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			Author’s Dedication

			 

			 

			Some people remember where they were when Kennedy was shot. Depending on your age, others remember what they were doing when the space shuttle Challenger blew up. Most everyone remembers what it felt like when those twin towers fell. I remember the exact moment I heard author Louis L’Amour died.

			It was June 10, 1988. I was eighteen years old and I was sleeping in a cheap motel in St. Louis, Missouri. I was part of a travelling construction crew made up of hard cases, drunks, and no account drifters. It was still dark outside when the alarm clock, set to a country music station, went off. No song was playing and the disc jockey announced as if it meant nothing… “Western author Louis L’Amour has died.” I bolted upright in the bed. In my head, I screamed…NO!

			I was deeply moved, and upset, as if I knew him somehow, which I did not. Nobody around me cared, and we had work waiting. I had to stuff my sorrow away and do what any of Louis’s characters would’ve done: saddle up and do what needed done.

			My dad was the boss. He ran his crew much like the herd bosses Louis wrote about. It was his way or the highway. He didn’t care much what you did at night, but you better be ready to work by sunup. He didn’t like slackers. He’d overlook almost anything else, if you worked hard every day. If you didn’t hit the bell on time in the morning, he’d draw your wages and fire you on the spot.

			I watched Dad fire a man once because he was too drunk or stoned to get out of bed one morning. Dad paid him his 
due and told him to get out. The man was from Iowa, and we were in West Virginia. The man asked how he was supposed 
to get home. Dad said, “Not my problem.” And we went to work. I last saw that guy bumming a ride from a truck driver.

			As we travelled from town-to-town working, I would vo-raciously read the stories Louis had written. I’d been reading Louis L’Amour westerns since I was in the sixth grade. A friend of mine showed them to me on a shelf in the library. They had about six or eight of them. I selected, Where the Long Grass Blows. I was hooked. I read that one and kept on going. Orrin, Tell, and Tyrel Sacket, Milo Talon, Kilkenny, Flint, and all the other characters…they came alive for me. I was just an Iowa farm boy dreaming of being a man someday. I found men in Louis’s books I could look up to. The kind of men I wished I could be like, maybe someday.

			I can’t claim that I’ve read all of Louis’s books, but I’ve read most of them. Before I fell in love with Louis’ westerns, I read Walter Farley’s Black Stallion book series, and after Louis I moved on to Tom Clancy’s war games type books. Of all those authors who shaped my youth, Louis L’Amour did the most.

			I can say that those boyhood dreams of riding the rails, busting a bronc, or watching my back against a Clinch Mountain Sackett still haunt me today. I long for an adventure on the far-off hills, and I probably always will. 

			The story contained here is a story set in the West, as all good stories are. A tale of a lost place with a history crashing headlong into the present-day dramas that unfold all around us. 

			Since I became an author, I’ve never dared to write a western, until now. This story is meant to be a modern day western. It is not a book Louis would have written. I left in the vulgar language of rough men, as it is how they talk. It is my sincere hope that Louis would have enjoyed this tale, and I hope that you enjoy it as well.

			Thank you for all the stories, my hero, Louis L’Amour.

		

	
		
			 

			There will come a time when you 
believe everything is finished. 
Yet that will be the beginning.

			 

			 

			–Louis L’Amour
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			CHAPTER 1
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			“Do you want a cigarette?”

			“I don’t smoke.”

			“Really, well you’re in the minority amongst your peers,” the middle-aged woman said, quickly glancing at her notes. This patient’s piercing brown eyes were unnerving. Even though he was easily ten years her younger, his good looks were obvious. She tried to mask her attraction to him. She glanced at her papers and then quickly up at him again. He was dark and rugged looking. She could sense he was a dangerous man. She focused on her work.

			“Well, let’s get started. I am Dr. Lattry. It’s my job to see how you’re doing. Help you adjust back to the regular world.”

			“What if I don’t need help?” the young man stated without adjusting his gaze. His appearance was perfect. Precise military style. Everything in order. His dark hair cropped close, posture—ramrod straight and strong. Speech—direct and to the point.

			“Everyone needs help sometime. Please state your name and rank. I have a series of questions I’m required to ask you,” Dr. Lattry continued with a shake of her head. His arrogance reminded her that he was just another mother’s son acting the man.

			She was getting tired of the constant games in these interviews. Only one more month and I’m out of here too, she thought and on to a sweet job in private practice. She could finally let her hair down and make some serious money.

			“State your name and rank,” she reminded.

			“Sergeant Lance Hamilton, Sniper, Sniper Team Leader, 3rd Ranger Battalion, 75th Regiment, Fort Benning,” he stated proudly.

			“So, you’re a sniper?” Dr. Lattry asked as she checked a box on the document spread out before her on the table.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Lance, may I call you Lance?”

			“Sure, but no one else does.”

			“What do they call you?”

			“Ham.”

			“May I call you Ham?”

			“Yes, ma’am.

			“Ham, are you looking forward to being a regular citizen again?”

			“I guess, but I’ll always be a Ranger.”

			“Yes, I know, it’s a brotherhood. You’re not the first Ranger I’ve met,” the doctor said with a slight eye roll that bothered Ham. He felt the corner of his mouth twitch with anger. He focused his attention to conceal all external signs that she was bothering him. He knew he had to get through this interview without an outburst or they’d be all over him. His anger was closer to the surface than it used to be.

			“What are your plans Lance, I mean Ham? It says here you have no family, your mom died of cancer when you were a teenager, but you were raised by an aunt from Texas?”

			“Yes, Aunt Shirley, she’s gone too. Uvalde, Texas. That’s where I grew up, mostly. I have friends there. I worked as a hunting guide on a ranch. They’ll take me back.”

			“You have a job lined up then?”

			“Well, I haven’t talked to them yet, but when I left they said come back after I get out and I’ll always have a job.”

			“What if they won’t take you back? How would that make you feel?” The doctor stared right into his eyes waiting for his reaction as much as his response.

			He smiled and met her gaze. Finally, she had some sand after all. 

			“I guess that would make me feel unemployed,” Lance answered slowly, enjoying the game. He was confident she couldn’t read him. He had no intention of going back to Texas. He had no job waiting and no friends who would miss him. He’d seen on Facebook, the only girl who ever showed any interest in him was married to the hardware store owner and had three kids. He did have a plan, but he wasn’t going to share it with this headshrinker.

			“What happened to your father? He’s not mentioned in here.”

			The smile left Ham’s face. “He left when I was little.”

			“Left?” she could sense his unease.

			“Yes, left.”

			“You’ve had no contact with him?”

			“He’s dead. Fell off a bridge in New Orleans. Drunk. Good riddance.”

			“How old were you when he left?”

			“What does this have to do with my discharge?”

			“Just evaluating your state of mind. Abandonment as a child can exacerbate symptoms of PTSD in returning soldiers. It’s relevant, now answer the question.”

			“I was eight. He beat the crap out of my mom so bad, he shattered her eye socket. So, when he fell asleep, I hit him in the head with a hammer. If I’d have been older, and a little stronger, I’d have killed him. Instead, he just had a concussion, and when they let him out of the hospital, he packed up his stuff and left, but not before he gave me a goodbye present.”

			“What was that?”

			Ham raised his hand and pointed to the two-inch scar over his left eye just below the eye brow. “Seriously, that was a long time ago. Don’t cry for me, alright. He’s dead. My mom’s dead. I’ve been in a long time, and I just want to go home and hunt deer,” he softened his face as he tried to manipulate her.

			“Fine, how are you handling your symptoms?”

			“What symptoms?

			“Anxiety, depression, suicidal thoughts, triggers from loud noises, smells, bad dreams, you name it. How are you handling it?”

			“I’m fine. I’ve been handling that stuff all my life. You won’t find me balled up in a corner. I’m right as rain,” he said with a glance around the room as if he wanted to bolt. He hated rooms with no windows. He could feel his anxiety level going through the roof. It was all he could do to keep from looking at her like he wanted to kill her. He quickly imagined taking the pen from her hand and stabbing her in the neck with it. He consciously held his hand still as he could feel it starting to nervously twitch.

			“I’m going to find you a counselor in Texas who specializes in PTSD therapy. I will set up your first appointment. You need to talk about your emotions if you want to get back to a normal life,” Dr. Lattry was writing as she spoke.

			“Normal life, yes ma’am.”

			“Don’t joke around. Do you know how high the suicide rate for returning vets is? Men just as tough as you. Men just as arrogant as you, who thought they were fine. You’re not fine. There’s a lot you’re not telling me. Get counseling or suffer. It’s up to you.”

			“Thank you for your analysis, Doc.”

			She just shook her head, signed a statement, and handed him a sheet of paper. “Thank you for your service. Get counseling. I’m not kidding.”

			“Thank you for your concern. I’m free to go?” 

			“Yes, you can go,” she said returning to her paperwork.

			Ham stood, turned on his heel, and left as quickly as he could. Almost free.
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			Ham went to his locker and pulled out a well-worn sheet of paper. Mac had printed it off at the base in Afghanistan. He read it out loud to himself under his breath. He’d long since memorized it, but he read it anyway.

			 

			Full Time Wrangler Wanted. Room, board, and horse included. Long days, low pay, isolation, no phone service, no Wi-Fi, bad food, poor conditions followed by on and off horse work that never ends. If interested apply in person at Lost Circus Ranch, River of No Return, Idaho. If you can’t find it, you’re not the guy.

			 

			It was their plan. Mac had found the job posting on some obscure web site. He said, “If we make it back alive, we’re gonna find Lost Circus Ranch.” They were going to find it together, but he was alone now. He’d felt alone most of his life. Mac was the only true friend he’d ever had. The Lost Circus Ranch was going to be their adventure together after they’d left the hell of the ’Stan behind. Mac grew up on a Nebraska cattle ranch; they shared a love of horses, hunting, cows, and the great outdoors. 

			His eyes glazed over into a stare. He could see it. Blood everywhere. He could smell the burning nitrate. His eyes stung. His left arm hung limp at his side. Mac’s head lay in his lap; his legs were gone. Gunfire exploded all around them. Mac had frothy blood on his lips and he stared straight into Ham’s eyes. “Promise me you’ll find it. Promise me…Lost Circus…”

			“I promise…” Ham whispered. He shook his head and blinked his eyes back to the present. 

			He’d searched the internet for the post, but it was nowhere to be found. The print out Mac had printed was more than a year old, but he was going anyway. A promise sealed in blood, is a promise to be kept. 

			Ham had researched the area. The Frank Church—River of No Return Wilderness was one of the largest National Parks in the United States. Encompassing 2.4 million acres of untamed wilderness. Only a few privately owned ranches remained landlocked by unmolested government-owned ground. Most of them only attainable by the river or by air.

			He read a description of the area from wilderness.net. He’d read it a hundred times before. It read like a dream. A dream of a lost place calling to his heart. Come and find me.

			 

			The Frank Church—River of No Return is a land of clear rivers, deep canyons, and rugged mountains. Two white-water rivers draw many human visitors: The Main Salmon River, which runs west near the northern boundary; and the Middle Fork of the Salmon, which begins near the southern boundary and runs north for about 104 miles until it joins the Main. Reaching 6,300 feet from the river bottom, the canyon carved by the Main Salmon is deeper than most of the earth’s canyons—including the Grand Canyon of the Colorado River—and this fast-moving waterway has been dubbed the River of No Return. In the northeastern corner of the Wilderness, the Selway River flows north into the nearby Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness. Trout fishing usually rates from good to excellent. The Middle Fork, the Selway, and nearly all of the Main Salmon are Wild and Scenic Rivers. Unlike the sheer walls of the Grand Canyon, these rivers rush below wooded ridges rising steeply toward the sky, beneath eroded bluffs and ragged, solitary crags. The Salmon River Mountains dominate the interior of the Wilderness. Without a major crest, these mountains splay out in a multitude of minor crests in all directions, and rise gradually to wide summits. East of the Middle Fork, the fabulous Bighorn Crags form a jagged series of summits, at least one topping 10,000 feet. The Crags surround 14 strikingly beautiful clear-water lakes. Hiking up from the rivers into the mountains brings sudden elevation changes. Great forests of Douglas Fir and Lodge Pole Pine cover muchof the area, with spruce and fir higher up and ponderosa pine at lower altitudes. The forests are broken by grassy meadows and sun-washed, treeless slopes. A dry country, as little as 10 inches of precipitation falls near the rivers. As much as 50 inches may fall on the mountaintops, but much of it is snow. Despite the dryness, wildlife abounds. As many as 370 species have been identified in a single year, including eight big game animals.

			 

			He sifted through his copies of the topo and satellite maps he’d printed. He squinted at the images that were so clear you could see pine trees and cattle. The main house sat well back from the river. Even in the satellite images the place looked rundown and unkempt. Old fencing could be seen, as well as at least two buildings that had all but collapsed. He wondered what sort of man ran an ad like that. He was hell bent to find out. 

			He stuffed his papers into his duffel and zipped it shut. Everything else he owned, which consisted of a variety of uniforms, some awards, an old TV, and trunk of personals was safely locked in storage. It felt strange being in plain clothes on the base. He shouldered his duffel and turned his back to all he’d known for what seemed like forever.

			“Well, here we go,” he whispered to himself as he climbed into a yellow cab. 

			“To the airport,” he said as Fort Benning disappeared in the rear-view mirror. The future sprawled out before him like a blank canvas, while the past pressed firmly upon his chest as a weight threatening suffocation and always invisibly there.
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			Ham sat silently in the airport. He stared at his phone. Flicking the screen with his finger and reading posts. He didn’t look up. He didn’t want to talk to anyone. Suddenly, a flight attendant stood before him.

			“Excuse me,” she asked.

			“Yes,” he answered.

			“You are invited to board first as thanks for your service,” she said with a smile.

			“Thank you. It’s not necessary,” he said as he put his phone away and shouldered his pack. She led off toward the gate. He handed them his ticket. They processed it and gave the stubs back to him. The flight attendant motioned for him to go on ahead. He felt a little guilty boarding first. He hadn’t done anything that wasn’t expected of him. He didn’t feel like anyone special. He found his window seat, stowed his gear, and sat down watching the ground crew load the bags. 

			The plane slowly filled with passengers. The other two seats in his row were filled with a mother and her boy. The boy looked to be about ten and sat next to him with his mother on the aisle. The boy stared at him with big blue eyes.

			The boy noticed Ham’s cap with the single word, RANGER, emblazoned in gold. “What’s a Ranger?” the boy asked.

			“A kind of soldier,” Ham replied with a smile and wink.

			“Are you like Captain America?” the boy continued as they rose to cruising altitude.

			“No, I wish I had a shield like that though.”

			“What’s that?” the little boy pointed to the black lines tattooed into Ham’s forearm.

			Ham pushed his shirt up to display the entire tattoo. “This one is Arabic for Infidel. You’ll have to ask your mom what that means.”

			The boy looked to his mom. “Later,” she said with a smile and went back to her magazine.

			“Here, look at this one,” Ham said as he rolled up his other sleeve revealing a bashful pink pig cartoon image.

			“Porky Pig,” the boy exclaimed.

			“He’s so old, I wasn’t sure you’d know him,” Ham said with a smile.

			“You like Porky Pig?” the boy asked.

			“My name is Ham. Ham comes from pigs. See how that is kinda funny?” 

			The kid wrinkled his nose and shook his head no as if he didn’t get it. “Did you kill people?”

			His mother gasped. “Oh my, I’m sorry,” she exclaimed.

			“Really, it’s okay,” Ham said.

			“We don’t ask questions like that,” she scolded her son.

			Ham winked at the little boy. “Only bad guys.”

			Ham’s hand twitched. In his mind flashed a dead boy no older than this boy next to him. The dead boy’s young face was surprisingly serene. The top of his head had been removed by Ham’s shot. His little body wrapped in undetonated explosives. He felt the pat on his back as someone said in a muffled voice, “Good shot, Ham.” The acrid smell of gun powder filled his nostrils.

			He was startled back to reality with a jump.

			The flight attendant stood in the aisle with the cart. “Do you want anything, sir?”

			“Two gin and tonics.”

			“Okay, here you go,” she handed him two little plastic airline bottles of gin. “All we have is Sprite. Is that okay?”

			“Yes, fine. Thanks.” 

			She popped the top of the Sprite and handed him the can and a cup of ice. The boy and the mother had a Sprite as well, but no gin.

			Ham dumped both gin bottles into the cup and splashed the remaining space with Sprite. He immediately tipped it up and drank the bulk of the clear liquid. “Aahh.”

			He suddenly noticed both the boy and his mother were staring at him.

			“I’m really thirsty,” he said sheepishly. He poured some more Sprite into the cup, took a sip, and turned to stare out the window. He could faintly see beautiful green squares passing by like a giant patchwork quilt that is the Midwest.

			“Flyover country,” he whispered. He emptied his cup as he realized he was flying over Nebraska. Mac’s parents were down there somewhere. 

			I’ll go see them…after…after I find the Lost Circus, he thought. He wished he could have another gin, but the flight attendant was nowhere to be seen. Not to mention he didn’t want to scare the little boy next to him any more than he already had. He put his head back and closed his eyes feigning sleep. It wasn’t long until they started their descent.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2
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			“Bye, bye,” the little boy said with a wave. His mother ushered him off the plane as fast as she could. 

			“Enjoy your stay in Boise,” the flight attendant said to Ham as he quietly filed by on his way off the plane. Ham just smiled and nodded.

			Ham had no checked baggage so he exited the airport without delay. The Idaho air was crisp and clear. Temperature was ideal. Something about the wind just tasted good. In the distance, mountains rose into the hazy sky.

			“The Wild West,” Ham said with a smile. He raised his hand and a taxi quickly stopped in front of him. He climbed in.

			An overweight man with long silver hair cleared his meter and glanced in the rear-view mirror. His shoulders were covered in an abundance of white flakes. His black Def Leppard t-shirt did nothing but accentuate his dandruff. Ham didn’t care.

			“Where to, sir?”

			“No ‘sir’ necessary,” Ham said.

			“I was a private once, about 200 pounds ago,” the driver said with a laugh. “I know a superior officer when I see one.”

			“Just got out. I’m a citizen, just like you. I need a hotel and a meal,” Ham said. “I have no reservations.”

			“I know just the place, gives a military discount and a great steakhouse right across the street,” the driver said as he pulled away.

			“Sounds perfect,” Ham answered. “Anyplace I can rent a car to get to Salmon?”

			“I know a guy who drives a truck, does a run up there once a week on his way to Helena. He goes tomorrow. I’m sure he’d let you hitch along for nothing.”

			“Sounds good to me. Can he pick me up at the hotel?”

			“Let me call him,” the driver said as he put a phone to his head.

			“What’s up, Tyler?” the driver said into the phone. “I got a serviceman that needs a ride to Salmon. You heading there tomorrow?...Can you pick him up at the Wagon Wheel?...Thanks. What time?...Catch you later.” 

			After hanging up, the driver tossed his phone into his lap and glanced into the rear-view mirror. “He said he could pick you up there, but it will be early…like 5 a.m.”

			“0500. I’ll be in the lobby. Thanks,” Ham said.

			“Thank you for your service,” the driver said as he pulled into a hotel with a huge wagon wheel covering the front entrance. “Here you go. Ten bucks.”

			Ham handed him a twenty. “Keep the change. Thanks for your help.”

			“No problem. Go get a steak right over there,” he said as he pointed to a rustic looking building with a rearing stallion lit up in neon. Red Stallion Steakhouse.

			“I will. Thanks again,” Ham said as he climbed out and shouldered his pack. He shut the door and made his way into the hotel lobby.

			A young man dressed in denim sat up as he entered. “Welcome to the Wagon Wheel.”

			“Thanks, got a room?” Ham asked.

			“We do. Just you?”

			“Yep, just me.”

			The young man slid a metal key attached to a diamond shaped plastic key chain with the number seven on it. 

			“Number seven is right down the hall on this floor. Pool is closed for repairs, but it’s been closed all year. Don’t expect it to open soon.”

			“No big deal. I just need a place to sleep,” Ham said with a smile. “Got a clean bed?”

			“Yes, well, pretty clean. Also, I see your cap, are you a Ranger?”

			“Yes, I just got out.”

			“Ten percent off military discount,” the young man said. “It’s $54.”

			Ham paid in cash and took the key. He turned his back on the young man as he looked like he wanted to say more and Ham was done talking for today.

			The room was clean. That was the best part. The rest of it was old. It looked like it hadn’t been updated since it was new in the 80s. Ham bolted and chained the door. He didn’t like the big windows facing the street. The curtain was sheer and let a lot of light in. He found that jiggling one of the windows caused it to unlock and fall open. Ham grabbed a roll of duct tape from his pack. He shut the window and duct taped the latch shut to keep it from falling open.

			“Nobody around here wants to kill you,” he said to himself. “This is Boise fricking Idaho. If you can’t be safe here, we’re doomed.” He suddenly realized he was hungry and a steak didn’t sound half bad. It might be his last good meal if the ad lived up to its promise of bad food.

			Ham took a quick shower and put on a pair of Wranglers and a buttoned-down shirt. He was a civilian now. Might as well look like one. His uniformed days were behind him. He slapped his cap back on his head. “I need to get a proper cowboy hat before I head out,” he said to his reflection in the mirror. 

			He dropped his key in his pocket. He suddenly wished he was armed. Old habits die hard. Instead, he listened through the door. No one in the hall. He stepped out and shut the door behind him. He checked that the door was locked, then carefully stuck a toothpick between the door and the frame near the corner on the hinge side. If anyone opened the door while he was gone, he’d know it.

			He made his way quickly down the hall and exited through the lobby before the young man had a chance to speak again. He was staring down at his phone and didn’t even notice Ham until he was almost out the front door.

			A pickup truck threw gravel as it fishtailed across the parking lot with country music blasting out the window. The lot was surprisingly full as Ham made his way between the cars. He felt the tension rise in the back of his neck. He wished he was armed with more than his knife, but it would have to do. A couple of people sat on a tailgate sharing a smoke. Others were coming and going. Ham caught himself assessing everything as a threat as if he was going out on patrol again. 

			“No one cares about you going to dinner,” he whispered to himself. “Old habits die hard. It’s gonna take some time.” No one noticed him as he stepped into the restaurant and moved to the sidewall, eyes scanning the room for threats. The place was all country. A cowboy band was playing in front of a wooden dance floor that already had a few folks two-stepping. The lead singer had a flannel shirt with the top four buttons undone and was just laying into Whiskey Bent and Hell Bound. His voice was marginal, but no one seemed to care. The beer was flowing and people were laughing.

			Ham noticed that the restaurant was divided into two sides. One side had booths and tables looking like a restaurant, while the other side was a long bar complete with a full-length mirror and ornate carvings making it all honky-tonk. A middle-aged waitress wearing “Daisy Dukes” whisked by and gave Ham a wink, “Hon, you eatin’ or drinkin’?”

			“Eatin’,” he answered. “And drinkin’.”

			She pointed to a small booth in the corner, “You can have that one if you like?”

			He nodded yes and quickly proceeded to his table. It was perfectly located with a solid wall behind him and a good view of the dance floor and both exits he’d noticed. He sat down and put his cap in his lap.

			Daisy Duke was suddenly back, “What can I get you sweetie?” 

			“I want a steak, ribeye, medium rare, baked potato, butter and sour cream, raw horseradish if you have it, none of that mixed stuff, and a salad with ranch out first, and bring me two Bud heavies right away,” Ham said as he stared straight into her eyes.

			“Wow, a man who knows what he wants. Where you been all my life?” she chuckled. “I wish there were more like you. I’ll have the beers right out, and it’s your lucky day. Happy hour is on for another twenty minutes, and beers are 2 for 1. Here’s some peanuts to snack on,” she said as she handed him a Folgers Coffee can full of salted peanuts. Ham had already noticed the crunch of peanut shells on the floor.

			He watched her walk away. “They don’t have places like this in Bagram,” he said to himself. He continued scanning every person in the room. Only a couple toughs worth any worry. He noticed three people poorly carrying concealed, and one woman who looked to be the most dangerous person in the room. He could see it in her eyes, cold. It didn’t take long until the steak arrived. 

			“Here you go, hon. I brought you a couple more beers before happy hour quits,” Daisy said with a smile. The aroma of the steak triggered a sharp pain in Ham’s stomach. It looked good.

			“Thanks.” He finished off the second of the first two beers and handed her the empty cans.

			“Grab me if you need anything,” she said as she trotted off about her work. She seemed perfectly suited for her job.

			“Been a long time since I had a steak like this,” he whispered. “God bless America.” Ham devoured his steak, hardly taking a breath. It was succulent. “The cab driver was right. A great steak,” he said to himself. 

			Daisy returned and noticed he was already done. “You wolfed that right down! Hungry huh?”

			“Sure was. It was good too!”

			She sat a shot glass of amber colored liquor in front of him.

			“This is from the ladies at the bar over there.” Daisy pointed to two women sitting at the bar holding their shot glasses in the air and smiling at him ear-to-ear.

			He shook his head. “Oh boy, I shouldn’t,” he whispered. “But I’m gonna.” He took the shot glass between his thumb and forefinger and raised it to them. He gave them a smile and slammed it back. The tequila burned as it delivered its power home. As the warmth spread across his chest the two girls slid into the booth one on either side of him. 
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