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Chapter 1 - Anguish
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Bill awoke to a soft, warm nose rubbing against his cheek. He stirred without opening his eyes and felt the soft nudge again. Looking up, he saw a horse standing over him and he rubbed his hand across its nose.

“Wildfire, why are you here? I thought I turned you loose? You should be running free.”

The horse took a step back as Bill tried to sit up, but his head began to pound. With a moan, he laid back down, and the horse made a soft rumbling noise, almost a whinny, as it put its nose down close to Bill’s face again.

“Oh, man! Did you step on my head last night?” He rolled over on his side and pushed himself up, seeing the half-empty scotch bottle lying a few feet away. “Oh—yeah—now I remember what stepped on me.”

The horse raised its head as Bill sat up, sighing, and his breath blew across Wildfire’s nose. The horse snorted, raising and shaking its head as it stepped backward.

“That bad, huh?”

Bill looked at the bottle and reached for it. Wildfire whinnied, raising his front hooves inches off the ground, snorting and shaking his head again as his feet touched the ground. Bill sat motionless for a moment, looking at the horse.

“Okay. I got the message. How about coffee?”

He reached for the saddlebag beside him, opened it, and removed a small coffee pot and a bag of coffee. All that remained of the campfire were a few glowing embers. Reaching into the saddlebag again, his hand touched a revolver next to a large carrot. He removed the carrot, broke it, and held it toward the horse. Wildfire, curling his lips, took the first piece in his mouth, chewing it, then took the second piece and walked away, chewing as he went.

With some effort, Bill rose and stood, making his way to the small stream just below his campsite and filled the coffee pot. After putting coffee in the grounds basket, he placed the pot on the rocks, ringing the almost extinguished fire. He rekindled the fire and put the pot over the flames, then sat next to the fire, rubbing his head with both hands. Again, he rose, went back to the stream, and splashed water on his face before returning to the fire.

Minutes passed in silence as Bill sat staring into the fire before he opened the saddlebag and removed the revolver. Not speaking, he looked at it as he spun the cylinder around with his fingers. Twisting his hand from side to side, looking at the gun. He eased the hammer back, raising the gun toward his head. As he did, Wildfire, watching him from a short distance away, reared on his hind legs, whinnying, shaking his head, snorting, with his hooves hitting the ground very hard.

“Mind your own damn business.”

The horse shook his head again snorting, moving towards Bill.

“What kind of a friend are you?” With his thumb on the hammer, he lowered it and put the gun back in the bag. Another search in the bag found a piece of beef jerky. He bit off a small chunk and began to chew as he looked at the horse. “Is this better?”

The horse turned and headed back to the lush green grass on the gently sloping hillside. Still chewing, Bill sat with his legs bent, elbows resting on his knees, and staring at the fire. Silence prevailed as he waited for the coffee to brew and perhaps bring him relief from the pounding headache left by the scotch.

Wildfire continued to graze on the hillside bordering the stream, making its way down the gentle slope of the foothills and mountains behind.

Without warning, a horrifying scene flashed through his mind—a disgusting, revolting scene. A young man lying unconscious on a sandy beach and upchucking all over Bill’s face and in his mouth as he tried to revive him. The scene vanished as his head jerked back, pushing it from his thoughts replaced by another. The vision of a speeding car broadsiding the driver’s door of another car, smashing it into a V-shaped mass of mangled steel.  He shook his head again, trying to return to the present, his arms still folded over his knees, staring into the fire as tears ran down his cheeks.

Soon, the aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the air. Wiping his eyes on his sleeve, he leaned back and retrieved a porcelain cup from the saddlebag, filling it with coffee. As he rose, he wiped away a tear, took a sip, and walked over to Wildfire, hugging his neck and kissing him on the cheek. Still hugging the horse, he gazed at a small hammock of trees shading the lush grass below, not far away. Bill walked to the trees and looked down, seeing the two of them frolicking on the soft grass, hearing her gentle laughter, then looked away and up at the morning sky, scattered with a few wispy clouds. The day would be a beautiful one, but its beauty escaped him. The fog emanating from his mind clouded the view as his gaze wandered from the sky to the surrounding countryside. Again, he sat beside the fire, staring into space with tears streaming down his face.

“Why, Lord, why? Why did you bring us together and then take her from me? WHY?!” When he screamed, Wildfire rose upon his hind legs, beating the air with his front hooves, whinnying loud as if to say: “Yes, Lord, why?”

As the horse whinnied, Bill’s mind snapped back to the present, and the beautiful countryside appeared before him, along with the gentle sound of the stream winding its way through the rolling hills. He poured another cup of coffee, glanced at the saddlebag, and then at Wildfire; he took a biscuit out of the saddlebag and began to eat. Wildfire continued to graze nearby as the sun grew larger and brighter.

The rest of the day was almost a blur as he tried not to think of the recent past. He ate more biscuits and a hardboiled egg, drank more coffee, and, at times, napped under the trees. But the naps were short, as sounds of screeching tires, crushing steel, and shattering glass filled his head. The sounds woke him with a jolt, a cold sweat appearing on his forehead, followed by sobbing. Finally, he rose, walked over to Wildfire, and hugged him.

That evening, he ate more biscuits and a can of cold beans, washing it down with coffee and, before the night ended, more scotch, but not as much as the night before. The following morning, Bill rose before dawn and rekindled the fire just as the inky black eastern sky began to disappear. With a fresh pot of coffee brewing, he fried bacon, diced a potato, and cooked it in the bacon grease.

Not much of a breakfast, he thought, but what difference does it make? I have nothing to live for anymore. Why should I even eat?

After washing the breakfast dishes in the stream, he started walking, going nowhere in particular, just walking. He walked along the stream, up over and through the hills, over rocky plains, and through lush green meadows, and wherever he went, Wildfire followed a few steps behind. When Bill stopped, the horse stopped. When he started moving again, so did the horse, following him as if a loyal and faithful dog following his master without question.

Bill spent two more days in the hills doing much of the same, eating little, sipping scotch at times, drinking more coffee than scotch. The gun never left the saddlebag again, but also never left his thoughts. On one of his walks, Bill scaled a small cliff about fifty feet high. When he got to the top and looked down, he saw Wildfire standing at the bottom, waiting for him. As he sat, a nightmarish vision appeared in his mind.


A vision of him leaving the tack room after turning Wildfire out to pasture and Sheriff Burl Reese walking very slow toward him with his hat in his hand. He waited for him to get closer before speaking.

“Afternoon Burl,” he could hear himself say, “what brings you out here on such a beautiful day?” He could see Burl continue to approach in silence until he stood face-to-face with Bill. Burl looked into Bill’s eyes with a sad expression on his face. His head tilted down as he looked at the ground and then into Bill’s eyes.

“I don’t know any easy way to say this, Bill ... there’s been an accident ... and ... well, she didn’t suffer, Bill, I know she didn’t, it all happened so fast ... I’m sorry, my friend; she’s gone, Bill ... she’s gone.”

A knot formed in his stomach as he heard himself say: “What are you saying, Burl ... it’s not Mary Beth—tell me it’s not Mary Beth! It can’t be!”

“I am so very sorry, my friend—”

“No! It can’t be! What happened—where—when; how did it happen?” It’s not true! Tell me it’s not true?!”

“Aw, Bill ... I’m so-so sorry, but I can tell ya for sure she didn’t suffer.”

“Where is she, Burl? I want to see her.”

“Now ... you don’t have to; I identified her, so it’s not necessary.”

“I want to see her; take me to her, Burl—now—right now!”

“Okay,” he could hear Burl say and see the vision of them walking toward Burl’s cruiser, “but it ain’t pretty, my friend. It was a horrible accident.”

He could feel the words burn deep into his soul and see Burl burst into tears, crying loud for a moment, then regain control and wipe his tears on his shirt sleeve. Once again, shock and disbelief filled him as the vision changed, and he could see them enter the hospital morgue. He saw Burl standing close beside him, tears streaming down his face as he saw the sheet being pulled back and his head filled with his screams from the past.



“OH GOD NO! NO-NO-NO—LORD NO! NO IT CAN’T BE!”

The image of him crying uncontrollably and starting to collapse filled his head, and Burl seeing grabbing him by both shoulders, spinning him around and hugging him tightly, crying with him...

The urge to jump from the cliff surged through him as the scene faded, but Wildfire, standing below, and the voice of a young girl in his head stopped him.

He could see his niece, Beth Ann, after the funeral, hugging him, crying, and saying: “Are you still my uncle?”

And his response: “I will always be your uncle and I will always be here for you. No matter what happens, we will always be family. Right now, you are the most important person in my life, and I will always love you.”

The voice faded, and again, he could see Wildfire standing below. Why did I promise her? How can I join Mary Beth and keep my promise to Beth Ann?

The vision of the same terrible nightmare of a car crashing into his wife’s car and turning it into a twisted pile of steel shaped like a half-opened pocketknife filled his head. Some guy, some jerk in too big of a hurry to wait on the light, ran the red light seconds after it changed as Mary Beth drove through. She never had a chance. The jerk in the other car was thrown through the windshield and flew over Mary Beth’s car, landing on the pavement in a crumpled heap of broken bones, unrecognizable as a human being. A just reward, Bill thought, staring down at Wildfire with tears running down his face. A just reward for him but not for you, honey, not for someone as wonderful as you. It just isn’t right.

In a slow, deliberate effort, he stood, looking straight down the cliff at the horse, then, with reservation, made his way down the steep embankment to the left of the cliff and Wildfire. The horse followed him back to the stream.

In time, his food and coffee ran out, and he decided to go back to the ranch. Enough time had elapsed to think about what he would do. The next morning, he packed everything in the saddlebags, put the bags over the saddle, threw it over his shoulder, and started across the stream. As he walked, he could feel Wildfire just behind him. He stopped, turned, and looked at him.

“Why don’t you stay here? This is where you came from. Go find a new herd of mares and enjoy being free again.”

But when he started walking again, Wildfire followed.

About half an hour had passed when, far ahead of them, Bill could see a rider heading in his direction. As the rider grew closer, he saw his partner, Ray Candy, approaching at a fast pace. Ray rode up close, reining in, and dismounted.

“Sorry to bother you, partner, but Burl is lookin’ for ya. I know you wanted to be alone ... Burl said he needs your help.”

“On my way back. What’s going on with Burl?”

“You know who Jack Smyth is, don’t ya?”

“Yeah.”

“Member Burl arrested him for trying to rob that gas station about three weeks ago? Well, Jack’s wife left him because of it, and he’s blamin’ Burl for it. He broke out of jail and says he’s going to kill Burl. Burl’s goin’ after him, and he wants you to go with him, partner, says he feels safer when you’re around.”

“Burl is worrying about nothing. Jack is mean, all right, but no killer.”

“Uh ... well, you tell Burl that, I ain’t. What do you want me to tell him?”

Bill looked at Wildfire. “Looks like you hung around too long, fella.” He started saddling the horse. “Where’s Burl now?”

“On his way to the ranch, hoping ta find ya when he gets there.”

“C’mon, boy,” Bill said as he swung into the saddle. They started at a slow gallop, heading for the gently rolling pastures still out of view about ten miles to the west. “Burl’s pretty upset, huh?”

“I think so ... ain’t never had someone huntin’ him. Always been the other way around.”

It took them about an hour to come out of the hills and start across the pasture. As they grew closer, they could see Burl’s cruiser parked next to the stable with Burl standing beside it. They rode up to the stable, reining in and dismounting before the horses came to a complete stop.

“What’s the matter, Burl, got a bur in your tail?” Bill asked.

“Ain’t no damn bur! That idiot Jack Smyth is out to kill me, but I got news for him. I ain’t the one gettin’ killed!”

“You don’t really think he’s a killer, do you?”

“Damn fools so dang mad he’d do most anything—comin’ with me?”

Bill looked at Ray. “I’ll take care of Wildfire, partner.”

Bill looked at Burl, “Okay, let’s go.”

“Where’s your gun?” Burl asked as they got in the cruiser.

“In the car; we’ll pick it up on our way out.” Afraid Burl would put two and two together, Bill didn’t want him to know he had a gun in his saddlebag.

After getting his gun from the car, they started down the lane towards the road: “Any ideas as to where to start looking? Are the state troopers involved?”

“Everybody up here is lookin’, and I got Henry watchin’ my house to make sure he don’t try to kidnap Marie or somethin’, and no, I don’t know where to start. He knows where I hide lookin’ for speeders, so we’ll check out them spots first.”

They searched the back roads, checking all Burl’s hiding places, with no sign of Jack. Burl drove off into the foothills to an old shack hidden back in a blind canyon about a mile off the road, one of Jack’s old hideouts. Burl parked the cruiser in some trees about a hundred yards away. In stealth silence, they got out of the car, closing the doors without making a sound, each heading in a different direction toward the small rundown shack with a rusty tin roof. As they got closer, off in the distance behind the shack hidden in some trees, they saw the car Jack stole outside the jail when he broke out. With caution, Burl inched his way around to the front door while Bill peeked through the window. Inside sat a man tied to a chair and gagged. When Bill motioned to Burl, he burst through the door, gun in hand, scanning the interior of the shack with Bill right behind him. The wide-eyed man in the chair, startled at first, realized he was being rescued. Burl put his gun away and removed the gag from the man’s mouth.

“Man, am I glad to see you. I thought they’d kill me.”

“They? Burl said, “How many?”

“Two. They ran me off the road and brought me up here, then left in my car,” the man said as Bill untied him.

“Can you describe ’em?” Burl asked.

“One was a big guy with sandy brown hair, about your size and mean-looking. The other one was kinda scrawny and dirty looking; needed a shave and had scraggy looking, black hair.”

“Damn!” Burl said, “he’s got Steve Bross with him. They did some time together once.”

“Sounds like trouble,” Bill said.

“Steve ain’t too bright, but he’ll most likely do whatever Jack asks. Any idea where they’re headed?” Burl asked, looking at the man.

“Yeah,” the man said with a smile, “the scrawny one cold-cocked me, but I wasn’t out. Said something about hitting that Shell food mart over on 231, then high tailing it out of state.”

“How long ago?”

“I’d say ... not more than ten minutes.”

“That station’s not far from here,” Burl said, “might just catch ’em if we hurry. I’ll send someone for you,” he added as they turned and ran towards the door. They jumped into the cruiser, and Burl spun the tires, leaving the canyon and heading for the road. As they slid onto the road, he picked up the mike, “Hey Connie, are you there?”

“What ya got, Burl?”

“There’s a man in the old-line shack in Buford Canyon. Send someone up to get him over.”

“Is he cute? Might go get him myself.”

“Too old for you, Connie; any news from the state boys?”

“Not a word; how’d this guy get up there, Burl?”

“Tell you about it later, gotta go.”

“Why didn’t you tell her we’re after them and where we’re going?”

“Cause the troopers would hear and come in with sirens a blarin’ and scare ’em off before we get there. Besides, I got a bone to pick with that Smyth.”

As they approached 231, he turned the flashing lights on without the siren. Burl turned right onto 231 and pushed his foot to the floor, going down the rolling, winding two-lane highway at ninety miles an hour. The Shell Food mart, about ten miles away, sat in the middle of a small no-name community at the bottom of a gradual slope with about a dozen houses and no stoplight, little more than a bump in the road. At this speed, they would be there in less than seven minutes. When they topped the hill about half a mile away, they could see the station with one car at the pumps. Burl turned off the flashing lights as they descended the grade and slammed on the brakes, sliding to a stop about twenty feet from the front door. A seedy-looking man in a ball cap was coming out the door. They jumped from the cruiser as it came to a full stop. The man ducked back into the store.

“Take the back. I’ll go in the front,” Burl yelled as he drew his revolver. Bill nodded and started around the back.

As he rounded the corner on the back of the building, the rear door burst open, and a scraggy little guy flew through. Bill grabbed Steve’s gun hand and put him on the ground before he knew what happened. The rear door slammed shut and locked behind Steve, making it impossible for Bill to enter. He cuffed Steve, picked him up by his belt, and carried him around to the front, putting him in the cruiser.

While Bill dealt with Steve, Burl had eased through the front door, working his way towards the back. When Steve burst through the back door, Jack saw Bill grab him and ducked behind a row of shelving filled with canned goods. Burl didn’t see Jack and continued making his way through the store. As he came close to the back door, he heard a familiar sound.

CLICK!

“Just the asshole I’m lookin’ for,” Jack said as he pushed the gun against the back of Burl’s head. “Outside, old man, I’m gonna kill ya, but first, you’re my ticket out of here. Move nice and easy toward the front door, or I’ll waste ya right here.”

“Better give me the gun, Jack, you’re just makin’ things worse.”

“Shut up and move!”

After Bill put Steve in the cruiser, he drew his gun and started for the front door, seeing Burl and Jack on their way out, with Jack’s gun pressed to the side of Burl’s head.

“Drop the gun, deputy, or I’ll kill him.”

Bill smiled, “I thought you were going to kill him anyway?”

“I ain’t kiddin,’ man!”

“Go ahead. I never liked him to begin with. Too damn arrogant and cocky to suit me, but remember one thing, as soon as you pull that trigger, you’re mine. And I think I can get you right through the left eye.” Bill began to grin, and his eyes opened wide. “Ever seen someone shot in the left eye? Acts just like a chicken with its head cut off, but worse. There’s nothing I like seeing better than that, and it’s been a long time. It lasts about two minutes, but I hear tell, to the guy that’s shot, it seems like two hours.”

“That’s bullshit!” Smyth yelled.

“Sooo, get it over with. My trigger finger is getting itchy; go ahead—shoot.” Jack became nervous and started to sweat. His gun hand started to quiver as he glanced all around. “Aw, hell, I think I can hit that eye whether you shoot him or not.”

Jack slapped the gun flat against Burl’s chest, and he took the gun. “Keep that son-of-a-bitch away from me, Burl. He’s crazy, don’t let him shoot me. I seen him crush a man’s hand once and didn’t blink an eye. Just snapped it like it was a twig. He ain’t normal, somethin’ strange about him; don’t let him shoot me, Burl, keep him away from me!”

Burl turned to face Jack. “You’re in big trouble now, son. Give me your hands.”

As Burl cuffed him, Bill holstered his gun and walked over to Jack, but Jack hid behind Burl: “What did you go and do that for, Jack? You spoiled all my fun. You’re about to piss me off.”

“I told you to keep him away from me, Burl!”

“I ain’t gonna let him hurt you, son; let’s go. Burl led him to the cruiser and placed him in the back next to Steve. Bill entered the store and retrieved Burl’s gun from the aisle floor, where he dropped it. Burl came in right behind him and took a statement from the clerk. After Bill handed Burl his gun, he holstered it, and they left the store.

“You sure scared the fire out of Jack. I couldn’t believe it when he handed me his gun. Scared the hell out of me, too, when you started talking like you did. I thought sure I was a goner. Guess you were right when you said Jack’s no killer.”

“No—I was wrong. I didn’t think he could kill until I saw that look in his eyes when he came out with the gun to your head. He’d killed you for sure if he had you alone. I misjudged him, Burl. Sorry about that.”

Burl’s eyes opened wide. Then his brow narrowed as he gave Bill a hard look. “Then why did you talk like that to him? He might-a killed me for sure.”

“What did you want me to do? Drop my gun and let him kill both of us? I didn’t know what else to do, so I just started talking.”

“What if it didn’t work and he shot me, then what?”

“Well ... guess I’d have to shoot him.”

“Now there’s a real comfortin’ thought,” Burl replied, still looking Bill in the eye. He hesitated. “You didn’t mean those things you were a sayin’ about me, did ya?”

Bill smiled, “Of course not; you’re like a brother to me, Burl—you know that.”

“Yeah—I know. Just where in the hell did you come up with that cock-n-bull story about gettin’ shot in the left eye? I can’t believe Jack fell for it.”

“He wouldn’t, except he was so scared he couldn’t think straight.”

“Yeah—and what if it didn’t work?”

“I’d shot him.”

“But you coulda missed and hit me.”

“Hmm ... never thought about that.”

Burl got quiet, then smiled. “Now you’re bull shittin’ me; let’s get these boys back to town.”

They got back in the cruiser and drove to town. Burl got on the radio and told Connie they were on their way with Jack and to call off the manhunt. Bill and Burl went to Sadie’s café for lunch after booking and locking up the two men. Both took a stool at the counter and ordered the special and coffee. Neither spoke for a while. Then Burl broke the silence.

“How long ya been in the high country? I've never seen ya look this scrubby before. Kinda glad I’m sitting downwind of ya.”

“Thanks, Burl; nice of you to notice.”

Burl looked at Bill and smiled, then became serious. “You saved my bacon out there, cowboy. I’m mighty beholden to you.”

“Thanks, but like you said, I could’ve got you killed.”

“Aw, hell, you had no choice. He’d a killed me anyway ... you did the only thing you could, and it worked.”

“Yeah—at least we’re sitting here talking about it.”

“Sure, we are, thanks to you ... I want to apologize for askin’ ya out like this after what you’ve been through. I shouldn’t—”

“It’s okay, Burl. I’ve got to try and put it behind me, but it’ll take a long time, and I don’t think I can do it here.”

“What’ll you do?”

“I’m thinking about going back to Florida.”

“Aw, no, Bill. I don’t want ya to leave. Hell, none of us do. You’re like family. I’ll put you to work full-time if you want. I’ll keep you so damn busy you won’t have time to think.”

“Thanks, but it won’t help. Every time I go into our home, I see her. When I look at a horse, she’s on it, she’s in the stable, the barn, the mountains ... it’s tearing me apart, Burl. I need to get away and try to put it behind me.”

“But won’t it be the same in Florida?”

“Maybe ... but I don’t know where else to go, so I’m going to give it a try.”

“Are ya comin’ back?”

“To visit. I may come back to stay in a year or two—maybe never. I don’t know, Burl.”

“Well, who do you think is gonna take care of me if you go?”

“You were doing a good job before I came along; you’ll be fine.”

“What about the ranch?”

“I’ll sign it over to Ray.”

“Hell, even as good as he is a doin’, he can’t afford to buy you out.”

“He can pay me a little at a time. Maybe he’ll take Mike on as a partner. They could section off Ray’s old place into a ten or twenty-acre homestead and sell it. Should bring a pretty penny. Property values keep going up and besides, I’m in no hurry for the money.”

“You’re just too damn easy.”

“You said it yourself, Burl. They’re family. What difference does it make?”

Burl shook his head and continued eating his lunch in silence. When they finished, Burl drove Bill back to the ranch, and neither spoke until Bill started to get out of the car.

“How soon?” Burl asked.

Bill placed his western-style hat back on his head and thought for a moment. “A month, maybe. Whenever I get things squared away around here.”

“Well ... this cocky, arrogant old sheriff better be goin’; see ya later.” Burl drove away.

Bill went into the house, showered, shaved, and dressed. When he finished, he looked for Millie, his housekeeper and friend, finding her in the kitchen putting away the dishes from the dishwasher.

“Nice to see you’re back. I was beginning to worry about you. Did you and the sheriff find that man?”

“Yes, we did, Millie. He’s in jail. He hesitated, then looked into her eyes. “I’m going back to Florida. Would you like to come along?”

She didn’t speak for a moment: “You love it here; are you sure that’s what you want?”

“No, Millie, I’m not sure of anything anymore ... I know I can’t stay here; she’s everywhere I go ... in everything I see. I need time to clear my head. I know she will always be in my heart, but I need time to learn how to live without her.” Tears filled his eyes.

“I know,” she answered, as her tears began to flow, “I feel lost too. I loved her so much.”

“I know. You have found a new home out here, so if you want to stay, I’ll understand.”

“I love the Candy’s as if they were my children, but if you are going, I want to go too. Sometimes I miss the hot salty air of Cocoa Beach, and I think I’m getting too old for ranch life. How soon are we leaving?”

“Soon as I can talk Ray into buying me out. I’ll talk to him about it tonight after dinner. Are you sure you want to go, Millie? I may not be very good company. I don’t know what I’m going to do when I get there.”

“Oh, my yes. I do love it here, but Florida is where I grew up. Besides, I’ve gotten awfully used to being around you, and I’d like to see Freddy again.”

“Okay. I think it will take about a month to tie things up. I’ll send you ahead to get the house ready. I don’t want you doing anything; hire someone to do whatever needs to be done. Fred will take care of everything. I’m going to drive back. I’ll put you on a plane before I leave.”

“Suits me. I found I kinda like to fly, coming out here. I can’t get over how little everything looks from up there.” She looked into his eyes. “I can do whatever needs to be done down there. I may be 72, but I’m still strong and healthy.”

“I know, and I want to keep you that way. Besides, I think it’s about time you retire and take it easy.”

“Then you don’t want me taking care of you and the house?”

“I want you living there with me, but not as my housekeeper. You’re family.”

“I feel the same, but I want to be useful. I still want to do some cooking and cleaning, and I’m thinking of buying a small place so I can get away by myself now and then.”

“Whatever you want, Millie. As long as you leave all the heavy cleaning to someone else.”

“Okay ... how do you think Ray will feel about this?”

“I don’t know. We’ll find out tonight.”

As usual, Millie went to the ranch house that evening and helped Martha prepare dinner, but she didn’t say anything about them leaving. She would let Bill break the news to Ray when he was ready. She knew Ray and Martha would be upset and wasn’t sure Ray would want to take on the whole ranch alone. Bill didn’t take part in running the day-to-day operations, but he did handle all the financial responsibilities and functioned as an additional wrangler when needed. It wouldn’t be easy for Ray to run the ranch, but then there’s the matter of paying Bill for his half of the ranch. He still owed Bill money for the other half.

During dinner, Bill didn’t mention his plans. When they finished eating and the women started clearing the table, Bill asked Ray to walk with him to the stables. The ranch hands had returned to the bunkhouse when they went onto the back porch.

As they started down the steps and across the yard, Bill switched from small talk to his plans: “How would you like to have the whole ranch?”

Ray stopped dead in his tracks. “I wouldn’t like that at all. I like it  fine the way things are. What ya gettin’ at?”

“I’m going back to Florida, Ray, so I want you to buy me out.”

“C’mon, Bill ... we’re partners. I need your smarts to run this spread. Sure, I can make everything happen, but I don’t think I can handle the financial side, and how do you think I’m gonna pay ya for it? I’m still payin’ for my half.”

“We’ll work it out. You know I’m not worried about the money, and we’ll talk to Jesse Wright about the bookkeeping side of it. He’s a CPA as well as a lawyer, and he’s an honest man.”

“Yeah—I know that, but I’ll never get ya paid, and besides, I don’t want ya to go, partner. I don’t think I’d know how to act without you around. I know it’s hard for you now that Mary Beth is gone ... in time—”

“I know I have to learn to live without her, Ray,” he said, interrupting, “I don’t think I can do it here. Not right now. I need to get away and let my head clear. It may not work in Florida, either. I need to do something—anything—to try and get my life started again. Maybe I can come back after my head clears, but I want you to have the ranch.”

“Aw, hell, Bill—that’s almost like asking me to cut off my right arm, having ya leave. Why don’t you go away for a while and leave things like they are?”

“No, Ray. I want a clean break, and I want you to have the ranch without any strings if anything happens to me. I did a lot of thinking up in the hills. I want you to have the ranch, and everything else will go to the Fletchers. Millie is well taken care of. I’ve already seen to that. I’m going to have Jesse revise my will, so you’ll get the ranch when I’m gone if you’re still paying for it.”

Ray stopped as they approached the stable. “Now, wait just a dang minute, partner.” Ray said, with his voice a little shaky, “You’re not thinking of doing something stupid, are ya?”

“Bill looked at him for a moment. “No—but anything can happen. I want things taken care of, just in case. I don’t want you to worry about anything except Martha and little Ray.”

“Hell, I worry about you now. You think it’ll change if you leave?”

“Knowing you, I know it won’t. I was also thinking you may want to take on a new partner.” Ray looked at him, frowning. “I think you and Mike would make a good team. He already has more cattle than we do. Let him run the cattle side and you the horse ranch. He could throw in his small spread and cattle as part of his share. You could section off ten acres or so with the house and barn and sell it as a homestead. You move into the new house, and Mike into yours.”

“Yeah, and we’d still both owe you for most of it. Mike is still paying you for his spread, just like me.”

“I don’t know all the details,” Bill said, “Jesse can work them out. I’m in no hurry to leave, so we have time. Talk to Mike if you like the idea or you buy me out. Whatever you think you want. I see a 60-40 split if you partner with Mike. That way, you maintain in control. But I want you to know my mind is made up. I’m leaving no matter what you decide.”

“Yeah, I can see that; I’ll talk it over with Martha tonight and get back with you tomorrow.”

“There’s one thing I’d appreciate, Ray. I gave Coco to Beth Ann, so I would like it if she could still come up and visit or take her to California if she wants.”

“Of course. I’ll take Coco down there myself if that’s what she wants. I hope they continue to come up; they’re family, same as you.”

“Thanks, Ray. See you in the morning. Oh. One other thing. Millie is going with me.”

“Dang—that will break Martha’s heart. She loves her like a mother. See you in the morning.”

The next morning Ray told Bill he and Martha thought the partnership with Mike would be the way to go, but wanted a couple of days to talk it over with Mike. Bill agreed and went into town to talk to Jesse. When he told him about the new partnership, Jesse felt he could come up with an agreement that would satisfy all parties. He would need a few days before presenting it to them. Bill returned to the ranch and called Fred Martin in Florida.

The next two days seemed long, then Ray and Mike came to see Bill and discussed their plans. Ray spoke first:

“We’ve given it a lot of thought, Partner, and we like your idea except for two things. One, we don’t know how we will ever get you paid, and two, we are going to keep the small spread. We’re going to fix it up and have it ready for you when you come back. We’re going to deed it over to you. We’re going to pay you for it, but it will belong to you—now let me finish before you say anything. We want to do something to show how much we think of you and how much we appreciate everything you’ve done for us. We know it’s not much compared to everything you’ve done, but it’s a little something, and we won’t take no for an answer.”

“I don’t know what to say. It’s a very generous gift. Thank you. I promise to come back to visit and maybe, in time, to stay. I don’t know what the future holds, but I know one thing for sure—I’ll never find anyone I could think more of than all of you.”

“Boy, that’s a relief,” Mike said, “I thought sure you would give us a fight over this, and if there’s one man in the world I don’t ever want to fight, it’s you. Not even verbally.”

“What did Jesse have to say?” Ray asked.

“He’s working on the paperwork; he’ll call me when it’s ready, and we can make changes if necessary.”

“Well, I guess all we can do is wait until we hear from Jesse,” Ray said, looking at Mike, “c’mon, partner, let’s get back to work.”

The following afternoon, Jesse Wright called Bill and set up an appointment for the next morning to go over the contract. In the morning, the three of them drove to Fall City to meet with Jesse and stayed all morning going over the agreement. They broke at 12:30 and went to Sadie’s for lunch. While eating, they continued their discussion about the partnership agreement. After lunch, they returned to Jesse’s office and continued revising the agreement. When satisfied with the document, they returned to the ranch and let Jesse’s secretary retype it.

The day seemed long working on the contract, not because there were many disagreements, there were few, but Ray and Mike wanted many things spelled out to eliminate future misunderstandings. Ray and Mike would be making payments to Bill for a long time, and Bill insisted it be an interest-free contract. This became one of the few areas of disagreement. Both Ray and Mike wanted Bill to receive interest on his money. Bill disagreed, but Ray and Mike were determined, so Jesse wrote Bill in as a silent partner until they made the final payment. As a partner, he would receive five percent of profits over the life of the contract. Bill protested, but neither Ray nor Mike would budge. With some reluctance, he agreed, as long as they included a clause stating the title would be free and clear if anything happened to him. Ray and Mike fought to exclude the clause, losing to Bill’s stubborn nature. Two days later, they read and signed the final agreement.

Now, with the agreement signed, Bill made plans to leave. He made arrangements for Millie’s things, along with his, to be shipped to Cocoa Beach and would put Millie on a flight to Orlando. Fred Martin would be waiting for her at the airport when she arrived, and in the meantime, Fred opened Bill’s house on the Banana River. It would be at least four weeks before Bill arrived because he planned to stop in LA to visit with the Fletchers.

Bill would leave all the furnishings with the new house on the ranch. The house in Florida was furnished since he and Mary Beth left everything there when they moved to Seattle. Bill’s furniture at the ranch would be moved to the house on the small spread Ray and Mike gave him, and it would soon be remodeled. It would be quite a feat moving three households at the same time. Mike’s to Ray’s, Ray’s to Bill’s, and Bill’s to Mike’s old place once Bill left.
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Chapter Two – Moving On
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The day before Millie flew to Florida, Ray and Mike threw a party for Millie and Bill, which was quite an affair. People from all around the area came. Since Ray knew he would object, he didn’t tell Bill about the party. In the wee hours of the morning, a steer was butchered and started cooking over an open fire on a spit, and that’s when Bill discovered something was going on behind his back.

“What do you think you’re doing, Ray?” Bill asked when he got up, and the steer was cooking over a charcoal fire. “I told you no party.”

“Hell ... this is for Millie; you wouldn’t want to spoil it for her now, would ya?”

“Then I guess I can take Wildfire for an all-day ride.”

“I’ll be damn! You’re gonna come to the party, and don’t give me no guff.” Bill didn’t answer. “Come on, partner, everybody wants to say goodbye.”

“I’ll be here, Ray, even though my heart is in it. It’s not that I don’t appreciate, it’s—”

“I know, Bill; so does everybody. But they all love you and want you to know how they feel.”

“Ray, you know how I feel about everyone around here. They’re the best people I’ve ever met, and I will miss all of you.”

“Let’s go get some breakfast, partner. There’ll be plenty of time for a ride before the party. What do you want me to do with Wildfire? Turn him loose?”

“I tried that in the hills, but he wouldn’t go. You can try after I’m gone. If he won’t go, use him however you want.”

“He’s a good stud,” Ray replied, “sired some fine foals, but he won’t let anybody but you ride ’em.”

“Well, in that case, if he won’t go, put him out to pasture and give him all the mares he wants.”

“Now, that’s the kind of retirement any horse would love,” Ray said as they went up the stairs to the back porch.

Bill took Wildfire out for several hours after breakfast, staying well after lunch before returning. As he unsaddled the horse and put him out to pasture, he could see people wandering around the spit, drinking beer and talking. He made his way to the spit, where the steer rotated very slow above the hot coals, filling the air with its mouth-watering aroma. Martha and Mike’s wife, Amanda, and some neighbor ladies were placing large dishes of food on a long table with a keg of beer sitting at one end. A dozen picnic tables dotted the surrounding lawn, not far from the serving table.

Bill looked at his watch 2:30. I was gone longer than I thought.

“You want me to get you something to eat,” Millie asked as she walked up beside him; “you missed lunch.”

“No, Millie. I’ll be fine. What time are we eating?”

“Ray said the steer will be ready at 3:30, so I guess about then.”

“I can wait,” he said, watching more cars and trucks pull into the yard. People got out of their vehicles carrying large dishes or plates filled with food. “I don’t think anyone will go hungry today. Looks like enough food to feed an army.”

“No one ever goes hungry on this ranch,” Millie replied.

“Not if you and Martha have anything to say about it,” he answered as the sheriff’s cruiser pulled in.

Bill watched as Burl went to the passenger’s side to open the door for his wife Marie, holding a large picnic basket in her lap. Burl took the basket and held the door while she got out of the car. Then walked with him over to the serving table. He put the basket down before heading over to Bill and Millie.

“Nice to see there’re still a few gentlemen left, Burl,” Bill said.

“Mrs. Olson,” Burl said, tapping the brim of his hat and looking at Millie. “Bill ... you doin’ okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Looks like it’s gonna be quite an affair,” Burl replied, looking around at the crowd; “this cocky, arrogant ole sheriff could use a beer. Can I get you one?”

“Sure.”

“Mrs. Olson?”

“Not right now, Mr. Reese, thank you.”

Burl got the beers and returned as more people arrived. The crowd continued to grow, and most stopped to speak to Bill and Millie as they got out of their vehicles. Some stayed and talked, while others moved on after a few words. At 3:30 sharp, Ray Candy hopped into the back of his pickup truck, sitting next to the barbecue pit, and rang a dinner triangle.

“This ole steer has stopped mooin’, so I think it’s ready. If y’all will join me in a word of prayer, we’ll get started. Everyone bowed their head while Ray said a short prayer and jumped from the truck. “Y’all can form lines on both sides of the table, then come over here for the best beef you’ll ever eat.”

The party went well; everyone enjoyed eating and visiting, and Ray was right about the beef. He had fed the steer with his special recipe for just such an occasion.

As Bill ate, he looked at the crowd, remembering the day of the funeral and his surprise at how many attended. The Fletchers, Mary Beth’s sister’s family; his best friend Jake and his wife Sarah, along with their two children, Little Jeremiah and Mary, named after Mary Beth; Marilyn and Jim from St Louis; his doctor from Cocoa Beach, Sam Bennett and his wife, along with many of Mary Beth’s co-workers from Delta. Of course, the Candy’s and all the ranch hands were there with Burl Reese and his wife, along with Millie, but the big surprise came from Fall City. About half the town attended as well.

This party is no different, he thought as he ate; half of Fall City must be here.

He remembered after the funeral, Sam Bennett and his wife returned to Florida that same day, Marilyn and Jim the following day, Jake, Sarah, and the kids the next, but the Fletchers stayed until the end of the week. That’s when Bill packed his saddlebags and headed for the high country.

The party continued until daylight turned into twilight, and then people made their way over to Millie and then Bill to say goodbye. As the crowd thinned, Burl came by before he and his wife left. Burl had become one of Bill’s closest friends since he arrived and would miss him as much as Ray and Martha.

***
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Bill rose early the next morning. Millie had an 8 a.m. flight, so they left before seven to make it to the airport on time. Martha and Ray came over to say goodbye, and both Millie and Martha cried as they hugged each other for the last time. Millie continued to wipe away tears as Bill drove down the lane.

Bill awoke the following morning to an empty house. The emptiness appeared with Mary Beth’s passing, and now, with Millie gone, it seemed devoid of life, no longer a home, just a cold and vacant structure. He rose, shaved, and dressed. His bags were packed, except for his toilet articles, so he put them in a small travel bag as he used them; before he finished, the front doorbell rang.

“Mornin’,” Burl said as Bill opened the door. “Thought you might need this,” he handed Bill a Styrofoam cup of coffee.

“Thanks. Come in, just finishing packing,” before he closed the door, he saw Ray and Martha coming across the yard. He looked at Burl: “This is a busy place this morning.”

Ray heard him and smiled. “You didn’t think you were goin’ to slip out without saying goodbye, now did ya?”

“Of course not. I was going to stop by before leaving. You don’t think I would go without a kiss and hug from your beautiful wife, do you?”

“You better not,” Martha said, hugging him. “Come on over; I’m just starting breakfast.”

“Thanks, Martha, I’ll get something on the road. It’s hard enough saying goodbye like this without prolonging it. Wait here. I’ll go get my bags.”

“Need some help?” Burl asked.

“No—be right back.”

Bill disappeared into the master suite and returned with two bags and a small travel kit. He had parked his car in front of the house the night before. He put the bags in the trunk and closed it, handing the house keys to Martha.

“Keys to your new house, my lady.”

Martha’s eyes filled with tears as she put her arms around him and kissed him. “I wish you would stay.”

“I’ll be back, I promise.”

“Well, partner, have a safe trip and say hello to the Fletchers for me,” Ray said, shaking his hand.

“And you call when you get there,” Martha replied.

“I will.”

“I don’t know how I’m going to get by without my best deputy,” Burl said, extending his hand. Bill could see a tear forming in Burl's eyes as they shook hands.

“You’ll do just fine; you’re very resourceful, Burl.”

“Yeah ... well, I’ll tell you one thing; this cocky arrogant ole sheriff ain’t gonna feel near as cocky without you.” Bill smiled and hugged him, then Ray and Martha again before getting into the car and driving away.

Saying goodbye proved more difficult than he imagined, and tears formed in his eyes as he drove down the lane and turned onto the road. He told himself he would return if or when he learned to cope with his loss. In time, if the pain of losing Mary Beth subsided and if he was still around—the thought of ending it all weighed heavy on his mind—he may even move back.

In no hurry, Bill decided to take the scenic route to LA, so he made his way over to US 12 at Olympia and stopped at Melbourne on 107 for breakfast. After eating, he stayed on 107 until it intersected with 101, which followed the Pacific coast through Oregon and California. Even in his somber state of mind, he enjoyed the picturesque countryside. The accident occurred over a month ago, but it felt like yesterday to him. He wasn’t sure he would ever get over it or sure he wanted to, even with all the good friends and family he had acquired over the past five years.  He found life not worth living without Mary Beth. As he drove, the countryside passed by as if viewed in a dream, as if a vision, unreal, as everything seemed since her passing. He didn’t dwell on it as he did while in the high country, though he didn’t feel a part of life anymore. As he drove, his mind became blank, watching the hills, trees, and valleys pass before him. He didn’t turn on the radio, so all he heard were the faint sounds of the wind rushing over the car and the hum of the tires as they spun over the road. He wasn’t in the mood to listen to music, a newscaster, or even the play-by-play description of a baseball game. Silence seemed to be the medicine that made life bearable but also pulled him deeper into despair.

As the hours slipped away, Bill began to feel hungry again. He glanced at the gas gauge, half full, won’t need gas for a while, but some lunch would help, he thought, as he began looking for an exit with a restaurant. After a while, he saw a sign about a hundred yards down the road, which read: “Food, gas, and souvenirs, five miles ahead.” Good as any, he thought, as he passed the sign. Before long, he came to the exit and took it, heading toward the buildings a short distance away. As he approached, he saw two small buildings displaying the name Murrells, a gas station with a small garage, a convenience store that sold souvenirs, and a restaurant on the far end. No town, other stores, or other signs of civilization were anywhere in sight.

As Bill pulled up to the pumps, on the other side, he could see a young woman having a frantic discussion with a man in coveralls, standing next to an old Chevy with its hood up. As he got out of his car and started filling his tank, he could hear their conversation.

“It can’t be that bad, the young woman said, “three to four hundred dollars! No way!”

“You drove it in here with a dry radiator, and it stopped dead before you turned it off. Look how hot it is. I think the heads are warped, and there is a crack in the water pump. If you want my opinion, it’s not worth fixing,” the man dressed in a mechanic’s coveralls said; “You should’ve pulled over when you saw the steam.”

“You’re just trying to rip me off.”

“I’m an honest man. I’m telling you the truth. It’ll take at least a week if I can find the parts. It’s a pretty old car; if it were mine, I’d junk it.”

“I haven’t got a week. I’ve got to be in Houston in ten days, and I don’t have four hundred dollars!”

“I’ll give you fifty bucks for it and drive you into town when I close so you can catch the bus, but it won’t come through for two more days.”

“Now you’re trying to steal my car!”

Bill walked around the pumps just as the man threw up his hands and walked away: “What seems to be the trouble?”

The woman glanced at him and then towards the man walking away. “My car broke down, and this guy is trying to rip me off. Damn!”

After looking at the engine, Bill looked at the woman. “I think he’s right. I think your engine is shot. Better take the fifty bucks and ride to town.”

“I bet you’re his friend and trying to help him steal my car.”

“Have it your way,” he replied, walked back to his car and finished pumping gas.

The young woman, who appeared to be about twenty-two, followed him back to his car: “I’m sorry. I can see that you’re not from around here. I shouldn’t have said that, but I don’t know what to do. I have a job in Houston if I can get there. I don’t have time to wait for the bus ... I won’t get there in time. Why do these things always happen to me?”

“Take the bus to the next big city and fly,” Bill said.

“Where am I going to get that kind of money?”

“How were you planning to drive there if you’re broke?”

“I got a little money but not enough to fly, and I got to live when I get there until I get paid.”

“What do you do?”

“I sing Country—and I’m real good, too!”

“Okay, I believe you,” he said as he hung up the nozzle and installed the gas cap. “Call them and say you’re running late because of car trouble.”

“No. This guy won’t wait, and he has connections; this could be my big break. Where are you heading?”

“Florida but—”

“Florida!” She said, interrupting, “You could drop me off.”

“I’m going to LA first and spend some time with my niece. Sorry.”

“You’re all heart, aren’t you?”

“Look, you don’t even know me. You can’t just go around asking strangers for rides.”

“Sure, right! Thanks a lot!” She turned and walked away.

Bill shook his head and went in to pay for the gas. When he came out, he moved his car over in front of the restaurant, and as he got out of the car, he saw the young woman come out of the garage and go back to her car. She opened the trunk and removed one small suitcase, a guitar case, and a small bag. Unable to look away, he watched as she closed the trunk and started toward the road.

“Tell me she’s not going to ...” he said, as she extended her thumb; “yes she is.” He started walking toward the woman about two hundred feet away, now standing at the edge of the road leading to the highway. He came up behind her, picked up the guitar case, and started towards the restaurant.

“Hey! that’s mine! What do you think you’re doing?”

“Come on ... I’ll buy you lunch.”

“I don’t have time for lunch—give it back!”

“You want a ride or not?” He continued walking, and she followed with her bags.

“I thought you said I shouldn’t ride with strangers?”

“What the hell do you think you’re doing hitchhiking, waiting for your father to come along?”

“Why’d you change your mind?”

“I don’t want to read about you in the paper tomorrow.” He held the restaurant door for her, and they sat in a booth.

“Bill Gordon,” he said, extending his hand across the table.

“Lynn Ames,” nice to meet you, Bill.”

“Likewise—I think.”

“You don’t like me, do you?”

“You’re young beautiful, and once you get past the temper tantrum, you seem to have a pleasing personality; what’s not to like?”

Gorgeous would be a better description of Lynn’s physical appearance. She stood five-eight with a very trim figure, well-rounded but not overdone, and weighed less than 120 pounds. Her auburn hair fell several inches below her shoulders, framing a beautiful girlish face, which looked younger than her years, but her trusting nature made her an easy mark for any Casanova that might come along.

“Then why did you say, ‘likewise—I think’?”

“I just have this feeling that when you’re around, strange things happen, nothing personal,” he said as the waitress arrived.

“Hi folks; what’ll it be?”

Bill looked at Lynn. “I’ll have a BLT and a Coke.”

“How’s the hamburger ... Ann?” Bill said, looking at her nametag.

“The best around.”

“Well, that’s encouraging, seeing there are no other restaurants here.”

She smiled; “they really are good.”

“Okay, but no mayo or lettuce, with an order of fries and iced tea.”

“Okay, I’ll put it in and be right back with your drinks.”

Lynn looked at Bill: “How did you know things happen to me?”

“I didn’t. I remember what you said back at the car. I’ll take you to LA and put you on a plane to Houston.”

“I told you I can’t afford to fly.”

“I can, so don’t worry about it.”

“Why would you do that? You don’t even know me.”

“I told you, I don’t want to read about you in the newspapers. Why shouldn’t I? Isn’t that what we are supposed to do, help each other?” The waitress returned with their drinks and then left again.

“I don’t know what to say, Mr. Gordon. No one has ever been this nice to me.”

“You can start by calling me Bill, and I like helping people. You seem like a nice girl down on her luck, so why not?”

“I’m not a girl. I’m twenty-three; I just look young.”

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t realize I was with such an old woman.” Lynn laughed out loud as the waitress delivered their food.

“I think I’m going to like you, Bill.”

“Don’t get too attached; we’re parting company in LA.”

“That’ll cost a lot of money; why don’t you just let me ride with you? You’re going right through Houston.”
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