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        DISCLAIMERS

      

      

      This is a work of biographical fiction. While it is based on the life and historical record of Bee Adkins, the events, dialogues, thoughts, and feelings presented are the product of the author's imagination and are not intended to be a factual account.

      Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or to events, is entirely coincidental, except for those historical figures and events that have been used as a factual basis for this work of fiction. The author has taken creative liberties to dramatize and interpret historical events and characters for the purpose of storytelling.

      While meticulous research was conducted to ensure historical accuracy, this book is a novel. It is not intended to be a definitive historical record, but rather a re-imagining of Bee’s life and experiences. This work should not be construed as a factual or literal account of the lives of any individuals still living.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preface

          

        

      

    

    
      Where my own memories of my grandfather, Bee Adkins, should be, there are only the stories others have told me. He died when I was two, leaving behind not a presence but an echo—a collection of stories told around the kitchen table by my mother, Vina, and her siblings. These were tales of a quiet, capable man, a wise and grizzled outdoorsman from a world that was already fading into myth.

      In time, the family narrative was enriched by more public accounts. I discovered the work of Dan Mannix, the author and hunter who became a close friend of Bee’s and famously used our family as inspiration for his book The Fox and the Hound. The most profound discovery, however, came from Bee himself. At Mannix’s urging, my grandfather—a man with only a third-grade education—began to write down his own stories. Transcribed by my grandmother, Viola, these raw, handwritten accounts allowed the man himself to speak, lending an unfiltered, authentic voice to the history my mother would spend years researching and preserving.

      My work began as an attempt to synthesize this rich but fragmented inheritance: the oral histories, the genealogical data, the published works, and Bee’s own powerful, unadorned prose. The research gave me the skeleton of a life—the dates, the locations, the events. It gave me the what. But the soul of the story remained elusive until I began to ask why. Why did he leave? Why did he stay? Why did he fight?

      In the space created by that question, the motivations, emotions, and hidden struggles began to surface. I realized that the quiet man from the family stories contained a life more epic and conflicted than any of us had ever imagined. The Bee Adkins book series is my effort to give that life a voice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      My goal in writing this novel was not to present a definitive biography, but to explore Bee Adkins’s life from a different perspective, focusing on the key events that shaped his life, the challenges he faced, his inner struggles, and his relationships.

      This story is an homage to Bee Adkins, written to introduce his remarkable life to a new audience in a vivid and accessible way.

      To create a compelling narrative, the timeline of certain events has been compressed or reordered. Character traits have been emphasized, and certain minor figures are composites of several historical people.

      This novel explores the emotional and psychological landscape of Bee Adkins, an area of his life that is largely unrecorded. The author has attempted to create a plausible inner world for the character based on known actions and writings.

      A list of sources, including magazine and newspaper articles, books, letters, government records and historical documents, can be found at the end of this book. While every effort was made to adhere to historical fact, the internal thoughts and private conversations of the characters are a product of the author's imagination.

      The historical details have been drawn from the listed sources as well as oral histories, and audio and video recordings, but where gaps in the record exist, the author has created plausible scenarios to weave a cohesive narrative.
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        Living on the road my friend

        Was gonna keep you free and clean

        And now you wear your skin like iron

        And your breath as hard as kerosene

      

        

      
        Weren't your mama's only boy

        But her favorite one it seems

        She began to cry when you said goodbye

        And sank into your dreams

      

      

      
        
        Pancho & Lefty, Townes Van Zandt

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      There are moments in history when the world seems to hold its breath, caught between what it was and what it is about to become. The early 1900s in the American Southwest was one such moment—a time when the dust of the “Old West” was settling, and the roar of the modern age was just beginning to echo across the plains. It was a time of violent contradiction, where families still battled drought, desperation, and the unforgiving laws of the land, even as automobiles and telegraph wires promised a new era of convenience and connection.

      This novel chronicles the life of one such man, Bee Adkins, born into this crucible of change. Forged by a harsh upbringing and a father whose love was buried deep beneath a preacher’s pride, Bee learned early that survival was a skill to be mastered. From the dusty farms of Texas to the unforgiving homesteads of New Mexico, and into the heart of a revolutionary Mexico, his journey is a microcosm of a nation outgrowing its own myths.

      Possessed of a hunter’s eye, a horseman’s instinct, and a reluctant gunhand’s steady nerve, Bee’s life becomes a testament to the skills a man needed to endure. Yet, this is not merely a story of survival. It is an exploration of the thin line between protector and predator, between necessary violence and the corrosion of the soul. It asks a question that haunted many men of that generation: How do you build a peaceful life with hands that have been hardened by violence?

      While presented as a novel, the story of Bee Dee Adkins is rooted in the very real struggles of his family as they carved a life from the parched earth of the Southwest. It is a tribute to the generation that stood with one foot in the stirrup of a bygone era and the other on the running board of the twentieth century.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            1903

          

        

      

    

    
      WELCOME TO THE WORLD

      The curtain shuddered in the spring wind, a thin blade of light cutting across the dark room as Mandie gripped the headboard, her body tightening against another surge of pain. 

      Van's voice boomed from the other room, 'Quit your cryin' or you'll get nothing!' The harsh words cut through Mandie's pain as her knuckles turned white, shaking the headboard. Their two-year-old, Andy, was hungry, but Van had little patience for tears.

      The pain came in waves now, closer together, more intense. The small bedroom in their modest farmhouse felt stifling despite the cool spring air filtering through the open window.

      "Not much longer now, Mandie," the midwife murmured, her weathered hands checking the progress with practiced efficiency.

      Mandie nodded, trying to ignore her husband's angry outbursts and focus on her breathing. The stress in her chest built higher with his voice than it did with each contraction. This was her fourth time in labor, and the familiarity of it brought both comfort and dread. She struggled to block out the battle in the other room and thought of her previous births as she waited for the next contraction.

      Her first, Herman, had come quickly after only six hours of labor. Then Royle two years later and Van Andrew a year and a half after that. Royle had passed away just two weeks before his first birthday, while Herman had passed a mere seven months later, not yet four; both taken by whooping cough. The memory of their tiny coffins still haunted her dreams.

      "Push now, Mandie," the midwife instructed, bringing her back to the present.

      Van entered the room and grumbled something she couldn't hear, then began to pace at the foot of the bed, his face a mask of frustration and concern poorly disguised as stoicism. He was a farmer and a man of God, a Presbyterian minister turned farmer who preached compassion but struggled to practice it in the harsh realities of their daily life. The community knew his temper well.

      "The Lord gives strength to those who endure," he recited, more to himself than to her.

      Mandie bore down with all her might, remembering how to work with the pain rather than against it. The familiar burning sensation intensified as the baby's head crowned.

      "I can see it!" the midwife announced. "One more good push."

      With a final, tremendous effort, Mandie felt the release as her child slid into the world. The room filled with the lusty cries of a newborn boy, strong and insistent.

      Andy's cries from the other room stopped abruptly, as if recognizing there was someone new in his world.

      "A son," Van declared, his voice softening momentarily. "Praise be." He would grow to be a big help working the farm.

      The midwife cleaned the baby efficiently before placing him in Mandie's arms. Despite her exhaustion, joy bloomed in her chest as she gazed at his red, wrinkled face.

      "What shall we name him?" the midwife asked, preparing to record the birth in her ledger.

      Van stepped closer to the bed. "I've been thinking on it. He should have a name with history, with meaning."

      Mandie looked up at her husband, waiting. Names were his domain, especially for sons.

      "Barnard Elliot," Van announced. "After General Bee, a Texas hero of the Mexican War and a brave Confederate general. And for his middle name, after Stephen D. Lee—'General Dee,' they called him, to avoid any confusion with the famous Robert E. Lee."

      "Barnard Elliot Adkins," Mandie tested the name, looking down at her son. Already she knew that it would not do; they would name him Bee. "Bee Dee Adkins," she sounded out loud. It suited him somehow—small but fierce.

      He didn't argue. "Alright then, a strong name for what I pray will be a strong boy," Van said, touching the baby's head briefly. "We've lost too many already."

      The unspoken weight hung in the room. Two sons in the ground. This one—only her second living child—had to survive.

      The midwife finished her work quickly. "You should rest now, Mandie. Your body needs to recover."

      But Mandie knew rest would be scarce. Van's temper grew short when household duties fell behind, and with a new baby, it would be harder to keep up. Andy was still a chore, not a help. Housework and farming would fall on the both of them for a while longer.

      "I'll be up soon," she said, memorizing her new son's features while she could. "Andy will need tending, and supper must be made." 

      Van tuned as Andy's cries resumed. He stopped at the door and nodded to Mandie, the words "don't be long" left unspoken. 

      The midwife frowned but said nothing. They all knew how things worked in the Adkins household. Mandie would have this moment with her newborn son, and then life would demand she continue on, regardless of what her body needed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2
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      THE FISHING TRIP

      The afternoon sun was low on the horizon, casting long shadows from the trees. A light, warm breeze wafted across the Lampasas River and pushed gentle ripples across the slow-moving water.

      Bee squirmed in the tall grass, the cane pole wobbling in his hands like it might tip him over. It felt too long, too heavy, but it was his. They'd come here to fish, and Bee’s bare feet kicked against the grassy bank, a restless energy running through him. 

      He'd been out to this very spot on the river many times before, so small that his chin barely cleared the tall grass. He had watched his father's every move, studying the flick of the wrist, the shimmering arc of the line. But they had never allowed him to fish himself. His role was always clear: he had to remain still and quiet. And always stay from the water's edge where dangers lurked for small boys who didn't yet understand the hidden power of the river.

      Today was different, though. "Five’s old enough," his father had said over a piece of toast, like he was announcing the weather. Bee nearly knocked over his milk trying to sit still. Later that afternoon, they grabbed the fishing gear and headed toward the riverbank.

      His father was not a patient man, so he had fastened the hook and baited it for him as Bee paid close attention. Now, sitting so close to his father he could smell the faint scent of tobacco and soap on his shirt, Bee watched the cork bobber drift lazily in the current. Warmth spread through his chest that had nothing to do with the afternoon sun.

      It wasn't long before Van's pole bent sharply, the line cutting through the water. With a deft flick of his wrist, he set the hook and began reeling in his catch. Bee watched, mesmerized, as a big largemouth bass thrashed on the end of the line, its green and yellowish scales glistening in the sun. His father made it look so easy, pulling the nearly two-foot-long fish from the water with a satisfied grunt.

      "That's how it's done, boy," Van said, holding up the impressive catch. Bee nodded eagerly, his own line suddenly feeling very light in comparison.

      As if on cue, Bee's pole jerked violently. A jolt shot up his arms, and he gasped, yanking back with all his might.., trying to set the hook like he'd seen his father just do. But in his haste, he pulled too quickly, and the fish slipped away with his bait.

      "Dagnabbit!" Bee exclaimed, his bottom lip pushing out in a pout.

      Van sighed, shaking his head. "Gotta be patient, boy. Here, take another worm and bait the hook yourself."

      Bee struggled with the wriggling worm, his small fingers slipping on its slimy surface. Van watched, a small muscle twitching in his jaw as his son fumbled with the task. Finally, with the worm securely hooked, Bee tossed his line back into the water.

      Almost immediately, he felt a sharp tug. This time, he waited, the frantic thump-thump-thump of his heart loud in his own ears.

      "Now!" Van yelled, and Bee pulled back with all his might.

      The fish was hooked, and it fought with a ferocity that caught Bee off guard. He struggled to keep his grip on the pole as the fish pulled him closer to the river's edge. Slowly, he inched forward, his feet sinking into the muddy bank.

      Suddenly, the clump of grass beneath his feet gave way, and Bee tumbled into the water with a splash. The cold shock of the water stole his breath. He sputtered, muddy water flooding his nose and mouth as the current tugged at his body... but he clung to his fishing pole with fierce determination, unwilling to lose his prize.

      Van sprang into action, grabbing the end of Bee's pole from the riverbank. He braced himself against a tree and pulled, his muscles straining as he fought to keep his son from being swept away. Bee flailed in the water, trying to find his footing in the muddy river bottom.

      With a mighty heave, Van hauled Bee back onto the bank by the pole. Bee, soaked to the bone and covered in mud, scrambled up the river's edge, his focus never leaving the fish still thrashing on his line. He worked his way to safer ground, his heart racing as he finally pulled his catch from the water.

      Van quickly removed the hook, and Bee grabbed the fish by the gills, just as he'd seen his father do. He held it up, grinning so wide his cheeks ached despite his bedraggled appearance. "I think it's even bigger than your fish, Pa!" Bee exclaimed, his voice full of breathless wonder.

      Van snorted, with barely a hint of a smile. "Well, it better be. You worked hard enough for it!"

      They sat for another hour, Bee in his wet clothes but still having the time of his life.Van watched his son, who sat shivering but beaming at his fish. The boy had his mother's grit, that was for sure.

      As the sun began to dip lower in the sky, they reeled in their lines, their stringers heavy with their catch. Altogether, they had landed another two bass each, more than enough for a hearty dinner.

      "Good job, son," Van said gruffly as they made their way back up the riverbank. "Just remember, the river can be dangerous. It might look slow and lazy, but it can turn on you in an instant."

      Bee nodded solemnly, his clothes still wet and clinging to his skinny frame. But even as he shivered, he clutched the stringer tight, the weight of his fish a solid, reassuring thing. He had faced the river and won. As they walked home, he kept glancing from his own fish to his father's, already imagining telling his brothers how his was bigger. He looked up at his father and saw him watching, and for the first time, Van didn't look away. He just gave a slow, single nod. In that moment, the wet clothes didn't matter. Nothing mattered but the heavy stringer in his hand and the long walk home beside his pa.
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        * * *

      

      As Bee approached their back door, his clothes still muddy and his hands full of their catch, his father's voice stopped him in his tracks.

      "Just where do you think you're going?"

      Bee turned, still smiling. "Inside to show Mama —"

      "Uh, uh," Van shook his head, his brows drawing together in a hard line. "You still have work to be done. You need to put away your gear and get to cleaning your fish!"

      The wide grin vanished from Bee's face. He'd seen his father clean fish before, and it did not look like fun.

      Van drew a bucket of water from the well and handed him a small knife and one of the smaller fish. The slimy creature immediately slipped out of Bee's small hands and fell to the ground. A sharp sigh cut the air from behind him. Without looking up, Bee knew his father was disgusted.

      Quickly, Bee snatched the fish back up and wedged it firmly between his hands and the tree trunk they used as a cutting table. His father stepped beside him, his own knife in hand.

      "Like this," Van said, cleanly slitting his fish open from just above the tail to a spot below the gills. In one smooth motion, he inserted his index finger into the slit just behind the head and pulled the innards out from front to back, depositing them into another bucket. "Fertilizer.", Van said matter-of-factly.

      Bee watched, leaning closer even as he wrinkled his nose. He'd seen this process before, and he knew it was a necessary part of fishing. His pa flipped the fish from one side and then the other, removing its scales and cutting off its head and tail. With a final rinse, he wrapped the cleaned fish, ready for Bee's mother to cook.

      Van handed Bee another bass. "Now, it's your turn. Show me what you just learned."

      Bee swallowed hard. His father's quick, perfect motions played in his mind. He had to do it just like that, or there'd be hell to pay. His hands shook slightly as he steadied himself and inserted his knife, sliding it up the fish's belly. He grimaced as he put his finger inside the fish, pulling out its guts and dropping them into the bucket. Struggling with his smaller knife, he worked to de-scale the fish. His father said nothing, and Bee let out a small, shaky breath. Finally, he sawed off the head and tail with his small blade and rinsed the fish clean.

      He held out the cleaned fish to his father, his chest puffed out with pride. Van merely nodded. "Good. Now clean the other four and come on in and get cleaned up." With that, he turned and went into the house with the first two fish.

      Bee exhaled, the tension is his small back easing just a little.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            1911

          

        

      

    

    
      A JOB NOT DONE

      It was hot, unbearably hot, even for July in Texas. Without a breeze, the air hung still and heavy all around him.

      Bee wiped sweat from his brow with the back of his hand, leaving a streak of dirt across his forehead. At eight years old, he was used to farm work, but the heat made everything twice as heavy. Maybe more.

      "Gotta finish," he muttered to himself. The weather didn't pay no mind, and he couldn't pay no mind to the weather. Besides, he was going fishing with his older brother, Andy, that afternoon. The promise of the river kept him moving.

      Bee drew some cool water from the pump, gulping it down so fast that some spilled down his chin and neck. The momentary relief gave him strength to carry on cleaning out the chicken coop.

      There was no accounting for how much of a mess those birds could make. The chicken droppings were heavy when he raked them up. And the smell of the wet droppings made his eyes water, adding to the sting of dripping sweat already burning them.

      Andy worked on the opposite side of the coop, his movements just as mechanical as Bee's. The tedium of their chore made Bee restless, and he decided to break the monotony.

      "You about done with your shit over there?" he yelled as quietly as he could manage, glancing nervously toward the house. He couldn't afford to have his father hear him using a cussword. There'd be a whippin' for that sure as sunrise.

      Andy's head snapped up, a grin spreading across his face. "I ain't got no shit... you're the one full of it!"

      Bee laughed but shifted uncomfortably, still aware they might be heard. Pa had ears like a hawk, and his switch was always at the ready.

      The sun dropped lazily toward the horizon as they moved on to other chores. The blisters on Bee's hands stung as they popped and reformed throughout the day. His shoulders ached from carrying water buckets and feed sacks, but he didn't complain. Complaining only ever made things worse.

      Finally, they were done. Quickly, they put away their shovels, rakes, and picks and grabbed their fishing gear from the shed. In a flash, they were at the river, racing each other the last few yards.

      "Last one in's a rotten egg!" Andy called, already pulling ahead.

      They jumped in still in their clothes, downstream from their fishing hole to avoid scaring off the fish. The river hit like mercy. Bee dunked under, letting the cool current drag the sweat and stink clean off him. For a minute—just one—he wasn’t a boy with blisters or chores or a father quick to anger.

      They both climbed up the bank and set about fishing under the shade of their favorite cottonwood tree. The bugs were thick without a breeze, but he and Andy just swatted them away while still enjoying the cool shade. Mosquitoes and dragonflies landed on the water as the Bluegill struck and feasted.

      Their poles bounced around with the smaller Bluegill hitting their lines. They were too small and not very good eating. Frustrated, they tried a different bait: a few kernels of corn. With a little extra weight, they cast further away from the riverbank.

      Then they heard the shouting.

      "Bee!" quickly followed by "Andy!"

      Bee's stomach dropped. He knew that tone. His father stood on the bank, face red with anger, a three-foot switch in hand.

      "What did I tell you boys?" He was fixin' to use that switch on them. "Your chores aren't done!"

      He was upon them now, the switch whistling through the air and hitting them on the back of their legs and rumps. Instinctively, they reached out their arms to shield themselves, but it tore into them as well.

      "Get back to the house now! And finish your darn chores!" He was dangerously close to swearing, and for a man of God, that meant he was furious. They didn't want to see him cross that line.

      They grabbed their gear amidst a flurry of switch strikes and ran back toward the house. Pa followed closely, striking them every time he got close. Neither was sure which chore was left undone or not done well enough, but they figured they'd find out soon enough.

      They reached the house far enough ahead of their father to quickly put their gear away in the shed, then stood outside waiting to be told what they had missed. By now, their younger brothers, Charley, Graves, Grover, and Artie, all stood outside, cringing, mouths agape. Hollie was just a newborn, so he was inside with Mama. They all knew their brothers were in trouble and would likely get a whippin', but they couldn't turn away as much as they wanted to. Mandie heard the ruckus from inside as well, but she didn't dare interfere.

      "Both of you! Up against the fence rail and bend over!" their father snapped.

      Three swift and hard lashes with the switch for each, straight across the buttocks. Bee bit his lip until he tasted blood, determined not to cry out. There would be welts.

      "Now grab the rake and shovel and finish cleaning the chicken coop UNDER the overhang."

      Bee's heart sank as he looked at the chicken droppings and feathers where his father pointed. It was less than six square feet of space, covered by shade from an overhang. They had missed it in the bright sun. It wouldn't be missed again... by any of the boys.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            1912

          

        

      

    

    
      A CLEAN SHOT

      The sky was light gray; the air crisp and fresh from rain, with only a slight breeze. Winter was losing its grip.

      Bee wore a light jacket and mud shoes as he set about his chores. He was not going to let the rank odor of the wet chicken droppings and feathers ruin the start of his ninth birthday.

      As he shoveled the soggy mess from the chicken coop floor, his nose wrinkled despite his determination. The chickens clucked and fluttered around him, annoyed at his intrusion. He kept his mind focused on each scoop rather than dwelling on what the day might bring.

      There was no fanfare, no celebration. And there would not be a cake that evening. There were too many children now to waste money on such frivolous affectations. Yet, somehow, his father had found a way. Van picked up an old .22 rifle that he'd hidden behind the door and handed it to him as he sat down for breakfast. Then he pulled a box of .22 long rifle cartridges from his pocket and plopped them unceremoniously on the table. A single box. Fifty rounds. Bee knew the used rifle, by itself, probably stretched the family budget, so he was happy with just a box.  The rifle could fire only one shot at a time anyway, so he'd better learn not to miss.

      "Take care of it," his father said, pressing the weathered wooden stock into Bee's hands. "And it will take care of you."

      Bee ran his fingers along the scratched barrel, feeling the history in each mark. The metal was cold against his skin, but the rifle felt natural in his hands. Even in his smaller grip, it was like an extension of his body.

      "Thank you, sir." Bee looked up at his father, searching for approval.

      Van nodded curtly. "Finish your chores first. You can try it out later."

      Bee worked faster than usual, anxious to hunt rabbits, squirrels, even coyotes. By mid-morning, he'd completed his tasks and found Andy waiting by the barn.

      "Ready to break in that new rifle?" Andy leaned against the weathered wood, almost twelve but already tall and lanky.

      "Been ready since sunrise." Bee patted the rifle slung over his shoulder.

      They set off across the rain-soaked fields, mud sucking at their boots with each step. The land opened before them with endless possibilities. Bee's eyes scanned the ground, alert for any tracks or signs of movement.

      "There." Andy pointed to fresh rabbit tracks in the mud. "Headed toward the brush line."

      They followed silently, Bee learning to step where Andy stepped, avoiding twigs and keeping low. At the edge of a clearing, Andy touched Bee's shoulder and nodded toward a patch of tall grass. Two rabbits nibbled cautiously at fresh shoots, their ears twitching. They blended in perfectly except for the small white patch of fur on their tails.

      Bee raised his rifle slowly, settling the stock against his shoulder as he'd seen his father do. He drew a deep breath, then released most of it, holding steady. The front sight aligned with the nearest rabbit's head. It was as if he was willing the bullet to go precisely where he wanted.

      The crack of the shot split the morning quiet. The slight recoil caught Bee off guard, and he had to take a step back to keep his balance. Still, the rabbit dropped lifeless as the other quickly scurried off.

      "Clean shot!" Andy clapped him on the back. "First try!"

      Pride swelled in Bee's chest as he approached his kill. One shot, one rabbit. His father would be pleased.

      They returned home with three rabbits—all Bee's kills, all clean shots. Andy carried them strung on a stick, Bee walking tall beside him with his rifle.

      Their father stood on the porch, watching their approach. "Let's see what you got."

      Andy handed over the rabbits, and Van inspected them with a critical eye.

      "Head shots. Good. Doesn't waste meat." He looked at Bee. "Clean these before supper."

      It wasn't praise exactly, but the absence of criticism was its own reward.

      That evening, as the family ate rabbit stew, Bee could feel the tension between his father and Andy. He'd been noticing it for a while now. His older brother sat stiffly, responding to their father with clipped words. When Van criticized the younger children's table manners, Andy's jaw tightened.

      "They're just kids," Andy muttered.

      Van's head snapped up. "What was that?"

      "Nothing, sir."

      The exchange passed quickly, but Bee sensed a growing rift between his father and his older brother. As the oldest, it seemed like Andy felt he needed to protect his younger brothers from their pa's fits of rage. But Bee didn't need protecting. He'd learned to navigate his father's anger. He was worried that Andy never would.
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        * * *

      

      A WORKING MAN

      Bee found himself summoned to the dining room table. It had been two weeks since Andy's outburst and Bee was worried that this might lead to another. His father sat rigidly in his usual chair, hands clasped before him. Grandpa Felix occupied the seat opposite, his weathered face set in stern lines. The room felt unnaturally quiet, as if a conversation had just been cut short.

      "Sit down, son." Van gestured to an empty chair.

      Bee slid into place, his feet barely touching the floor. His father's tone made his stomach tighten.

      "You won't be going back to school." Van delivered the news flatly, without preamble. "The farm needs more hands, and you're old enough to contribute full-time now."

      Grandpa Felix's fist came down on the table. "This is foolishness, Victor. The boy needs his education." Felix using Van’s given name rather than the informal family name of Van, did nothing to ease the tension Bee felt in the room.

      "What he needs is to learn how to work the land." Van's voice remained steady, but Bee recognized the dangerous edge. "With nine mouths to feed, we can't afford to lose daylight hours to schooling."

      "And what happens when there's nothing left of this farm?" Felix stood and began pacing, his fists clenched by his sides,, his eyes fierce. "Education is the key to a better future. You're condemning him to the same hardscrabble life⁠—"

      "This farm is our future." Van cut him off. "Some book learning won't put food on the table now."

      Bee leaned forward, "I'm…" he tried to interject. But a quick look from his father cut him off, letting him know that his opinion had no place in the heated exchange.

      Bee watched the two men square off, their argument continuing as though he weren't present. His grandfather believed in education with the same fervor his father believed in hard work. Neither seemed interested in what Bee might want.

      The truth was, Bee didn't much care. School meant sitting at a cramped desk, reciting lessons that seemed disconnected from real life. Outside was where things made sense—the rhythm of seasons, the habits of animals, the satisfaction of work completed.

      While the men argued, Bee's mind wandered to the rifle leaning against his bedpost. In the two weeks since his birthday, he'd become a decent shot. The feel of the stock against his shoulder, the moment of perfect stillness before pulling the trigger—these things made more sense than any arithmetic problem or reading assignment.

      "Boy's got a right to make something of himself," Felix insisted.

      Bee watched as his father's jaw clenched and the room went suddenly quiet. The familiarity of it told him the argument was over.

      Van’s fist hit the table, the wood groaning in protest. "He'll make something of himself right here!"

      Felix leaned forward, his voice low and sharp. "Just like you made something of yourself working this godforsaken dirt!"

      There was a pause, and for a long moment, neither man looked away.

      The screen door slammed shut, then another. The silence they left behind was louder than their shouting, thick with the familiar, bitter anger that never truly went away.

      Bee remained silent, alone at the table. He'd already found something that felt right—the quiet concentration of hunting, the clean satisfaction of a perfect shot. If staying home meant more time for that, perhaps it wasn't such a bad thing after all.
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        * * *

      

      THE GAMBLE

      The autumn days grew shorter, and Bee's responsibilities expanded. He rose before dawn each morning, did his chores, and hunted when time allowed. His aim improved steadily, and he rarely wasted ammunition. Each successful shot meant meat for the table—a contribution his father acknowledged with brief nods that Bee treasured.

      One crisp November morning, Bee headed out alone. Andy had been assigned to help their father repair fencing on the north pasture, leaving Bee to check the trapline they'd set for raccoons and possums. The air held the promise of winter, sharp in his lungs as he walked the familiar path through woods still dark with pre-dawn shadows.

      At the first trap, Bee found a large raccoon, its fur thick and prime. He dispatched it quickly and reset the trap, working with practiced efficiency. The second and third traps were empty, but the fourth held a surprise—a young bobcat, snarling and hissing as he approached.

      Bee paused, studying the creature. Its spotted coat would fetch a good price, better than three raccoons combined. But something about its fierce yellow eyes gave him pause. The animal wasn't full-grown, probably separated from its mother too soon. It fought against the trap with desperate energy that Bee recognized—the will to survive against impossible odds.

      He stood motionless, rifle in hand, weighing his options. His father would expect him to take the bobcat. The money would help with winter supplies. But it wasn't about the money; the cat could, eventually, take chickens from the farm, even small pets. It was a gamble. But the longer he watched, the more certain he became.

      Carefully, Bee placed his rifle against a tree and found a sturdy branch. Using it to pin down the spring of the trap, he managed to release the bobcat's paw without getting within range of its claws. The moment it was free, the cat bolted into the underbrush, a tawny streak against the fallen leaves.

      Bee reset the trap and continued his rounds, the raccoon's weight growing heavier across his shoulders as he walked. He knew he wouldn't have to explain the empty trap to his father; there were two others empty as well, but he knew his pa would be disappointed, or worse.

      As he emerged from the woods into the clearing that led home, he felt oddly light. The decision had been his alone, made without guidance or instruction. He wasn't sure it was the right decision, but it was his—a choice that belonged to him in a world where so few choices did.
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      BUDDY

      The humidity pressed down like a wet blanket, heavy with the weight of potential storms. Even the sunlight seemed to struggle through the thick air. Summer had Texas by the throat and wasn't letting go.

      Bee's clothes clung to him and held his sweat tight against his skin. What had started as an early morning hunt was now a plodding ordeal. He kept shifting his rifle from hand to hand as the sweat built up on the stock while he walked.

      He'd been unsuccessful today. The heat had silenced the world. Even the grasshoppers, usually quick to protest his passing, lay still in what shade they could find. His boots left deep prints in the baked earth, each step releasing the sharp smell of sun-scorched grass. The land itself seemed to be holding its breath, waiting for a merciful evening.

      Movement caught his eye—something dark against the deeper shadows of a mesquite thicket. A deer? No, too small. Maybe a fawn. He inched closer, his rifle at the ready, though he had no plans to shoot anything as young as a fawn. As he approached, he saw that the fur was longer and matted, even muddy in spots. Whatever it was seemed injured. It had taken shelter in a thicket for protection.

      He lowered his gun and approached cautiously. Injured animals can be the most dangerous. Its head came clearly into view, and he could see that it was a small dog. Medium-sized, about a year old, maybe twenty pounds. It looked to be a beagle and terrier mongrel.

      It whimpered as he cleared his way through the thicket. It was definitely injured, with dried blood on its coat and other deeper scratches still bleeding. He thought back to the bobcat he'd set free last year, and his heart sank to think this might be the result.

      He pulled the dog carefully from the thicket, picked it up gently and started on his way back home. It didn't fight him at all. It even seemed to relax in his arms. The dark brown eyes stared back at him, mixed with fateful resignation and just a glimmer of hope. He knew his pa would not be happy, but he was not going to just leave it.

      At home, he drew some water and poured it over his own head first, and the rest over the dog, gently washing away the blood and dried mud. There was a pitiful look in its eyes, like it was ready to give up.

      "Hang on, buddy," he said, "We're gonna get you through this."

      Mama came to the back porch to hang some clothes to dry.

      "What have you got there?" she asked lightly. "Looks pretty ragged from here."

      "It's a dog, Mama. Looks like it may have been injured pretty bad by a bobcat."

      "Oh, poor thing!" She put down her laundry basket and came over to get a closer look.

      "Those wounds need to be cleaned thoroughly, or it will die from an infection."

      She helped him wash the dog, and in her hands, it seemed to perk up some. She went inside to get an old blanket for it to lay on and some table scraps left over from lunch.

      "You can put it in the shed for now. Once it eats, it will likely sleep for quite a while," she said.

      The screen door slammed and announced Van's arrival like distant thunder. Andy had emerged first, positioning himself subtly between Bee and the porch—an instinct born from years of weathering their father's storms.

      Van immediately noticed Mandie and Bee huddled around a small dog. "What in tarnation have you drug home?" His words crashed across the yard. "You need to get rid of it now. We don't need another mouth to feed."

      Andy bristled at the words but said nothing. He couldn't understand how his father could be so callous, but it was nothing new.

      "I want to keep him," Bee said quietly. "I can train him to help me hunt. He'll earn his keep."

      "I don't want no dog underfoot!" Van's anger started to grow over Bee's defiance.

      Mandie stood up slowly, her movements as deliberate as the sun crossing the summer sky. "The dog stays." She met Van's gaze with the same quiet strength that had endured nearly twenty years of his temper. "Bee found him, and it's his dog now. He'll be responsible for it."

      Van was fuming but held it in as best he could. "Keep it out of my way!" The words exploded from him, and he retreated into the house, slamming the screen door behind him. It bounced back open as if to laugh at his attempt to have the last word.

      "What are you going to name it?" Mandie asked.

      He thought and said, "Well, I've already called it 'Buddy,' reckon I'll keep on with that."

      She smiled. "Good, I like it," as her eyes rolled out of Bee's sight. Buddy and Bee Dee, she thought. The similarity in names was not lost on her.
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        * * *

      

      A WORKING DOG

      Bee came out to see how Buddy was after supper. He brought along a few more table scraps wrapped in a clean rag his mama had given him. The shed door creaked as he pushed it open.

      His mom had been right. The dog was sleeping soundly but stirred when Bee approached, lifting his head slightly, ears perking up with interest.

      Bee unwrapped the scraps and placed them in the temporary food bowl his mom had thoughtfully provided—an old dented tin pan that had lost its handle years ago but found new purpose now.

      Buddy, still flat on his blanket, inched slightly forward and nuzzled Bee's hand. His tail thumped weakly against the blanket.

      "Hey there," Bee whispered, scratching behind Buddy's ears. The dog's eyes closed in contentment. "You know, life won't be easy. You'll earn your keep. You're a working dog now."

      Buddy's tail thumped harder in response.

      On the third morning, Buddy managed to follow Bee all the way to the barn without stopping to rest. By noon, he'd found enough energy to chase a butterfly, his wounds pulling but healing. That evening, after a near-miss with Mama's prize hen that had feathers flying and Buddy looking sheepish, Bee realized his dog was becoming more than just a patient - he was becoming a partner. No leash was needed. Buddy would not leave his side, trotting faithfully wherever Bee led.

      Van watched from a distance, his face unreadable, but he made no further objections when he saw how the dog stuck to Bee like a shadow.

      Finally, with Buddy's wounds healed and his trust earned, Bee knew it was time to see if his dog had the heart of a hunter. He'd been watching how Buddy's head would lift at certain scents, how his ears would prick at distant sounds. There was something there - something wild and eager that matched the feeling in Bee's own chest.

      For their first real hunt, he would need patience and rewards. Bee fashioned a simple lead from smooth rope, testing it against his palm the way he'd seen Andy do with horse reins. Into his pocket went carefully selected bits of jerky - not too soft, not too dry - each piece a promise of praise to come.

      "We'll see what you're made of today," Bee told the dog as they set out at dawn. The morning air hung cool and heavy with dew.

      Not far from home, Buddy began to pull to the left. Bee saw nothing there, so he put him in a sit and pointed to the ground.
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