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The Hopfield’s and McCord’s were neighbors. Their two cattle ranches bordered one another and were just a stone’s throw outside the small town of Cahoots about forty miles distant from Fort Worth, Texas. One might say however, these two families were certainly not in ‘cahoots’ at this time. Their relationship could be described as sometimes friendly, but more often they were not, as they lived and worked on their two adjoining cattle ranches.

The Hopfield’s, had been married twenty-six years with three grown children still living at home. Father Russell, a short stout grizzled squared jawed no nonsense sort of fella with a thinning pate, deeply tanned in his late forties. His lovely wife, Leonna, was an ageless charming petite blonde, with premature streaks of grey hair, soft blue eyes, and warm personality.

The couple had three children, Trevor the oldest twenty-four, a bit on the short side like his father, but muscular with chiseled features. A mop of blondish hair and blue eyes like his mother. Curtis twenty, he too like his brother was solidly built, with a wispy blonde beard and mustache in his effort to look older like his brother. Their daughter, Belinda, was attractive, with blue eyes, and long blonde hair. She was the young spitting-image of her mother. She had just turned eighteen.

About two miles west of them lived their closest neighbor, the McCord’s, Abraham, and his wife Lettie. They were married for twenty-three years and they too had three grown children living at home. Abe was forty-seven, dark hair greying at the temples, tall and broad shouldered with an imposing physique. Their oldest son Roman just turned twenty-two, he was the mirror image of his father, big broad shoulders, dark hair, and piercing eyes black as coal.

Angel was twenty and like his name implied a quiet, soft spoken, a gentle soul. He was strongly built like his father and brother with a tousled mop of dark hair, and warm smile. Then there was Jacob, he was eighteen years old a rebellious lad, he often wanted to talk back to his father but knew better. He stood medium height with a sinewy build; dark hair and he too had those piercing black eyes.

Today, Abe McCord sat on his horse, a big bay mare gazing out over his mixed herd of Hereford and Angus cattle grazing leisurely on the tall grasses. His Winchester rifle lay across his lap. He had lost quite a few head of cattle recently. Unknown rustlers maybe? But the ones he really believed were responsible for his losses were his neighbors Russell Hopfield and those two ornery sons of his Trevor and Curtis. He just needed to catch them in the act. The two elder cattlemen had been at odds with one another for some time, each one complaining that they had lost a rather substantial number of cattle and each was quick to blame the other family for their losses?

At that same time on a distant ridge Abe’s two sons Angel and Roman, were also sitting on horseback keeping a watchful eye on their herd. The younger brother Jacob age eighteen was back at the ranch, he had been at odds with his father for accusing the Hopfield’s of rustling. He believed Belinda when she told him her father and brothers were not rustlers and were not responsible for their cattle losses. The reason he believed her, was because he was sweet on Belinda Hopfield. She was the same age as him. Every chance they had the two of them would sneak off to their secret meeting place to pitch woo. If their fathers ever found out about all their little secret rendezvous, there would have been hell to pay that was for sure.

Then there were the two elder cattlemen’s wives Lettie McCord and Leonna Hopfield, they were not at all concerned, they suspected all along something was going on between the two. They could see how they acted and looked at one another in church on Sunday’s. Whenever the wives were together, they often talked about it privately behind their husband’s backs and they saw no reason for them to interfere in the young love.

They didn’t involve themselves in their husband’s ongoing feud either. They hoped that in time things would work out between the two families? Lord knows the wives were too busy as it were tending to their family’s needs and the ranch. They would smile and remark to one another how cute it was to watch the interaction between the two lovebirds whenever they saw them together. The women could remember a time not so long ago, when they too were young and in love and had acted much the same way with their husbands Russ and Abe, the men they married.

The older boys were interested in the women in Cahoots also, but if any of them had a serious-love interest, they kept it privately to themselves. Most of the time they were too busy with their duties on the ranch and above all keeping in their father’s good graces.

It was getting late in the day the two McCord boys were about to give up on watching the herd, when suddenly they saw a plume of dust rising a good half mile or so down in the valley. It could only mean one thing, the cattle were on the move, being prodded along by three men on horseback. Angel and Roman quickly swung into action, spurring their mounts into a full gallop, and racing down off the rise and merging into the herd. The sounds of gunfire erupted from the three strangers on horseback as they attempted to separate a few head of cattle and move them away from the main herd.

The three would be rustlers saw the McCord boys racing towards them. Angel and Roman were waving their hats and yelling, attempting to turn the cows back into the main herd. Roman heard bullets zing past him, all too close for comfort. These fellas were intent on shooting him and probably Angel too for interrupting their plan? Out of the corner of his eye, Roman watched as his brother raced past him waving his rifle over his head. A few head of cattle were finally starting to turn back.

The three rustlers realized their attempt to rustle a few head of cattle had failed. Not wanting to be captured or maybe worse shot, they rode hell bent away from there, trying to avoid the two brothers charging after them. Looking to his left Angel saw another rider joining the fray. It was their father Abe, riding hard and fast to catch up with them. After several minutes, the cattle had slowed their pace. Abe and his two sons were able to meet at the head end of the herd.

“Where on earth you reckon those varmints come from all of a sudden?” Abe wheezed, rubbing his face. The two boys just shrugged. 

“Don’t know Pa?” Angel replied. “Did you get a close look at any of them, do we know who they were?” Then another shrug. “Could have been Hopfield and his two boys, just cannot say for sure Pa? I couldn’t get close enough to tell,” Roman told him. 

“I gotta believe they were the culprits though. Pretty brazen attempt of them if it was,” Abe snorted angrily. “It looks like they’ve given up for now though,” Abe chimed in. He had begun to calm down some now.

They spent the next little while riding up the ridge and back down into the valley, seeing if they could determine any direction of travel from the would-be rustlers. It was as though they just vanished into thin air? Abe and the boys scoured much of the area, but had seen no further signs of them.

It was getting late in the day the three were getting tired and hungry. Finally, they decided to call it quits for the day, turned their horses, and headed back for the ranch house. When they rode up to the house, Lettie met them out on the porch.

“The three of you look pretty bewildered, did something go wrong out there today?” she said smiling at her husband. 

“Oh yeah, something did alright,” her husband responded sorely. She could see he was upset and beginning to get worked up again. “Them dang Hopfield’s are at it again, they tried stealing a few cows from us again, can you believe it and in broad daylight, right under our noses.” Abe huffed.

Lettie thought, oh boy here we go again, will it ever end. “You sure it was them?” 

“Who else, Lettie?” Abe wheezed again. 

Angel and Roman agreed with him as they dismounted and led his horse and theirs off to the barn. 

“If I could have drawn a bead on them and taken one of them down, we’d have our proof who was to blame. Then I could go into town and tell Sheriff Ambrose,” As he followed her heavy-footed storming into the house.

Later when they all gathered around the supper table along with young Jacob. Abe gave him a stern look. “And where were you today? I suppose you were off somewhere with that what’s her name?” 

“Belinda Pa,” Jacob scorned sharply. 

“Well, ask me, I think you’d be better off riding with your brothers and me and not wasting your time on the likes of that dang Hopfield,” his father uttered. 

“Now Abe,” his wife said, trying her best to calm him down. 

When they both looked up, Jacob had left the supper table with his plate of food sitting there only half eaten.

Later that evening, Lettie told Abe, “We need to go into town tomorrow and get some supplies. I’m nearly out of flour and some other necessities.” 

“That’s fine, it’ll give me a chance to talk to the sheriff too. He needs to know were still losing some of our stock.” 

“Well, I just hope you don’t go putting all the blame on the Hopfield’s when you still can’t be sure if they’re responsible for our losses? Leonna told me in church, they are still having the same problem we are, but at least she’s not casting blame on us for it.” 

Abe grunted and rolled over; he didn’t want to hear it. It sounded to him like she was siding with the Hopfield’s? He didn’t like that one bit, no siree.

Bright and early next morning the boy’s hitched up the buckboard. Abe and his wife with Angel and Roman following on horseback took the short ride into town. They left the buckboard with Lettie at Sawyer’s Mercantile. While she shopped for supplies, Abe went down to the sheriff’s office to talk to Sheriff Walt Ambrose. Meanwhile, Roman and Angel took the opportunity to go to the Watering Hole Saloon to get a beer. Their father wasn’t one to imbibe, he mostly preferred his coffee strong and black and nothing more.

In the saloon the two brothers had ambled up to the bar, one of the saloon’s soiled doves calling herself Simone, tried her best to entice Roman upstairs as she flashed her scantily clad body at him. Angel pulled him away. “You know Pa wouldn’t approve.” The dove finally gave up and roamed off towards a group of wanton men. Angel tipped up his beer to have a swallow just as another fella sidled up next to him at the bar. He looked over and realized it was of all people Trevor Hopfield standing beside him. “Well would you look at who we have here Roman. A dang cattle rustler, if I ever seen one,” he chortled.

Trevor turned back around from a man he had been talking too. “Excuse me, were you talking to me Mister,” he said, letting some beer dribble from his lips, wiped it away with the back of his hand. 

Angel looked around the saloon. “Yeah, I reckon you’re the only rustler I see in here at the moment.” 

That’s all it took, in an instant the two men were pushing and shoving one another and it could have quickly escalated into fisticuffs had it not been for Roman.

He stepped between the two men and separated them. “Angel, you and Trevor knock it off, you’ll have the dang sheriff coming in here and arresting you both and neither of you want to be spending time in a lousy jail cell.” 

Trevor looked at Angel, “best you listen to your brother if you know what’s good for you,” he said. 

With that, the two McCord’s turned and walked out of the saloon.

“What were you thinking in there, Angel?” 

“Well Pa thinks the Hopfield’s are the rustlers.” 

“Yeah, I know, but he still ain’t got no real proof of that yet Angel. Until he does, we don’t need to be causing unnecessary trouble for him or us,” Roman told him.

When they got back to the mercantile. Their father was already loading some supplies. “Where the two of you been? Thought I was going to have to load all this by myself? I think your mother dang near bought out the store,” Abe told them. They got right to work helping their pa with what remained to be loaded.

Shortly after that, Lettie came out of the store. 

“We’re all loaded up,” Abe wheezed. 

“Well good, then let’s head home. That sky ain’t looking very promising just now.” 

The men looked up, sure enough a normally clear Texas sky had darkened and a threat of rain seemed possible. The wind had kicked up too. Angel and Roman mounted up and pulled their bandanas up to cover their faces from the blowing wind and dust. Now they both took on the appearance of outlaws.

The short trip home went quickly, thank goodness. By the time they were back at the ranch, the wind was really beginning to howl and big drops of rain were just beginning to fall. They quickly unloaded the buckboard. Lettie hurried inside to get lunch put together. Then they all sat down to enjoy lunch. Angel piped up and told his father about having seen Trevor Hopfield in the saloon.

“Yeah, and your son here was spoiling to get into a slugfest with him and calling him a rustler,” Roman added. 

“Well, I reckon he had him pegged about right then,” Abe chortled. He got a nasty look from his wife, as she looked daggers at him.

The rain pelted the windows loudly and a gusty wind howled. “Soon as it lets up some, you boys head out to the barn and tend to the livestock,” Abe ordered. 

The boys dutifully nodded. Abe sipped his coffee and lit his pipe. His wife went about cleaning up from lunch. “This weather may keep the Hopfield’s inside tonight too? Probably don’t have to worry about them rustling cattle any more tonight,” Abe wheezed, his wife ignored him staying completely mum.

By morning the storm had abated and moved off and a bright sunny day awaited them. At breakfast Abe told the boys. “When you have filled your bellies, we’ll mount up and go check out the herd, it’s likely we’ll have some strays to round up after last night’s intense thunder and fierce lightning. Jacob, you might want to lend your brothers a hand too, if you can keep that Hopfield girl off your mind long enough.” 

The three boys just looked up from their plates and nodded. No complaints were heard out of any of them.
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A few miles away Trevor and Curtis Hopfield were also busy rounding up their stray cattle, the storm had scattered. Russ hadn’t gone with them; he was busy at home making repairs to the roof on their ranch house which had sustained a leak from the heavy downpour of rain. While inside, Belinda was busy helping her mother mop and put their house back in order. They had quickly moved what little furniture they had out of the path of the rain dripping from the ceiling. From his perch on the rooftop, Russ could see his two boys off in the distance working their herd. He would sooner have been working with them than fixing a dang leaky roof.

Over At the Mc Cords, Jacob had done as his pa said and joined his two brothers rounding up strays they found. He was a good horseman and handled the cattle with nearly the expertise of his two older siblings. Even though now his thoughts were primarily on Belinda, he hadn’t seen her in a couple of days. He had considered sneaking off to meet her, but it was just as well he hadn’t.

A large creek known as the Lil Brazos wormed its way north and south dividing the two ranches. Abe and Russ neither one had laid claim to creek ownership and therefore their cattle ably shared the creek water. At least the two men were sensible enough to understand their cattle’s need for water, luckily, they agreed in that regard. The McCord boys worked a couple of hours getting the herd back intact. Jacob had done his part helping his brothers and had given up the idea of seeing Belinda, well at least for now.

They hadn’t seen any signs of the Hopfield’s or any other likely rustlers, for that matter and they were happy about that. They headed back to the house. Abe was just sitting down to have lunch when they walked in. “You boys find many strays to rounded up?” 

“Not bad Pa and we didn’t see any signs of rustlers either.” 

“Good well then, I reckon we all had a good day then?” 

“He looked over at Jacob “and you Son.” He didn’t hear a peep out of Jacob.

Over at the Hopfield’s ranch Trevor and Curtis had gotten home much later, their situation hadn’t been quite as fruitful. They had spotted a couple of riders on horseback on a high bluff likely checking out their herd. Trevor had tried to sneak around behind them and get close enough to see if he could tell who they were and maybe flush them out but to no avail, by the time he got to the top of the bluff they had disappeared. One had been riding a grey horse and Trevor couldn’t ever remember having seen any of the McCord’s riding a grey horse?

He rode down off the bluff and found Curtis and the two of them did a search of the area but were unable to find the would-be rustlers. After a fair amount of looking, they gave up and headed back home. When they were nearly to the ranch house, they saw their sister come riding in from another direction. They wondered if it might have been her and the McCord boy, they had seen when they had been near the Lil Brazos creek earlier? Back at the house, they asked her where she had been, but she was not forthcoming with an answer.

“I bet you snuck off to see that dang Jacob McCord,” Trevor said, accusingly. “Oh, and was he riding a grey horse by chance?” 

She just gave them a puzzled look. “Huh!” 

They didn’t press her any further about it. They were both, still curious though. At suppertime they mentioned to their pa about having seen two strangers up on the bluff. Belinda sat there eating her supper with bated breath, waiting for one of her brothers to say they had also seen her out there too. Neither of them wanting to get their pa started in on her, they didn’t say anything more. She breathed a quiet sigh of relief.

Earlier that morning, she had ridden out to a place on the bank of the Lil Brazos creek where she and Jacob would often secretly rendezvous and spend time together swimming and pitching woo. Today she had taken her Bible with her to read as she sat in the shade under a large oak tree for a couple hours hoping he would come to meet her. But not today, he had followed his pa’s orders and had gone with his brothers to round up strays. The two lovebirds would just have to wait until this Sunday’s church service to see one another again.
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