's weapon easily reachable on her right hip.
"Alyssa Dowd?" Judy asked and as the suspect turned toward the detective Judy showed her badge. "I'm Detective DeFranco; I'd like to talk to you for a few minutes."
When Alyssa turned, Judy saw her winch and favor her left side. More than one man looked at the two attractive women at the bar. The vibe around them held off any contact.
"I'm not..." Alyssa started and then said, "What the Hell? Yeah, I'm Alyssa." She reached for her drink and Judy saw her wince with pain again.
"Where are you headed?"
"If you're here you know I'm going to San Diego."
"And then?"
"I'm headed up to Camp Pendleton; gonna rejoin my outfit."
"I thought you'd mustered out."
"I did, but if you reup within six months of your separation date you can return to your previous duty."
"As an MP?"
"Yeah, that's all I know so I'm goin' back to it."
"Alyssa you have to know why I'm here," Judy said. Alyssa just stared back at the detective.
"The three men that raped and killed Samantha are dead. Dead in a very gruesome way, and I think you were involved. In fact, I think you executed them."
"Prove it, Detective."
Judy looked at Alyssa for a few seconds. "You know we will eventually. There was a blood trail at the Jimmy Snake Eye's murder. We've sent the blood sample to the DOD to check against their DNA data base. That blood belongs to a woman; an African American woman. I think it belongs to you. You should have let the system handle them."
Again Alyssa didn't speak, she just returned Judy's stare. "Also, the way those men were killed shows military training. And we found the Special Ops knife at the Anderson killing. Are you going to deny it," Judy asked.
A few seconds went by and then Judy added, "I think I know why."
"Hypothetically, if I killed them," Alyssa said. "They deserved it. The system you're so proud of, the one ran by men, didn't do shit when my sister was killed. Samantha had just turned 22; she had her whole life ahead of her and those bastards took that from her. They didn't suffer enough to my mind.
"Still hypothetically, if it was me, I did what I was trained to do as a Marine; Improvise, adapt, and overcome. I would have improvised to find these animals when this system of yours let them go. I would have adapted by studying their movements and where they hung out. I would have overcome and killed the bastards that killed my sister. Hypothetically of course."
Judy saw the intensity in Alyssa's face and in her eyes. "Hypothetically," Judy said with a small grim smile, "How would you have found out where they lived and where they hung out?"
Alyssa returned the detective's smile. "I found out where their names and where they lived from the police report." She held up her hand to stop Judy's obvious question. "There is more than one Marine on the police department; it was easy to get hold of the report. Anyway I went to all the shit holes and dive bars in a ten block radius around that apartment of theirs. I bribed the bartenders, with a promise of much more, if they would call me when any one or all three came to have a drink."



"When you rejoin your unit, will you stay at Camp Pendleton?"
"The company is shipping out to Afghanistan in a month. I'm going with them. When and if the DNA report comes back you'll play hell getting me extradited from the sand box.
"Flight 1641 to San Diego on to John Wayne Orange County Airport is now boarding," came over the loudspeaker.
Judy and Alyssa stared at each other for almost a minute. Finally, Judy sighed. "Go on, you're gonna miss your flight."
Alyssa stood and picked up a small backpack. She nodded at Judy and walked to her gate. Several minutes later, Judy watched through the observation glass as the plane pulled away from the jet way.
Judy walked to her car and made a call. "Matt, you have any luck?"
"Never saw her."
"Neither did I. She didn't board the Southwest flight. Guess she tricked us. Pick you up in 5."
********************
It was four weeks to the day of summiting the DNA from the Jimmy Anthony crime scene that Detective Judy DeFranco received a legal size envelope from the Department of Defense. She hid a small grin as she walked over and ran the envelope through the office paper shredder.
The End
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**********************
Kayce Morgan Randal looked at the young woman sitting at the bar; it was about the fifth time he had checked her out. She don't look like she's old enough to be in this honky tonk Kayce thought. He knew the woman was only two years younger than his 30 but he felt she could pass for 18 or even younger sometimes.
The subdued lighting in the bar only added to the young lady's good looks. The place had a long, old time carved wood bar that at one end made a right angle turn into the wall. This turn is where she and her female friend sat. Sort of a protected site that kept unwanted company from sitting on either side of the women.
She looks about the same as when I first met her, he continued his thought. That long auburn hair with a few red highlights, topping a well curved athletic body that was tall for a woman, she was 5 ft 9. But the thing that still catches my eye is the green eyes that are can cut like sharp glass when she is mad. They can drill through you like a laser or invite you closer with a look.
He knew the age of the young woman because she was his ex-girlfriend, Alyssa Beaudrow. That is if she isn't married, he wondered. They had just celebrated a month ago, if that was the word, the sixth year of their breakup; but he hadn't seen her in all those years.
"Not much to celebrate, I prefer to call it a bad memory," Kayce said softly to himself. Kayce was surprised to see her; he didn't know she had come back to New Braunfels.
********************
Kayce was born and raised outside of New Braunfels, in Spring Branch, Texas. He was a pretty good size boy by his last year in high school; Kayce was a 6' 1" 185 pound speedy tight end on his school's football team. He knew he wasn't good enough to get a scholarship for college and there wasn't a lot of extra money for his schooling so he decided to get a job, both to help out at home and for spending money. There not being a lot of job opportunities in New Braunfels or San Antonio for a boy just out of high school, he got a job as a worker on a drilling rig in the oil field outside of Luling, Texas.
The closest city of any size to the oil field is New Braunfels or San Antonio, if you wanted someplace bigger, which are both in the hill country of Texas. Not so Luling Texas; the area is pretty much flat land. It is best known for the Luling Oil Field and growing watermelons. In the summer it is hot and humid and in the winter can be cold with no trees or hills to break the wind coming off the Gulf of Mexico.
Kayce's job was as a roustabout, an entry level position, but because of the dangers of working on a rig, it paid pretty well. After a year he was promoted to roughneck, a step up the ladder. After one season on the rig In Luling, a friend got him a job as a motorman on a well in the Spindle Top field near Beaumont, Texas. His responsibilities increased and so did his pay; he was making almost twice what he had been.
After a year on the well in Spindle Top, he decided to take a few days off and go to Galveston Island for Spring Break. That's where he and Alyssa met. She was in the BSN nursing program at Chamberlain University in Houston and she was taking her spring break from school. They first met on the Galveston Island Pleasure Pier. The pier stretched over 1000 feet into the Gulf of Mexico. The attractions of the pier were the carnival rides, numerous restaurants and shops.
Alyssa was coming off a two level carousel on the Pleasure Pier and tripped. She fell into Kayce, spilling her drink all over him and knocking the beer out of his hand. She immediately began to apologize. "Oh, I'm sorry. I'm such a klutz. Let me pay for cleaning your clothes."
Kayce wiped down his shirt and the front of his jeans as best he could with napkins from a nearby taco stand. "I will admit shakin hands after this won't be much fun," he said with a grin. "Don't worry about it; this is just stuff I wear for work."
Alyssa felt an interest in the tall blue eyed, dark haired stranger. "At least let me buy you another beer and maybe lunch."
"That sounds like a plan. My name is Kayce Randal."
"I'm Alyssa Beaudrow."
They had lunch at Bubba Gump's. After more than three hours, the waitress asked them to order something more or leave; the restaurant needed the table. The long lunch turned into an early dinner.
At 6 o'clock they adjourned to the Rum Shack which overlooks Galveston Beach. "I know from us talkin you're studyin to be a nurse but any idea where you want to land when you graduate?" Kayce asked.
"Never gave it much thought, I just want to be a nurse. Rather stay in Texas, but I can be a nurse anywhere. You grew up near New Braunfels you said, so we were almost neighbors as I grew up there. How about you? Did you always want to work in the oil business?"
"Not really. I told you I was from Spring Branch. Our small ranch couldn't really support much more than Mom and Dad, so after I got out of high school a buddy got me a job on an oil rig. Been on one ever since; going on two years now."
They were a bit tipsy when the bar closed at 2 A.M. During the night and on their 20 minute walk to Alyssa's hotel they had discovered pretty much everything about each other's lives.
Alyssa was staying at the Sheraton Four Points. Kayce rode up in the elevator and walked her to her door. She hesitated, debating with herself about inviting him in. Kayce saw this. Any other time he would have pushed to join her but he felt she was something special.
"I'd like to come down from the oil rig and see you again Alyssa, if I can. It's less than an hour's drive from Beaumont to Houston."
"That would be nice. Let me put my number in your phone and you can call me."
"I can't have a cell while working on the rig so I never bothered to get a phone. Write your number down and I'll call you next week." The next week Kayce drove to Houston.
Kayce went back the following week and the two after that. He worked 12 hr shifts and was tired and dirty at the end of shift so he waited until Saturday mornings to make the drive to Houston. Kayce would arrive in Houston at 8 or 9 and meet with Alyssa. They would spend two days together doing whatever; just to be with each other.
Kayce would stay in a Motel Six in Houston for two reasons. It was only 25 minutes from Alyssa's dorm and it was cheap. At the end of each day together, Kayce would return to his motel. Alyssa offered to visit Kayce in Beaumont but he talked her out of it.
"The place I stay is ....well, let's say not appropriate for visitors. Actually even I wouldn't go there except it's close to the oil field and it is dirt cheap. Besides I have a roommate and I wouldn't wish him on an enemy; especially a girl I care about."
Kayce called Alyssa on Wednesday. "Hey lady going to have to pass on this weekend. Had a little accident on the rig and I'm not up to drivin. Fact is I can't work right now. Didn't want you thinkin I'd forgot about you."
"What happened?" Alyssa asked in a worried voice.
"Nothing much. The makeup tongs on the drill pipe busted loose and knocked me off the platform. I'm okay."
"It must be more than nothing much if you can't work. Did you see a doctor?"
"Naw, if I see a doctor I'll have to take off work for at least a month. This way I'll heal up for a few days and go back to work. Give you a call next week." Kayce hung up.
Alyssa thought for about two minutes, this was late Wednesday afternoon and her next class wasn't until Monday morning. She packed an overnight bag, a duffle with medical supplies, loaded them in her car and set off for Beaumont. Alyssa didn't have a phone number or address for Kayce but she would track him down. Maybe he can't see a doctor, but I'm a nurse so I can help him, she thought. The short drive to Beaumont under an overcast sky took just over an hour.
She was surprised when she drove into the Spindle Top oil field in the fading. Alyssa had expected a forest of tall oil derricks all over the place. She saw were only about two dozen derricks but there were fields of the gently bobbing up and down pumps. They reminded her of the toy her mother had in the kitchen, a bird head that would bob up and down to a water dish. Alyssa giggled at the resemblance.
Alyssa parked in front of the main office and went inside. She explained to the older lady at the first desk that she wanted to find the address for Kayce and why. "He's sorta my boyfriend but we always meet at my place in Houston. He called and told me he was injured and couldn't make the drive this week, he also said he hadn't been to a doctor. I'm a second year nursing student and I thought I might help him."
The older lady smiled and pecked away at her computer. She gave Alyssa the address and said, "You be careful in that neighborhood, it's not the best especially with night comin on. Go take care of your man, honey."
The lady was right, this isn't a nice area of Beaumont, Alyssa thought as she pulled up to Kayce's address. The apartment was one of several in what looked like it had been a large one story motel in its previous life. The building needed a few repairs to the outside and a paint job. The area surrounding the building was in worse shape with most of the street lights out.
"Who's at the door?" Kayce asked himself as he painfully got out of bed. He slipped on a pair of jeans and slowly walked to the door. The makeup tongs that had slipped off the drill pipe had hit him in the left side, injuring his ribs, hip and left leg and he was very sore. Opening the door he was surprised to see Alyssa standing there with a smile.
"What are you doing here?" He asked with a big smile.
"I'm not a doctor but I am a pretty good nurse, so I thought I would come and tend to you. You gonna asked me in?"
"Sure" Kayce smiled and stepped back, fully opening the door. He looked around the apartment quickly to make sure it was at least in some semblance of order. "Seriously, why are you here? Not that I'm not glad to see you."
"Seriously," Alyssa repeated with a smile as she stepped into the room. "I came to tend to you since you won't go to a doctor....and I wanted to see you." She set her bag and duffle down and turned to Kayce. "All right let's see to your injuries." After a couple of minutes examining Kayce's ribs she asked. "Where else are you hurt?"
Kayce hesitated but at a hard look from Alyssa he painfully pushed the jeans down past his hip and to the floor. Alyssa gasped at the bruising on his hip and leg. For his part Kayce was a bit embarrassed because he was nude. He and Alyssa hadn't gotten to the more physical stage of their romance yet.
Alyssa examined him with a businesslike approach. The entire time Kayce's face was red. "Your ribs seem to be bruised, not cracked or broken," she told him. "Same with the leg and hip. We shouldn't wrap the ribs because the best thing for them is Advil, heat and rest. Wouldn't hurt to soak in a hot bath either; a few massages would help as well."
"Don't have a tub, just a shower. I've been taking hot showers and it helps for a few minutes but then I start hurtin again," Kayce replied.
Alyssa smiled, took out her phone and began typing. "Okay let's pack a few things for you," she ordered.
"Why? Where am I going?"
"I have to be back to classes on Monday. Until then WE...are going to stay at a nice hotel. This place has a Jacuzzi tub in our room and a large hot tub next to the indoor swimming pool. The hot water and therapy will do you good. Make sure and bring swimming trunks or shorts, you'll need them for the hot tub." Kayce hesitated and Alyssa said, "Get with it cowboy, daylight's burning."
They took Alyssa's car as Kayce wasn't up to driving. He groaned a little but was finally able to sit in the front seat by adjusting it all the way back on its track. She drove them to the Suburban Extended Stay Hotel that was in an upscale part of Beaumont. Alyssa checked in and carried both her and Kayce's small bags and the duffle with medical supplies. They rode the elevator and to their room. The hotel had an enclosed swimming pool on the roof, along with a large hot tub. Their room was on the floor below.
"There's just one bed," Kayce said.
"Guess we'll have to share, won't we?" She replied with a grin. "Okay, why don't you run a hot bath and turn on the water jets. We passed a Broussard's about ten minutes from here; they have great BBQ. I'll go get us some supper while you soak."
Kayce began to undress as Alyssa left the room. I knew she was focused and a bit forceful, what with her school and studies and all, he thought with a grin. But she can sure be a take charge type of girl when she wants to be. He laughed as he started to fill the tub. "Cides I like seeing her like this. Best follow her suggestion," he said aloud.
He started to put on some shorts but decided not to. "She started this; I'll just see how far she wants to take it," Kayce said to himself and smiled. He got into the very warm water and turned on the jets. As he became acclimated to the heat he added even hotter water. About 30 minutes in he heard Alyssa call out as she returned.
Kayce and Alyssa had hugged and kissed a lot during his visits to Houston. In fact, there had been several make out sessions but nothing fully intimate yet. He didn't want to push or spook Alyssa as she was a special person to him. I surely do like her but I like our relationship so no need to pressure her, at least for awhile, he thought as he soaked in the soothing hot water with the jets massaging him.
Alyssa stuck her head into the bathroom without entering. "If you get dressed we can eat and then I'll give you a massage."
"Be right there," Kayce replied. He stepped out of the tub, turned off the jets, opened the drain and then dried off. He put on his shorts and stepped into the room. Walking to his duffle he took out a Tee shirt and put it on. "Now I'm dressed for supper," he said.
Alyssa had spread out the BBQ feast on the small dining table in the room. "After we eat, I'll give you a massage with some special oil. Later you can get in the tub again or we can go up to the hot tub on the roof."
One of the things that Kayce liked about Alyssa was she was a real Texas woman. No low fat, low sugar, healthy foods for her. She ate what she liked and as much as she liked. Her strenuous work load at school and the hands on education at the hospital kept her in very good shape. After eating about half of the BBQ, with her matching him bite for bite, they put the rest in the refrigerator.
Smiling Alyssa said, "Take off the shirt and get on the bed, face down." At his look she added, "Please."
Kayce grinned and did as she suggested, he had on underwear this time and she pulled them down off his left hip. Alyssa put some lotion on her hands and began to massage him. Using more pressure on his right side and a lighter pressure on his left, injured side, it wasn't long before Kayce was voicing his pleasure with a groan now and then as she hit an exceptionally sore area. For the next 40 minutes he endured a massage that ran from mild torture over the injuries to great pleasure in the other areas
"What is that lotion you're using? He asked.
Alyssa laughed. "Horse liniment."
"Horse liniment?" Kayce said. "Why horse liniment?"
"It works really well with large area bruising," Alyssa explained laughing. "I mixed it with a massage oil to cut down the harshness. Don't tell me a real by god oil man like you can't take it."
Kayce laughed and shook his head as best he could. After a few seconds he grinned. "You know, you could do a better job on my hip if I took off these shorts," Kayce suggested.
"Just lay there and let me and the liniment work on you."
Alyssa playfully slapped Kayce gently on the butt, the right side. "That's it for now, get up and get a shower; then we can go up to the hot tub for more therapy."
After his shower, Kayce came out of the bathroom with just a towel wrapped around his hips. "You know, you got to massage me it's only fair that I get to massage you. Don't you think?"
He walked over and took Alyssa in his arms and kissed her. As he did, he massaged her back and then a bit lower. "Feeling better are you?" Alyssa said with a smile. She reached down and loosened his towel so that it fell to the floor. They never did make it to the hot tub that night; nor the next day.
Their three nights together brought Alyssa and Kayce to a major decision. They decided that they didn't want just weekends together; they wanted to see and be with each other every day. On Saturday they looked at a map and took a road trip to Mont Belvieu, Texas. The little town of about 3500 people was almost exactly half way between Alyssa's Chamberlain University and Kayce's Spindle Top oil field. Alyssa had about a 45 minute and Kayce an hour's drive, to the small air conditioned one bedroom with a bathroom cabin they rented at the Bayou Bend RV Park. The park was on table top flat land with a constant breeze that was either hot or cold.
Between Alyssa's dorm room expenses and Kayce's rental for the run down motel, the monthly cost on the cabin was only a hundred dollars more a month than they had been spending for housing. They thought it was worth it to be able to spend more time together. The reason the rental on the cabin was so low was that a chemical plant was less than a mile away. The plant made Polyethylene, a type of plastic. Sometimes if the wind was right more than a slight odor from the plant would roll across the RV Park.
Every morning that Alyssa had classes she would make the hour and a half round trip to the college or hospital and at daybreak every morning Kayce would make the two hour round trip to the oil field. Their evenings or weekends were spent just being together. They would make short road trips around the country side or in good weather just sit on the very small front porch of the cabin. They lived together for almost two years. Alyssa's life was filled with the stress of classes, tests and time actually helping patients. Kayce's job was stressful also as he dealt with the extreme hard work in even severe weather and the danger at all times. They were a refuge for each other. Alyssa's graduation was approaching and she applied to several hospitals for a job.
Kayce came into their cabin after work one evening and Alyssa was sitting at their small table. "I have something to tell you," Alyssa said after kissing him hello.
He grabbed a beer from their small refrigerator and joined her at the table. "Okay Ally, what cha got."
"I was offered a job today, from a very prestigious hospital" she told him.
"That's great honey. Which hospital?"
Hesitating for a few seconds, Alyssa answered "The Mayo Clinic." She hesitated again then added, "It's in Rochester, Minnesota."
Kayce stopped his beer half way to his mouth. "Gonna be a hell of a commute." He took a big drink, sat the bottle on the table and looked at Alyssa.



"I'm going to turn it down. I'll get something closer to home," she said with a very small sigh. "Or you could come with me Kayce," she offered hopefully.
He finished his beer and looked down at the table. Raising his head to look at her, he replied, "I love you Ally but my home is in Texas...with the oil wells. That's all I know." Now it was his turn to hesitate. "You have to go honey. This is what you worked so hard for. You said you wanted to go somewhere you could really help. You have to go."
Alyssa hung her head but not before he saw the tears in her eyes. Kayce stood and pulled her up and put his arms around her. "If you stay here, with me, you'll begin to resent it. Not right away but later and you'll begin to wonder 'what if?'...you'll begin to resent me too. That would destroy us anyway. You have to go."
She held him extra tight and let her tears flow. Kayce's eyes were full of tears also. Finally she pulled back and looked up at him. "I know you're right but it doesn't make leaving you hurt any less. We've got about six weeks before I graduate and have to leave. Hold me tight until then."
Kayce pulled her back in close. "I've got news too. Been offered a chance to work on an oil platform out in the Gulf of Mexico, the money is damned good. I have to spend 3 to 4 weeks at a time out in the Gulf." He kissed the top of her head and added almost sub vocally, "With you gone, it won't make any difference."
They tried to pack a life time of being together in the next six weeks. The day they dreaded finally arrived and Kayce drove Alyssa to the George Bush Intercontinental Airport for her flight to Rochester. "We can't take calls on the rig, only in emergencies, but I'll call you the first time I'm back on shore." He gave her a final kiss at the gate and watched her walk down the jet way to her plane.
They had already closed up their little cabin so he drove back to Beaumont. He put his truck in storage and stayed overnight at his old motel. The next morning he took a taxi to Jack Brooks Regional Airport. It was a clear hot day when Kayce boarded a helicopter which took him to the oil platform, the Rocky, 189 miles out in the Gulf.
The work was hard and more dangerous than working on an oil rig on land. Kayce sort of started at the bottom and applied himself. After 3 weeks the helicopter flew him back to shore. He shared an apartment with two other single guys from the rig. It worked well as one of them was always out on the platform.
Kayce thought about calling Alyssa his first trip back to shore but decided not to. He'd found out later that they had Wi-Fi on the rig and could schedule regular phone calls twice a week. "Won't help," he said out loud. "We still won't be together and it hurts too much. It will just make it harder. Best to just let her go."
For the next four years Kayce worked three weeks on and off one week. About a year after he started on the Rocky, his father passed away due to a massive heart attack. Kayce went home for the funeral and stayed in New Braunfels with his mother for a month. He returned to the oil platform but six months later returned home for his mother's unexpected death. Friends and neighbors said she had never really recovered after his father's death. They left their small ranch to Kayce.
During the next three years, his hard work, attention to detail, and seeing to anything that needed to be done, even if it wasn't in his job description, got him noticed by upper management. He was offered an assistant driller spot on a new platform, the Spirit 4 just floated out 173 miles to its spot in the Gulf. The money was very good and he decided to take the job.
After a few shifts on the new rig, he discovered several problems around the drill pipe. "The gas containment equipment won't handle a lot of pressure," he told his supervisor, John Stewart. "It could cause a blow out."
"I know and I've reported it several times," Stewart answered. "We're still waiting for the big honchos to okay shutting down and making repairs."
Then a month later, the platform decided it had waited long enough. One calm, quiet, moonlit night the well head exploded, known as a blow out. It sent fire and debris over the drill platform. Most of the men were saved by escape pods and the boats that were always anchored around the platform but 10 died. Several men were injured to varying degrees, Kayce being one of them.
The beeping of the monitor and the wheeze of another machine cycling woke Kayce. He came up from under the darkness and started to struggle. He was choking with something deep into his throat and neither arm would move more than a few inches. That was when is eyes opened wide.
A nurse was notified by the beeping machine of his different heart rate and his blood pressure shooting up. She came to the side of Kayce's bed and put a hand on his chest to calm him. "You're fine, don't struggle so and I can tell you what's going one. Okay?"
Kayce looked up at the woman. She seemed concerned and yet calming. He nodded his head and tried to look down at his arms. This time she put her hand on his forehead and stroked it. "This is the Mid Jefferson Extended Care Hospital and I'm you day nurse Violet Smalley. You were in a bad accident and you have some injuries that we had to take care of." She smiled at Kayce and asked "Better now?'
He settled back on his pillows and nodded but again tried to bring his arms up to his throat. "Easy, big guy. You have an intubation tube down your throat to help you breathe; the Doctor will be here very soon and will take it out." Kayce nodded his understanding. "We had to restrain your arms because you tried to remove the tube, even when you were unconscious. I'll remove the restraints but please don't try to remove the tube. Okay?"
A Doctor in his white lab coat came into the room. He checked the vital signs and turned to Kayce. "Mr. Randal, I'm Dr. Klein. You were on the Spirit 4 oil platform out in the Gulf of Mexico. There was an explosion; you and others were injured. Your chest was compressed by the force of the explosion, one of your lungs collapsed and you were having trouble breathing; we had to put an intubation tube in to help you. Now that you can breathe on your own so let's get that tube out of your throat and then I go over you injuries. Okay?" Kayce nodded as vigorously as he could.
"When I start pulling on the tub please cough," Dr. Klein ordered. 'It's going to feel strange but just cough." He turned off the ventilator, disconnected the tube at the machine. He took hold of the tube close to Kayce's mouth and started to pull upward. "Now cough," he ordered.
The tube came out and Kayce coughed again as it cleared his throat. He tried to talk but all that came out was a rasp. Violet fed him some ice chips to ease his throat. After a couple of minutes and several spoons of ice chips, Kayce was able to croak out a question. "How long have I been here?" He whispered.
"It's been 10 days," Dr. Klein answered. "You have bruised ribs on your right side, your left arm has a hair line fracture but the most serious injury was the collapsed lung. That was why the intubation tube."
"How soon can I get out of here?" Kayce croaked.
"We've been able to inflate your lung, the arm fracture is already healing and your ribs are coming along. Tomorrow we'll get a few tests and in two or three days get rid of the hard cast and replace it with a soft one. If your tests are positive, I'd say in ten days to two weeks or so; if you keep improving. I'll check on you late this afternoon Mr. Randal." Dr. Klein left the room.
"I'll get you some soft food, until your throat has healed a bit," Violet promised. She left the room but quickly stepped back in. "There is a man from the oil company that wants to talk to you. Are you up to it?"
Kayce nodded and shortly a small man in a suit and tie came in. "I'm Gerald Withers Mr. Randal. I work for and represent Crescent Oil, the owners of the Spirit 4 oil platform. I'd like to talk to you about the accident at the platform. Can you tell me what happened from your prospective?"
Hesitating for a few seconds and talking in not much more than a whisper, Kayce told Withers the problem with the gas containment system. He continued that he reported the problem to John Stewart and Stewart was in turn told they were waiting for permission to shut the well down and fix the problem. "It blew up about a month later."
"Mr. Stewart and nine others were killed in the explosion," Withers said. "Several others had some burns, and other injuries; including you." Withes paused and stared at Kayce for about ten seconds. "Let's be frank Mr. Randal, are you planning to bring a law suit against Crescent Oil?"
Kayce paused before answering. He now knew the man was a lawyer for the company. He wasn't interest in the cause of the accident, or the injured or fatalities, just what the legal aspects were. "Before you answer Mr. Randal, we intend to take care of all your medical bills, along with any rehabilitation you need. Also we will come to a monetary settlement with you to help you through your convalescence. In addition your job will be available to you after you are back on your feet." Withers' tone was one of 'see how the company will take good care of you and aren't we magnanimous'.
The tone and self serving attitude of the company man didn't set well with Kayce. "Let me tell you a few things Mr. Withers," Kayce said with some heat. "First, I've paid for my medical insurance since I started at Spindle Top several years ago. My medical bills will be covered with or without Crescent Oil; so don't make it sound like you are doing me a favor. Second, this is the second time an oil rig has tried to kill me; don't think I'll be giving any others another shot at me, I'm done. And lastly, I don't plan on a law suit at this time; but that's still a possibility. Unless that settlement is substantial, we could have a problem."
Withers sat back in surprise as the young oil worker verbally attacked him. "I want a million dollars tax free or I'll see you in court," Kayce continued.
"Now see here Mr. Randal that is outrageous. If you sue it will be held up in for years in the courts. You could be an old man before a ruling." Withers had leaned forward in his chair and now sat back.
"You're right Withers, it could be a long time, years maybe. But y'all are responsible for this accident. Y'all knew about the problem but because of the cost did nothing about it. Sides, I've got a ranch I'm headin to when I get out of here. I can make a living there so I got plenty of time. A million dollars, tax free Withers. Already has been a couple of lawyer type fellars here wantin to represent me. Take it to your masters; y'all got until I get shed this place to make up your mind. That's it now get, I'm done talkin."
Violet came back as Withers scurried out. "You lit a fire under his tail, didn't you?" She observed. "Sorry, I heard everything; your voice carries or I was listening in. Take your choice." The last was said with a smile. "When did those layers show up?"
"Well," Kayce said with a big grin. "That part might have might not have happened, but Withers didn't know that."
Over the next several days, Kayce continued to improve. His ribs hurt less each day, his throat healed up and he got rid of the soft cast on his arm. Withers had been back with a lesser offer which did nothing but make Kayce mad. He told Withers the next time he saw him the company better be sending the settlement he wanted. Finally on the day before Kayce was to be released, Withers showed up again.
"I've got your check for one million dollars and the taxes have been taken care of," Withers said with a hint of anger. "Sign this non disclosure agreement and the money is yours."
"Now, ain't that easier than a court battle," Kayce grinned as he signed the agreement. "Smart move on Crescent's part; lawyer fees over the years would have cost them more than this check."
Dr. Klein came to release Kayce with a warning. "You're in pretty good condition, considering everything. But you're not 100% yet. Heard about your ranch so take it easy for a few weeks when you get home and work your cattle."
"Doc, never did see the sense in followin the south end of a north bound cow. Just don't much care for the beasts," Kayce offered. "The ranch is just a place for me to lay up and heal for a spell. I'll take it easy."
He said good bye to Violet, got a taxi to where his truck was in storage and set the nose of the truck toward Spring Branch and home. Once he got to his ranch, he opened up the house and began his life after oil.
********************
Kayce became a regular at a couple honky tonks in the area. He wasn't a big drinker but he liked the people and liked to dance. Because of the settlement he didn't have to work nor did he have to watch his money too close. Then after a month or so he ran into Sally Ann Rogers.
She was cute at just over 5 and a half feet, with long blonde hair down her back and put together very well. She sure fills out those jeans, Kayce thought they first time he saw her. Sally Ann liked to dance and party and she latched onto Kayce. He's good lookin, has money to spend and don't smell like cattle or a factory, Sally Ann thought. Think I'll just put my brand on him to warn off the other women. He don't need no body but me.
The two were a pair or a couple or whatever for a going on to three months. Over the weeks, they had spent a few nights out at the ranch or at her apartment. Sally Ann worked in an office from 8 AM to 4 so she couldn't party all night every night and she shared the two bedroom apartment with another girl. As for Kayce it was a good time with a pretty girl. He liked Sally Ann, she was fun and playful but his intentions didn't head for anything permanent. He never made any promises, talked about or even hinted at anything more than good times. For Sally Ann, she saw Kayce as a way to a good life without having to work too much. That was when Kayce saw Alyssa at one of the honky tongs.
********************
Kayce watched as Alyssa and her female companion were asked to dance by several different men. The companion would dance with about one out of three of the men, one guy more than once. Alyssa turned down the invitations with a smile and a negative shake of her head. After about 30 minutes, Kayce decided to say hello. When her partner got up to dance again, Kayce slipped into the seat next to Alyssa. She turned to see who had taken the seat and to inform them that someone was sitting there.
"Hello Ally," Kayce said. "It's been a long time."
Alyssa was shocked to see him. The look on her face went from disbelief, to happiness, to sadness and finally to anger. As much as a surprise to her as to Kayce, she slapped his cheek. Alyssa couldn't believe her actions and her face turned red in embarrassment. "What the hell happened to you?" she asked as her embarrassment passed. "You disappeared from my life."
"Guess I deserved that," he said as he rubbed this face. "It's really good to see you Ally, in spite of your greeting." He smiled at her and gestured to a new by empty booth. "Can we sit somewhere more private? We can talk and I'll explain."
Alyssa caught her friend's eye and motioned to the booth. Then she got up with her glass of wine and moved to the more private area. Kayce followed her and sat down across from her. A waitress came by to get their order. "I have a drink, Alyssa told her. Kayce shook his head. Alyssa looked at Kayce expectantly.
"You look good Ally. I'm surprised to see you here. Thought you would be in Rochester or some other big city."
"I came back home about 4 years ago."
Kayce looked at her for about 30 seconds trying to gather his courage and she stared back. "I'm sorry I didn't call you Ally, but I got to thinking about it. We could only talk or email and we still wouldn't be together. You started your dream job and I had a three year contract on the oil platform. We wouldn't get to see each, not more than a few times a year, for a day or two at a time, if that. Honestly it would have hurt too much."
"What about me?" Alyssa protested. What about how I felt?"
"I know..... I took the coward's way out. If I didn't have to talk to you I wouldn't think about you all the time. I just couldn't think of you without being able to see you. There was no way we could be together and I didn't want to hurt all the time. I knew you would be hurt but thought with the excitement of your new job and a new city you could get on with your life a lot easier."
Alyssa stared at him for almost a minute as he sat and waited for her to explode or maybe slap him again or tell him to go to hell and get up and leave.
"A well thought out plan, at least from your side," Alyssa complained. "But there is one thing that has kept me thinking of you every day." She sat and waited for the question from Kayce.
"Okay, what kept you thinking about me every day?" A puzzled Kayce asked.
"We have a son."
"What? When? How?"
Alyssa had to grin. "I think you know how; we never could keep our hands off each other and it was really intense those last six weeks before I graduated and moved to Rochester."
"Why didn't you tell me?"
"How was I supposed to find you? I didn't have a number to call or an email or an address to write to you. And you never told me which oil platform you were going to be working on. I didn't even know what company you were working for. So how was I supposed to tell you?" Alyssa sat back to calm down. She motioned for the waitress and ordered another glass of wine.
"You want something Kayce?" the waitress asked.
"A whiskey...a large one," Kayce answered.
"Okay, your usual brand? By the way where's Sally Ann tonight?"
"Out with a girlfriend I guess," he replied.
"Who's Sally Ann?" Alyssa asked as the waitress walked away.
"A girl I'm dating. Never mind, tell me about my, er, OUR son. What's his name? What's he like?"
Alyssa smiled with a mother's love on her face. "His name is Joel Morgan, after my father and another important man in my life. He's 5 and big for his age. He's a handful. Always wanting to run around outside. He likes animals and it's all I can do to keep him away from the small stream running behind our place." She smiled at Kayce. "He's the spitting image of you Kayce. Same hair, same eyes and he's going to be a pretty big man once he gets his growth."
Kayce sat staring at the table as Alyssa finished with a big smile on his face. "You named him after me?" He said with an amazed tone. He was proud and humbled at the same time. "I know I don't have the right but can I meet him?"
"Would you like to see his picture?" Alyssa asked. At an enthusiastic nod from Kayce, she scrolled through the galley on her phone coming to one of Joel's pictures. She handed the phone to Kayce.
He stared at the picture for almost a minute before handing the phone back. Kayce couldn't speak.
Alyssa thought about it and then answered, "Want to come to our place tomorrow? I think it's about time you two met."
"Damn right. Tell me when and where and I'll be there. Should I bring him a present or something?" Kayce was very excited.
"Not this time, maybe later. I'm renting a place over on Stanford near the hospital, makes it easier to get to work. Come out around Noon, you can have lunch with us. Give me your phone and I'll put my number and address in. I'll even send you that picture of Joel. You do have a phone don't you?"
"Ya, I broke down and got one." He handed his phone to her and after it had been returned Kayce asked "Why did you come back home?"
"The Mayo was fine and I learned a lot but Rochester isn't home. I'd always wanted to work in New Braunfels or even San Antonio. Another big reason is my folks are here and I wanted them to know Joel. So I applied for and got a job at Christus Santa Rosa Hospital and got it."



Kayce stood and took Alyssa's hand. It was more than a handshake but less than a full romantic gesture. "Thank you Ally. This means a lot to me, I mean seeing you again and allowing me to meeting to me my son. Whatever you or Joel need or when ever I'll be there for you. See you at 12 on Sunday."
Alyssa watched him go with a little smile on her face. Now that she'd heard why, she could understand Kayce's reasoning; at least from his standpoint. She didn't agree with it but could understand. Important thing is he seems to want to see his son and that's a good thing.
Sunday morning Sally Ann called Kayce. "Hey missed you last night, especially waking up this morning. A bunch of us are going tubing on the Comal River this afternoon. Pick me up about 11 and we'll make a day of it."
"Can't do it Sally Ann," Kayce said. "Got other plans."
"Okay, maybe I'll join you then."
"Don't think that's a good idea. I'll see you next week sometime."
"Why can't I go with you?" Sally Ann asked. She didn't want to lose her hold on Kayce and didn't like that he'd turned her down.
Kayce sighed before he answered. He knew that if he was going to continue with Sally Ann he would have to tell her about Joel, but hadn't planned on doing it so soon. "Okay....I just found out I have a son. I'm going to meet him today. It probably wouldn't set well if I brought you along."
"A son? Since when and with who?" An alarm bell was going off in Sally Ann's mind, thinking she might be losing him.
"The boy is five years old; his mother was my girlfriend back then."
"So you just up and left her?" Sally Ann asked. She didn't think that sounded like Kayce.
"No, I didn't just up and leave her." Kayce's voice had a little anger in it. "She moved for her job but didn't she know she was pregnant until she had been there for a month or two. I shipped out to an oil platform in the Gulf of Mexico and she didn't know which one. We just met up again at The Corral last night."
"Why didn't you..." Sally Ann started but Kayce cut her off.
"I'm not going into it with you now. But I am going to see my son. I'll call you later in the week."
"But I want..." Sally Ann was speaking into a dead phone.
Kayce hadn't been getting up especially early, usually about 7 AM, but Sunday morning he woke up at 5. After trying to go back to sleep, he finally got out of bed at 5:30. Guess I'm excited about meeting my boy, he thought. He had time to kill so he got dressed and went out to work on the ranch grounds.
His family's ranch, now his, was a small. It was only about 200 acres, and could be described as a hard scrabble place. Not much good for raising anything but cattle and kids. Kayce didn't want to raise cattle but he had always liked horses and kids were in his future...he hoped. He was repairing the fence around the large paddock and was also working on stalls in the barn. When he finished the repairs he wanted to go look for a couple of horses. He wasn't a cowboy but he did like to ride. Around 9, he quit working and went into the house. Horses would be the next update to the ranch.
Kayce took a shower, shaved and fixed a light breakfast; he was too nervous to eat a normal big Texas breakfast. He was ready to go by 10. He had to force himself to wait until just after 11 for the 30 minute drive from the ranch in Spring Branch to Alyssa's place in New Braunfels. He would be early but he couldn't wait any longer. Kayce was going to meet his son and he was very excited. Alyssa and he had never really talked about kids; they were enjoying each other too much to think that far into the future. Kayce was an only child but he'd always wanted a big family.
He made the drive into New Braunfels in just over 20 minutes, faster than normal. Kayce drove around the block about 3 times. It was 11:45 on his last circuit and Alyssa stepped out on to her small front porch and waved him in. He pulled into her driveway and got out of the car.
"You might as well come in before you wear your tires out turning right," Alyssa greeted him with a big grin.
"Guess I'm a bit skittish this morning," he admitted.
There was no doubt in Alyssa's mind that Kayce was really interested in their son. "C'mon in and meet Joel. You can get to know him while I finish with lunch." Kayce followed her into the house and saw his son sitting on the floor playing with some toy trucks.
Alyssa led Kayce over to the boy. "Joel, this Mr. Kayce Randal. Could you say hello to him?"
Joel stood up and stuck out his hand. "Nice to meet you sir."
Kayce had to smile and he knelt down to be closer to the boy's height. Taking the boys hand, he said, "It is very nice to meet you Joel." At a loss as to what to do next, he asked, "What kind of trucks do you have?"
Joel sat back down and began to explain his toys. Kayce knelt with him on the floor. The boy picked up a shinny truck and said, "This is the nicest one," he put it down and picked up another one. "But this one is my favorite; it's a work truck and the others are just pretty."
"I have a work truck too," Kayce said.
Joel stared at Kayce for several second. "Are you my Daddy Mr. Randal?"
Kayce was very surprised, more like shocked, and it showed in his facial expression. Alyssa was was leaning in the door way to the kitchen, smiling at the interaction between Kayce and Joel. "He knows who you are," she said. "I've been showing him your picture since he was old enough to know what a picture was. I've also told him about you."
"You told him?"
"He's a good boy and deserves to know he has a father," Alyssa answered.
Turning back to Joel, Kayce answered the question. "Yes, I guess I am Joel."
"Where you been?" Joel asked with a scowl. "You sposed to be with us."
Kayce had tears in his eyes and he sat all the way down with Joel. Must be dust in the air or something, he thought. "Your right Joel, I'm sposed to be with you. But I'm here now."
"You gonna live with us from now on," the boy asked. Tearing at the subject like a dog with a bone.
Kayce didn't know how to answer and Alyssa stepped in. "Joel, Mr. Randal has a ranch he has to take care of so he'll be staying there."
"You have a ranch? With horses and cows and everything?" Joel asked with obvious excitement. "Can I see it?"
"Someday soon, if it's okay with your mother. I'll talk to her about it."
"Enough talk for now, lunch is ready boys." Alyssa said from the door way. "Y'all come eat."
During lunch and later sitting on the swing on the front porch, Joel rambled on and on. He talked about starting school, which kids he liked, his teacher and anything under the sun he could think of. After more than an hour, Alyssa came out onto the porch. "Time for someone to take a nap young man."
"Do I have to?" Kayce asked with a grin.
"Ya, do I have to?" Joel repeated.
Alyssa picked up her son and answered, "You most certainly do young man. You'll see Mr. Randal again." As for you," she turned to Kayce, "We have to talk a bit so no nap for you."
"See you late Kayce," Joel called out.
"Joel, you should always call older men mister," Alyssa scolded.
"But we're pals, aren't we Joel?" Kayce objected with a big grin. "Pals always use first names."
He squirmed out of his mother's arms and gave Kayce a hug. Then he followed Alyssa inside for his nap. Now there was no question about dust in the air, tears crept down Kayce's face.
After a few minutes when Alyssa returned, Kayce said, "He's a fine boy, Ally. You've done a good job with him." Kayce pulled out his bandana and wiped his eyes. "I'd like to see a lot of more of him, if you'll let me."
"Joel would like that, Kayce. But just so you understand, this is about Joel; not about us."
"I can accept that but I do want to see my boy. When can I see him again?"
"He has school every day from eight till noon. You can see him a couple of time a week and on the weekends if you like."
"Where does he go at noon?
"I take him to school every morning then I pick him up at noon and take him back to the hospital with me. They have a very good day care center there for the employees."
"Maybe, after he gets to know me, I could pick him up once in awhile and take care of him until you get off work," Kayce suggested hopefully.
"We'll see," Alyssa replied. "Let's see how y'all get along first." She stood and said, "I need to get ready to start my work week so call me and we'll set up more time with Joel."
Kayce stood not really ready to leave but knew he had been dismissed. "Thank you Ally. You've been very good to me. Talk to you soon."
The rest of the afternoon at the ranch he would find himself staring off across his property thinking about his son. The land beyond the barn was a flat grass area of 4 to 5 acres. The rest of the property was the rolling hills with little valleys of mostly grass, prominent in the Hill Country around that part of Texas. Somewhere down deep he was thinking about Alyssa as well. Sunday evening Sally Ann called.
"Missed you today Honey. Want to get together tonight?
"Sorry, I can't Sally Ann. I'll give you a call sometime next week. I've got to go, see ya." Kayce was a little short with Sally Ann because she had interrupted his thoughts about Joel and Alyssa. After a few seconds, he thought, that was downright rude. That's not like me; I'll have to do better.
Sally Ann was not pleased. She felt Kayce was pulling away from her and she didn't like it one bit. She bet that his coolness had something to do with his ex. We'll just see about that, she thought.
Kayce called Alyssa to okay an afternoon visit with Joel on Thursday. "I know you work all day, let me pick Joel up from school and keep him with me, I got a car seat for the truck. Then I'll save you from cooking for one night and bring some good Texas BBQ over for supper. What do ya say?"
"Okay, that would be a nice break but Joel hasn't eaten much spicy food so get him a burger or something very mild. See you at 5. I'll give the school a call and the okay for you picking him up."
Waiting outside the school for Joel, Kayce thought about he, Joel and Alyssa. Joel came running out of school and spotted Kayce, ran and jumped into his arms. "You come to get me?" Joel asked very happily.
"Yes sir, I did. We'll pick up supper and go meet you Ma at your house." Joel nodded and climbed into the car seat in the truck. Kayce had the sense to buy a very good car seat for the boy and helped fasten him into it. When Joel was secure Kayce stopped for BBQ and drove to Alyssa's house.
Kayce and Joel showed up at Alyssa's at 5 with a big box just full of food. helped carry the box holding on to one end and Kayce almost bent over holding onto the other end. Alyssa opened the door and the boys carried the box into the kitchen. He started laying out the food he brought from Smokey Bo's BBQ. There was brisket, two racks of pork ribs, a large helping of pulled pork with a Carolina style vinegar bbq sauce and a big hamburger for Joel. He had also brought potato salad, Cole slaw and bbq beans.
"Mama, we got BBQ he almost shouted, Kayce even bought me a hot dog for lunch." He looked at Alyssa and added, "And a milk shake." All of this was said at something close to the speed of sound. Joel continued talking tell his mother about their day, looking at horses.
She couldn't help but smile at how excited her son was. Finally able to break in, Alyssa said, "Go wash up Joel and we'll eat." Turning toward Kayce she raised an eyebrow in a question.
"We just ran around together and had a great day, didn't we Joel?" Joel just nodded as he left to clean up.
"You buy out the place?" Alyssa asked as she laughed. "There's enough for 4 or 5 people."
"I figured you could refrigerate the leftovers for another night. Keep you from having to cook. Sorry about the milk shake; I had one and couldn't very well so no to him, could I?" Joel came back wiping his still damp hands on his pants. "Let's eat," Kayce suggested.
Kayce sat Joel at the table with a cushion beneath him to raise him up a bit. Joel had not wanted to use a high chair. He said he was a big boy and didn't need it. He began to gnaw on his burger as soon as he sat down.
Kayce and Alyssa were talking and eating the great bbq when Joel asked for a bite of the pulled pork. "Buddy, that's pretty spicy, why not try the brisket or the ribs instead."
"You're eating it," Joel said. "I want to eat it too." This was accompanied with a big smile.
Kayce looked to Alyssa and she just nodded. So he put a small bite on a fork and held it out to Joel. The boy took the pork off the fork, chewed for a little and his eyes lit up. "That's really good," he said. "Can I have some more?"
"Sure buddy, here come on over and we'll share," Kayce answered. He picked Joel up and sat him on his lap. For the next half an hour, everything that Kayce ate Joel wanted to taste it. Finally the boy belched real loud.
"I'm full Kayce. Think I'll stop now."
"C'mon little man," Alyssa said. "We'll get you cleaned up for bed."
"But Ma, Kayce is still here. Sides it early yet."
"Okay but let's get your bath. Then you can stay up with Mr. Randal for an hour. After that it is bed time for little boys."
After the bath, for the next hour Joel talked to and at Kayce. Kayce didn't get much more than a few words in but he didn't mind. It was his son doing the talking and he'd missed all that while he was growing up. Alyssa let Joel stay up and extra 15 minutes and then, in spite of his arguments put him to bed. Kayce did go and tuck the boy in.
Later sitting together on the porch Kayce said, "Er Ally I'd like to help with expenses for Joel if you let me." She started to shake her head, but Kayce hurried on. "If I'd know about him I would have been helping out all along. C'mon Ally let me help."
"Okay," Alyssa agreed. "But don't think you are buying your way back into my life. This is for Joel."
"I know you don't think much of me and that's okay. I probably deserve it. But I want Joel's life to be a little better and I think I can help with that." Kayce hesitated and added, "What about I pick you guys up Saturday and we can go out to the ranch for the day. Joel can see the place and run all over. I got 200 acres just waiting for a little boy to discover it."
"I've got to work Saturday morning. Come by and pick him up around 8. I'll go to work; it's a short shift, and I'll come out to the ranch around 2."
Kayce called Sally Ann as he'd promised and agreed to meet her at The Corral at 7 on Friday evening. Sally Ann saw him come in, she ran and jumped on him, wrapping arms around his shoulders and her legs around his waist and tried to kiss him. Kayce caught her to keep her from falling but dodged her kiss and sat her back on the floor.
"What's wrong?" She asked, surprised that he didn't kiss her. After all they hadn't seen each other for over a week.
"Nothing's wrong, I just don't want to have a make out session here in the bar," Kayce answered. "Let's get a booth if we can. We need to talk."
When they sat down and put in a drink order, Sally Ann said, "Haven't seen you for a bit. Why don't I come out to the ranch tomorrow and we'll spend all day together?"
"Can't do it. Taking my boy out to the ranch tomorrow. I want to spend the time with him."
"Well, I can help you watch him. I like kids, it'll be fun."
"I told you before, that's not a good idea right now Sally Ann. Just got back into my son's life and don't want anything messin it up."
"Is SHE going to be there too?" Sally Ann asked. The jealous tone in her voice was plain.
"Ally will come out in the afternoon to pick up Joel." Kayce could see the slowing building anger in her face. "Relax, there's nothing going on between us, except we have a son. So just cool your jets."
"I don't like you spending so much time with your ex," Sally Ann said in an angry voice.
"Told you I just want to spend time with my son and get to know him. Of course I'll see Ally, she's his mother." Kayce paused and looked at the young woman; his irritation at her rising. "If you've got a problem with it, that's on you. But I'm gonna get to know my boy, so deal with it, or don't. Don't matter much with me."
Sally Ann could see Kayce's reaction and thought it was time to back off a bit. She didn't want to run him off. "Okay Honey, don't get a burr under your saddle. Let's just have a good time drinkin and dancin, and then we can go to my place."
"Not in the mood tonight, Sally Ann. In fact I'm gonna head out. Call you next week." He picked up his shot of whiskey, downed it and left some money on the table. A worried and angry Sally Ann watched him go.
The next morning, Joel was a whirling dervish running from his breakfast to the door to see if Kayce was there yet. "Sit down and eat Joel," Alyssa said. "He'll be here soon."
"Okay Ma," Joel replied. He took another spoonful of oatmeal and ran to the front door again. Alyssa could only chuckle and shake her head.
Kayce parked his truck in the driveway and before he could get out, Joel came running out to meet him. "You ready to go Kayce? I'm ready; been ready for a long time. Can we go out to the ranch now?" All delivered in a nonstop, almost too fast to understand voice.
"Ya, say good bye to your mama and wait by the truck." Joel gave his mother a quick absent minded kiss and ran to the truck. Kayce walked to the porch to where Alyssa was standing. "I'm gonna go buy a couple horses and take him along, if that's okay?"
She smiled and nodded saying, "He'll love that." Kayce sort of gave her a half wave and walked back to his truck, helped the boy into his car seat and drove off.
Kayce had already checked out a couple of places and had pretty much made up his mind about which horses he wanted. This trip was a sort of last look to make sure these were the ones he wanted. "Joel I don't have any animals at the ranch yet so I thought we'd go look at some horses today, if that's okay with you?"
"We gonna see horses. I've never seen horses for real; only on TV or the movies. Ya, let's go see horses," Joel ran on for more than three or four minutes as he almost stood up in his car seat. All Kayce could do was laugh.
They drove up to the house of a sort of neighbor to Kayce. Mr. and Mrs. Jordan owned the ranch, although Mr. Jordan had passed away in the early spring. Mrs. Jordan was selling off the livestock and equipment of the ranch and would then put the ranch up for sale. She was moving to California to be closer to her daughter and her family.
Kayce, Joel and Mrs. Jordan walked over the corral in front of the barn. Mrs. Jordan pointed and said, "I put those two you looked at in here and a couple of others you haven't seen. Take your pick."
After looking over them again, Kayce picked, with Joel's help, the big black stallion and a buckskin gelding he had looked at previously. Joel was very excited he got to help in choosing the horses. Kayce pointed to another mare with a foal in the corral. "What about that mare Mrs. Jordan?"
"Well as you can see, she has an almost year old foal. The youngster won't be ready to ride hard for at least two years. You could start training him under saddle in another 8 months or so. The mare is real gentle, what's called lady gentle, and well trained for riding."
Kayce took Mrs. Jordan aside as Joel watched the horses. "Let's make a deal on the mare and colt. I plan on Joel riding the colt when it gets old enough. In the mean time he can ride the mare."
"For a boy that size, he could probably ride the colt for short distances in about a year."
"Can you deliver them over to my ranch?"
"Don't have the hands anymore but you can borrow the horse trailer to get them to your place." She turned and looked at his truck. "Between here and your place you could use your own truck, if you've a mind to."



Kayce nodded and wrote a check for the horses. Then while Mrs. Jordan watched over Joel he hooked up the trailer and backed up to the corral. "C'mon Joel, let's load up our horses." The boy was so excited he was jumping up and down.
"I'm gonna be a cowboy Kayce," Joel said the excitement evident in his voice.
"You sure are little buddy," Kayce agreed. "Let's get to work."
After the horses were loaded, Mrs. Jordan gave Kayce the paper work on them. "You've got some fine animals there Mr. Randal. A bit of advice for you, when you get to your place back them out of the trailer real slow. Horses don't like to back up in places they can't see."
They drove slowly to Kayce's ranch and into his paddock. "Can you close the gate?" Kayce asked. He followed Mrs. Jordan's advice, with Joel watching and talking, and he soon had to horses unloaded. "See that little colt Joel?" The boy nodded. "That's your horse, you'll have to name him, take care of him and train him until he's old enough to ride. Is that okay?"
Joel's head bobbed up and down so fast it was just a blur. Kayce gave the boy a piece of apple. "Go say hello to him, just hold out the apple in the flat of your palm."
The young horse slowly walked over to the boy, he was not stranger to treats. The foal stretched out his neck to smell Joel's hand and took the apple. Joel slowly, for him, walked back to Kayce. "Did you see that? He took the apple right from my hand. Oh, Kayce I love my horse so much." He hugged Kayce's legs very hard.
Kayce couldn't get Joel away from the paddock so they spent the morning setting up a feeding station and filling the horse through with water. He finally got Joel to come in and eat lunch. The boy hurriedly ate a sandwich and he was back out at the paddock watching his horse. That was where he was at when Alyssa got there a little after 2 PM.
She missed seeing him at the paddock fence and knocked on Kayce's door. "Where's Joel?" she asked. Kayce pointed down to the paddock and the boy sitting on the middle row of the fence.
"Can't get him away his horse," Kayce said.
"His horse, what did you do?" Alyssa was smiling and shaking her head.
"I told you I was gonna have horses out here, so I bought Joel one his size. They can grow up together."
"You're going to spoil that boy?" She objected.
"Who better to do it? Look Ally I missed a lot of his life, no one's fault really, but I have. I'm new at this so cut me a little slack. I'll calm down in a while but for now I wanta make it up to him a bit." In a much softer and lower voice he added, "Make it up to you too."
"What do you mean, make it up to me?"
"Sorry, didn't mean for you to hear that." Kayce stared out at Joel for several seconds before he answered. Turning to her, he said, "Okay, all in?" Alyssa nodded. "Truth be known seeing you again is bringing back a lot of the old feelings. If I'd known about Joel you couldn't have got rid of me with dynamite. I tried to quit thinking of you cause it hurt too much but now...I was kinda hoping things could be different."
Alyssa was several things, surprised, shocked, a little angry but most of all a little hopeful. "I haven't seen or heard from you in over 5 years and now you're talking about getting back together again?"
"I already admitted not keeping in touch was my way of dealing with no chance of being with you. Sorry but I can't help of thinkin ..what if. We're different people now but maybe we could date a little and see if anything is there. If not we can remain friends and co-parents. What'da think?"
Before Alyssa could answer, Joel came running up to the porch. "Ma, Kayce bought me a horse" He was so excited he couldn't stand still. "Come see." He grabbed her hand and tried to pull her toward the paddock.
"Okay baby, take it easy. I'm coming." She started to follow Joel. Alyssa looked over her shoulder and said to Kayce, "You comin?"
They walked down to the paddock with Joel between them holding to their hands and swing their arms. At the paddock Joel started talking about his horse to his mother. As usual when he talked about something he liked he talked a mile a minute barely taking time to catch his breath.
Kayce looked over Joel's head as he rattled on and on. "Why don't you guys stay for supper? I'll put something on the grill."
Alyssa nodded. "First we have to get this little man cleaned up, he smells like horses. He can have his nap and then we can eat. It won't be too late for me to drive back."
Kayce helped with Joel's bath and dressed him in one of Kayce's tee shirts for a nap. While he slept, Kayce washed and dried the clothes Joel had been wearing. He also did a quick marinade of some chicken and served that. After an early supper, Alyssa and Joel went back home. Just before she left she said, "Call me, we need to talk."
It was Alyssa who called the next evening. "I need to be clear about some things Kayce."
"Okay, what do you need? I thought I made it pretty obvious what I thought and want."
"Do you really think we can recapture what we had?"
Kayce thought for a bit and answered. "Not so much what we had, but what we could have. Like I said we're not the same people we were 5 or 6 years ago. With the exception of Joel, we may not want the same things. But don't you think it's worth it to find out? We owe it to Joel, hell we owe it to ourselves to see what could come of us."
Alyssa was quiet on the phone for a long time, Kayce just waited. "What about the girl you're dating?"
"I've only seen her once since you guys came back into my life. I think she's history even if we don't get together. Didn't like her response when I told her I was going to be spending time with Joel, .... Among other things."
"Isn't that a little thoughtless and cruel?"
"I don't think so. I'll tell her I won't be dating her again...I'll do it in person; she doesn't deserve that news over the phone. You have to understand, it was just a good time type of thing. I never made a promise or gave an indication of more."
Alyssa didn't speak and after about 30 seconds, Kayce asked, "Ally?"
"Give me a call when you break up with her. We'll see where we go or if we can." She hung up before Kayce could say anything more.
Never one to put things off, Kayce called Sally Ann. "We need to talk Sally Ann. You want to meet at The Corral, your place tomorrow evening or someplace else?" She indicated she would rather meet at the bar because of her roommate.
Kayce walked into The Corral at the agreed upon time of 7 PM. Sally Ann was sitting in a booth watching the entrance and waved at Kayce to attraction his attention. He came over and sat opposite her. A waitress came over and Kayce ordered a large whiskey and another drink for Sally Ann. They talked about nothing important until the drinks arrived.
Kayce didn't really know how to start so he just met it head on. "Sally Ann we've had some good times, but I'm not going to be seeing you anymore." He waited for the explosion; he didn't have to wait long.
"What'da you mean not seeing each other?" After all we've been to each other? It's that bitch of an ex isn't it? You're going to take up with her again, ain't you?"
"Sally Ann," Kayce almost shouted to get her to stop. "You're a beautiful girl and we have had good times, but it's about my son. I want to be a good father And yes, I hope Ally and I can be at least good friends if nothing else. I need to set a better example for Joel and I can't do that spending most nights at a honky tonk."
"You son of a bitch, after what you said to me....."
"I didn't say or promise to you that I wanted more than a good time with a pretty girl. Never made any promises or talked about a future between us. When you get over your mad you'll see that."
Sally Ann stood, picked up her drink and threw it in Kayce's face. "The hell with you Kayce Randal. You'll get what's coming to you." She stomped out of the bar.
The waitress brought a bar towel to Kayce and he wiped off his face and his shirt the best he could. "Well, I guess that about covers it." He left the bar and went home.
The next evening he called Alyssa. "You said to call you when I broke up with Sally Ann. The deed is done and I won't be seeing her anymore."
"How did she take it?" Alyssa asked.
"Let's just say she wasn't too happy. Said some nasty things to and about me." He hesitated and added, "About you too."
"About me? What did I do?"
"Nothing but let me see Joel and not shine me on. Guess there's no pleasing everybody. Enough about her, when can I see you again? Not Joel just me and you."
"As it so happens, Joel has a play date and a sleep over with a neighbor's kids Saturday."
"Sounds great, Pick you up at 6?" Kayce asked. Alyssa agreed but asked what they were going to do. "Dress up a bit; we'll get a steak at Myron's in New Braunfels. Maybe come back home and have a drink at The Dude Ranch bar, maybe dance a time or two. What'cha think?"
"Steak sounds great. You can only eat so much Mac and cheese with hot dogs," Alyssa laughed. "What about stopping at The Corral."
"Er ah er," Kayce responded.
"Just kidding Kayce. I know you don't want to run into Sally Ann. The Dude Ranch will be fine."
The evening of their date Kayce dressed up, for him. He wore a new pair of dress jeans, a nice button down shirt with a sports jacket and bought a new pair of boots. Kayce had even washed and waxed his truck. Alyssa answered her door in a pretty yellow sun dress.
"You look beautiful," Kayce said as he walked her out to his truck.
"You clean up pretty good too, for a broken down oil worker," Alyssa said and laughed.
During dinner they talked about all kinds of things but they seemed to always drift back to Joel. Their hopes and dreams for their son. "Ally, you know I'm okay financially. With the settlement from the oil company because of the accident on the oil platform, I don't have to work much. I want Joel to have any and every thing he needs, but I want him to know how to work and earn stuff. I don't want to hand him everything. I've heard stories about kids that got everything and didn't turn out well. Joel deserves more than ending up a do nothing young punk. Sorry, got a little serious there."
"I agree Kayce. Between us I think we can do a good job with and for Joel. I like the way you think."
"Too heavy for a first date," Kayce said with a grin. "We had a great meal, let's go dance it off."
They came out of the steak house and drove to The Dude Ranch. Neither saw the pair of eyes watching or the person following them.
After very few drinks and a lot of dancing, they left the bar, arm and arm. Kayce's truck was parked at the far end of the parking lot and before they got to it, it just exploded. A huge fire ball erupted right where Kayce's truck sat. They stumbled back and watched the truck burn as they heard sirens coming closer.
"Oh my God," Alyssa said. "Your truck Kayce. What happened?"
"Sally Ann is what happened. I saw her sneak around the building. Didn't think much of it at the time but then my truck became a car-b-que."
"You sure? Kayce nodded. "What are you going to do?"
"Not worth the trouble to go after her really. She doesn't have money to replace the truck and putting her in jail won't help her attitude. Sides she's young and it could ruin her life."
"But you have to do something." Alyssa objected. "We could have been in the truck."
"I think she planned it better than that, it's why she hung around to set off whatever she did to the truck. She wanted me to see her revenge. The Sheriff is a friend of mine. I'll tell him what happened and he'll have a serious word with her, maybe threaten her with jail. Should put an end to it. Guess that's the end of the affair, huh."
Kayce and Alyssa along with Joel spent more and more time together. After 3 months, Alyssa and Joel moved out to the ranch. It was about 30 minutes to Alyssa's job and Kayce took over the duties of taking Joel to school and then picking him up.
Alyssa and Kayce were able to recapture their feelings from years previous and got married on Joel's birthday. Joel did double duty both as the ring bearer and Kayce's best man. He marched down the aisle like a little solider and stood proud and as tall as he could next to Kayce. So over the years they had two reasons for celebrating that the day. The young couple took a short three day honeymoon, while Mrs. Jordan watched Joel.
A few days after their return Joel and Kayce were sitting on the front porch swing waiting for Alyssa to come home from work. Joel squirmed around for a minute and asked, "Can I call you Daddy now?"
Damn this dust, Kayce thought as his eyes started to fill with tears. "I'd like that very much Joel. Fact is we'll start the legal stuff tomorrow to change your name to Randal." Joel climbed onto Kayce's lap and hugged him as hard as a 5 year could.
Alyssa made it home and after Joel had been put to bed, protesting the whole time, Alyssa pulled Kayce back out onto the front porch. She sat him down in the swing and climbed onto his lap. She put her arms around his neck and said "It might be time to start looking for another colt or filly."
"Why would we want another young horse?" Kayce was puzzled.
"We're going to have a baby in about 7 ½ months. You don't want the little one to be upset and jealous of Joel, do you?
The End.
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By Woodmanone: copyright March 2025
I thought I was pretty much done writing but that pesky minx, Randi, keeps dragging me into special stories. Bless her, it gives me the: motivation to get off my butt and write again; at least for her collection.
This is my entry to her latest event "Legend's Day: One More".
The story has been self edited due to a couple of things. First as I mentioned above, I'm not writing much anymore and time constraints caught up to me. Second, the kind gentlemen who offered to help by editing in January, 2016 has passed away. He became more than an editor he became a good friend and I miss him.
Constructive comments, critiques, and emails are welcome and appreciated.
Thank you for taking the time to read and comment on my story.
********************
As with many people in the US, I watched the events of 9/11 with shock, sadness, compassion and a great deal of anger. So much anger that on September 13, I enlisted in the Army and went to war.
War will teach you many things about yourself. As Corporal Heath Daniels, I'd learned that I could function and reason even when I was so afraid that I wanted to throw up and pee down my leg. I'd learned that a person could and would force themselves to do amazing things because of a sense of duty. Courtesy of war, I had a run in with an IED just outside of Fallujah, Iraq, a confrontation that I lost. Consequently, I was medically discharge and given a disability pension because my left leg didn't work normally anymore. Mostly I could control my limp, but when I was tired it showed. Hell of an education for a 23-year-old boy.
I did what I felt was my duty, but all in all, I had about all the lessons from war that I care to. I've learned enough for a lifetime.
After coming back to the world and rehab, I tried to rejoin the rat race. My college degree was in Business Management and I went to work for the bank I'd been employed by before my enlistment. I found that computing compound interest, or saying good morning to surly demanding customers and explaining why I, the bank, couldn't approve a loan for a deserving or even undeserving customer, didn't seem all that important anymore. My attempt lasted about a year, and I decided the hell with it.
I was no longer the bright eyed, bushy tailed, young man I had been. Now I was a seasoned war veteran with little of the joy and anticipation of most young people. I thought about things other than the climb up the corporate ladder. The disability pension enabled me to do what I wanted, as long as I didn't play like one of the rich and famous. What I wanted was to travel around the US anywhere and anytime. So now, with a strong belief in Carpe Diem, I bought a Harley, sold everything that I couldn't fit on the bike and hit the road.
I could get by on the disability check, which was direct deposited in my bank in St. Louis, so I didn't have to work. If I found someplace that I liked, sometimes I'd get a job, usually in construction, and hang around until the urge to move on hit me. Then I would pack the saddlebags on my Harley and ride off into the sunset.
People seeing me on my Heritage Softtail Classic probably thought I was an outlaw biker; of course, not many outlaw bikers ride a full dressed Harley. At a little over average height at 6' 3 and wearing a leather vest with "Born to Hang" on the back, I understood why people would think I was a "Hell's Angel" or something as sinister. I've got dark brown eyes and black hair worn long so it comes down over my collar. I'm broad at the shoulder and narrow at the hip and no one gives any lip.... Wait, that's lyrics to a song. My shoulders are wide but my waist isn't as narrow as it had been in the Army; too many fast-food burgers and fries, I guess. I'm not fat but I'm not the hard body I'd been in the service; few men are.
For three years I traveled the country with no plans, no agenda, and no deadlines. There were places in the southwest and on the west coast I visited that I'd always wanted to; I even made a short trip to Mexico. It was on my way back east that I found myself in an area I knew well. I was cruising through Heber Springs, a town in north-central Arkansas, about 70 miles north of Little Rock. It sat in a valley surrounded by very high hills or small mountains: your point of view was tainted by where you were from. To the people of Colorado, used to the Rocky Mountains, they were hills; to the people from the flat land of Kansas, they were mountains.
Heber Springs was a farming town. and had developed a robust tourist trade, as much of the community borders Greer's Ferry Lake. The Greer's Ferry dam was built by the Army Corp of Engineers and finished in 1962. The reason it was built was for flood control of the Little Red River. The lake has 340 miles of shore line and is a recreational paradise.
My grandparents had lived in Higdon, a small farming community, when the dam was built. The lake that would back up behind Greer's Ferry Dam when it was completed would put the small town under 200 feet of water. The land and town were purchased by the government, and the residents moved up into the hills that would surround the new lake. Not wanting to live near their flooded farm and home, my grandparents moved to Heber Springs. They were gone, but they had purchased a house just off the town square with the money received for their farm in Higdon. I spent most of my summers with them from age 7 to age 18, when I got too cool to go live in that hick town.
My grandparents left their home to me when they passed. Their funeral when I was 21 was the last time I'd been there. I listed the property with a realtor and received a check for it about a year later. I was now 26 and hadn't been to Heber Springs for five years. It hadn't changed much in that time. I doubted that the kids I'd hung with stayed in Heber Springs. The last year, when I was 17, that I visited my grandparents, all most of them could talk about was getting out of town. I hadn't seen any of them at the funeral.
The town had prospered without becoming a boom area; the perfect small-town community. In the center of town was a park that was a city block on each side. It was all shade trees, hickory and oak mostly, and large grass areas for picnics and such. One end of the park had a small playground for children, with slides and swings and seesaws.
In the middle of "The Springs Park" was a roofed pavilion with a poured concrete floor. The springs the town was named for flowed into natural troughs under this pavilion. The water from these springs, there are three of them, was available to any and all residents; or to visitors and tourists. Many of the old timers of Heber Springs and the surrounding area swore by the medicinal qualities of those three springs.
Spring number one had a mild sulfur content, and people drank the water like others would buy bottled water. People would come from all over, some as far away as 30 miles, to fill milk jugs, coolers and water bottles, and then they would take the water for home use. Everyone who drank the water swore it helped flush out the toxins they'd absorbed out of their bodies.
Spring number two was called White Springs because of an almost milky appearance and the higher concentration of sulfur. Again, people came from miles around to fill containers with the water to take home. White Springs water was a diuretic and a mild laxative, so people didn't drink the water until they needed to. Sort of a delicate subject, but this problem is something everyone has experienced. Still, the old timers would drink a large glass every three or four days. Many of these people grew up in a time when there weren't that many doctors, so they had to treat themselves.
Spring number three was marked with a warning sign. That is Black Springs, and it had a heavy concentration of black sulfur. My grandfather said you would drink a large glass of it, put one had over your mouth, one hand over your butt, and head for the bathroom. If you were lucky, you'd make it before an accident happened.
I stopped at the park and walked to the pavilion. There was a dipper hanging on a post next to each of the springs. I took a dipper of spring number one and drank it. It had a medicine-like taste and reminded me of when I was young and carefree. The biggest worry I had back then was if we were going to be able to go to Greer's Ferry Lake for fishing.
The bitter taste of the water made me grimace and as I turned, I saw a pretty girl trying to hide her laughter at the look on my face.
"It's not nice to laugh at people, especially strangers," I said with a grin.
"I'm sorry," she said holding out a hand to add emphasis to her apology. Then she ruined it and broke up laughing again. "Y'all just looked so funny," she offered when she got control of herself.
Her voice had that country girl, southern style drawl, even though we weren't in the Deep South. The words slid out slowly like molasses and felt really good on your ears.
I took the extended hand, which I'm sure she didn't intend, and I notice a look of concern on her face. Shaking the hand I said, "I'm Heath Daniels, your comic relief for the morning." Then I released her hand.
She smiled and asked, "Heath? That's an unusual name. "
"Yeah, unfortunately my mother was an English Lit major in college and fell in love with Emily Bronte's works." I have no idea why I went into so much detail except that I felt an instant connection with her.
"You mean like Heathcliff from Wuthering Heights?"
I nodded, no longer embarrassed by my name or the jokes about it; I'd been living with it for all my life.
"I'm Alyssa Jennings, and I am sorry for laughing at y'all, Heathcliff," she said, still smiling. Alyssa got a more serious look on her face. "There's a storm coming in." She pointed over my shoulder.
I turned and saw a dark gray and black cloud of a summer thunderstorm slowly drifting over the mountains west of the town. There was lightning flashing in the cloud and as it blocked out the sun in the valley, it started to rain.
Walking toward her car, Alyssa said, "Nice to meet you Heathcliff, but I need to get home and close some windows. It's gonna be a gully washer and the wind is gonna blow hard. Y'all better go too."
"Got no place to go," I replied. "I'll just sit it out right here."
As I hurried to my Harley, Alyssa honked at me and drove away. I started my bike and rode it under the pavilion, out of the weather. Not as good as a garage, but at least it's better than letting it sit out in the wind and rain, I thought. Hope nobody minds me parking here. A Heber Springs Police patrol car slowly drove past the park. The officer looked at me, waved his hand and drove on. I sat on a picnic bench and watched the storm roll across the valley. Alyssa was right; the rain came in torrents and the wind blew very hard. After about 25 minutes, the black clouds passed and the sun came out.
There was a rainbow over the town and the sky was full of puffy clouds and color. "The blue sky looks like a watercolor painting, with all the reds, yellows and white clouds," I said aloud.
I got up, wiped down the bike where a few stray drops of rain had hit and threw a leg over the seat. Starting the Harley, I carefully rode back to the street and turned for the town center. There had been a very good diner across from city hall that served the best food in the county; I wanted to see if it was still there.
Belle's BBQ stand looked just like it did the last time I was here. Sure hasn't changed much, I said to myself, as I got off my bike in front of the old time eatery. Stepping inside, I thought, Ain't done much with the interior fixtures either.
The BBQ joint was in an old diner that had gone out of business more than 20 years previously. Belle bought the small building for a song and Belle's BBQ was born. There was a counter with stools on the right as you entered and a row of booths against the left wall. In the middle of the room between the counter and the booths were five tables that would seat four people at each one. The counter's laminate top had worn through to the wood backing in several places. You could tell which of the stools were the favorites by the worn counter in front of them.
The booths and tables weren't in much better condition. The tabletops in the booths were wood, covered by faded worn linoleum and some of the benches had splits in the vinyl seats which had been repaired with duct tape. The center tables had the same linoleum tops and few of the chairs matched.
"My kind of place," I said in a low voice as I found a seat at a corner booth. The smell of BBQ flowed like a wave from the service opening behind the counter.
A woman of indeterminate age came through a set of full-length swinging doors to the right of the opening. Her hair had once been a bright red, almost orange in fact, but age had faded it and changed much of the color to gray; although she still had the piercing cornflower blue eyes. Other than the gray streaks in her hair, Belle hadn't changed much either, I thought. About the same build: round, as when I was a kid; maybe a few more wrinkles.
She heard the tinkle of the bell over the entry door when I came in. She looked up and saw me sitting in the booth, grabbed a glass and a pitcher of ice water and walked over. Setting the glass on the table, she poured and ice chunks clinked into the glass with the water.
"The usual, Heath?" she asked with a grin.
"Hello, Belle. Yeah, that'd be great."
Belle turned toward the service opening and yelled, "Jasper, give me a Carolina pulled pork sandwich with steak fries and beans; extra sauce on the side." She turned back to me and asked, "What to drink?"
"Sweet tea, large glass please."
"Be right back," Belle replied and went to get my drink. She brought back what looked must have been a half gallon glass of tea. "When'd you get back?"
"Rode in today; stopped by Spring Park and got caught in the thunderstorm."
Belle smiled and punched me on the arm. "Been sorta dull around here without you raising hell. Gonna stay for a spell?"
"Don't really know. Got no particular place to go and lots of time to get there. Been like a tumbleweed the last three years. Maybe I'll hang around for a while. Course, I might hit the road tomorrow, too."
"Been nine years since you stayed with your grandparents and five years since their funeral. What have you been doing with yourself?"
I thought about glossing over the last three years, but Belle was one of the good people and deserved an answer. Just as I finished telling her about my stint with the Army, Jasper yelled, "Order up." Belle brought my food. "Good to see you, Heath. Now put yourself around that sandwich. I'll talk to you later."
Belle gave me a chance to "put myself around that sandwich" and then slid into the booth across from me. She put a slice of apple pie, looked like a quarter of the pie, in front of me. "On the house; I remember how much you used to like my pies."
Swallowing a huge bite of the pie, I said, "Belle, I'd marry you just for your pies."
"Don't think you could keep up with me, youngster," she replied with a laugh. "Sides, I don't think Jasper would cotton to the idea much."
"You and Jasper together?" I asked, more out of politeness than anything. "Must be a hell of a man to have landed you," I teased.
"After Earl died four years ago, I was working myself to the bone trying to keep the place open. Jasper came through town and asked for a job. Guess seeing each other for twelve hours a day sorta brought us together. Been married going on three years now."
Jasper stuck his head through the service opening, and asked, "I hear my name being bandied about?"
"Shut up and get back to work, lazy bones," Belle yelled, good naturedly.
A laugh and a "Yes Dear" was his only response, and he disappeared back into his lair.
Belle talked as I finished the pie; telling me about the few changes in Heber Springs since I'd been there. "Most all of your crowd left when they got out of school or turned 18." She paused for a bit and added, "Lea is still here, though. Moved back after her divorce and got a place out by the county line."
The name brought back memories, some pleasant some not, of my visits to my grandparents. Lea Watkins and I had been...well, Lea and Heath since I was 11. During the summer months if you saw one of us, look close, and you'd see the other. We only had the summers and a few holidays to be together, but it was understood that we were a pair. The fall and winter months were just an interruption until we could be together again. That was the way it was until the summer I turned 17.
I came roaring into town the day after school let out in my "new" car: a beat up 56 Chevy Biscayne. The car's body needed work, but the engine and drive train were solid. It had been a present from my folks. After stopping at my grandparents, the first place I headed was to Lea's house.
"Hello, Heath," Mrs. Watkins said when she answered my knock on the door. "Back for the summer again?"
"Hi, Mrs. Watkins. Yeah, I'm here again. Is Lea at home?" I saw a sort of cloud cross her face.
"Lea's at the ballgame with some friends. Why don't you come back tomorrow?"
"Naw, I'll just go over to the game and meet her. Thanks Mrs. Watkins, see you later."
I almost ran to my car and headed for the American Legion ball diamond. As I stepped to the bottom of the bleachers, I could see Lea and some others sitting in the top row. Taking the steps, two at a time, I joined them.
"Hey Lea, I'm back," I said. I expected her to get up, hug me and sit down beside me. That wasn't what I got.
"She's with me now, Heath," Billy Sims said, stood and stepped between Lea and I.
"The hell you say," I responded. "Better sit down, Billy, fore you get more than you bargained for."
He turned sideways, still between Lea and me, and ordered, "Ask her yourself."
Lea had her head down and didn't look up until I called her name.
"Lea?"
"I'm sorry, Heath, but Billy and I are going steady now," she said and finally looked at me. There were tears in her eyes.
"So you best just run along," Billy told me and put his hand on my shoulder to push me away. The next thing, everyone was watching Billy bounce down the steps of the bleachers. He landed on his back and sat up, putting his hands to his bleeding nose.
"Keep your hands to yourself, Billy," I stated in a loud voice. I looked at Lea one more time and stomped away.
So began the worst summer of my life. My folks, after twenty years of waiting, were on a two-month cruise, so I couldn't go home. Every place I went I ran into Lea and Billy. If I went to Greer's Ferry Lake fishing, I saw them and a group on a picnic or party barge or something. If I took a hike or drive along the Little Red River, I saw Lea and Billy swimming. In town, I'd see them at the Jolly Cone or Kelly's Drug store at the soda fountain. I couldn't seem to keep away from them unless I stayed at the house.
Finally, mercifully, my parents came home and I could get away. I went home, back to school, and then on to college and Lea's memory was pushed into the past. I later heard that Lea and Billy had gotten married and moved to Kansas City.
"Heath...Heath," Belle said. "Where you at boy?"
"Sorry, just living in the past for a few minutes Belle. So any others of the old gang still around?"
"Well... Billy's back too. From what I hear, he tried to convince Lea not to let the divorce go through." Belle gave me an evil little grin. "Didn't work though, she had the Sheriff run him off. He's still in town, but he stays away from Lea. Guess one night in the hoosegow was enough for him."



Belle watched me closely as she talked about Billy. "You plan on looking him up? Or her?"
"What for? I didn't like him before and I see no reason to change my mind now." I looked at Belle's grin and knew what she was thinking. "And Lea made her choice years ago, so no, I won't be looking for her either." She wondered if I was going to get back at Billy for taking Lea; to get revenge.
"Revenge for revenge's sake is overrated," I said. "In Iraq, trying to get revenge when one of my men was killed is what put me in contact with the IED. I think it was Jean-Paul Sartre who said, "Getting revenge can sometimes be like cracking open an egg shell and having nothing come out." I saw the surprised look on Belle's face. "There's not a lot to do in Bumfuck, Iraq so I read everything I could get my hands on; even a book by a French philosopher," I told her with a small grin.
"You never came back after Lea and Billy started going together. I thought you'd come back and whip his ass," Belle said sounding disappointed.
"If you remember, I did that the day I found out about them." I shook my head. "No, I won't be looking up Billy. Lea made her choice so he wouldn't have been there without her say so. Besides, the next year I graduated from high school. I worked that summer and every summer, school breaks and holidays too, so I could go to college. Didn't have time to worry about old girl friends."
I grinned and looked Belle in the eyes. "This is the type of stuff a guy would normally tell his bartender," I joked.
"Hell, boy, I tended bar for 20 years before I opened this place." I had finished my BBQ and the pie. "Good to see a man eat like a man," Belle said as she stood up. "Too many people worried about carbs and all that other bullshit. Come back and see me fore you leave town, ya hear? Food's on the house." She walked back into the kitchen and started yelling at Jasper about something.
Getting a little late in the day to hit the road, I thought after finishing my meal and as I started my bike. Think I'll gas up and find a motel for the night; hit the road again in the morning. I drove through downtown, but passed up several big chain motels that had been built to take advantage of the tourist trade. I chose a place called Hotel Heber Springs Lakeside; A fancy name for a typical Midwest motel. The room was more than I needed but it did have a small refrigerator for beer and such, a coffee maker and it was clean. If I decided to stay for a few days it would do.
I slept late the next morning, 9 AM was late for me, anyway. Packed up my "go" bag and got on the bike looking for breakfast. As I drove passed Belle's place I noticed a sign I had missed the day before. It was a large painted sign that said: Belle's Best food in the county. Breakfast, Dinner and Supper. The word dinner had been crossed out and the word Lunch had replaced it. Belle had never served breakfast before, so I stopped. If her other meals were as good as her BBQ, it was the place to eat.
This time Belle's had several people in it. All of the booths and most of the tables had customers eating breakfast. Must be pretty good, I thought as I took the end seat at the counter and picked up a menu. A listing of yogurt, raw oatmeal, fruit plates and non-gluten breads and rolls were there. This was all health nut type of food. It wasn't what I expected from Belle's.
Belle entered through the swinging doors and came to my spot at the counter. She grabbed the menu and placed it back into a holder. "This crap isn't for you, Heath. It's for all the artsy fartsy city folk. She pointed to a large chalk board on the rear wall. "That's for real folks who want a real breakfast. Hell, I'll give you the Big Country Breakfast." Belle went to entry to the kitchen and yelled "Jasper, a Big Country Breakfast; it's for Heath."
"So, when did you become a full-fledged restaurant?" I asked.
"It's been about two years now," she replied. "There were some things needing done at the house and to this place and money was a little tight. Jasper saw all the business at the chain motels and their eateries and suggested we could get in on some of that." Belle smiled and then giggled. "He damn sure was right; the place is seldom empty and sometimes there is a long wait to get a table. Had to repaint my sign though, too many city folk don't understand down here, dinner means lunch. I'll send my girl over with your coffee."
I had my back to the counter watching the other customers. Several were eating granola, yogurt and other things off the printer menu, but there were more obviously eating a real breakfast from the chalk board. "I assumed you wanted black coffee," I heard and turned back to the counter. Alyssa Jennings was filling a large mug with no handle with coffee.
"This is a nice surprise," I greeted her. "Didn't know you worked for Belle."
"I fill in sometimes when there is a need, especially on the weekends in the summer. Rest of the time I work with my dad at his boat yard."
Belle returned from the kitchen balancing two very large platters on her arm as waitresses have done forever. One platter held scrambled eggs, two large sausage patties, four strips of bacon and a large slice of country ham. The other one had two large biscuits covered in gravy. She sat the food down and said, "That ought to hold you until supper."
One of the swinging doors to the kitchen opened but I didn't see anyone using it, until the biggest cat I'd ever seen hopped up on the back counter and strutted down to our end of the diner. "What the hell is that?" I asked in disbelief. That was obviously a cat. I'd never seen one so large. It had to be 2 feet long, about 18 inches tall and looked to weight over 20 pounds.
Belle smiled, reached over and stroked the cat's ears. "This is Sheba. When she showed up I took her to the vet and found out she is a Savannah; an offshoot of a wild African cat called a Serval."
"Never thought you'd own a cat; thought you would be a dog person."
"I do like dogs, got two hounds at home. You're right, you own dogs but a cat like Sheba is her own person. Cats aren't owed; cats have staff. So we're her staff."
Sheba jumped from the back counter to a place close to my food, sat down and looked at me. "She's waiting for you to feed her," Belle told me with a grin.
I cut off a piece of sausage and offered it to the cat. She sniffed at the offering, took it from my fingers and ate it. Then Sheba licked my fingers and rubbed her face against my hand. She jumped back to the back counter, down to the floor and pushed through the door into the kitchen.
"You've been accepted," Belle laughed.
"Now that my acceptance is settled, I'll finish my breakfast and head out." Belle went back to the kitchen and Alyssa checked up the customers; refilling coffee cups and water glasses.
Ten minutes later, Belle was back in front of me; Sheba came with her and jumped on the counter close to me. "Where you headed, Heath, and why?" she asked.
"Don't really know," I replied. "Like I said yesterday, I got no particular place to be and a lot of time to get there." I thought for a little and continued, "Might run up to St. Louis. See the Gateway Arch again, take the Anheuser-Bush tour again; maybe visit a restaurant."
"The Arch is still big and silver, and the Bush tour is the same as the last time you took it." She stared at me for several seconds and added, "Why don't you stay around here?"
I cocked my head a little, shared another piece of sausage with Sheba and said, "Why do you care so much? I appreciate the concern, but we've never been really close, so why the concern."
Belle turned and grabbed the coffee pot off the warmer and refilled my cup: she also poured a cup for herself. "I was very close to your grandparents near the end; especially your grandma. She worried about you, wanted you to settle somewhere. That's why she left you their house when they passed. She hoped you'd move to Heber and stay."
"I couldn't, I just couldn't. My brain and thoughts were all messed up; still are somewhat. I'll travel until I don't have to anymore."
Belle wasn't going to give up. "You know, I was the one bought your grandparents place when it put it on the market. Thought I'd fix it up and use it like a vacation rental type place; never got around to it. Stay around for a few days; stay at the old house and I'll feed you. Maybe your brain can get un-messed up."
For the first time in years, I began to think about stopping the one-man tour of the United States. Heber would be a good place to stop. "Okay, Belle, I'll stay for a couple of days. Not promising anything, but I'll stay for a while."
Belle took a key from the pocket of her apron and handed it to me. "You know where the old place is, it's clean has utilities and such." She smiled. "Even got clean bedding and a few things to make it livable."
"Pretty sure of yourself, aren't you?"
"Not really, but if you plan ahead things generally come out right. If you decide to stay, I'll buy what's needed and you can fix up the house. That'll be your rent. Doubt you'll want lunch after that breakfast, so see you at supper if you've a mind to." Belle returned to the kitchen. I finished my coffee, stood and let my belt out a notch after that breakfast and turned to leave.
"Where you headed?" Alyssa asked.
"Gas station, then to the house to check it out," I answered. "After that no plans, run around town maybe take a ride over to the lake."
"Could you give me a ride to my dad's boatyard? My car was acting up so Dad had to drop me off. It's about twenty miles over on the lake, so sort of like a two bird's thing."
"Sounds like a plan; meet you out front."
Alyssa joined me and I noticed what she was wearing for the first time. She wore a tee shirt with name of the boat yard and a short skirt. I hadn't noticed as she was behind the counter. "You're gonna be exposed a bit straddling my bike," I said pointing to the shirt.
She grinned. "Not really a problem, I have my bikini on, so they won't see anything more than when I'm swimming. Besides, every guy needs a thrill once in a while." She waited as I got on the bike and climbed up behind me.
"You ever ride as a passenger before." I asked.
Alyssa nodded and added, "I've got a dirt bike and a 500CC Honda street bike, so I know the rules. Let's hit it."
We took off toward the last service station before leaving town. I pulled up to a pump and shut the bike down. Alyssa got off and headed into the store connected to the station. "Gonna get some snacks for later," she said.
I filled the tank with high grade gasoline, being careful to not drip gas on my paint job. Alyssa was talking to another person as she returned. It was Lea, my long-ago girlfriend.
"