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It was just barely light enough to see. The wind was blowing a steady gale and it was cold. The roan horse had his head down at wither level and was marching into the wind. The bridle reins that were attached to the Garcia bit in his mouth were swinging in cadence to the march. The man that held those bridle reins was like a statue of marble, from his black hat to the yellow scarf wrapped around his neck. He had a sheep-skin lined denim jacket and bull hide chaps. His Tony Lama boots stuck deep into bull-hide tapaderos, with a pair of rust-covered spurs strapped to them. He stared ahead, his face a cold, pale color. His mustache swept back on each side of his face by the wind. 

The roan horse trudged on toward the hill that lay in front of them. He had been here before, he knew the way and the routine. Coming to the base of the hill, the roan took the trail up the side toward the top. On reaching the top, the horse stopped at the same place he always stood, waiting. The rider swung down with a groan escaping his lips. He was cold to the bone. The wind blew, if anything, a little harder on this hilltop. The man dropped a big rock on the end of his bridle rein, to hold the horse there. He turned and walked slowly through the maze of boulders, threading his way through them. The boulders blocked the wind somewhat. On the outer edge of the boulder pile, there was a flat rock, shaped almost like an easy chair. On the windward side stood a tall boulder, breaking the wind. The man sat down on the flat rock, heavily, with another groan. He wasn’t young any more. His body didn’t absorb the bad weather as well as in his younger years. 

From his lofty perch, he could look east, over many sections of his ranch. He carried a small set of binoculars, but he wouldn’t use them, he watched the eastern horizon for the appearance of the warming sun. Soon, rays of sunshine split the atmosphere and warmed his face. Below, he could see cattle starting out of their bed grounds, he wasn’t going to disturb them. He just sat there and took in everything happening below him. 

A troop of javelina were wandering through the brush. A deer was tip toeing around a mesquite tree, picking up leftover mesquite beans. All was peaceful. The man was comfortable where he sat. 

The day was beginning, his mind was at ease, he would soon start a circle to the west part of the ranch, checking his cattle. Where he sat was always the place to start the day. His house was empty; his closest companion was this roan horse. He was past middle-age and alone in the world. So, this little piece of solitude was special to him. In his time on earth, he had spent most of his fifty-five years on horseback. Many of those years, he had used catching other people’s cattle. He had worked steadily and saved his money and been able to buy this little southeastern Arizona ranch. Something he had always wanted, but now it brought him no pleasure. He had no one to share it with. He knew he had fewer years ahead of him than behind. In his heart, he yearned for company at night, and a companion when waking up. He had relationships in the past, but the women wanted more from him than he could give at the time, he wouldn’t veer from his goal. Now that he had that goal achieved, it was hollow. 

He stood up and felt the force of the cold-wind hit him. Reaching the good roan horse, he pulled his rein from under the rock, then stuck a boot in a stirrup and swung aboard. A loud pop came from his hip. It hurt enough to force him to lean over the saddle horn until the pain subsided. Picking up the reins, he turned downhill. Maybe he would just spend the day in the house. A cup of coffee and a good book right then was a tantalizing thought. The roan started back down the hill toward home, three miles away. ​
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The roan horse came into the yard at a shambling fast walk. The wind was whipping his tail around to his side, he marched right up to the saddle room door. The rider sat there for a moment, then eased his right leg over the back end of the horse and set it down on the ground with a grunt. Then he brought his left foot from the stirrup and set it down next to the right. He leaned against the roan; a heavy sigh escaped him a few moments later. He began to unsaddle the animal, then led him to a corral gate and turned him loose. If anything, the wind and cold were getting stronger. The man turned and stumped his way to his small frame house. The mesquite trees that framed it were whipping back and forth. He climbed up the four steps onto the small porch. The house was warm. The propane heater was doing a heroic job. The man went to the stove and turned the burner on under the coffee pot. He stood there for a moment, soaking up the warmth, then turned to the hat rack next to the door and hung his hat and removed the sheep-skin lined coat and hung it next to the hat. 

When he turned back to the stove, there came a knock at his door. He scowled and limped to the door and opened it. A shapely blond woman stood there. Behind her, he could see her car with a real estate sign on the door. The woman was dressed in designer denim pants, and she had a Mackinaw coat pulled together in front with one hand. 

“I told the agent from your outfit, the other day, I don’t want to put my ranch up for sale, and now they send a nice bit of fluff out here to tease me into listing with you.” The man growled. 

“Are you Cleve Bounds?” The woman asked shivering. 

“You know I am!” Cleve returned. 

“I don’t want to list your ranch, but can I come in? I’ll explain.” The woman asked. 

“I’m sorry, sometimes I’m a bit short on social graces please come in, the coffee’s hot.” 

Cleve swung the door wider to allow the woman through the door. She had a slight hitch in her step, like Cleve had, the woman stood in the middle of the room while Cleve shut the door. “Can I take your coat?” Cleve held his hand out. 

The woman peeled off the Mackinaw, revealing a form that few would have. A full-figured body topped by flowing blond hair, perfectly groomed to shoulder length. 

Cleve pulled a chair out from the little dining room table, “coffee?” was all he asked. 

As the woman sat down, she nodded. 

At the stove, Cleve took two cups and a small glass down from the cupboard. Then he reached into a cabinet and pulled a bottle of bourbon and poured the little glass full. He turned toward the woman and held the bottle out in an unasked invitation. 

She smiled and said “No, thank you.” 

Cleve poured the cups full of the boiling hot brew, then took the small glass and turned it up swallowing the contents. He brought the cups to the table and set one in front of the blonde. He then sat down heavily in his chair, across from her. 

“Is that how you take your coffee?” the woman asked. 

“Only when I’m chilled to the bone, like today. I don’t handle the cold like I used to. Now, what’s your name, and what can I do for you?” Cleve sipped at his coffee. 

“My name is Katey McGuire. I was told to come see you, by Mr. Browning at the bank. He told me you were good friends.” Katey held her cup with both hands wrapped around it, warming her shaking hands. 

“Yes, we were friends, but maybe not so now, after sending you out here in this cold.” Cleve smiled a rare smile. 

“Are you familiar with the KJ Ranch , just up the road?” Katey asked. 

“Yes, I know it. Those hippies who own it have turned into a drug-dealing mess. What have they got to do with you being here?” Cleve asked. 

“Well, those hippies are gone, in jail for dealing drugs there. The ranch has been abandoned. The DEA has listed the ranch with my office, but the cattle are on a note at the bank. They want their money. We have 60 days to get the cattle off. Mr. Browning said you would do it.” Katey stated, then started sipping her coffee. 

“Oh! He did, did he? I don’t remember giving him permission to hire me out. How many cattle are we talking about?” Cleve asked. 

“The bank holds a note for two-hundred and fifty head; they were put there three years ago. They haven’t been touched since. Mr. Browning said once the note is satisfied, anything else there, the income from them, you would split with the bank.” Katey was warming up and had stopped shivering. 

“You have never done a deal like this, have you?” Cleve asked. 

Katey shook her head no. 

“Well, it’s all in favor of the bank. First, I want to go look at it. I’ll need a map. Then, I’ll give you a bid on the job.” Cleve explained. 

“Then you’re going to do it?” Katey had a hopeful sound in her voice. 

“I didn’t say that! I said I would go look at it. Sixty days may not be enough, there may not be enough cattle there to split with the bank, they are asking someone to buy into a deal with a sack on their head. Browning knows better.” Cleve turned his coffee cup up and slurped down the dregs.” Can I fill your cup?” He asked as he stood up. 

Katey shook her head, a look of disappointment on her face. 

After filling his cup, Cleve came back to the table. “You got an improvement map?” he asked. 

Katey dug around in her purse and came up with a folded map. She handed it to Cleve. 

He unfolded it and smoothed it out on the table. He studied it for a few moments. “It’s close enough, I’ll go down there today and check it out, then I’ll let you know.” 

“I want to go. I want to see what it looks like.” Katey said, matter of factly. 

“It’s going to be a long slow, rough trip; you sure?” Cleve really didn’t want any passengers, but this young woman seemed determined. “Okay, sit still, I’ll go start the truck and let it warm up.” Cleve went for his hat and coat. 

The engine on the Dodge truck caught and rattled up to an idle. When he was sure it wasn’t going to die, Cleve turned the heater on and got out of the truck. He went to the saddle room and got a shovel and a couple of nylon ropes, a come-along, and threw them in the back. He looked up and saw Katey coming out the door, one hand grasping the front of the Mackinaw, holding it shut. She came to the Dodge and jumped into the passenger seat. 
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