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  Dedication




  To Jon




  Chapter 1




  Rebecca Kneen peered out the front room window of the boarding house where she recently took up residence. She was waiting for someone. She was afraid though of her actions if she did see him again. She viewed the town; it was dusty from the constant wind and the lack of rain. She saw the usual foot and hoof traffic. There was a burly man who came out of the Paradise Hotel each morning. He would have a bucket of wash water that he tossed into the street creating a gray foamy mud puddle.




  Rebecca had yet to emerge from her boarding house since she’d arrived. She took her meals with the other boarders, but didn’t voluntarily enter into their conversations. Afterwards, she would usually retreat to her room again.




  Still peering out of the window, Rebecca noticed the three women-of-the-night, strolling along arm-in-arm. Dressed proper though they were, the three women were a bit carefree with their actions, showing off their ankles when they would acknowledge the men strolling the street or those on horseback. The teamsters driving their freight wagons would wink and smile at them.




  There were, though, some of the businessmen, the dry goods merchant for one, who would close up shop when he saw them approaching his store on the boardwalk.




  Rebecca smiled and wondered what it was like to be so carefree with one’s social interactions and literally with one’s self, indeed.




  Seeing the usual activity in the little town of Lonely from the front room window, Rebecca hoped that the real reason she waited there each day would appear.




  Her curiosity was one of a particular man’s carriage and difference from the other people she’d observed in town.




  It usually began by first seeing the man’s greyhound that accompanied him on his walks when he was in Lonely. Other days the man would ride by on a little Texas cowpony. The dog, though, was always with the man.




  The dog, a male greyhound of size and strength, came into her view. It sniffed and snooped at a hitching post and marked it, then did the same at the watering trough in between the saloon and the Paradise Hotel.




  He looked back the way he’d come and waited. Then, into Rebecca’s view, the man appeared. He was tall, wide at the shoulders and slim of hip and girth. He wore his blond hair long, but his face was clean-shaven. It was a masculine face of sharp angles, straight lines, and unbroken nose. He was unscarred from what Rebecca could tell from her vantage point.




  When the man caught up to his dog, the greyhound hopped up on the narrow boardwalk and the man patted the hound’s head. This gesture alone had endeared Rebecca to this man. He had a casual affection for his dog without a show of possession. The hound was free to go his way and return because of a bond silent and free.




  Freedom was what had brought Rebecca to Lonely, on the northern-most tip of the Texas panhandle. The only place she felt free from her oppression of the outside world. Her freedom though most times was in her small room of the boarding house.




  Seeing the man and his greyhound continue along down the street away from her view, Rebecca slowly returned the lace curtain to its position and then rose from the small sitting chair. Looking toward the hall to return for the day to her room she heard her landlady, Eddie May Stockton, call from the kitchen to her, “Rebecca? Is your observing of the town finished for the day?”




  Eddie May stepped into the parlor and smiled. “Why don’t we take a walk to the grocer today? The air and sun will do you good.”




  Rebecca breathed in deep. Just the thought of going beyond the door paralyzed her.




  Eddie May could see Rebecca’s uneasiness and said, “Well, why don’t you come sit outside in the back while I beat the rugs?”




  Rebecca said, “I don’t know.”




  “There’s nothing back there. None of the boarders is here today; they won’t be back till supper. It’ll just be you and me; I would enjoy your company.”




  Rebecca walked into the kitchen with Eddie and looked out the small window at the pump and sink. The grass prairie spread out before her to the horizon. A chill ran up through her loins into her heart. It caused her to gasp again.




  “I have a bench outside I sit on when I’m snapping beans,” Eddie said. She was trying so hard not to scare Rebecca. She made one last suggestion. “In this sun and wind though, it would be a good idea to wear your bonnet.”




  Her reasoning and, yes, her strength made Rebecca turn to Eddie and take her hands and smile. “I’ll just be a moment.”




  Chapter 2




  California Long emerged from the livery stable and checked the cinch on his saddled horse. He glanced around and spotted Shifty, his hound. Instinctively the greyhound trotted on out ahead of him in the direction of the ranch. Long mounted up and let his horse have his head to follow the hound.




  A full day’s ride out of Lonely, Texas the ranch came into few. It was a dot on the horizon. If it weren’t for the fact that the danged mansion his boss lived in was so tall, no one would know it was there. Long had settled his horse into an easy trot. He knew it could maintain that gait for an entire day if needed.




  The wind was harsh in this part of the prairie. If it weren’t for the thick buffalo grass there would be nothing but hard-packed ground to set foot on. If that were the case, there would be no reason for a person to be out there in those parts at all. There’d be no grazing, no game to hunt and no coyotes for Shifty to run down.




  Cal Long tugged his broad brim hat down on his head and settled in for another half-day’s ride to the ranch.




  Chapter 3




  When they saw him coming, what they saw first was the dust his dog and horse kicked up, two ribbons of gray lifting from the prairie against a cloudless blue sky. They often sat on the shaded widow’s walk, Broad Crawford and Mrs. Annalisa Mycroft.




  Crawford turned to his boss’ wife and said, “Anna, you best go below.”




  She understood why and guilt made her nod her head in agreement. She touched the foreman’s arm and descended the staircase.




  Broderick Crawford brought the glass back to his eyes and looked at Cal still miles out, riding in. He studied the man as he had for years, the way one bull in the herd studies another strong one, waiting for a moment of weakness before attacking. Once again, watching his ramrod in the saddle, strong as always, Broad lowered the glass and put it in the case where it belonged.




  He went down the stairs leaving the wind and some birds to the widow’s walk.




  The destination Long made for first when he got to the ranch was the big watering station about a hundred yards out from the mansion, barns and bunkhouse. He let his horse drink. He picked Shifty up and set him in the huge trough. It was thirty feet across, two feet deep and luckily, it was full. Shifty waded across the trough lapping water as he did. Lonely kept an eye open for snakes. They had a habit of idling around the trough. Once in a while one got in the trough and swam around trying to get back out. And, sure enough, there was one long, fat coon-tail rattler holding himself up by his chin at the far side of the trough.




  Long quickly unsaddled and unbridled his horse and then stepped clear of the animal. He drew his forty-five, took a careful bead and said, “Shifty? Stop.”




  The hound raised his head, glanced at Long, and braced himself for the sound. It was a thunderous clap that pierced the air. Shifty made a mad dash for the edge of the trough and jumped out and shook water off himself.




  Long walked around the trough, saw that he’d decapitated the rattler—its head the size of a man’s fist was laying on the ground. The six-foot long body was floating on the water in the trough.




  Long grabbed a cattle prod, fished the snake out, and tossed it. He went over to the head and mashed it into the ground. Long looked up and saw that to his horse’s credit he’d shied away when the shot was fired, but had just as quickly returned to finish drinking his fill. Shifty on the other hand was rolling in the grass. Long pumped some fresh water into a tin cup and drank deep. He relished the cold water that came from way the hell down in the depths of the earth. He then took his kerchief, soaked it, and washed his face, neck and ears clean of dust.




  He picked up the saddle, blanket and the bridle and started walking in. Long figured if Broad and Mrs. Mycroft hadn’t been spying on him approaching from the widow’s walk they sure as heck would know he’d arrived after shooting that snake.




  Shifty trotted off ahead of him and the ranch horse walked behind Long like he was on a lead rope. The man saw the humor in it.




  Chapter 4




  Greasy, the only other hired hand on the place at the time, was standing by the bunkhouse door as Long walked up.




  “You know that saddle goes on the horse?” he asked.




  “Yep,” Long said.




  Greasy laughed.




  Once they had traded some verbal barbs, all in good humor, Long took the mail packet from his saddlebags and, nodding to Greasy, asked, “They both up to the house?”




  Greasy nodded. “Mr. Mycroft is still away on business.”




  It was a small stretch of open space between the bunkhouse and the mansion; Long always enjoyed being in it. He figured it would probably be the fanciest home he’d ever get a chance to enter. The porch was more like a deep deck that wrapped all the way around the house. Covered with a roof, it could be hot as all blazes in the sun, yet in the shade a man might choose to sit with his shirtsleeves rolled down it could be so cool on a breezy day.




  Up the steps and at the door Long knocked good-and-loud. He waited for just a moment when Broad opened the door. He looked at Long and smiled. In his hand, he held an ink pen and a piece of paper.




  “Come on in, Long, I’m just looking after some accounts for the Boss.”




  “Sure thing,” Long said. “Shot a snake in the trough out there.”




  “I heard. You should send that little Mexican boy out to cut their heads off with a long knife.”




  “I thought about it, but Tom-Tom is a bit shy of snake killing age,” Long said.




  He set the mail packet on the desk and looked around the office they’d walked into. It wasn’t grand or luxurious but it had a sense of strength. A solid oak desk in the center, bookshelves against two of the walls and some high-backed leather chairs to sit on to talk business or read one of the books of literature while enjoying the aroma of a good pipe. Long envied a man who could build himself up enough to have a home like the one Mr. Mycroft owned.




  “Well, what are your plans then for the next month?” Broad asked.




  “I’ll find where the men are working and check on them, see what they need,” Long said.




  “What they need? What about what they’ve accomplished? When the cats away, Long—you know the saying and you know men.”




  Long nodded. Just then, Tom-Tom came into the office carrying a silver tray that had several cut glass tumblers on it. The boy, just turning six by all the reckoning Long and Mrs. Mycroft could do about the lad, had a big smile on his face. He looked up at Long and said, “Hello, Mr. Long. Mr. Broderick, Mrs. Mycroft is bringing sweet tea.”




  Long smiled and moved the packet of mail to the side so the boy could set the tray down. Broad grimaced and harrumphed. It quickly turned into a smile as Mrs. Mycroft entered the office carrying a large pitcher of tea, with ice chunks in it.




  “Mr. Long, did we have mail?” she asked.




  “Yes, Mrs. Mycroft,” Long said, gesturing to the packet on the desk.




  She poured four glasses of sweet tea and they all took a good long drink. Tom-Tom smiled the biggest; when Long and Mrs. Mycroft were in the same room with him it felt more like family.




  Long smiled back at the boy and said, “Cheers.”




  “Cheers,” Tom-Tom said back.




  Annalisa opened the mail packet and began leafing through the post. She set several envelopes on the desk in the middle of the ink blotter and then held a thick catalog out for Long. He took it, knowing it was for ordering implements and supplies for the ranch. And she kept a small handful for herself. When she was satisfied, she picked up her glass, took another sip in a toast-like gesture to Long, then looked at Tom-Tom, and said, “Well, why don’t we finish our sweet tea in the back parlor?”




  When they were alone again, Long and Broad eyed each other. Knowing what each thought of the other. The restraint was strictly professional—it was the only thing keeping each of them from showing their complete lack of respect for the other. Broad had never crossed Long and he knew he’d better not, or it might be the last thing he’d ever do.




  Chapter 5




  On towards mid-afternoon the next day, Long was saddled up again. He’d selected another of the ranch horses and he made sure he was kitted out for a week away from the ranch.




  Greasy had made sure Long had grub and extra to boot in case the men were running short.




  He looked at Greasy and asked, “What the hell do you do when we’re out ranching?”




  Greasy made some eyes to the heavens and gestured with a small tilt of his head to the mansion and said, “I listen to the sounds the night makes.”




  “Where’s Tom-Tom bunking?” Long wanted to know.




  “At the far end of the bunkhouse where it’s quiet,” Greasy said.




  Long mounted up and glanced around. As if on cue, Shifty came from around the far side of the bunkhouse and headed on out. Long nudged his mount into an easy jog.




  The panhandle of Texas is so close to Indian Territory that anyone, even a group of men, had to be on the lookout for bandits. They could be rustlers, thieves or common cutthroats, coming across the territory line to make a quick raid and then dash back in the protection of the territory out of the Ranger’s jurisdiction.




  Long kept a sharp eye on the horizon and a keen ear to the wind. He paid attention to his horse’s ears, twitching this way or that alert or relaxed. Shifty, too, was a silent lookout for Long. The land may have been as flat as a stovetop, but evil men were like that snake at the water station, there but not seen unless a person knew what to look for.




  On toward sunset, Long smelled smoke and changed the direction he was riding, to a northwest angle. After that all he had to do was follow Shifty. The hound smelled food cooking and wanted in on the meal. Most people wouldn’t believe it of a man but anyone who’d spent as much time in the wild as Long had understands the faint scent of nearly anything will garner attention.




  It was after the sun had set and dusk was bringing on a cool quiet evening. Long called out, “Boys, it’s just me riding in, no need to shoot!”




  From around the campfire ranch hands stood and watched Long ride in.




  Captain, the ex-cavalry man, smiled and said, “Didn’t know when you’d be to see us. What’s the news?”




  Long stripped his horse of gear then let it wander away to graze for the evening with the rest of the string. He took from his saddlebag the catalogue Annalisa had given him and handed it to Captain.




  Long got himself settled in and handed the chuck wagon cook, Albert Lee Frederick, as he liked to be called, the grub he’d toted along. “Here, this ought to keep you stocked for a few more days.”




  “Thank ya,” Albert said. He was a small athletic man. “I reckon Mr. Mycroft ain’t returned as of yet?”




  Long shook his head. “Any grub left?”




  Albert fixed Long up with a cup, a plate, and a spoon. The trail chow was as good as it got, and per usual, there was never enough.




  “Broad is pushing to get the herd gathered and any mavericks branded. You know how he is,” Long said.




  Captain nodded. He was paging through the catalogue and said in a tired tone, “Well Broad can suck peas out of the pod for all I care.”




  That brought a chuckle from the half dozen men getting themselves settled in for the night. Captain handed the catalogue to one of his ranch hands and said, “We got a bunch to the east of here about three miles. Left them there on account of the grass being better. Johnny come in this evening and said to the north is a smattering of some of our cows, all with calves. It’ll take a short while but we got this section nearly organized.”




  “Heard from Hardy and his boys?” Lonely asked.




  Captain shook his head. “It’s been three days. They took grub with them, but I’d say by noon tomorrow I’m sending someone to locate them.”




  Long nodded. He didn’t like the fact that he’d lost touch with some of his men. If it weren’t for the darkness he’d head out himself to find them; but it was just too risky.




  Chapter 6




  That same evening in Lonely, Rebecca was at the parlor window looking at the goings on in Lonely. Light from the shops and from a few of the less reputable establishments brightened patches of the street, leaving other stretches dark as a hole into the earth itself. Rebecca studied the town folk and could only guess as to which of the citizens ambling to and fro were married, single, courting, or running. She chose not to go out of doors even in the dark of the evening because she thought everyone would know by the way she walked and carried herself that she was hiding, that she was on the run. For her it was better to lock herself away from view than risk being found and made to return where she’d come from.




  She also watched out the window for the evening stage. People traveling would disembark, some stayed long enough to stretch their legs and get a bite to eat or use the privy and others would stay. Rebecca knew instinctively what type of man it was that would step down from that stage one day. If it wasn’t he himself, then it would be someone much like him.




  That night the stage thundered into town as if Satan himself chased it. A cloud of dust and a small brouhaha quickly surrounded it. Rebecca opened the window to hear what was being said, but she could only make out that what was being said was in a tone of urgency. So she got to her feet and, opening the front door, she quietly stepped out onto the narrow porch of the rooming house and listened.




  The driver was cussing and swearing like a muleskinner. “Dad burn, sombitches shot up my rig. Two of the horses are wounded, one of the passengers is nicked and the rest is scared to thunder and gone!”




  “Not me, Charlie,” a feminine voice from the stage said.




  Charlie looked into the stage and laughed. “I guess that’s right, Crystal, you ain’t scared of anything, in heaven or here on earth.”




  “Or further below,” Crystal said.




  Crystal emerged from the stage. She was a striking woman of thirty, carried herself like an animal that could spring into an action of either aggression or passion without warning. And even though she was dressed in some of the finest clothes Rebecca had ever seen, Crystal held in one hand a fine bejeweled handbag and in the other a bright silver and ivory-gripped pistol.




  Charlie took to caring for the team. They had to be changed out quick and come hell or high water he had to get on the move. Crystal became the source of information about the apparent shooting.




  A man with a visor and sleeve protectors asked her what had happened.




  “Well, boys, it was a nice bit of traveling until we reached that stretch running closest to Indian Territory.”




  Everyone in the gathering nodded. Knowing to what she was referring. Rebecca inched off the porch and even though she still wanted to remain anonymous, she was drawn to the woman, Crystal, and the story she was telling.




  “There were four of them that come out from some trees. They didn’t start shooting until Charlie and his guard spotted them. Then the bandits lit into us like we were the thieves! Two gents and me riding below all armed ourselves and returned shooting at them. The whole thing took no more than a couple minutes, but it was enough to get the horses shot and some splintering to draw blood from the cheek of one of the gents.”




  “Where do you think they come from? Who were they?” the local newspaperman asked.




  Crystal laughed. “I wouldn’t speculate; Indian Territory! Where do you think they come from?”




  A minute later Charlie had the stagecoach ready to move on. The two men continuing further on got in. The wounded man, with his face now bandaged, stuck his head out the window and smiling to Crystal said, Miss Crystal, if you ever make it out to Cal-I-forn-I-a, you come to Los Angeles and meet my missus. I know she’d like to thank you personally for helping save my bacon.”




  With a big smile on her face Crystal stepped over to the man, took his face in her hands and planted a big wet kiss on his mouth. “Mr. Smith, I don’t think your wife ever wants to have a conversation with a woman such as me.”




  Mr. Smith sobered his jocular, now lipstick-smeared, expression and retreated into the coach. A second later, the stage was on its way at a gallop.




  The gathering of town’s folk burst into laughter and just as quickly the respectable people in town turned to walk away, to where ever it was they belonged. Some of the men, though, remained. One fella said, “Crystal, it sure is good to see you again. What’s the news from back east?”




  “Well, boys, my outfit is fresh from the latest fashion designers of Paris, sold exclusively to the shops in New York. You can call your neighbor on a telephone, and light your room with electricity. It’s like daytime at night on the big white way.”




  With the mention of coming from the east and New York in particular, Rebecca suddenly felt as vulnerable as a two-day-old chick with a hawk circling overhead. She retreated to the boarding house. Once inside it, Eddie May asked her, “Is there something wrong, dear?”




  Rebecca asked, “And, who is that woman, the one in the fancy dress?”




  Eddie May looked out the window and had to take a good long hard look before she smiled and said, “That, my dear, is Crystal, and only Crystal is her name. Once a year for the past ten years, she’s come to Lonely to spend the summer. She’s from back east and well, she’s a soiled dove, to put it nicely. She stays while the cattle drives pass nearby on the Western Trail.”




  “Oh, God, a prostitute?” Rebecca asked.




  Eddie May patted Rebecca’s hand and said, “Don’t worry, dear, she never stays here and never causes trouble, even though I’ve been told she’s as sure a shot as any mountain man.”




  Rebecca sat at the window again for a few minutes and watched as the menfolk in town stumbled over themselves to carry Crystal’s trunks and luggage to where ever it was she stayed when she was in town. Then Rebecca got up to return to her room and seeing Eddie May in the kitchen preparing bread dough for the next day she asked, “What does that woman do back in New York? And what is it that affords her the opportunity to make such a long extended stay here every year?”




  Eddie May grinned and said, “I don’t know, Rebecca. All I know is if it weren’t for the fact that she’s a whore and my late husband would beat me raw for saying so, I’d sure like to get to know her. She’s nothing if she ain’t interesting.”




  Rebecca was taken aback at the comments Eddie May had made. Rebecca kept her thoughts to herself and after another minute or two of looking at the activity on the street she returned to her room and prepared herself for bed. Looking at her image in the small mirror, she could clearly see that sitting out back while Edie May had beaten the dust from rugs, she’d stayed in the sun too long. There was a slight redness and warmth to her otherwise cool, porcelain cheeks and forehead.




  I should have worn my bonnet, she thought.




  Chapter 7




  The next morning at the camp, Long awoke at dawn and, propping himself up on one elbow but staying under his bedroll, he felt the expanse of the land and then felt his own insignificance. To the east, the clouds were hot orange, colors like the fading embers of a banked fire. Long rose and stepped away from the camp to take care of nature’s morning needs. He didn’t have a good feeling; it wasn’t his stocking feet on the rough ground, or the crick in his neck from sleeping with his head propped up on his saddle. The ill atmosphere around him was on account of he didn’t know what if anything had happened to his men at the second camp.




  Albert was putting the coffee pot on the fire. He looked up at Long returning and said, “Never fails, the boss is up and at ’em before the rest of the hands.”




  Lonely smiled and took to putting his gear right for the day ahead of him. He went to the water barrel and drank using the long-handled dipper. “God, where’d this water come from?”




  “It ain’t sweet, that’s for sure,” Albert said.




  “That tastes like something died in it,” Long said. Then he looked inside just in case something had crawled in the barrel and drowned.




  “Anything?” Albert asked.




  Lonely shook his head and made a gagging sound.




  * * * *




  An hour later and miles away, in the front dining room of the boarding house, a Mr. Dan Trickle looked across the table at Rebecca and said, “I must say, Miss Rebecca, it appears you have taken in a portion of sunshine recently.”




  Rebecca looked up and feeling the heat of her lightly sunburned cheeks flush from embarrassment, she nodded and said, “I was keeping Miss May company out back and foolish me, I forgot my bonnet.”




  Mr. Trickle, a clerk at a local shop, smiled and said, “Well, anytime you wish to take more sun I’d be honored to accompany you.”




  “I will consider it, and thank you,” Rebecca said. The thought of leaving the house again in the glare of day was more than she could endure from the fright that plagued her at that time.




  Sometime after the other boarders had left for the day, Rebecca went to the front room and looked out the window offering her a view of the street as she usually did.




  Down the street in another establishment of another kind, Crystal stretched and rose from her bed; her painted face smeared, ran, and bled during her sleep. She looked at herself in the mirror and laughed a quick chuckle and then soaked a washcloth and scrubbed her face clean. She covered her white sleeping gown with a thick robe and left her little crib to go out the back way to the privy. With her business done, she went back into her quarters and straightened up her room and then sat at the vanity and began reapplying her powder, rouge, and bright red lip paint, her specialty. It was what brought the business to her.




  A knock came to her door, and Naddy, the girl’s cook, called in, “Crystal? You up?”




  “Come on in, Naddy, let me take a look at you,” Crystal said.




  Naddy entered and smiled at seeing Crystal after a year’s absence. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”




  Crystal was a full head taller than Naddy and though Naddy was as pretty as any picture ever painted, she wasn’t the type of woman to do well as a bawdyhouse girl.




  Crystal held Naddy’s small porcelain white face in her hands and looked into the young woman’s eyes. “They’ve been treating you well, I can see.”




  Naddy nodded. “I’m a good cook now and have learned to use the starch in proper amounts in the wash. Do you want me to draw a bath or just enough hot water to wash at the stand?”




  “Just a hot bucket for today—tonight I’ll take a bath. What’s for breakfast?” Crystal asked. She’d put her arms around Naddy the way two sisters might who haven’t seen each other for an extended length of time.




  “The other girls are partial to sausage, potatoes and cornbread,” Naddy said.




  “Did you get my letters?”




  “Yes.”




  “You read now?”




  “Yes, Rose and Lilly both have helped me with my letters,” Naddy said.




  Crystal’s heart warmed and a year’s worried affection was relieved with that knowledge. “Okay, then. Whenever you’re ready, holler for me and my appetite will be ready too.”




  Naddy opened the door. She’d turned to leave when Crystal asked, “Naddy?”




  “Yes?”




  “How’s Mr. Long?” In asking the question her heart leapt with anticipation, hoping to hear what she wanted most of all to find out. That he hadn’t been killed.




  Chapter 8




  Long had saddled and watered his horse. He’d eaten a fair-size meal and downed three cups of coffee. Long was worried about his men; he wanted to know what had happened to them.




  “It’s going to be howling today,” Albert said.




  Long nodded and said so Captain could hear, “Finish the gathering and branding today, then first thing tomorrow head back to the ranch. I got a bad feeling.”




  Albert nodded and shuffled back to the other side of the chuck wagon. Captain smiled and said, “You don’t worry, we’ll be all right and get the work done.”




  “I get paid to worry. Pick a man to ride with me,” Long said to Captain.




  “You feeling vulnerable?” Captain smiled when he asked.




  “Maybe, maybe I just don’t want to feel like a crazy prospector talking to the back of his horse’s head all day while I’m trying to find the rest of my men.”
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