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​The Color Blue

––––––––
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Blue is the color I love the most,

Born of the rain and the sky’s endless coast.

It’s the hue of water and butterflies’ wings,

Of eyes that sparkle when sweet music sings.

Blue paints berries, blankets, and bugs,

It whispers of winter and warm, cozy hugs.

I think of blue skies on a sunny, bright day,

And how the wind gently dances, each way.

It’s the shade of sad eyes, emotions too deep,

Feelings we carry, too heavy to keep.

Blue is the color that holds us tight,

In moments of hope or when we lose sight.

So, whenever you look around and see,

Know that blue is the place where you’re meant to be.

––––––––
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- Kayden John -
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​Chapter 1
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Pa and I drew rein and sat looking down at the twins frolicking naked in one of their favorite swimming holes; I could hear him swearing under his breath.  For better than two months, we had been working from dawn to dark trying to get our beef rounded up so we could throw it in with the neighbors and gather for the drive north to market.  Every critter we could drag out of the brush was worth a good twenty dollars of hard money, and missing even one was bad, what with money so scarce so soon after the war.  The twins were near twenty, but they acted like they were about half that age, and they never took anything seriously enough to let it interfere with them having fun.  I wasn't but sixteen, but I'd gotten my growth early and was as tall as Pa, but was still little more than hide and bones.  Even so, I wasn't the least bit afraid of my half-brothers and never had been.

"You think I should go down there and knock their heads together for them, Pa?"  He thought about it for a moment and then shook his head no as he turned his horse away.  We rode in silence for nearly half an hour before he said a word, but even then, I could tell he was still mad as hell.

"I'm sorry as can be about them two palming off their work on you again, Josh.  Man ain't much who can't make his own younguns toe the line."

"It ain't your fault, Pa. It's how their mother raised them. Truth is, it's probably my fault Hanna did. She never forgave you for bringing me to the ranch and giving me a place at the main house."  

"Where else were you supposed to go. You're my son, same as them two back there?"

"But you were married to Hanna."

"When a man is married, he’s every right to expect certain things from his woman, and Hanna never really meant to ever live up to her end of the bargain.  She shared her bed just long enough to get pregnant with Morgan and Albert, and then she turned me out.  Once she'd had them two to show off to the other women, she never let me near her again.  Hanna knew I was seeing your ma, but she never cared about it at all til your ma died and I brought you home."

"We both know how Ma made a living, and so did Hanna.  Can you really blame her for not wanting her nose rubbed in it in front of God and everybody?"

"I reckon not, I blame myself for not being man enough to kick her ass out years ago.  That's the reason I kept you from knocking the crap out of those worthless bastards. I just plain didn't want to give her a reason to start screeching again.  That whiny voice of hers just takes the top right off my head here anymore."

"She never did accept the fact that I was yours and not somebody else's."

"Hell, except for the difference in our ages, we could be twins.  You look a damned sight more like me than either Morgan or Albert."

"Yeah, I guess you'd have to say that that was just more of my bad luck."  Pa's head jerked up, and he gave me a hard look, but then he started smiling, and a chuckle slipped out before he could hold it back.

"Hell, you all but called me ugly."

"I'd call it a case of the kettle calling the pot.  If we were made in God's image, he sure must be one homely son of a gun."

"Now that there is a fact if I ever heard one."  We rode on back to the home place in silence, each of us caught up in our own thoughts.  Once we got in, I took the horses and led them off to the barn while Pa went on inside for his daily set with Hanna. Once the ponies had been tended to, I got the clean clothes I'd left in the barn when we rode out at dawn and went down to the creek for a bath of my own.  I was just finishing up scrubbing out my dirty clothes when Pa came down to do his own part toward muddying up the stream.  Shucking his clothes, he settled down into the lukewarm water and leaned back against a rock as he let the slow-moving current wash over him.

"Feels mighty good to just sit back and let down your hair, knowing that the work's all done for a spell. Day after tomorrow, we'll be heading out for Sedalia."

"Be good to have something in our pockets again besides lint."

"For a fact.  Been so long since I've seen any real money, I ain't really sure I'll recognize it again if I do see it. Nearly nine hundred head of ours will be in that herd, and cattle are going for nearly forty dollars a head in Missouri.  Lord, I don't think I can even count that high."

"Close to thirty-six thousand dollars."

"That much? I'm sure I can't count that high. You certain?"

"Hey, I had six whole years of schooling.  I ain't ignorant like some I could mention."  Pa sat up and went to scrubbing himself with a hunk of old toweling just as I started putting my things back into my pockets.

"Where the hell did you get all that money?"

"Here and there over the last few months.  Some I got from Butcher Brown for busting that black outlaw stud he dragged into camp last spring.  Some I got playing penny-ante poker, and the rest come from selling off that leather work I've been doing."

"You've been carrying that around with you all this time?"

"Ain't hardly likely.  No, I dug it up after we came in today, thinking I might talk you into riding into town tonight to have a few beers and get the stink of cows out of our noses for a couple of hours.  It'll be a long three months of eating dust to the railhead." For an answer, Pa quit fooling around and got right busy rinsing off and getting his whiskers scraped. Really clean for the first time in quite a while, we left the yard on fresh horses before a half hour had passed to ride the eight miles into Trinity. As we got close to town, I reached into my pocket and handed a double eagle over to my pa.

"What's this for?"

"It ain't fittin' for a man to have to take money from his son in front of a bunch of flatlanders.  I wouldn't shame you like that."  Pa gave me a queer look, but he just nodded his thanks and slipped the money into his pocket.  We'd beefed enough culls that the money we'd got for their hides would cover our expenses during the round-up and drive, but it had taken all the money the five families who had thrown in together to make the gather could come up with.  I knew for a fact that Pa hadn't seen a dime's worth of spending money for better than a year.

Reaching town, I dropped off at the gunsmiths to pick up my Colts that I had left with old Otto Kruger to have converted from cap and ball to cartridges while Pa went to the mercantile to get a new slicker.  I met him at the cafe a half hour later, and we sat down to a quiet meal and enjoyed being able to eat in peace.  Topping everything off with a big slice of pie, we were in such a good mood that I tipped the waitress a quarter when I paid for the food.  Crossing over to the Bull Pen, we made our way to the bar and ordered our beer before turning to check out the crowd.  As the bartender set the schooners in front of us, Butcher Brown came stomping up from the back of the room and slapped Pa on the back and stuck his paw out to me to shake.

"Hang me for a sheep farmer if it ain't the Morans.  You boys finally crawled out of the brush and came back to the haunts of us human critters again, hey."

"Well, Butcher, we came into the big city to see the sights like the innocent country boys we are, but I can't hardly believe you got the gall to try and make us believe you've been let to call yourself human. If that's the case, Me and Pa were better off in the brush."  Butcher grabbed me up in a bear hug and nearly broke every bone in my body, swinging me around like I was nothing at all. He finally let me go, and I caught hold of the bar so I could catch my breath again.

"Damned, but I've missed your sass, boy. This town is plumb dead, though, with you around to help me liven it up a little. Can you stick around a few days, or are you all about ready to pull out for Missouri soon?"

"Can't allow ourselves but this one night, Butcher. Tomorrow we've got to head back to the holding ground so the other half of the boys can have a little time with their families before we head out."

"Then I guess we'll have to cram a whole week's worth of hell-raising into one night."

"Oh no, you don't, Butcher. Last time you talked Josh into going on a tear with you, I had to pay a twenty-dollar fine to get him out of the lockup.  Your idea of fun makes the war look like an old lady's tea party.  You want to get yourself killed, you'll just have to do it on your own."

"Well, if that ain't a sorry state of affairs.  You fellas best just shoot me and plant me now 'cause I never thought I'd see the day when Hec Moran got too civilized to raise a little hell." Pa and I pulled out our pistols and eared back the hammers as Butcher's eyes got so big they nearly popped out of his head.

"Now, just hold up there, you two, I was only funning."

"Like hell, you done give us permission."

"We ain't as worked up about putting you out of your misery as we are in putting you out of ours."

"Damn it all, be careful with them hoglegs 'fore somebody gets hurt accidentally."

"If we pop a cap on your ass, it sure as hell won't be no accident."

"Pa, it ain't right to just up and do in old Butcher here all on our own. Let's put it to a vote." I called out for silence, and everyone in the room got quiet so as to hear what I had to say. People and I just plain got along, and they were all anxious to hear what kind of a lark I had come up with now.

"Folks, we're fixing to take us a vote on something that is mighty important.  Now, Butcher Brown here has given me and my pa the go-ahead to put him six feet under, but now, he's trying to weasel out of it.  We figure it's only proper that you should all help decide his fate." 

Butcher had got his name from all the cattle he'd slaughtered for their hides when there was no market for beef.  He'd been one of the last to take a herd north just before the war started, and, although he'd lost over half his cattle, he'd still run eleven hundred head into the pens at the rail yard.  He'd got a flat fifty dollars a head for them, and he'd headed south again thinking he had the world whipped, but old Lady Luck gives as well as takes, and he'd come home to find his ranch burned and his wife and two kids carried off in a Comanche raid.  He was a Texican and could take all the pounding life could throw his way, but he didn't have any reason left to keep pushing, what with his family gone, so he spent a good deal of his time in town after that. 

There wasn't a better-liked man in all of Texas, but that didn't help him any now.  When I asked for all them that was in favor of us punching his ticket to sound off, everyone liked to have blown the roof off the saloon, howling for us to lift his hide.  When they'd quieted down, I asked if there was anyone opposed, and one lone voice came out of the crowd. 

"It speaks well of you to be loyal to the man you've worked for all these years, Gordie."  Gordon Crowe had worked for both Butcher and his pa til he'd got too old and they'd pensioned him off.

"That ain't what I meant at all. It's just that I figure shooting the S.O.B. is just too quick and painless. Why don't you lock him up in a room all by himself so he's the only one he's got for company? Let him learn what kind of torment the rest of us have had to live with all these years. I don't reckon it'd be more than a couple of hours before he croaks himself."

"Folks, we got another motion on the floor I reckon, but I'm wondering if we'll be able to live with ourselves if we carry it out, for it seems awful mean and cruel even for the likes of Butcher Brown."  The whole bunch of them roared with delight, and a dozen men charged forward to catch a hold of their victim before he could make his getaway.  Carrying him overhead, they stripped him down to his baggy long handles and tossed him into a store room at the rear of the saloon.  They stuffed his clothes full of straw while one of the women made a head for the dummy by winding a bunch of towels into a ball.  They slapped Butcher's hat on it and set it down at a table in the middle of the room, and made a big show of making the scarecrow comfortable.  Digging around, they found fifty dollars in a pants pocket, and then the hooting really got loud.  Gordie ran up to the bar and slapped the money down in front of the bartender.

"Butcher Brown has seen the error of his ways, and he wants to buy the house.  He says not to worry if the money runs out 'cause there's plenty more where that comes from."  Pocketing the money, Toby started setting bottles of whiskey up on the counter as they were quickly passed around to willing hands.
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They didn't let Butcher out of the store room until all the money had been drunk up, and they never did let him have anything more than his hat back to wear.  Pa and I hung around until nearly midnight, taking our turn to buy Butcher a round cause he was now too poor to buy his own whenever Gordie passed the hat in our direction.  We didn't tarry at the home place but long enough to gather up what clothes we needed and to take what horses we figured to need besides what was already with the herd.  Hanna was in rare form, though, while she still had us in range of her tongue, but Pa caught the worst of her bile because of the twins. 

Tod Loman had been elected as captain for this drive by the others, and he'd flat put his foot down when it came to them worthless brothers of mine being allowed on the drive.  Pa agreed one hundred percent that they couldn't be trusted to hold up their end, so he hadn't even tried to stick up for them.  Instead of working really hard and trying to earn their way back on the crew, the two of them had gone running to their ma, crying foul.  Hanna had lit into Pa about it, and he'd just ignored her, but now that we were getting ready to pull out, she started in again.  I'd heard it all before, so I just waited out in the yard after I'd gotten my things together.  She was still ranting away when Pa came outside with his gear and started to lash it to the horse we were packing with.

"It's bad enough you're going and shaming me, but now you go and hold your damned bastard up as being better than your own two legitimate sons.  It's not right, Hector and I won't stand for it."

Whether it was what she had said about me or her calling him Hector, knowing how much he hated his given name, Pa had finally had enough.  He swung back up on the porch, grabbed her by the wrist, dragged her over to a bench by the wood box, and sat down, pulling her across his knee.  Pinning her legs between his, he snatched a piece of kindling from the pile and started to warm her backside for her.  When she started squalling, the twins came piling out of the house but went tearing back inside again when I put a shot into the door jamb over their heads without hardly paying them any mind at all.  Pa wasn’t a mean sort of man, and he hadn’t given Hanna more than a dozen whacks, for he dumped her off his lap and climbed aboard his horse.

We traveled for nearly an hour before he spoke to me, but I knew he'd just been getting it straight in his own head.  Pulling up, he got out his pipe and got it loaded fore passing me his pouch and striking a light for both of us.  We sat silent for a couple of minutes, and then he started talking.

"I'd meant to hold off til we got back from the drive, but I just couldn't take any more from that woman.  It was all I could do to keep from strangling her just now."

"I could never figure out how you stuck to it as long as you did."

"I had a talk with Judge Spence before I met up with you in town yesterday.  He's going to file the divorce papers for me, and it should all be done by the time we get back.  I'm giving her the ranch and a third of whatever cash we get from this herd. I know you got a claim to part of that place as well, but I can't throw her out of her home, no matter how I feel about her."

"The only thing I ever wanted from you is what I got.  As long as you let me side with you when you go, I'm satisfied with whatever you want to do."

"You'll still be in line for a third of the herd money all the same, and my will leaves whatever else is mine to you as well. We both know how bad this herding to Missouri can get, lest we're shot with more luck than any of the ones who've tried it before us. Ol' Butcher lost five good men and half his herd when he made his drive, with three others so busted up they weren't fit to hold a job no more.  Eight men out of thirteen, and he was one of the lucky ones; four out of five that went up the trail last year never got a single head to market."  

"That's scare talk, pa.  It doesn't do any good to get in a lather before we even get there.  We'll handle whatever comes, same as we always have.  We went through the war side by side. Maybe we didn't go east with the others, but we rode with the home guard and fought war hoops, Mexican bandits, and even the occasional Yankee when one happened to pop up.  We didn't have any powder, and our guns were whatever we joined up with, and we even had to provide our own horses and food.  There just wasn't ever nothin' we couldn't handle no matter how bad it got, you remember?"

"I remember you had to ride with me because Hanna threatened to kill you if I left you with her and you were nothing but a boy."

"I survived it.  I was proud as a game cock to ride at your side."

"Nowhere near as much as I was to have you.  You done yourself proud during the war, and there was damned few grown men who did as well."

"You ain't even fifty, and I figure on us riding together for a lot of years yet.  Missouri ain't got nothing we can't handle and the sooner they learn that, the better off they'll be."
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