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Chapter 1 
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Late in the afternoon, a beat-up Ford 4-wheel drive, faded blue pickup rolled to a stop in front of the Kirkland Cafe and bar. An arm reached out the driver's side window and pulled the door latch on the outside to open the door. A leg with a new cast from ankle to knee slid out followed by its partner, who caught the weight of the man when he stood up next to the truck. He was six foot one, two hundred pounds. Dressed in a denim shirt and denim pants, his hair was shot with gray. A gray handlebar mustache graced his upper lip. A pair of dark aviator sunglasses covered his brown eyes. He reached into the back of the truck, retrieved a pair of crutches, and using them, started to the concrete steps that led to the store. 

Stopping at the foot of the steps, he contemplates the five steep steps. The waitress from the cafe had been watching out the window, she came out, took the crutches, and helped the man up the steps. At the top, he grunted a thank you and crow hopped into the cafe where he went to a table and collapsed into a chair. Without a word, the waitress brought him a cup of coffee. Again, he mumbled a thank you. The waitress dressed in a white blouse and denim pants, pulled out a chair across from the man and sat down. She was a pretty brown-haired woman of 45 years. Concern showed in the crow's feet around her eyes. "Alright, what happened Don?" she asked. 

Don looked up from his coffee, "Some jerk cut my fence next to the highway. The cows got out. I saddled the bomber and went to put them back. It was after dark when I got them in and the fence fixed. On the way home, somebody whizzed by and honked. Bomber jumped sideways and fell into a washout. Broke my leg. I stayed with him when he got up or I'd be laying there still." 

"Why don't you sell that horse? Someday he will hurt you badly." The waitress said with a concerned voice. 

"This ain't bad?" Don said, 

"Oh, he’ll come around in time. He has a lot of potential.

"Do you want something to eat? The kitchen is still open." The waitress stood up. 

"Norma? when are you going to quit mother-hening me? Yes, I want a ham sandwich." Don grumbled. "Has anybody been around hunting work? I'll need to hire somebody for a while." 

A little short man with a stripped railroad cap and bib overalls sat at the counter. "There's a fellow camped down by the tracks down there. Want I should go get him?" 

"Is he cowboy or a railroader like you, Shorty?" Don asked. 

"Oh, he looks just regular, Don." 

Shorty was already going out the back door. 

Norma brought the sandwich and the coffeepot to refill Don's cup. "You want me to come keep your house and cook for you? You won't be able to for a while." She asked. 

"You're bound and determined to get into my house. No, I can get around enough to feed myself. But you could bring me a bill of groceries in a day or so." Don was fishing in his shirt pocket for a bottle of pain pills. 

Through the back door came Shorty and a young man. He wore a plaid cotton shirt and khaki pants that were a bit baggy. Brogan shoes on his feet and a cheap straw hat balanced on his head. He needed a shave. 

Don guessed him to be late twentys. "You ever work around cattle?" Don asked. 

"Some, back in north Texas." The man answered. 

"What are you doing here if ya don't mind me asking?" Don took a bite of his sandwich. 

"I got out of the army a year ago. Been bumming around seeing the country. I worked for old man Garver in Arlington, Texas about five months. He had Herford cows and quarter horses. "The man explained. 

"Well this won't be like Texas. But if you’re willing to learn, I'll teach ya what we do here. You’ll be by yourself a lot. I won't be much help for a couple of months. If ya wanna give it a go, get your gear and meet outside at the truck." Don finished the sandwich. 

"My name is Dale Russy. I'll go give it a whirl." Dale turned on his heel and went out the door. 

Don stood and dug in his pant’s pocket and pulled out a wad of cash. He counted out a hundred dollars and laid it on the table. 

Norma looked at it and asked, "Just what do you want me to buy?" 

"I butchered a while back. We got meat, beans, rice, onions, and whatever else you think. Flour and bacon. Hell, surprise me." Don turned on his crutches and started for the door. 

Norma was picking up the cash. 

Don almost fell on the steps, but Dale caught him before he did. Dale had thrown his bedding and a war bag in the back of the truck. Don looked at him. "Can you drive?" He asked. 

"I don't have a license" Dale stammered. "I didn't ask if you did, I asked can you drive?" Don growled. 

When the beat-up truck pulled away from the cafe, Dale Russy was behind the wheel. 

Norma folded the cash and put it in her apron pocket. Hard-headed old fart. I hope that young man is tough. Don will work the hide from his bones. 
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When they rolled into the ranch yard, Don pointed to a spot in front of the house. "Park over there," was all he said. The house was painted white with red trim. A 3-foot tall sheep wire fence circled the yard. The gate sagged on its hinges. Don hobbled up onto the porch, he pointed to a side door with his crutch, "Your room is there. I'll call you at 3 for breakfast and chores. Good night." 

Dale stood there in the dark for a moment. 

Don slammed the door behind him. 

Dale stepped over to the side door and opened it. Inside, he could make out a bed along one wall. Stepping in he found a pull string for a light. When he pulled it, he was surprised at the sight. The room was spotless, with a bed and a dresser, and behind a curtain, he found a bathroom with a small shower and toilet. He hadn't had a place this nice since he left the army. He decided right then and there that no matter how crabby Don was, he was going to stick it out here as long as he could stand it. He threw his sleeping bag on the bed and fell into it. A banging on the door woke him. Sitting up in the dark he said. "Yeah?" 

"Roll out, horses need graining; I'll have breakfast when you come back. Be sure the mule gets a full measure of grain in her feeder by herself." 
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