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Chapter 1

Off in the distance, on the road, a small plume of dust was being kicked up. Its presence hadn’t yet caught their attention. Franklyn “Coach” Dodge and his grandson, Tommy, were in the midst of field-dressing a mule deer Tommy had just shot; his first!

At the same moment, the young boy and old man saw the dust-up. Its plume rose and drifted to the south, carried by the light prairie breeze.

Tommy said, “Must be Mother and Aunt Thelma.”

Coach had made the same conclusion. He was wondering why the womenfolk were running the team of horses so hard, though. He said, “I believe you’re correct, Tommy. Let’s finish with the hindquarters and then we’ll wash up and see what the girls are in an all-fired hurry over.”

Using their neckerchiefs, they washed in the river, getting all the dried blood off their arms up to the shoulders. It was from the rise just above the river where they had laid in wait. When the small band of mulies had come down for a morning drink, Tommy had picked a likely one from the bunch and brought it down with one shot.

Coach was proud of his grandson, but concern about the girls made him unceremoniously mount his old gelding and turn him in the direction of the ranch. His gut tightened as he wondered what might be wrong.

Tommy mounted his horse and took charge of the pack mule. Coach headed out at a canter, leaving Tommy to trail behind at a bouncy trot, mainly because the mule refused to move any faster. There was nothing to knowingly panic about, but concern on the front range was one sure way to keep a body in one piece and one’s family safe.

Approaching his farm from the northwest had always been a sight that had lifted Coach’s heart. Unfenced, with the exception of two large corrals, it stood three homes, two barns, and a handful of small outbuildings. All of it built with the sweat of Coach and his family. He’d tried to create a small garden of civilization on an expanse of otherwise pristine wilderness. Coach thought he may have succeeded. It wouldn’t take much imagination to picture in one’s mind what this prairie on the front range had looked like before the houses and barns had been built. It was a place of refuge for Coach.

Coach and his son, Laurence, and son in-law, Moses, owned a thousand acres of the prairie. They worked hard running some cattle and raised hay for a cash crop. As exposed as he was out there to God’s elements, returning home at the end of each day had brought comfort to Coach’s spirit. He would stand out front of his home, smoke his pipe and know this was as perfect a place that he could find for him and his family. Some of the other places he and Theodora had called home over the years had been a trial to both body and soul.

Coach breathed a sigh of satisfaction as he headed down from the top of the rise. He wondered why the girls had returned from town in the reckless fashion they had. Riding up to the barn, he saw his son in-law, Moses. Moses was un-hitching the team of exhausted horses from the wagon. Both dapples were so eager to get a drink of water from the trough they didn’t need to be led to it to do so.

Concerned at not seeing Tommy, Moses asked, “Where’s the boy?”

“He’s back a short ways. You’ll be proud, he’s putting meat on the table,” Coach said.

After dismounting and letting his old gelding drink from the trough, Coach looked to the house.

“Them girls are going to kill those two horses if they race them again like that.”

Moses shook his head and said, “They said something happened in town. They said Ma would understand. Laurence just went in.”

“Make sure the team gets a rub down,” Coach instructed. He noted to himself how sweaty and dusty each dapple was. He headed to the house to get the news.

Moses nodded begrudgingly and began to take the saddle off his father in-law’s horse. He stifled his dislike at being treated like a hired hand. He was as much a partner in the family enterprise as were his father in-law and brother in-law. He couldn’t bring himself to speak up on the matter, though. He’d grown up on a farm back east. He wasn’t a western ranch hand, nor was he a frontiersman like his father in-law. The family he married into were rugged and defiantly independent compared to the eastern farm family he’d come from.

Tommy rode into the farmyard at a trot. The mule was long necking it as he trailed behind him. A few chickens scattered out of his way, and the half-dozen dogs that lived on the farm paced back and forth around the pack mule, sniffing the fur-wrapped bundles of raw venison. The pack mule brayed in protest and kicked at them. He missed the odd lot of dogs, but just barely.

Tommy’s favorite, a no-name little terrier with a smooth white coat and brown spots on his scarred head, came charging from the foot of the front steps of the house and nearly jumped up into the saddle with Tommy.

“Get off!” Tommy snapped.

The little terrier tumbled off the saddle and bounced on the ground with a grunt, but was on his feet again as if the harsh words from the boy didn’t bother him at all. The little dog simply ran around with the other dogs, excited at something to investigate.

Coach scraped his boots at the bottom steps and went up to the porch, stopping long enough to wipe his feet a second time at the threshold. He stepped through into the cool of the house.

Thelma and Elise, pregnant, were sitting at the kitchen table. They were sweaty, dusty, and both looked worried. Theodora, Coach’s wife, was at the serving table stirring a large pot of stew. And, as always, coffee was ready and waiting on the potbellied stove in a large pot. Coach removed his hat from his head and hung it along with his dusty coat on the peg to the left of the door without saying a word.

He began crossing toward the table before he asked, “Ellie, Moses says you got news from town I need to know about.”

Ellie, thank God, took the looks of her mother. With the exception of inheriting Coach’s dark hair and his blue eyes, Ellie had the refined features of her mother. Her father’s rugged, strong looks were blended better in her brother, Laurence. No one would miss the fact that he was the offspring of Theodora and Coach. He favored his mother’s fairer complexion and his father’s prominent brow and jaw features.

What Coach would say more than once in his lifetime to folks was that he was proud of the fact that his children had grown to be capable. They could take care of themselves as well as the rest of the family if need be.

“Well, Pa, we were coming out of the milliner’s shop and these four men come up to us from across the street. I figured they looked like range hands. One of them had a bandana covering his mouth. He held the horses, keeping us from leaving. The one that talked asked us about work. When we told them we didn’t need any help till next month he asked where that might be. I told him and said it would only be for the last hay cutting and mowing of the season. Short work for this time of year if the weather held off. I figured that would disinterest him and his friends, but he said he might still be around; that all he and his boys were interested in was short work from time to time. Then he asked me again how to find the farm if he and his friends was still in town,” she said and hesitated. She looked worried and guilty.

“It’s all right, Ellie. You told him, then what?” Coach asked.

“He smiled at us as if he just found something he’d been looking for. And the way he looked at his friends, well, Pa, it didn’t occur to me until that moment that these jaspers might be criminals.”

“They might be. I doubt it, though. I reckon it’d be just what it appeared to be; a bunch of cowpunchers down on their luck, looking to hire out for some pocket money to get them through the winter,” Coach said. But he began thinking about it. Once again, that concerned feeling came over him that had kept him alive all these years. He’d made enemies from time to time in his past, but most were dead and buried; the few that remained, he hadn’t heard about in years. In all his recollection, he couldn’t figure anyone from his past that he’d had a run in with who would be actively seeking him out. Whether it had been when he was working as a buffalo hunter, or when he was working for the railroad keeping the telegraph lines mended, or riding shotgun for the stage company, no one came directly to mind. As vile as the thought was, Coach looked at his two daughters, one his own, the other married to his son, and could see why a bunch of out of work cowhands would want to talk with them. Ellie and Thelma were head turners and fine figures from any angle. That’s all it was, Coach told himself, nothing more than men with impure thoughts and lusty eyes. Their approach unnerved the women, nothing more.

“From now on, Ellie, Thelma, you two carry them little derringers in your handbags when you go to town. If a stern word don’t deter a man from advances, show him the pistol, businesslike and then if that don’t do it, well you know where to shoot a man.”

Laurence grinned. Ellie and Thelma were shocked at the suggestion from Coach. Theodora remained silent. She backed her husband’s advice, even if she thought he could have worded it less directly. She herself had shot a man on one occasion. The man was out of line and had become aggressively forward with her. The man lived, but he always gave Theodora and Coach a wide berth after that.

Theodora started taking up the stew. “Pa, call them two in from the barn, that is, if the livestock are cared for. I’m not running this stew back out to the cook house. They can eat it cold if they have to. Anything else that has to be finished can get done after supper. Sundown is still a bit late this time of year.”

Coach did as his wife asked. Then, sitting at the table, he and the rest of them waited for Moses and Tommy. As the clatter of utensils and plates were set on the table Coach ruminated about who it might have been in town scaring Elise and Thelma. It was good to keep incidents like that in mind at all times.

After supper, Coach fetched his pipe from his vest pocket, and leaving the table, he stepped through the doorway onto the porch and struck a match. To himself, he was hoping that what had happened in town was indeed just a handful of rough cowboys teasing a couple of women. His cautionary nature told him to prepare for something worse.

Laurence, Moses and Tommy went out after supper and worked until twilight. Coach sat on the porch with Theodora and between the two of them they went through correspondence that had been brought by Elise and Thelma from their trip to town. There were two letters from relatives that Theo would read aloud later to the family when they were in for the night.

One letter, though, was for Coach from a very close old friend, Joshua Higgins. He would have normally opened it right away, but with the news about the four strangers in town, Coach slipped the note into his shirt pocket to read later. He relit his pipe.

“Looks like they’re finishing up. I’ll slice the pie,” Theodora said.

Coach nodded and followed her into the kitchen. Normally he wouldn’t smoke in the house, especially in the kitchen, but he was preoccupied with his thoughts. He was thinking about scenarios of one kind or another. Most places the size of his farm would hire men on for busy periods throughout the year. A thousand acres wasn’t the biggest spread by any means, but it demanded a lot of manual labor. Coach’s wages were fair and he was mindful of where his money went. It had made his operation profitable. Between himself, Laurence and Moses, they were able to do most of the work themselves. That summer Tommy had started doing more chores than just around the barnyard. He was saddling up and doing man’s work at half pace to his own dad, uncle and granddad. But that summer also there were several town-men who did hire-out to Coach to help with the haying. It was hard, hot work for the most part, but it was seasonal. At the end of summer, as it was right then, that last crop of hay was sparse and easily taken in. Coach doubted he’d be hiring even the local men for that last cutting.

Laurence and Moses stomped up the steps and into the house. They were arguing. “That cow ain’t going to freshen for another week,” Moses was saying.

“She’ll drop that calf in two hours if it’s a day,” Laurence said.

Tommy followed a few steps behind his father and uncle and taking off his cap the same way his dad did, Tommy had to hop twice in order to hang it next to his dad’s on the peg. He washed his hands in the basin right after his dad and uncle were finished, then hurried to the kitchen table and watched as his grandmother sliced peach pie.

“We didn’t put that old bull to her until after the new year. Now do the math, on your fingers if you have to,” Moses was saying.

“I can do the figuring! I took that Holstein bull back to O’Malley just after the first of the year! She’ll freshen! You saw the way she was off her feed and up and down like a yo-yo.”

Tommy’s face was flushed from the sunshine and hard work. His mother had also scrubbed it with a soapy cloth, giving it a good clean red shine. His pie was always set before him last. It had given him time to listen to the argument about the milk cow, the way he had all during evening chores. He figured his uncle Laurence was speaking with confidence about the subject, but Tommy was loyal to his dad. “I think the cow will have her calf next week,” he stated in a way that interrupted the argument.

Laurence sighed with impatience. Moses looked at his son, smiled, then patted him on the back to keep quiet.

Theodora gave Coach a look he’d seen before when the farm conversation was brought into the house. Coach set his pipe in the tray on a corner table and said, “Enough. Let’s have some pie. Old Bess will have her calf when she’s good and willing.”

Theodora placed a piece of pie in front of Tommy. Thelma, his aunt, spoke for the first time. “Tommy. You know better than to interrupt, especially at the table.”

Tommy nodded and dug into his pie.

The dogs were waiting at the bottom of the front steps to get bits of crust from Tommy when everyone was finished. Once in a while the handouts from the boy could cause the dogs to get to scrapping with one another. But that night they took their tidbits with silent thanks and then milled about in a tight group, first investigating something they all had to sniff at by the water trough and next, something else, each taking a turn, before trotting on to something else. When the light faded to near darkness the little pack of mongrel dogs went into the barn for the night.

Coach was sitting on the top step of the porch smoking his pipe. Normally he would be looking at buildings in the farmyard and making notes in his mind as to what needed mending. He’d be thinking about chores to do the next day, and whether he’d be doing them himself or tell Laurence or Moses to do them. He was always thinking about the future, how he wanted to improve the farm by increasing the herd with quality stock, expanding his hay crop, all with the purpose of putting cash money in the bank when hard times returned, and hard times always returned when a man made his living on the land. That night though he was wondering about the men in town who’d scared his daughters. Coach’s attention kept drifting out beyond the farmyard. He kept scanning the horizon. The land around the farm was rolling prairie. There was only one clear view for any distance and that was the road from the farm out to the main road leading to town. If he had been a military man he’d have put his place on top of one of the rolling hills. That way a person could see another person approaching from any direction. He knew though that he was what he was, a family man running a ranch and content to do that. He was worried though.

Tommy came running across the yard and stomped up the steps. “Grandpa?”

“Yes, Tommy?”

“What was it like in the olden days, fight’n Indians?”

The question of Coach’s past had been asked by Tommy a lot and more so, lately. The boy was with the men during the days more than previous years; he’d been hearing talk and had questions he wanted answers to.

Coach answered, “The old days were rough. I scouted for the railroad. And you heard me tell of the band of young Arapahoe warriors who chased me.”

“And they shot you with an arrow,” Tommy interjected.

* * * *

From inside the kitchen Theodora, Elise and Thelma heard the talk. Theodora glanced up at the short-barreled shotgun hung on the wall over the doorway leading from the kitchen to the bedroom, and at the same moment Tommy asked, “And you took that old shotgun and fought them Arapahos?”

* * * *

Coach nodded, smiling, and with a look on his face to emphasize a point, he said, “Well, I blasted both barrels of my coach-shotgun at them on the run. The horse I was riding was in a full gallop and I don’t think it was the buckshot that made them quit, it was more-n-likely the thunderous noise it made that gave them warriors caution.”

“You had a fast horse too,” Tommy said.

“Yeah, a good fast horse. But one Arapahoe arrow was swift enough to get me right here.” Coach pointed to a spot on his upper back that he couldn’t reach. “The arrow head is still there.”

“And you were a cowboy,” Tommy said.

“I did a little cowboying; didn’t like it; working for wages and living in a bunk house. During trail drives or pushing strays back to the spread I’d have to sleep on the ground, rain or shine,” Coach said.

“Is that when you went to work for the coach line?” Tommy asked.

Tommy had heard all these tales before but he liked hearing them time and time again. Coach leaned back on the railing and, drawing on his pipe, he exhaled and nodded. Tommy asked, “And that’s when you had shootouts with stage robbers?”

Coach continued nodding and said, “Yeah a few, but I’m telling you about my past to let you know that in the olden days it wasn’t as good as now. It’s not fun sleeping on the cold ground; if it rains, or a rattler comes slithering by, and it ain’t as easy as mowing hay and raising your own cattle. Sitting atop a stage in the winter bouncing around like a pebble on the back of a moving buckboard ain’t as nice as having a roof over your head and a warm bed to sleep in like a civilized human being.”

Tommy nodded. “Yes, sir. I sure would like to be a cowboy, though, at least once.”

* * * *

Theodora called everyone back into the kitchen right then. She’d heard enough about the old days, again. Living through it once was one time too many. She wanted everyone to sit at the table so she could read the letters they’d received that day.

* * * *

Coach listened with one ear as his wife read the letters. With the other ear he paid attention to the evening sounds filtering in through the front door and the windows. The evening was getting cooler—soon Coach would go around and close everything up. Beyond the lamp-light in the house, the night was as dark and black as the depths of eternity. The dark had never interested Coach. Only sneaky varmints like weasels, fox and coyotes enjoyed the cover that the night afforded them.

After the letters had been read and some mathematics lessons had been administered to Tommy by his aunt Thelma, the family as an extended unit called it a night and left the main house. The farm compound was quiet in the dark.

It was lit only by the lanterns Laurence and Moses carried for their families. Theodora and Coach stood on the porch watching them leave.

Tommy was the age where boys want to do the things the men folk did with ease and calm seriousness, but he was still carefree enough to skip home in front of his parents and when he got to the porch, he hopped up onto it and said with enthusiasm, “First!”

Coach and Theo always noticed that Moses and Elise never held hands walking home in the evening, unlike Laurence and Thelma who had always been openly playful with each other.

After each of the two young families entered their homes, the windows brightened in the smaller houses. Their lives were private from the rest of the family for a few hours.

As usual, after this little ritual at night, Coach and Theodora went into their home and closed up for the night. Coach put on the indoor coat he kept hanging over the back of his cushioned sitting chair. It was in the far corner from the kitchen table, allowing him some solitude. He lit the lamp on the table next to his chair and sat. With silent purpose, he retrieved the letter from his vest pocket. Holding it at arm’s length to make out the words, Coach read the letter. It was from his old friend Joshua Higgins, a one-time Wells Fargo stage driver. Coach and Josh, in the young wild times, had saved each other’s bacon more than once. And it was one of those times that Josh was writing to Coach about. It was brief; it was pertinent to his safety as well as the safety of his family.

A half an hour later, Theodora stepped out from the bedroom and asked, “Are you coming to bed?”

Coach was, by then, at the kitchen table cleaning the old, short-barreled “coach” shotgun. It was the very one he’d carried when riding guard on the stage with Joshua.

“I’ll be in,” Coach said. “I have to step out for a moment before turning in for the night.”

She hadn’t seen her husband handle that old shotgun since they had begun farming. The way it looked to Theodora, Coach was reacquainting himself with that shotgun as if reminiscing with an old friend. She knew the only reason to bring the shotgun down from the wall was to protect family and property from harmful critters, or harmful people. She lay in bed listening to her husband as he walked around the house in the dark. The dogs were running back and forth accompanying him. Once in a while one of them would let out a bark. But, in good enough time, Coach came back into the house and silently came to bed. He was asleep in a matter of moments. Theodora listened to her husband’s deep, relaxed breathing. She knew at a moment’s notice Coach had the ability to be fully awake and ready to face any emergency or danger. A few minutes later she too was fast asleep.
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