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Dedication


Cooksin is dedicated to Lillian
Fielding, my Dad’s sister and one of my favorite aunts, whose patience and
kindness allowed a “city cousin” to glimpse the life of a ranching family;
indeed, to experience the robustness of life lived close to the earth, honest
and real. She also had this big Charolais bull that the wild Fielding kids
(Craig, Con, Ellen, Debbie, Stewart and Steve) called “Cooksin”, and it was all
marvelous.
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Figure 1: In the Way of Empire


























CHAPTER 1 – Which Way is Up?


 


 


– 1950 – 


Weld County, Colorado


 


"You
don't have any idea about any of it, do you?"


Walt
shook his head, resigned to pity. "You ain't been hearin' nothin' but what
you want to hear – that's what I think. That damned Jake made your brain go
funny and now you don't know where up is."


Py
jabbed his pitchfork into the wet, moldy hay and ripped a patch loose, defiant
in his alleged ignorance. "Well it's not fair," he said, tossing the
mulch up onto the trash trailer, piling high with refuse. "Jake worked
hard as anybody around here."


"Well,
he put in the hours . . ." Walt glanced over toward the house, where young
Lily Walker watched them from the shade of her daddy's front porch.


Py
looked over at her just as she was impatiently swatting away from her face a
fallen hank of hair, escaped from the mass of blonde locks she had casually
pinned up on her head in an effort to stay cool in the summer heat. She was a
beauty, no question in that. Jake hadn't been any more immune than anyone else.


Walt
looked at Py, looking at Lily. "And that's only the half of it
anyway," he said, as if he could see what Py was thinking. "I guess
you heard that Jake got caught takin' money outta Walker's desk."


Py
snapped out of his brief mental lock. "He weren't doin' no such
thing," he said flatly.


"Well
he sure was," Walt said. "He told me his self a week ago. Said then
he'd already got over a hundred dollars out' a there – right outta the middle
drawer, where Walker keeps payroll."


Py
looked dubious. "You mean he was takin' guys' pay? Jake wouldn't do that –
he wouldn't do another guy that way!"


Walt
looked at Py dumbfounded. "You know, Py – you got this notion in your head
that Jake is some sort of advanced spiritual being or something. But he's not.
I don't even think he's religious."


"Well,
maybe not, but I think we'd notice if someone was takin' our pay," Py
said. "I only get thirty-eight dollars a week. It ain't so much I can't
keep up with it."


"Well
I'm telling you – Jake told me this out of his own mouth," Walt said, a
little exasperated.


Py
was unshakable. "Are you out any?" he asked.


Walt
went blank for a moment, and then admitted – "No, I guess not."


"I
ain't heard nobody say nothin' about bein' out, so if Jake took money – and I
don't believe he did – then it was Mr. Walker
took the loss." Py straightened himself up, buoyed by his deduction and
his defense of his friend.


Walt
grumbled a bit and spiked his eyes one way and the next, throwing darts. The
possibility that only the boss got hurt did kind of take the devil out of the
crime. "Well, I guess he did then. Thing is, Jake did tell
me that he took the money. And that's part of the reason he's no longer here to
be a part of these conversations. That's all I was saying."


The
truth behind why Jake Jobbs had been fired was obscured by the fusillade of
rumors surrounding his departure. Jake had run into the ranch foreman, Jarvis
Lang, only a minute after Frank Walker ordered him off his property, and Jake
told Jarvis he'd been canned for demanding time off. Walt was the only other
hand Jake had seen that night, running into him while gathering up his things
from the bunkhouse, and he'd told Walt the same partial truth. Between this
story, Jake's own strange claims of money pilfering, and the fiasco with Lily,
there was all manner of intrigue swirling around Jake Jobbs. It was like dust devils
around snake holes, and no one looking on could really tell where the nub of
the matter lie.


Walt
tried to put his mind back on his work, but he didn't stop talking. "It
just comes down to who you got on your side anyway, and who you got again' ya.
Jake was already null and void."


"Why?"
Py asked.


"Because
there's things goin' on with that guy more than what shows," Walt said,
with certainty. "People don't like that in a person."


"Everybody
likes Jake," Py countered.


"Yeah,
everybody who doesn't know him likes him – and that includes everybody who
knows him!"


Py
thought about it for a moment, and then shook
himself free from the temptation to ask Walt to explain his thinking. He'd
learned from experience that Walt's logic rarely targeted destination points,
but instead meandered to the backsides of hard to reach places. It was best to
just pretend not to have heard. He looked back over toward Lily, who was now
swinging with one bronze-tanned leg pulled up in front of her. "Well, what
d'ya suppose he'll do now?"


Walt
frowned. "Who – Jake?" He expelled a volume of air, apparently
contaminated by the ignorance of the question. "He'll probably go get
drunk, run into a girl, take her father's money and then go get drunk again.
It's just an endless cycle of evil, Py. Your boy Jake's a criminal."


Py
didn’t believe Walt knew what he was talking about, though his seniority made
it impossible for Py to dismiss him completely. He'd been places Py had only
dreamed about – California, Mexico, and he'd met some types in his time. Py
didn't want to believe Walt's take on Jake, though. Fortunately, he was rescued
from getting bogged down with heavy questions. "Jake ain't worth givin' no
more thought to," Walt said.


''I'd
drop it if I was you. I'd think about somethin' else."


Worldly
or otherwise, Walt didn't realize the size of the void that Jake's departure
had left in Py's world. Association with Jake had made Py's stay at Walker
Ranch the best period of his "adult" life. He'd been lifted by it, in
some way. Jake had provided a center to his days. He had regaled Py with tales
of broader experience and supplied him with a notion that the world beyond
Walker Ranch was accessible to those who knew how to work it. He had given Py,
mired in the lowest of social echelons, hope that one day he could have
something better, and now it was unsettling for Py to have Jake gone. He had
neither the brick nor the mortar to build a vision for himself. All that Py had
was his work, and whatever kind of a world he could carve for himself out of
that. He didn't like thinking about it. He didn't mind the actual labor so
much, but thinking about it depressed him. Maybe if he were a real
cowboy,
a top hand, that'd be different – he'd be kind of like a professional person – but
that wasn't the level Py had achieved. He knew he was just a body on a crew of
expendables, a scarecrow to position near gates when the real cowboys were
driving cattle into pens. Even the dangerous nature of his work didn't assuage
his deficit pride. Hell, there wasn't anything to be proud about being a human
sacrifice. Any day one of those big beefers might become obstinate, faced with
what they were, and express their dissatisfaction by walking right over him
rather than giving in to the slaughter. Nobody 'd get too upset should young Py
be found lying lifeless in the mud. That's why he was the one who was put
there, because if something bad did happen to him no one would care. It was
pretty tough to feel a lot of pride in that.


The
other down side to having Jake gone was that now Morrison, Tate and the other
hands wouldn't have anything to do with either he or Walt. Jake had forced the
others to accept them – the "nigs" as they were known – into the main
circle of guys. The real cowboys had enough respect for Jake that they allowed
him his idiosyncrasies, which included his choice of friends. They never
pretended that Py and Walt were equals among them, but at least they left them
alone and didn't harass them, as they otherwise probably would have. Now,
without Jake around to protect them, they were cannon fodder, subject to abuses
of all kinds.


Py
banged his hay fork hard a few times against the trailer, trying to clear it of
the wet, rotting compost that underlay the straw they were moving. "I'll
be glad when this is done," he said, "this stuff stinks worse than
scours."


"You
may as well quit your complaining right now – it ain't gonna get better,"
Walt said. "We got to go pick up a couple truckloads of hay in the morning
– just the two of us. Walker wants us to take it out to that forty head over by
Niswonger's. They ain't left nothin' out there but dirt." Then he grumbled
to himself. "We're gonna be winter feedin' from now to next June."


Py
glanced up at the late summer sun and thought for a moment about the daunting task
ahead. "If tomorrow's
anything like today it's sure gonna be hot for hay bales."


"The
hay'll be fine," Walt said. "It's the human element worries me."


* * * * *


"You
keep your foot away from that clutch!"


Walt
yelled out the directive from his position on the flat- bed of the truck, now
stacked six tiers high with bricks of hay tied snugly with coarse twine. He'd
been bossy since an incident earlier this morning, when Py had popped the
clutch while ascending a terrace and dumped the day's first half- load – and
Walt with it. "If
it
starts to cough, don't try to save it. Just ease in on the clutch and let her
coast back."


This
whole country was newly landscaped with steep terraces, meant to hold what
little water fell on the eastern Colorado plains – usually under nineteen
inches a year.


When
the rains did come they usually came in torrents which in the past had turned
these fields into temporary flood plains. The biggest problem with that was
that the water quickly drained into the Little Thompson and other small
tributaries, and eventually into the South Platte River, which ran on east,
supplying irrigation waters for farmers in Nebraska. The government gave
Colorado farmers incentives to save what they could by using these deep
terraces to trap the run- off and send it down into the aquifer from which it
could be recovered. Farming the terraces, however, was a trick. They stayed
muddy for days, sometimes weeks, after a rain, long after the rest of the fields
they were located in were dry enough to till. And once they were dry they posed
a real challenge to farmers who worked them in parallel fashion, steering their
plow- pulling tractors along the steeply angled faces, which threatened to tip
their rigs. Flatbed trucks, piled high with hay, couldn't take the same route
so drivers took the terraces straight on, going up and over the top, though the
angle of attack called for steady nerves. And this was Py's problem. His were
always a little ragged.


Frank
Walker had been the first in Weld County to buy the new technology that made it
possible to do an efficient two- man haying operation. It consisted of a four
wheeled conveyer that fixed to the side of a flat- bed truck. A broad, double-
toothed chain snagged bails up off the ground and pulled them up a chute,
inclined at forty- five degrees, which flattened out to a small porch at the
top. From there, a man with a hay hook would pull the bails off the loader and
place them on the flat- bed in interlocking fashion. Py and Walt had decided to
alternate jobs with each load, one driving the truck, the other pulling the
bails off the steel belt and setting them in place. They'd stack the load seven
high then rope it down tight and transport the lot over to the north fields,
where Walker's cattle were dying for cud. Then Py and Walt would switch places
and head back for another load.


Walker's
modern technology helped, but it was still exhausting work for whomever was on
the back of the truck. Even though he always refused to do the manual part of
the job, Jake's being gone was significant, because he did have a feel for the clutch
and, driving that truck around the field in granny, he kept the ride smooth and
stable. The three of them could get a load in just over an hour and they made a
steady team with Walt and Py on the back, however much Walt resented the set-
up. "That Jake's a lazy bastard," he'd say. It bugged him that Jake
seemed to assume a position of seniority, especially given that Walt was twenty
years older. "You ever run tractor-trailers?" Jake would ask.
"Eighteen wheelers with dual axle gear boxes?" And Walt would have to
admit that he hadn't, though it was a mystery to
him what that had to do with driving Walker's old REO Speedwagon
around a field. "Well, I have," Jake said. "Besides, I'm a cow-
hand. I don't do farm labor."


"Jake's
no cowboy," Walt would say – an opinion
widely shared by those on the spread who were cowboys. But Py didn't
mind that Jake was a driver, for Py wasn't and didn't really want to be. He
hadn't been licensed to drive a car, mostly because the synchronization of
clutch, break and acceleration pedals were mysterious to him and made him
nervous. As long as he wasn't alone on the back of the truck, lugging those hay
bricks, Py had been satisfied to let Jake drive. Now, however, Jake was gone,
and there was no way one man could stand riding that flatbed all day, bucking
bales as heavy as these. Py knew he needed the break that driving chores
provided, so he reluctantly accepted the idea of sitting behind the wheel.


Py
looked up over the dashboard at the approaching terrace. It looked like the
Hoover Dam to him, looming so high that it blocked his view of anything on the
far side, and he felt a lump grow in his throat at the thought of having to
negotiate the grade. He glanced in the side- view mirror, angled in such a way
that he could see Walt, high atop the load, rhythmically pulling bales off the
loader and packing them into place, glancing up himself occasionally to see
where Py was headed. He felt the truck buck a little as Py eased off the gas.
"Keep her steady," Walt said, and Py gripped the steering wheel
tighter in preparation for what lie ahead. "Remember, if you start to lose
her just push the clutch in and let her slide back off the hill. Don't jerk it
and lose this load! It's too damned hot out here to be loading everything
twice."


Hot
and scary – that's the way Py looked at
it. It seemed like the whole day had been geared toward something terrible
happening. When he and Walt arrived at the hay field about six o'clock this
morning they found that more than twenty buzzards had arrived there ahead of
them. The large birds stood spaced precisely atop a row of fence posts that
lined the field, all facing the rising sun, their wings opened to their sides,
as if in tribute to some powerful, inexorable force. It seemed eerie and
unspeakable to Py, who had not seen it before. It was as if he had been late to
discover an ugly sub- theme underlying all of life, and it had sent a shudder down
his spine. Dark birds with naked red heads religiously waited to rend flesh
from stilled bones. He looked anew at the purifying dawn.


As
Py started up the terrace he again glanced into the side mirror and he could
see Walt standing in a crouched position, trying to ready himself atop the
load. A bale hung precariously on the edge of the loader platform as another
bounced atop the conveyer behind it, pushing at it from the back, trying
unsuccessfully to dislodge its predecessor.


Walt
paid no attention, locked in as he was on the nose of the truck, angling slowly
skyward. "Hold her steady," Walt said, trepidation apparent in his
voice.


Py
could feel the truck losing speed as he started up the grade, then it lurched
slightly. Through the back window of his cab he caught a glimpse of the
shifting load. "Hold her, Py!" he heard Walt yell, then the truck
lurched again, more sharply this time as the engine sputtered to a near stall.
"Hold her!" cried Walt, and Py pressed down on the accelerator to
keep the truck moving ahead. But it was too late. The truck lurched once again
and the engine started to go dead. In a panic Py depressed the clutch pedal,
then before he thought about what it would mean, he pressed on the gas to keep
the engine going – and he popped the clutch.


The
front tires of the truck came up off the ground as the nose lurched skyward,
and suddenly Py felt the load shift radically backward. He heard Walt yell as
the bales avalanched off the back of the bed and, hearing that, Py depressed
the clutch once again. The truck immediately rolled backwards down the terrace.
Py realized what was happening and hit the brake, but the abrupt stop only
added to the momentum of the load, which now crashed with a tremendous rush of
energy off the back of the truck. Horrified, Py looked in the side mirror,
hoping to see Walt, but Walt wasn't in view. "Walt!" cried Py.
"Walt! Are you okay?" But he heard nothing. Py pulled the lever to
set the emergency brake and then killed the engine. He opened the door and
jumped out of the cab, tumbling to the ground as he landed on the side of the
terrace, looking toward the back of the truck even as he rolled. It
was
a disaster, one hundred pound bales strewn randomly behind the truck, some
crushed up underneath the angled bed, having lodged there when the truck
slipped backward.


"Walt!
Walt!" Py jumped up off the ground and hurried to the back of the truck.
"Walt!" But Walt was nowhere to be seen and Py immediately realized
that he was somewhere beneath the mountain of hard- packed hay. He began
picking up bales, tossing them aside, looking for Walt, but without success.
Then he saw a boot, a glimpse of blue jean, and he frantically un-piled other
bales to get to his fallen friend.


Walt
was crushed beneath the load, his skin torn, ripped to raw bleeding wounds by
the sharp edges of the straw. His eyes were wide open, but lifeless as he
stared up at Py from between the blood- soaked hay, his neck swollen and
already turning blue from the fracture of his spine.


























CHAPTER 2 – A Poor Bastard’s Dignity


 


"He's
dead all right."


Frank
Walker shot a hot glance over at Jarvis Lang, his foreman, who was kneeling
over Walt Vrbas' broken body. "Will somebody cover him up," said
Walker in his gravel voice, and one of the ambulance crew moved quickly to do
just that. He was talking to a sheriff's deputy who had arrived on the scene
about the same time the ambulance crew showed up. Walker and the cowboys were
already there when the emergency services arrived, all too late to do anything
for poor Walt, who was still staring lifelessly into space. "And close
that man's eyes," grumbled Walker. "Let's let him have a little
dignity, poor bastard."


Jarvis
Lang lingered for a moment, eyes fixed on the face of the corpse, apparently
mesmerized at seeing death up so close. An ambulance attendant tapped him on
the shoulder so that Jarvis would move aside and let him in next to the body,
still packed in among the fallen bales. The attendant nonchalantly closed
Walt's eyelids and then arranged a white sheet over him.


"Who
was here when it happened?" asked the deputy, and Walker gestured with a
head toss toward Py. "He was driving," he said.


Py
was sweat-soaked and shaken, his heart still pounding madly. Seeing the way
Walt lay twisted among the bales, being fearful of moving him, he had
immediately set out on a dead run for a farmhouse that was visible in the
distance, maybe a mile away. He had thought Walt was already dead, but he
hadn't dared to stop running. When he arrived at the farmhouse he found a wife
there with her kids and he had her call an ambulance and then Frank Walker, and
while she set out for the home of a neighbor, who had a phone, Py started on a
dead run back to the field where the broken man lay. But it was all too late.
He sat there beside Walt, waiting for help to arrive, but it was nearly twenty
minutes before anyone got there.


"So
how did it happen?" the deputy asked Py, but Py could hardly find the
words to speak. "He...I...started up the
terrace... Truck jumped ...load shifted..."


"Shit,"
Jarvis Lang said, sending a stream of tobacco spit shooting out between his
front teeth. Py looked at him, hearing the indictment in his voice, and then
realized it wasn't only Jarvis who regarded him contemptuously. The other
cowboys stood around looking at him too, each wearing the same condemning look.
Even Frank Walker. They all looked at him like Walt's lying there dead was all
his fault. It was a lynching sort of look. The cowboys didn't much tolerate a
guy whose incompetence could get another of them killed. Now it didn't seem to
matter that Walt was never one of their kind. Now it was all just judgment and
blame. Py hadn't honored the code. He hadn't looked out for the other guy.


"We
found this under the seat." One of Walker's cowboys held up a half-empty
fifth of whiskey. He handed it to the deputy, who looked closely at it and then
leaned forward to sniff at Py. He couldn't smell anything on his breath. Then
he went over to where Walt lay, pulled back the sheet, and stuck his nose up
close to the dead man's face. Again, nothing.


"Look,
we're gonna need to get a more complete statement from you," the deputy
said to Py, the tone of his voice comfortably non-judgmental. "I want you
to come to the office tomorrow morning, where you can talk to the
sheriff." Py nodded that he could. "Do not leave town," said the
deputy, who then stepped back to let the attendants pass as they carried Walt's
body to the ambulance. Py and the deputy watched silently as the stretcher was
shoved into the back of the van and the doors were shut for the ride to the
morgue. "If you
do leave town you'll be considered a fugitive from the law," the deputy
said, a little vacantly. Then refocused – "You'll be a fugitive from
justice, and you don't want that. So I'll see you in the morning, okay?"


Py
gave a blank acknowledgment to the deputy then watched as the ambulance drove
slowly away from the scene and toward the edge of the field, two small clouds
of dust trailing off the back tires as it went.


Frank
Walker walked over to Py and pressed his pock-marked face right up against Py's
blood-drained visage. "I want you off my property," he said in a low,
threatening voice. "Get your things and get out. You’re fired."


























CHAPTER 3 – Homeless


 


The
odor emanating from the meat packing plant wafted through town in a noxious
wave that turned Py's already sour stomach against him. The morning's round of
police questioning had been tough enough: the review of yesterday's disaster,
the incriminations, the admonition to stay put here in stinking Longmont in
case charges were to be filed against him. There was talk of manslaughter,
murder by negligence, murder by inability to work a clutch. Hell, Py didn't
even think that would stick, and he didn't think the police were serious
either. It was that damned Walker. He didn't even like Walt, but now he was
raising a stink, talking like it was Py's recklessness that led to Walt's
death. He was trying to use that whiskey bottle as proof that Py had been
negligent, trying to say he'd been drinking on the job. Py wouldn't have tried
to fool anybody with his understanding of the law, but this whole thing seemed
to him like Walker's way of deflecting his own responsibility for what happened
– for firing Jake, who should have been driving that truck, and for putting
Py's redoubtable self behind the wheel. The irony that it was Jake's bottle – that
he was the one who was always drinking on the job – was lost in the search for
truth. Py tried not to worry, to tell himself that it would all pass. No doubt
Walker would soon enough grow tired of harassing him and would figure that his
own slate was clean. He was just an honest rancher, hiring as best he could
from the available rabble. Some of them just weren't too smart, that was the
thing. Some of them had to be watched every minute or they'd back a truck right
over a guy.


Py
looked both ways up and down Main Street. There wasn't much downtown activity.
A few cars sat out in front of the Ben Franklin Five and Dime. Pickups lined the
parking spaces out front of Carney Watson's pharmacy, each with an old black
lab or a retriever waiting patiently in the back, waiting for their masters who
packed the booths inside, sucking down coffee and rolling dice to see who was
going to pay. Typical.


Another
day in cow town, boring as hell and no change in sight. Nothing getting better
and nothing getting worse. The stories from those guys who returned from the
war weren't even enlivening things any longer. They were all talked out and now
most of them, having returned to their mothers, fathers, wives and girlfriends,
had moved on to find work. It was only rejects like Py who were still here:
rejects and guys who came home to family owned spreads, like Frank Walker's,
who employed such types.


What
to do now: that was the problem. Py got axed without even so much as severance,
and given Walker's threats about filing charges he hadn't felt like he was in
too good a position to negotiate. Truth was, Walker and his boys scared him.
He'd seen what they could do when they wanted to be really mean. They'd almost
killed a gypsy harvester last year who got lippy with them over a pay
disagreement. Four of them hijacked the guy out of Clancy Webster's Plainsmen
Bar and pounded him to a bloody pulp out in a nearby alley. The guy never
showed his face on Walker's property again, an acceptance by proxy of the final
pay Walker mailed to an address in Oklahoma. The cowboys had a certain way of
driving a point home, and the point was you don't argue with Walker Ranch. So
Py didn't and now he was broke. And homeless.


Inside
of a week Py had lost the only two friends he had in the world. First Jake and
now Walt. It was enough to make him suspicious of the whole concept. What good
was a feeling that couldn't survive distance? He looked up and down Main Street
and it looked like the blues both ways.


Py
started walking north, figuring at least he wouldn't appear to be loitering.


Funny
thing about the blues: whenever Py was afflicted he noticed that he'd start
losing things, misplacing stuff. And always the first thing to go was his self-image.
He had an underlying tendency to see himself as an undesirable, associating in
his own mind with petty criminals and liars, not that he was either. He would
also become certain that this was the impression he gave to people he'd meet.
As his paranoia would grow, Py would start avoiding people and the blues would
become depression.


Longmont
was not too well peopled on a weekday. He glanced through the windows of the
Ben Franklin store and saw a grandmother with a child. A skinny, baldheaded man
was handing them change but, for some reason, looked up to see Py as he passed
by. There was a similar exchange as he went on by the Sears Roebuck, where a
group of women stopped talking to look his way when he walked by the storefront
windows. Then at the end of the block, right outside of Watson Electric, a
little kid came running around the corner and came to a dead stop, freezing to
a stare when he saw Py.


What
is it? Py wondered. This never happened when he was secure and happy; no one
paid any attention at all to him then. But the moment the blues set-in: Bam! Instant
notice! It was
as if wearing his heart outside his shirt had made him a famous curiosity.


Py
was at the north end of the business section, outside the IGA, and about to
cross the street and wander back south when the door to the market burst open
and out walked a woman who immediately took his attention away from himself.
She was of average height, with dark hair down to her shoulders, parted
stylishly on the side. And she had big eyes, dark and flashy, that set-off a
face too city for the scene. Her clothes said the same. She wore a long, full
skirt, a man's shirt and a denim jacket. On her head was a finely crafted flat-brimmed
hat, and the entire ensemble made her look like gentry. The way she walked
though – that's what really grabbed Py: quick, leading from the hip, and
decisive, like she was on a schedule. Py had rarely seen anything like it
outside of the movies. She was what Jake had called "a big girl,"
meaning she wasn't the type to hang around with boys. She carried those
groceries like she was advertising dinner.


For
a moment Py just stopped in his tracks and stared, slack-jawed. Then he got a
grip on himself and became more nonchalant. It was personality slips like that
which separated her type from his. Py felt a pressure on his heart and smelled
the dark cloud that lowered about his head. No wonder he had the blues. Anybody
who couldn’t handle the sight of a beautiful woman without feeling self-pity
deserved to be blue.


A
black Dodge, streaked with dried mud, rounded the corner and pulled up to the
curb directly in the path of Py's dream girl. Before it even came to a stop the
driver leaned over and pushed the passenger side door open, a little too early
as it turned out.


When
the driver hit the brakes the door whipped open wide and then slammed back shut
again. He popped it right back open and said something to the girl – inaudible
to Py – that made her smile. The driver took her sack of groceries and tossed
it with disregard onto the back seat, hugging the woman enthusiastically as she
slid in beside him. The two locked together in a long,
passionate kiss, which carried enough impact to be noticed by a gaggle of other
shoppers who emerged from the IGA just in time to see it.


Py
fell back into stupidity, standing beside the car, staring at the couple
entwined inside. He was lost in the way her hair looked, her lover's strong,
masculine hands squeezing it like messing her up was part of the fun. He was
imagining what it must feel like, the way she worked his lips with hers,
unabashed in her response to his advance.


And
to be with her, like that, in public! Py could hardly breathe. The blues
compressed his heart and made him feel light. A big girl. No wonder he'd
never known one.


As
the man finished his protracted kiss – which Py figured to be open-mouthed, the
way it was done by those who knew how – he pulled back and smiled broadly at
his girl. And Py couldn't believe what he saw. It was Jake! Jake Jobbs!


Without
thinking, Py moved to the passenger-side window of the car. "Jake?"
he said. "Jake – is that you?"


Jake
struck a grin the moment he saw who it was. "Py, you son of a buck.
Imagine goin' to town and runnin' into you. Shouldn't you be out bustin'
broncs?"


Py
looked from Jake to the girl, then back at Jake. "I didn't think I'd ever
see you again, Jake," he said. "I thought sure you was gone a hundred
miles from this place already."


Jake
glanced at the girl. "Well, Py . . . I was on my way out of town when I
met Tory here, and that sort of changed things."


Py
settled his hopeless stare on Tory, who thrust her hand forward for Py to
shake. "Victoria," she said by way of introduction. "Victoria
Parker, but everybody calls me Tory." "Py Mulvane," Py said,
reaching dumbly for her hand.


"Me
and Py worked together for old man Walker," Jake said. "Yeah sir,
we've moved a little hay in our time, ey Py?" Py looked at Tory's hand as
if it were porcelain as the two of them shook, leaving all the choreography to
her. "You musta got a little time off, huh?" Jake asked.


Py
looked at Jake as if he were in a trance, put there by brief contact with the
unattainable. Tory recognized the boy's condition and held onto his hand after
their greeting was complete. "I don't work for Walker no more, Jake,"
Py said. "I got fired."


Jake's
smile disappeared. "Fired?" he said. "By Walker?"


"Frank
Walker his self," Py said, to which Jake asked – "Why?" Py
looked both ways down the street, as if afraid that someone might overhear.
"Did you hear about Walt?" he asked. "Walt? No," Jake said.
"What about him?" "He's dead."


Jake
looked momentarily astonished. "No. Old Walt, dead?" He shook his
head for a moment. "What happened?"


"It
was an accident," Py said. "We was out in that north field, where
those big green bales are." "Yeah, I remember." Py continued,
"Walt was up on the truck and it was stacked pretty high. You remember how
that field's got all those terraces? Well, we started up one and..."


"You
were driving?" Jake asked. "Yeah," Py said.


Jake
already knew the rest. Py had been driving the one time Jake had been on the
back of that hay truck, and he knew how Py handled those terraces. They scared
him to death.


"That
old truck got to kickin'. You know how it went," to which Jake nodded
understandingly. He knew how it went with Py at the wheel. "And before I
knew it we lost that load." "Oh God," Jake said. "Did old
Walt get under that hay?" "Yeah he did, he got in there and got
crushed. Died right on the spot."


Tory
continued holding onto the boy's hand as he talked with Jake. He read like a
billboard outside a movie house, the whole drama etched in his expression and
bold captioned in his eyes. Py was hurt, and she could see it. He made no
attempt to free himself from her hold.


"Isn't
that somethin’," Jake said, shaking his head. "Poor Walt. He was too
damned old to go that way. He should have had better." Jake stopped
talking and looked at Py for a moment, grinning slightly at the boy's obvious
fixation on Tory. "So is that why they let you go?" he asked.
"Because of old Walt?"


"Yep,"
Py said, "and Walker told me he might even press charges. I had to go give
a statement to the Sheriff this morning."


"Press
charges?" Jake said. "What the hell are they gonna press charges
on?" "Manslaughter," Py said. "They say I might be
responsible. In fact, they told me not to go no place, that there might be a
hearing and a trial."


Jake
and Tory exchanged looks. "You mean you got no job and you got no choice
but to stay in this two-bit town?" Jake asked. "That's right,"
Py said. "Well, have you got anyplace to hole up? What're you doin' about
that?" "No," Py said. "I don't have any money, either. Old
Walker wouldn't even give me severance."


Jake
glanced again at Tory. "Well where are you goin' now?" he asked.
"Nowhere. I was just walkin' up and down Main Street thinkin' about it. I
got an aunt lives over in Fort Collins. I ain't seen her in a long time, but I
was thinkin' I might get in touch with her. Other'n that, I don't know."


Tory
looked at Jake and there was some kind of silent communication, then Jake
looked back at Py. "Well get in here," he said. "Open up that
door there, Victoria let's see if we can't figure something out for old Py
here." Tory opened the door and slid over, making room for Py in front.
"Come on," she said, smiling warmly. "Get in."


* * * * *


"So,
you say you have relatives over in Fort Collins? Are you from around here
then?" Tory mixed her welcoming smile artfully around her words. She had
looked at Py and liked him immediately, taking to him as she did to vulnerable
beings of all kinds. He seemed clueless and lovable.


"No,
Eastern Colorado. I grew up out around Yuma," he said. "I ain't been
out there in a long time, though. I got no people there anymore."


Jake
steered the Dodge through the Longmont business district, listening with
interest to Tory's conversation with Py. He was hearing something in her voice
that he'd not heard in a woman before. "What about your folks?" she
asked. "Do you have parents who could help you?" "They're both
gone," Py said, doing so in a way that made it understood that the
condition was permanent. "Oh, I'm sorry," Tory said. "I
understand how that is."


Py
didn't know what to do with that. "How long have you been around
here?" she asked. "A little less than a year now," Py said.
"I came up here on the railroad and got a job in harvest. Then I went with
Mr. Walker and I been with him ever since, until yesterday."


"You'll
get something else, Py," Jake said reassuringly. Then he went right back
to being a spectator, attentive to his driving.


"I'm
sure Jake's right," Tory told Py. "But first things first. Jake and
me are on our way out to my place, about seven miles out north. I live there
with my Dad. Jake's been staying with us and we've got plenty of room for
you." Tory paused for a moment in consideration for Py's dignity.
"That is, if you would like to stay with us," she said cautiously.


Py
looked at Jake, who glanced at him in a way that said the idea set well with
him and that Py should accept the offer. "Yes, ma'am! I sure would!"
Py said, brightened by the prospect. "I can't tell ya how much I'd
appreciate it." "Well, good then," Tory said. "It's a done
deal." Jake punched the gas and picked up speed as they reached the edge
of town, where the blacktop stopped and the dirt roads began.


"So
tell me, Py?" Tory asked. "How old are you? If you don't mind
me asking, that is."


"Nineteen,
ma'am," Py said.


Tory
grinned deliciously. "Why you're just a puppy!" she said in a way
that sounded like lip-licking, which made Py blush red.


Jake
came to his rescue. "Py may be young, but don't under-estimate him – he's
a stallion!" This only added to Py's fire.


"Well,
tell me about yourself," Tory said. "Your name, for instance. I don't
think I've ever known anybody called Py."


Py
grinned his goofy grin. "I never known nobody else with it either. I think
my Mother just made it up." "I heard of it," Jake said. "I
can't think where, but I heard the name before." Py seemed to appreciate
hearing that. "My Mother did baking for a cafe they had there in town and
she used to tell me that she named me Py because pies was the best thing she
did." "I like that," Tory said. "She used to tell me that
when I was a kid. He added, reverentially, "She spelled it 'P- Y' though
to make it sound more European.


She
died when I was nine."


"What
about your Dad?" Tory asked.


"Oh,
he always hired out for farm work. He got the pneumonia and died a couple years
back." Py paused for a moment. "No, let me see. I'm nineteen
now...and I was fourteen... That's five years now, I guess. That's when I first
got on the railroad.


Worked
off and on all over Colorado, even up around Glenwood Springs." Py leaned
forward so he could speak directly to Jake. "They got some big spreads up
there, Jake. They hire all kinds of men." "I've been there,"
Jake said, maintaining his focus on the road. "So, eventually I guess you
ended up in Longmont," Tory summarized. "That's right, ma'am,"
Py said.


There
was a moment of silence as the three of them buffeted in the front seat and as
the car plowed down the road at a point where it descended into a deep canyon,
carved through by a now-trickling stream that turned torrential with the spring
thaw. The old weather-grayed boards of the tiny bridge at the bottom of the
ravine banged loudly as Jake barreled the Dodge across and started the ascent.
Jake seemed to know only one way to drive. It gave one the impression that he
thought destinations floated and that a person had to move fast if flight plans
were going to be of any value at all.


As
the three of them rode the wild Dodge, Tory reaching and lightly touching the
dashboard, readying for the worst, Py got up enough courage to ask a leading
question. "So have you always lived here?" he asked Tory.
"Pretty much," she said. "I graduated from Longmont High. My Mom
had a sister out in Sacramento, California, so after high school I went out
there for a while. I went to business school and worked in the Bay Area for a
few years as a secretary, but that wasn't for me. Then I just sort of drifted.
Los Angeles, Seattle. Py looked at her, impressed. "Then I came back here
when my Mom died. That was..." Tory thought for a moment. "It sounds
like it was about the same time you lost your Dad. About five years ago. I came
back to be with mine. I went back out to San Francisco after her funeral, but I
couldn't stop thinking about my Father. So about six months ago I came back for
good."


"That's
nice – having people, I mean," Py said. Tory smiled. "Yeah, it
is," she said.


























CHAPTER 4 – A New World


 


Jake
pulled the car into the yard around the Parker house, passing by a dilapidated
shed and a windrow of tall pines. A few chickens took briefly to the air to
avoid the Dodge and a couple pigs grunted their complaints as they too were
distracted from their morning's foraging. Py looked around at the Parker
homestead, taking note of the way everything appeared weathered and gray. A
picket fence surrounding the farmhouse was in massive disrepair, with slats
hanging loose or, in some cases, missing altogether.


Tumbleweeds
piled high against the broken rails of an old corral. A windmill, rusted and
sagging, complained in strained metallic tones as it reacted listlessly to a
mild and uneven breeze, barely generating enough juice to pull water from the
aquifer.


"Well,
this is home," Tory said, with a cheerfulness that seemed misplaced.


Jake
brought the car to a stop outside the picket fence. "Come on in, Py. I'll
show you your room."


The
interior of the house bore a striking resemblance to the deterioration outside.
Paint chipped off the walls and trim in places. The furniture was faded and
threadbare and the rugs were in similar condition. Among the despair, however,
there was evidence of a woman's touch. Lace curtains covered the windows, and
among the dulled appointments were occasional splashes of color, mostly in the
form of modest virtu: tiny boxes, vases, ceramics and decanters. And everything
was clean, or as clean as it could


be
given the old house's propensity for dispensing light clouds of dust each time
the walls were jarred by heavy footsteps or the opening of a door. "Here
it is," Tory said, showing Py the bedroom just off the
living area. "Why don't you put your things in here."


As
Py walked into the little room he was struck by its accommodating nature.


There
were hand-crafted furniture pieces, simple but nice, that gave the impression
they had crossed an ocean. The walls held pictures in oval frames, the curtains
were flounced, and the warped and water-stained hardwood floor was mostly
covered by a heavy-weave circular rug. It was all in earthy colors, except for
a dainty cut-glass chandelier that hung from the center of the ten foot
ceiling. It looked every bit of an old woman's snug room. "This is
great," Py said, gently placing his suitcase on the bed. He pushed on the
mattress and listened to the squeak of the bedsprings beneath. "It sags a
little in the middle," Tory warned, "but it isn't too bad. It was my
Grandmother's bed. I've always slept real well on it." She walked over to
a window, pulled up the shade and pushed up the bottom pane. "Maybe we can
air it out a little for you." "This'll be fine," Py said
appreciatively. "This'll just be great."


Tory
smiled. "Come on. I'll take you out back and introduce you to my
dad."


Tory,
Jake and Py walked through the kitchen and out through the old screen door that
opened to the backyard. Large elms shaded the area, blocking the sun and
depriving the grass of needed light, causing the lawn to grow in uneven
patches. Here again the surrounding picket was weathered and sagging, missing
altogether at the far back where Py could see a little utility shed, and a
decrepit old hay wagon with flat tires. There were a couple round corn cribs
with conical tops about fifty yards from the back of the house and next to
those, lying beneath an ancient elm, was a battered aluminum water tank.


"Dad's
out in the tank," Tory said, matter of fact. She noticed Py’s questioning
look. "He comes out here every day to cool off. It's kind of like his
swimming pool," she explained.


Tory's
father called out a greeting as the trio approached. "Hey honey! I was
wondering where you were this morning. Who you got there?"


"Hi
Dad," Tory said, as she reached the tank. She bent over and kissed her
father on the head. "I've got someone I want you to meet." She turned
around and smiled at Py. "This is Py Mulvane. He's a
friend of Jake's. Py, this is my father, Pete Parker."


Old
Pete, sitting in the tank, water up to his chest, reached out to shake Py’s
hand. He was wearing his union suit, which was now soaking wet and hanging
loose from the weight of the water. "Pete Parker," he said, smiling
broadly. "Glad to meet ya." He nodded at Jake. "Jake – how you
doin' this morning?"


"Doin'
fine," Jake said, smiling back.


"Daddy,
Py is going to be staying with us for a while," Tory said. "He needs
a place real bad, and he could help out with chores. I thought we could put him
up in Grandma's room. That's okay, isn't it?"


Pete
was wearing a week-old growth of whiskers that seemed to reach to meet his
long, straggling eyebrows. The bushiness seemed to have captured his sparkling
blue eyes, crooked-toothed smile and round, reddish cheeks. For a moment he
looked at Py, studying him as might an inquisitive otter.


"You
do any carpentry?" he asked. "A little," Py said.


"I
guess you can paint?" Pete asked, as if anyone could, and Py shook his
head, signaling he was able.


"You
know anything about cattle?" "A little," Py said.


"He's
a good hand, Pete," Jake interjected. "He'll give you a good day's
work." Pete grinned. "I'll take you on recommendation."


"Thank
you, sir," Py said sincerely. "You sure got a nice place here."


"Thanks,"
Pete said, standing up in the tank, water cascading from his bagging suit.
"Not much left of it now, but its home. Been a lot better since Victoria
come back from out west."


"Are
you getting out, Dad?" Tory asked. "Hold on a second and I'll get you
a towel to dry off with," and she hurried back to the house. "Thanks,
honey," Pete hollered, stepping out onto dry land. He pushed his long,
straggly gray hair back off his forehead then looked up at the noon day sun.
"Whew! It's gonna be blisterin' today," he said to Jake. "Did
you two get us some grub? I'm hungry as a newborn on a teat."


"We
sure did," Jake said. "Victoria did the shopping. I'm not sure what
it is, but she got a pretty good sack of somethin'."


"Good,"
Pete said. "And she got you all set up with a room?" he asked Py, who
said, "Yes sir, she sure did." "Well let's go in and get some
vittles."


* * * * *


"You
want another egg, Dad? There's a little more bacon, too," Tory said, to
which Pete replied, "No thanks, honey. I'm well satisfied." "How
about you, Py?" Tory asked. "Did you get enough?"


"No
thank you, ma'am. I'm fine," Py said. "Thank you, it was great."
Py seemed overwhelmed by the generosity. "I don't know how I'll ever pay
you back for takin' me in like this, and feeding me."


Tory
patted him on the shoulder. "We're glad to be able to help you out,"
she said. "I'm sure you'd do the same for us."


"Hell,
Py, gettin' a hand like you for the price of a breakfast- why that's a
bargain!" Jake said. "Seems to me that you're doin' us the
favor." He looked at Tory and winked. "Wouldn't you say,
Victoria?" "Yes I would," she said, returning Jake's smile.
"I'd say so," she said, smiling.


Pete
was still in his underwear, mostly dried by now by the heat coming off the
stove and through the back door. He wiped his face and tossed the napkin onto
his empty plate, then turned his attention to Py. "So Tory tells me you
been working for Frank Walker," he said.


Py
nodded and glanced over at Jake. "Yes sir, that's where I met up with
Jake.


We
was workin' hay for him."


"It didn't
work out too well," Jake said. "Old man Walker is trying to hold Py
responsible for an accident." He then went on to detail Walker's threat to
press charges against Py for what happened to Walt.


Pete
listened with interest, glancing occasionally at Py to see how he was taking
Jake's recounting of events. After he'd heard the entire story he shook his
head. "Frank Walker's gotten to be a bitter man," he said. "He
wasn't always that way. He was a war hero, you know. He come back from the
first big one with a bunch of medals. Hell, I think he even got one from the
President his self – Wilson I believe it was. He parlayed that into quite a
career, became a big man around here. Hell, I've known him for fifty years and
he's always been all puffed up about himself, but it's only been in the last
few years that he got mean – since his son died." Py looked surprised.
"I didn't know he had a son," he said. "Oh yeah, a boy named
Frank Junior. He was a nice kid, too, more like his mother than his old man.
Frank's wife's been dead for years. Anyway, Frank always pushed that boy real
hard. Pushed him into the army. Of course, the war took all the young ones
anyway, so he probably would've ended up there one way or another.


But,
you know, Frank wanted him to be an officer, so he pushed him to go to West
Point, got a Senator to sponsor him and the whole bit. Frank Junior didn't want
to go – he weren't no soldier. Not really. He got himself killed over in France
and old Frank took it real hard. I doubt he'd admit it, but I think he blames
himself. He's got a chip on his shoulder and acts like he hates everybody,
including me."


"You
had trouble with Frank Walker?" Py asked.


"Anybody
who’s got something Frank Walker wants has trouble with him," Pete said.


Tory,
who had been listening to the conversation while standing at the kitchen sink, doing
dishes, turned around and looked at Py. "Dad's land runs right alongside
Frank Walker's – and for the last few years Walker's been trying to buy
it."


"Best
grazing land in the county," Pete said proudly. "Six quarters of
grass, green and pretty. Water on it, too. Nice, gentle canyons with trees for
shelter."


"That's
your pasture land? South of Walker Ranch?" Py asked.


"You
bet," Pete said. "All the way south to the county road and back north
to eleven, and from here over one mile west."


"To
the field road, you mean?" There was a field road between dividing the
properties that Py had traveled many times over the past year. "I didn't
realize that was your land there," he said.


"It
sure is," Pete said. "It's all we got left of the ranch we used to
have, but it's prime. I'll be dead in the ground before Frank Walker gets a
hold of it." Pete leaned back in his chair and looked confidently about.
"I don't expect that to happen anytime soon, 'cause I got somethin' to
keep the flies away."


Py
looked puzzled. "What do ya mean?"


"Let
me get a pair of pants on and I'll show ya what I mean," Pete said.


























CHAPTER 5 – Cooksin


 


At
one time Pete Parker had as much good grazing land as anybody in Weld County.
Crop land, too, though that was now gone, sold for cash money, which was needed
to keep up with expenses. Most of the land Pete had owned was acquired through
marriage, inherited from his wife's family, which had been farming and running
cattle in this area for seventy years. The depression hit hard, though. The
Parker family had to sell whole sections during the thirties, until finally all
that was left was one large tract of land that consisted of six quarters lined
up in a row across three miles. Each shared a section with property owned by
Frank Walker, whose empire had grown steadily since he returned to Colorado
following the first world war.


Pete's
wife had always been the brains of the family and when she died in 1942 the
Parker farming and ranching operation went into a precipitous decline. Tory's
return had in part been a rescue mission, for she had inherited her mother's
business acumen and spirit and she seemed to be the only chance for a turnabout
in the family's fortunes. By the time she arrived there was little seed money
in the bank with which to start anything new. All there was to be done was the
arranging and scheduling of liquidations. Her father was even behind on his
taxes, so Tory's job had been to sell off just enough land to stabilize his
finances. It was,
to her mind, a book balancing act, convinced as she was that land ownership
would save them in the end. She believed the inflating economy would help them
pay down their outstanding balance. At least on paper they wouldn't look so
poor, and they'd be able to float loans and refinance.


Pete
was un-resigned to fate, though his plans to circumvent failed to match his
optimism. Just before Tory's return he had taken most of the profits from his
last land sale and "invested" them in a single entity. "Here it
is," Pete said grandly as he and the others reached the large fenced pen
to the north side of the barn. "Here's the Pete Parker plan for financial
recovery, the cornerstone to a new empire."


Py
walked up to the tall wooden fence, stepping up on the bottom rail so he could
see over the top. He wrapped his arms around the uppermost cross beam, clinging
to the side of the sturdy fence, the best enclosure he'd seen on the property. Its
formidable size seemed to imply a special purpose, conferring great value upon
whatever it was that Pete was incarcerating within its perimeter. This was the
one object in the farmyard that had clearly received recent attention.


"There
it is," Pete said. "One ton of the best investment property in the
country."


Py
steadied himself on the fence and looked over. His eyes widened. "Holy
molasses," he drawled. "What is it?"


Pete
grinned his crooked grin, his blue eyes flashing mischievously. "Crawl on
over and we'll get a look up close."


Py
looked at him suspiciously. "Is it safe?" he asked.


Pete
glanced at Jake and laughed. "He ain't spoiled no one yet – but he sure as
hell could!"


It
was the biggest domestic animal Py had ever seen in his life, and one of the
most beautiful. "I've never seen a bull looked anything like this
one," he said, as he stepped cautiously through the lot, picking his way
past the muddy spots and the heaping piles of manure, staying just a little
back of Pete. "Is it an albino?"


"It's
a Charolais," Pete said. It was a breed unknown to Py, just as it had been
unknown to Jake until a couple days earlier, when Pete had introduced the beast
to him. The big Charolais bull had become Pete's proudest possession and
showing him off to visitors was his favorite thing to do. "They come from
France, originally, but the last few years they been cross-breeding
'em over in the U.K., trying to come up with bigger beef animals." Pete
smiled at Py like a proud father. "Pretty, ain't he?" "He sure
is," Py said.


"This'n
here's two thousand pounds," Pete said as they reached the bull, seemingly
growing larger as the four of them drew closer. "Stands just under five
feet at the shoulder, and pretty as a picture." Pete reached up and
scratched the curly hairs on its forehead. "This'n here's name is
Cooksin."


Jake
nudged Py a bit. "Quite a lookin' animal, isn't he?"


Py
seemed awestruck. "It's the most beautiful thing I ever seen in my
life," he said. "How'd you get him?"


"Providence,"
Pete said, like it was gospel. "A couple years back I had me a little
trouble with gall stones: liked to killed me and I spent a week in the hospital
over in Denver. I met this English fella there – rich guy. He'd come over on
one of those luxury liners just after the war and was in Colorado settin' up
business with some cattle companies." Pete seemed to relish telling this
story, obviously regarding it with the respect someone else might reserve for
evidence of higher order in this world. "He was kind of a stuffy old guy,
grumpy, but he told me all about this breed they were trying to get goin'; said
he was lookin' for investors. Most of the people he talked to around Denver
didn't think much of the notion. There's few people in the world got real
vision," Pete said, poking two fingers at his eyes, to emphasize the
point. "I could see the possibilities and at the time I happened to have
some money. So, I give it to him." Pete looked at Jake, nodding toward
Tory. "This is the kinda thing that wouldn't happen now.
Anyway,"
he said to Py, "the guy went on back across the ocean and I didn't hear
anything and didn't hear anything... I was just about to give up on the deal,
figuring I'd never see my money again, when I got a cable from New York sayin'
this animal had arrived for me – from Scotland! He'd been quarantined for
months. They shipped him across country by train and he finally showed up in
Denver. I took a truck down to the stock yards and picked him up. And here he
is."


Py's
awe and respect was now even larger. "I'll be dogged," he said.
"What are you gonna do with him?"


"Gonna
start a new herd," Pete said.


"A
herd of these things?" Py asked.


"Well,
not exactly," Pete said. "The idea is to get a commercial cow-calf
operation started, breeding Cooksin here with regular Herefords, crossin' 'em
for size. We won't get no more Charolais outta the deal – no two thousand pound
beef cows – but what we do get'll be bigger than a standard Hereford cow. And
it don't cost no more to get 'em, either, so for the same investment you get a
better return at the auction house." Pete gave a sharp nod of his head,
putting an exclamation point on his plan. "Cooksin here is gonna save this
place." Then he grinned. "Providence," he said.


* * * * *


"So
Py, you want to have a hit off this?"


Jake
produced a fifth of whiskey from beneath the front seat, as he steered Pete's
old pickup along the field road that followed his pasture's fence line to the
south. When he held the bottle up to eye level to examine it, Py could see that
three-fourths of its content was already gone.


"No,
thanks," Py said.


Jake
excused him with a shrug. Holding the bottle in his right hand, he adroitly
worked his fingers to unscrew the cap, all the while keeping his left hand on
the steering wheel. He swigged half of what was left and grimaced as the dosage
landed on his stomach, and then he expelled an apparently involuntary column of
hot air. "I probably should envy you your discipline," he said,
talking through his short-lived, self-imposed distress.


"It's
just a little early in the day for me," Py explained, not wanting to seem
unpleasant. It was, after all, still morning. Then he added – "They found
a bottle under the seat of the truck yesterday." The comment was little
more of an absent mention without purpose, an accidentally triggered remark,
but Jake frowned when he heard it. "That one I had there?" Jake
asked. He suddenly felt the rash of responsibility for having contributed to
Py's troubles. "They didn't expect it was yours, did they?" Jake
asked, with concern.


"The
deputy asked me about it – smelled my breath. I hadn't drunk none of it,"
Py said.


Jake
looked worried. "I never thought nothin' about leavin' that bottle
there," he said. "Damn, I feel bad about that. I'd never mean to
cause you any problems."


"You
didn't," Py assured.


Jake
seemed uncertain. He looked at Py then looked down at the bottle in his hand,
examining it as if it had suddenly become suspicious. He raised it to his lips,
took another quick slug, and then tossed it out the open window, looking at Py
after doing so as if they'd only narrowly escaped an encounter with Satan.


Py
smiled slightly, satisfied to see temptation gone, then refocused his
attention, watching the fence line that passed just a few feet to his right.
After a brief period of meditative silence, during which both men seemed happy
to watch for damage and analyze the task ahead, Py asked – "So what do you
think, Jake? You think Pete can make a go of it with that big white bull?"


"I
think he's got a chance," Jake said factually, repositioning himself so
that he had one hand on the wheel, one arm out the window. He drove slowly
along in first gear, but parts of the road were deeply rutted and the ride was
rough. Py was holding on to the door on his side, trying to avoid being bounced
off the seat. Jake was doing his best to look casual, but he was being buffeted
around just as badly, so it was a difficult act. "That's a hell of an
animal he's got. If he's
a good breeder..." Jake shook his head. That was the question, wasn't it?
It wouldn't make any difference how strong the bloodline was if Cooksin
couldn't pay his way.


"So
you're planning to stay?" Py asked. Then he thought of Jake's other
motive. "Of course, you got Tory here."


Jake
smiled. "I plan on stayin' for a while anyway."


Py
could sense that Jake had arrived at a decision about old Pete's run-down ranch
and his rejuvenation project: he had decided to invest himself. Obviously Tory
being part of the deal was the thing that had cemented Jake's typically
wandering interests, but Py was still a little surprised. Jake had always
seemed to be on his way somewhere, and he hadn't seemed anywhere near ready to
stop. Now Py was getting the feeling that Jake had undergone some sort of
transformation. He was talking about fence mending as if the idea was to get
ready for a big herd.
Py didn't figure a guy would be thinking like that unless he was planning on
digging in for a while.


Py
looked out across the countryside to a distant arroyo. The grass on the high
plateau grew long and golden, but in the ravines below the earth was carved to
the bone, cut into a sharp "V" of bare brown dirt. For a moment he
imagined seeing a calf lost there, bleating, crying out for its mother, and a
cowboy leading his horse down the steep grade, coming to get it.


"I
like Tory," Py said, pulling himself out of his dream. "She likes you
too," Jake said.


"She
sure is nice." Py seemed for a moment to think back to this morning and
what his situation had been before he met up with Tory and Jake.


Jake
looked at Py for a moment. "You know, there is something you could do for
her.”


Py
got serious. "What?"


"You
could stay here and help us get this place back in shape," Jake said. "You
and I together could do a lot. It'd sure take care of some problems for you
while you're getting this thing sorted out with Walker: give you a roof over
your head, three squares a day." Then Jake gave him the bad news.
"The thing is, that'd be all you'd get out of it, at least for a while.
Old Pete doesn't have any money, so there'd be no pay. That's the way it is for
me, too. Of course, if we can get a herd started, there'd be lots of money.
After that a guy would at least do as well as he would workin' for somebody
like Frank Walker. And Pete wouldn't shake you down either. He's a standup
guy."


"He
seems like a fine man," Py said, completely in agreement. "I'd be
pleased to work for Pete." Then he hesitated. "Are you sure this is
okay with him though? And what about Tory? I can't see why she'd want me
around. That house is gonna be pretty crowded."


"Don't
worry about her," Jake said. "She's fine with it."


Py
rested on that for a moment, and then asked, "So how does old Pete pay for
groceries?"


"Tory
says he's got a little money left from selling farm land," Jake said.
"Exactly how much I don't know. I don't expect to see any money comin' in
from the cattle operation anytime soon, because he's too late this year to get
any light cattle to spring auction. He's talking about buying thirty head right
away and wintering stockers on wheat or oat pasture, which means he'd have to
rent some space from somebody. He can summer 'em on his own grass and sell 'em
at feeder weight next fall, and that'll give him some cash to work with. To get
Cooksin started, though – that's gonna mean buying some brood cows, and I don't
know where the money for that is gonna come from. But, if he can make it
happen, and if Cooksin can get half of them started, well...there'd be money
year after next. Then old Pete would be in the commercial cow-calf business,
which is what he wants. I don't know what that big white bull's gonna do until
next summer though." Jake slowed the pickup to a crawl and leaned way
across the seat, over toward Py, so he could look at the fence they passed by
on the right. "Thing is," Jake said, "we got plenty of work on
our hands before we can put any cattle out here anyway, so we can use the time
to get this place into shape."


"What
if it don't work out though?" Py asked. "Workin' for room and
board... I got no money at all."


"Well
I got a little," Jake said, which caused Py to hit him with a look of
surprise. "You do?" he asked. "I got a little stowed away,"
Jake said. "I can help you out a little if things go bad. But they
won't."


"Where'd
you get money?" Py asked, still stunned by the notion that Jake would have
financial underpinnings.


"I
keep a little in a bank in Denver," Jake said. "When I get a little
bit ahead I always send a little to my account. In fact, that's how I met Tory.
I was downtown at the bank arranging to have some money wired to me from my
account and I saw her there. It was right after Walker let me go..."


Py
looked nervous. "There's something I want to ask you about that,
Jake," he said. Jake raised an eyebrow which urged Py to continue.
"Well, Walt told me that Frank Walker fired you because you stole some
money – and because you was doin' his daughter."


Just
for a moment, Jake looked hard at Py, and then he grinned. "I didn't take
none of his money," he said. "I did take some of my own."


"Walt
says you got caught taking payroll money out of the desk in Walker's office,"
Py said.


Jake
kept his eyes on the section of fence they were passing, making mental notes on
work that needed to be done. "Walker was withholding my pay, charging me
for things that got broke around the ranch. It was all bullshit. He keeps records,
you know. Anything breaks, he writes it down. He's got ledgers full of that
crap, and he's always writing down the names of people who he figures are
responsible whenever anything happens. Then if somebody gets on his bad side
he's got reasons why he ought to be able to do 'em however he wants." Jake
seemed to snarl a little as he did a quick nod of his head. "He's a wicked
old bastard, that Frank Walker." Then Jake looked directly at Py. "I
never took nothing that wasn't comin' to me," he said. "I never stole
from nobody."


Py
sat quietly watching out the window at the passing panorama, trying to think
how Jake's story fit with his own experience with Frank Walker. The partial
admission satisfied him at least enough that Py could feel justified in having
discounted Walt's wild accusations; he had never believed that Jake would
thieve off anyone. Py rode in silence for a time, letting the relief of his
good instincts wash over and relax him. Then, having won the right to a more
pleasurable field of inquiry, he asked – "You think maybe Pete'll get him
a horse or two? I mean, if he's gonna work cattle..."


Jake
glanced over at Py and grinned, then refocused his attention on the fence row.
"I 'spect he might," he said.


Py
gazed off across the field toward the far arroyo. "I always wanted to be a
cowboy," he said, mostly to himself.


























CHAPTER 6 – Renewed Hope and Expectation


 


"Here
you go, guys. Let's do a little toasting to renewed hope and expectation."
Tory carried four glasses of straight whiskey into the living room and passed
them out to Py, Pete and Jake, then took the last one for herself. She raised
her glass in tribute. "And to Py, too," she said, "and to fresh
starts."


The
quartet clinked their glasses against one another's and then drank them down.
"What's a matter, Py my boy," Jake said, noticing Py's expression as
he downed the mash. "Nothing," Py said, barely able to regain his
breath. "It's good." The contradiction between his words and his
reaction brought a chuckle from his drinking buddies.


Py
wasn't really much for liquor, but tonight was worth celebrating no matter what
it took. He looked around at the faces, glowing in the warm, yellow light of an
old kerosene lamp that sat on an end table to the side of the sofa. Tory was
beautiful in the soft glow, ethereal as she smiled at Jake and her dad and
cracked jokes, spiritually orchestrating the high spirits of the evening. He
noticed the way Jake looked at her, the way he sometimes stared, forgetting
himself as he watched her. Smitten, thought Py. He hadn't known Jake for a long
time, but this was the first he'd seen of this side of him.


Jake's
reputation was that of a cavalier, but this was a different Jake now, and Py
knew it was because of this woman. Jake was in love and it showed. He'd fallen
under her spell, which was easy for Py to understand because he'd fallen
himself, though clearly the way Tory acted toward him was different than the
way she was with Jake. She wanted to mother Py, while there was real fire
between her and Jake. Py could almost see the sparks in the dimly lit room.


"Me
and Py took a good look at your fences this afternoon," Jake told Pete.
"We got a lot of work ahead of us."


"Is
it just repairs, or is it gonna take new material?" Pete asked.


"I
think we can rebuild what's out there, for the most part," Jake said.
"There's a whole section over there on the south side that's down flat on
the ground. We may have to replace a few posts there..."


"There's
a pile of old bodark out behind the Quonset," Pete said. "It'll be
tough to drive staples into, but it'll last a good long time."


"I
bettcha we can work with it," Jake said. "With old Py's help here we
can get it all back in shape in a few weeks."


"That'll
be great," Pete said, smacking his lips. "You know, after that I'd
sure like to get the yard here lookin' better. Maybe fix up the fence around
the house, put a little paint on it..."


"Oh
that would be wonderful, Pop," Tory said. "And this house, too. This
place could look so nice with a little work." She paused for a moment,
seemingly picturing the property in her mind, all rejuvenated and restored to
its earlier condition. "I remember how it used to look when Mom was still
alive. It was beautiful, Jake. It really was."


"As
sweet a spread as you'd ever hope to see," Pete said, supporting Tory's
contention. "Tory's mother used to ride herd pretty hard on us to keep the
yard up. Used to make me mow the grass – we had grass, then – and keep the
place all white washed." Pete seemed to be hit by a thought, then he got
up out of his chair and went over to a little writing desk, from which he took
a picture album. "Look here," he said to Jake as he carried the album
over to him. "Here's a picture of Tory's mother."


Py
moved over next to Jake so he could see the photograph. "She looks just
like her, don't she?" Pete said.


The
lady in the photograph could have been Tory, except that the clothes were from
another time. The eyes, the fine line of her nose...it was all Tory. Jake
looked up at Pete. "She sure was beautiful," he said, glancing then
at Tory to see that she got the compliment, which she confirmed with a slight
smile.


"She'd
sure be pleased to know that somebody's takin ' an interest in the place
again," Pete said. "She wouldn't have wanted to see it run down like
it is."


"Well,
we'll fix that," Py said confidently. "Won't be long before it's as
good as new again."


"She
used to dream that one day this place would be crawling with grandchildren – and
that Pa would have a hundred head of prime beef at pasture." Tory radiated
in her child's memories. "She was so proud of everybody, all the people in
her life. This house right here was the ve1y center of her world – her safe
ground."


"Home,"
Pete
said.


"That's
right," Tory said. "She just wanted a big home for everyone. I sure
think it's a beautiful idea. I wish she could have seen it."


Pete
moved uneasily in his chair, effectively breaking the mood Tory had spun.
"Your mother had the misfortune of living in hard times," he said
sadly. "It wasn't that her dreams were so big."


"It
looks like you did pretty good for yourselves," Jake said. "You still
got a pretty good spread here, leastwise compared to what most people
have."


"I
shouldn't complain, we've had it pretty good for the most part," Pete
said. "Right away after we got married we got land from her family and we
got a pretty good herd started. Had some good crop land – and we got this house
built and put a yard in. And then she got pregnant with Victoria here. It all
seemed to be in place, but then the damned depression hit." Just the word
seemed to cast a pall over the room. "She got sick." Pete's face
seemed to sag. "We started to get whittled down little by little."


"Well,
the depression's over," interjected Tory, smiling broadly. She raised her
glass in a second toast. "To the end of the depression!" It was a
sentiment well accepted and everyone touched glasses.


"I
got a picture here..." Jake fumbled in his billfold and in the time it
took for him to find the photo Tory exchanged surprised looks with Py. This was
a rare moment, Jake willingly revealing something about himself. He was loathe
to talk about his past, where he came from, who his people were. Neither Tory
nor Py had thought it likely that he carried anything so indicting as a family
picture. "Here it is," he said. Jake looked at the photo briefly, and
then rubbed it face down on his jeans, polishing it up before handing it to
Tory.


It
was a picture of a lady from a long time ago, with short hair curling in close
to her head on the sides. She was plain, if somewhat dreamy; with deep-set,
dark eyes that looked a little like Jake's. Her positioning was Raphaelite,
bespeaking the work of a small town photo parlor and a small time practitioner.
She seemed focused on some spot just above the horizon, a place in infinity
toward which all her conscious thought apparently flowed.


"Oh,
she's pretty ..." Tory said, a little less than convincingly.


"Let's
see," Py said, taking the photo from Tory. He looked at it, was rendered
speechless, and then handed the picture to Pete, who looked at it and then held
it far away, at arm's length, for easier inspection. "You resemble her a
bit," Pete said. "Something about the mouth..."


"Where
was it taken?" Tory asked. "Grand Island, Nebraska," Jake said.
"Is that where you grew up?" Py asked. "That was one of the
places."


Jake
wasn't exactly forthcoming with information, apparently happy to let the
picture speak for itself. He had a mother and once she had her picture taken,
and there it was. That was about all there was to it.


"Do
you still have family in Nebraska?" Py asked, to which Jake answered
"No, they're all dead." "You got brothers or sisters?" he
followed, and again Jake was close to the vest. "I got one of each,"
he said. "You ever seem 'em?" Py asked. "No," Jake said.
And so it went, with Py interrogating Jake about his family and childhood, and
Jake providing precious few details. Py was hungry for information on his
partner, though, and he wouldn't take the hint that Jake had shared all he
intended to. "You weren't in the war, were you?" he asked.


Jake
grinned and chuckled softly. "I was in the Army during the war years, but
I never got out of Fort Riley, Kansas. Never saw action overseas or anything
like that."


Again,
Jake allowed the conversation to screech to a halt. Py shook his head and
smiled, trying to make as much as he could out of the exchange, but absent a
volleying partner he finally, reluctantly decided to let it rest. Tory and Jake
exchanged pleasant looks and Py noticed that Pete's eyes had dropped shut and
he had fallen asleep where he sat.


"Well,
I guess I'm about ready to turn in," Jake said, placing his mother's
photograph back in his wallet, rising up from his chair.


"It
is later than I thought," Tory said. "It's almost ten-thirty!"


"I
want to get up early and get started on that fence," Jake said. He seemed
warmed to the idea of having a task laid out before him.


It
hit Py that he hadn't seen Jake's accommodations and was unsure as to where
they were. Was he sleeping with Tory? Under her father's roof? A twinge went through
him, the way it often did when he was confronted with behavior too adult for
his experience. He got up from his chair as Jake got up from his. "Py,
I'll see you in the morning," Jake said, to which Py nodded affirmatively.


"I'll
walk you out to the bunk, Jake," Tory said, slipping her arm under his,
escort style.


"You
got a bunkhouse?" Py asked, surprised.


"Calling
it a house would be a bit much," Tory said. "There's room for
one." "I didn't see it," Py said. "Where's it at?"


"It's
out in the windbreak," Jake said. "I'll show it to you
tomorrow." He nodded to Py. "Goodnight," he said.


Jake
and Tory walked together through the living room and out to the back door, just
off the kitchen. Py heard the screen door close, then noticing that Pete was
deep in dreamland, still sitting up in his chair, Py crept through the house,
tracing Jake and Tory's steps to the backdoor. He stood at the screen, peering
out into the dark after them, unable at first to see them until a light went on
in the bunkhouse that revealed them in silhouettes. They stood at the open
door. Py watched as Jake drew her close to him and pressed his lips to hers.
They locked in a passionate embrace, with Py looking on, his forehead pressed
up against the door screen. The boy felt that pressure in his chest again, the
clamping of blues around his heart. Then, turning slowly, he left Jake and Tory
to be alone with each other in the night.


























CHAPTER 7 – Providence


 


During
the night Walt Vrbas' broken body was taken from O'Shay's mortuary and driven
by hearse over to the Burlington Northern station on the outskirts of Longmont.
There it sat on the loading dock for two hours before the No. 117 finally
rolled into station on its return trip from Fort Collins. No. 117 was freight
and arrangements had been made to take the casket aboard. Walt was being
shipped out to Cope, where a funeral director from Holyoke would be waiting to
unload him off the train and into another hearse for the final leg of the ride
home. There wouldn't be a large reception in Holyoke,
since most of Walt's people were gone long before. There was an aunt and a
cousin. He had a sister out in Oregon, but no one had been able to reach her
with the news. Now it was going to be too late for her to return for the
funeral, even if she was so inclined. Walt was scheduled for interment the next
morning.


Py
and Jake had discussed going to Walt's funeral, but they hadn't really thought
the plan through completely. They made a pact to keep their eyes open for
announcements of the service, never stopping to think that Walt might be
shipped elsewhere, that he had a home someplace where a plot would be waiting
for him beside those of his mother and father. Days would pass before it would
occur to both that they had seen no local announcements and then would come the
realization that it was all over and that, best intentions aside, they had
missed the opportunity for a final good-bye. It wouldn't affect Jake much. He
always felt a bit of a chill whenever death brushed near, but it passed.
Experience had taught him that it was hard to get out of emotional troughs once
you've been in them, so he swung wide. Py, on the other hand, was yet to
discover this insulating truth and when he realized that his journey with Walt
was done he felt a horrible sorrow at not having ended it well. He felt he owed
it to Walt to be there when the minister spoke the final words over him and
sent him to his peace. Somehow life had stolen from him his chance to tell Walt
that he was sorry for all that had happened. He would carry the hollowness
around inside him for a long time thereafter, first as a deep wound in his
chest, later as a lump in his throat. Py didn't really blame himself for the
death as much as be blamed himself for the loss. Walt had completed his personal
cycle. Whatever time had been taken from him was going to be a replay of his
past. But Py was going to have to journey on, to see where life would take him.
And he would have to go forward with this enduring sadness. It was part of who
he was going to be, though at this awakening Py was unable to understand.


Innocent
of his departure, Py and Jake awoke on Pete Parker's ranch hours after Walt
disappeared into the night. Tory had breakfast waiting for them and after they
ate the two of them drove the field roads in Pete's old pickup, loaded with
fence wire and posts, launching their campaign to rejuvenate Pete's cattle
operation. Pete spent a little time with Cooksin, his prize bull, but was soon
recruited to help Tory around the house and yard. With company around, Tory had
stepped up pressure on her father to spruce up the old homestead a little. Pete
was put to repairing the picket fence, while Tory busied herself with
housework.


"Your
eyes look like a couple burn holes in a blanket," Jake told Py, as the two
of them bounced together on the seat of the pickup as they drove the field
road. "You feelin' okay?"


"I
feel good," Py assured.


"You
look sick," Jake said. "You look like you got pink-eye."


Py
looked insulted, figuring Jake was telling him he had an animal disease. The
truth was actually even more embarrassing. He had a hangover.


Py
had secret doubts about himself relative to his inability to hold his liquor.
He secretly felt that if that battle were lost, then surely few others could be
won, because in his retinue men routinely challenged themselves with alcohol
just to demonstrate their mettle. Every man he had ever known had an assiduous
devotion to heavy drink, which somehow in their minds excused all manner of
subsequent boorish behavior. They may fall down, or become embroiled in a
brawl, or cry in front of women like ordinary drunks, but it was always serious
business with them, as if being an idiot was somehow an inescapable natural
aspect of maleness, and Py had never really understood it. He worried for his
own character, because the stuff that fueled "better" men simply
wasted him. He'd make a public spectacle of himself, then get sick to his
stomach, and then the next day, when everybody else was back to going about
their business with some level of dignity, he would feel near death and have
awful memories to live down. Pink-eye!


He'd
already seen Jake and Pete ingest more liquor in two days than he could handle
in a month. He wanted to be one of them, but how could he when a night on the
nipple left him with pink-eye!


Constitutional
worries weren't the only thoughts that weighed on his mind this morning.
Foremost were his problems with Frank Walker, which he feared had been
compounded by his having thrown his lot in so completely with Jake and Pete,
two other guys against whom Walker held a grudge. Py's options hadn't been that
many – he was thankful that the Parkers had been willing to take him in – but
he didn't expect Frank Walker to care anything about that.


Py
had lain awake much of the night mulling over other nagging thoughts around his
situation. For one thing, working for room and board wasn't quite the same as
working on a big spread like Walker Ranch, where he got all that plus cash
money. It was like indentured servitude, and Py shuddered to think where that
might take him.


What
did he really know about Pete and Tory? What did he know for certain about
Jake, for that matter? He was still thinking about what Walt had said about
him: that there were things going on with Jake beyond what was apparent on the
surface. Jake wasn't very forthcoming with information about himself, Py was
pretty clear on that, and it was a little unsettling. If ever Py had
known a time when he could have used some clarity about things in his life, and
how they might affect the future, it was now. Jake didn't exactly represent a
stable center. Of all the things Py admired about him, Jake's inscrutability
around mapping out a clear path for himself was not among them. He was even
worried about the relationship between Jake and Tory. It seemed pretty hot to
Py. It seemed like the kind of thing that could flame out, and then where would
he be? Py felt that he was at Parker Ranch on Jake's aegis. What if that was to
be lost? As much as he wanted to believe that everything that was happening
around him was "providence," like Pete had said, Py was developing
his outside layers of cynicism and distrust. He had some questions he needed
answered before he could begin to relax completely.


Py
worked through the morning with these thoughts rolling around his mind, then
around eleven o'clock he was saved by distraction in the form of a mechanical
breakdown. A tooth broke off the fence stretcher he and Jake were using to
string a new section of barbed wire, rendering the implement inoperable. Like
everything old Pete owned, the puller was rusted and worn and needing
replacement. There was no mending fence without it, so around noon Py and Jake
drove into town for a new one.


"I
need to go to the Sheriff's office and tell him where I'm staying," Py
said. "That'll be fine," Jake said. "Why don't you run your
errand and – would you mind picking up a fifth of Old Charter for Pete?"
"I can't," Py said.


"Why?"
Jake asked, shaking his head and smiling when Py explained that he wasn't old enough.
Jake forgot how young Py was, just as he had where Lily Walker had been
concerned. He made the same mistake with everybody his age or younger, always
assuming that everyone's youth had been rushed the way his had been.
"Well, okay, I'll pick up the whiskey then," he said. "I've also
got to go over to the bus depot and pick up a ticket..."


"A bus
ticket?" Py asked. "Where you goin'?"


"I've
got to go to Denver on some personal business," Jake said. "I told
Pete about it this morning. Won’t be gone more than two or three days."


Py
looked out the front window of the pickup and at the worn track in the dirt
road to Longmont. In his mind he was reconstructing the events that had led to
Jake's split with the Walker Ranch. "I heard you asked Frank Walker for time
off and that was part of why he canned you. Is this what that was about?"
Py asked. "Well, yeah," Jake said. "That's when he blew up and
told me that if I took this time off that I'd have no job waiting for me when I
got back." Jake sighed resignedly. "I got no choice – I've got
to
go."


Py
thought for a moment, then asked – "Why did you leave that night, without
sayin' nothin' to anybody?"


"It
wasn't exactly family in there," Jake said. "I told Walker I needed
the time and he got mad..."


"But
it didn't have nothin' to do with you takin' any money?" Py asked.


Jake
looked at him, exasperated. "What is this, Py? I told you that I didn't
take any money that wasn't my own. That probably had something to do with
Walker's attitude, why he got so pissed off and all... But it wasn't an issue.
He wasn't ever gonna press charges on me or anything like that." Jake
looked away for a moment. "He was probably a little pissed about Lily,
too."


"She
sure is a looker," Py said, sincere as the Pope. "Yeah, she's a good
lookin' young girl," Jake said.


* * * * *


The
plan was for Py and Jake to split-up: for Py to stop by the dry goods to get
some things for Tory, then to go check-in with the Sheriff's department. Jake
was going to pick up a new fence stretcher, get his bus ticket and Pete's
whiskey, and then meet Py outside of the county building.


Jake
had just picked up his ticket and was leaving the depot when he heard someone
speak his name and turned to see Lily Walker, seated on the passenger side of a
Cadillac parked at the curb. "Hi Jake," she said enthusiastically,
leaning out the window.


Jake
grinned and walked over to her, leaning in against the side of the car.
"Well hello there, Miss Walker," he said. "Aren't you lookin'
pretty today."


Lily
beamed. "I thought you'd never come out of there. My father's across the
street at his lawyer's office. I was afraid he was going to come out before you
did and that you wouldn't get a chance to see me."


Jake
grinned. "Well, I see you fine," he said.


Lily
strained to see out the back window of the car, looking over toward the place
where Herb Leeber's law office was located. Then she opened the door to the car
and got out. "Come here," she said, taking Jake by the hand and
leading him around the side of the bus depot, out of sight from Frank Walker.
Once there, Lily leaped into Jake's arms and locked her lips on his. After a
long kiss she slid down his body and out of his grasp. "He is really
pissed at you," she said, pulling away. "I never seen him as upset as
you got him." Lily stopped talking for a moment and grinned naughtily.
"I don't know what it is about you..."


"Well,
I've been known to provoke strong emotions in people," Jake said, humbly.


"You
sure do," Lily said, again launching herself up against Jake and kissing
him passionately on the lips.


Jake
accepted the kiss as he had the first, though to him it
seemed
more of an enthusiasm of youth than an adult seduction. Lily was just playful.


When
she finished, Lily looked at him and said, "I think you're the reason he's
being so hard on that poor Py Mulvane. I think he just hates anyone who is the
slightest bit interested in you."


Jake
leaned forward enough that he could see around the corner of the building,
checking to see if Frank Walker was anywhere in sight. "So what about
you?" Jake asked, turning his attention back to the girl. "How are
you getting along with him? Is he treatin' you okay?"


Lily
laughed. "He doesn't blame me for you. He just figures that you took
advantage of me."


The
notion was so far from the truth that it made Jake gasp. "Well I wish
you'd make it clear to him that wasn't the way it happened," he said.
"I don't want him to go loco and shoot me or something."


"He
doesn't think that way," Lily said. "He'd be more likely to confront
you directly, but I think you're safe. I think you kind of scare him."


"Is
that right?" Jake said, a little surprised.


Lily
smiled like a siren. "Yeah, I think you do. I think my father thinks you
are big trouble." And she added – "It's the very thing I like about
you."


"Well,
I guess it's a good thing I ain't around to work-up his blood pressure,"
Jake said.


"Not
for me," Lily said.


Jake
grinned. "Well, there's plenty’ve boys around – and cowboys. Must be
someone who gets you goin'. Maybe Jarvis Lang?" he teased.


Lily
beamed widely. "There's a few that aren't so bad," she said.
"That might include Jarvis Lang."


Something
about the thought of beautiful young Lily with that damned Jarvis made Jake's
dick grow hard in his pants. This time he was the one who grabbed Lily as the
two locked in another long kiss, this more impassioned than the previous two.
Lily pulled back after a moment, playing the situation more skillfully than her
years should have allowed. "I miss you, Jake," she said. "I miss
you real bad."


* * * * *


"So
are you working for Pete?" asked Sheriff Miller. "I didn't realize he
was doing that much ranching these days."


"He's
tryin' to get started up again," Py said. "I hired on as a
hand."


"You
staying on the property?" asked the Sheriff, and Py answered "Yes
sir." "Well, good then. Congratulations on finding yourself a new
job. That should take a little pressure off."


Py
took a deep breath and stared down at the floor for a moment before asking,
"Has Frank Walker said anything to you about what he's gonna do?"


Sheriff
Miller shook his head. "No, he hasn't said anything more to me, but
typically he wouldn't. I do know he's been talking with his lawyer."


"It
was an accident," Py said, contrite.


Before
the Sheriff could respond the door to the office burst open and in barged Frank
Walker, moving in his usual deliberate way. "Hi Frank," said a
surprised Sheriff Miller. Walker gave a quick nod of acknowledgment then looked
hard at Py Mulvane. "What's he doing here?" he asked the Sheriff.


"He
was just doing what I asked him to do, Frank," Miller said. "He was
checking in, letting me know where he was staying in case we need to get in
touch."


Walker
looked hard at the Sheriff. "Where's he staying?" he asked. His
refusal to speak directly to Py was calculated disrespect.


Sheriff
Miller looked at Py. "Do you want Frank to know where you're
staying?"


Py
shifted his weight a little and looked sheepishly at the Sheriff. "I don't
really see why I should."


Walker
tensed and seemed for a moment to move toward Py, but Sheriff Miller interceded.
"He's fulfilled his obligations to the law by letting me know about his
current residence," he said. "He doesn't have to tell anybody else
and is well within his rights not to tell you." Walker glanced hotly at
Py. It was irrational, the way he had suddenly focused so much hatred on this
kid farmhand whom he'd never given a moment's thought to when he was in his
employ. Sheriff Miller glanced between the two and thought of the absurdity
that now linked them as foes. It wasn't a fair fight – Py was no match. More
than that, Miller didn't see that Py was guilty of anything more than having
made a mistake, though now it was possible that he could become trapped with
Walker in a nightmare of justice that could go on as long as Walker cared to
pursue the case. And Miller knew that Frank Walker was a tenacious man. He
could chew on a bone for a long time before losing interest.


"I'm
not through with you," said Walker, snarling through clinched teeth.
"I don't like the company you keep. I don't like that I once had you on my
property and


I'm
not letting up on you until I can account for everything that happened while
you were in my employ."


As
Walker spoke, the door to the Sheriff’s office opened and in walked Jake, who
had come looking for Py. Seeing him, Py shuffled uncomfortably and Walker,
whose back was to Jake, noticed his movement and turned slowly to see what he
was reacting to. He leveled a glare at Jake.


"Hello
Frank," Jake said, but Walker didn't return the courtesy.


"Can
I help you?" Sheriff Miller asked. He had never set eyes upon Jake before.
"Just come lookin' for the boy," Jake said. "Did you do your
business? You ready to go?" he asked Py, who said, "I'm ready."


Miller
noticed the way Frank Walker glared at the stranger. "You two know each
other?" he asked, open to an answer from either.


"His
name's Jake Jobbs," Frank said, with a tone that sounded like
condemnation. "I just fired him off my ranch."


Miller
looked at Jake and nodded a neutral salutation. "I'm Ben Miller," he
said, "County Sheriff."


"Pleasure,"
Jake said, nodding back.


There
was a moment of nervous quiet, and then Py said – "Let's go, Jake."


Miller
had unconsciously allowed an expression of consternation to settle on his face
as he tried to piece together the triangular relationship he had there before
him, but he recovered himself to say to Py – "Thanks for coming in. I'll
be in touch with you if we need to talk."


Py
nodded and turned to leave, but when he tried to walk past Frank Walker, Walker
stepped forward and blocked his path. He stuck his chin in Py's face.
"I'll be in touch too," he said.


"You
aren't trying to intimidate the boy, are you?" Jake asked, knowing full
well that he was. Walker turned and looked at Jake. "What business would
that be of yours, Jobbs," he said. "It's my business because if you
try bringing charges against Py, I'll be in court to testify that it's you who
was responsible for Walt Vrbas getting killed, at least as much as anyone was.
I'll tell the judge that you put a boy who don't even have a license to drive a
car out in that field to drive a truck. It's nobody’s fault, what happened to
Walt. It sure as hell ain't Py's. But if somebody is gonna pay for what
happened, I'll testify it ought to be you."


When
Sheriff Miller saw Frank Walker's hands balling into fists he stepped between
Walker and Jake. "Now that's enough," said the Sheriff. "If you
boys have further business with each other that I can help with, sit down and
we'll talk. Otherwise I want you to knock it off, right now."


Frank
Walker looked like his blood was boiling. He didn't take his eyes off Jake.
"Don't get in my way," he growled. "I haven't forgotten you by a
long shot."


Jake
stood his ground. "I hope you don't." He looked at Py. "Let's
go," he said.


























CHAPTER 8 – Bad Company


 


Frank
Walker stood in Herb Leeber's law office, gazing through the half-open window
blinds and thinking about what to do next. "I tell you, Frank," said
the attorney, "you'd be better off to leave this thing alone. Keep it out
of the papers. You've got nothing to gain from going after this kid and if – for
some reason which would be known only to yourself – you do pursue him, you run
the risk of having this guy Walt Vrbas' family coming after you."


"Could
they build a case?" asked Walker, his back still turned to Leeber.


"I
don't know," Leeber said. "Things are changing, Frank. Ten years ago
I would have said 'no.' But these days... Some courts have held that an
employer is liable for injuries suffered to workers due to the employer's
failure to create a safe work environment. I suppose they could argue that by
putting that kid behind the wheel of a truck when he wasn't even licensed to
drive a car..."


"Shit!"
said Walker, anticipating the rest.


"I'd
let it go," Leeber said. "As your attorney, I'd advise you to let it
go. I don't see what you've got against this kid anyway."


Walker
moved away from the window and reseated himself in front of the lawyer's desk.
"You know a farmhand named Jake Jobbs?" Leeber shook his head.


"Name
doesn't ring a bell." "Well, he used to work for me," said
Walker. "I fired him...I don't know, a
week or so ago – a few days before the Walt Vrbas thing. That Mulvane kid
idolizes him thinks he's a God." Leeber looked like he wasn't getting the connection.
"I hate the son-of-a-bitch." "Mulvane or...what's his
name?" Leeber asked. "Jobbs, damn it! I hate the mother fucker!"
said Walker.


"Calm
down, Frank," Leeber said. "Good God, I've never seen you so rattled.


What'd
this guy do to you, anyway?"


Walker
looked away for a moment, searching for a way to say what he had on his mind.
He looked ready for a stroke, the veins in his neck bulging, over-filling to
feed blood to facial muscles that were strained to breaking. "The
bastard...got involved with my little girl, for one thing?"


"Got
involved?" Leeber said.


"Had
sex! They had sex!" said Walker emphatically.


Leeber
frowned and repositioned himself in his chair. "Well, how old is your girl
now, Frank?"


"She's
seventeen," he said.


"It
was mutual consent?" Leeber asked. "I ask because she's a minor,
Frank.


How
old is this Jobbs fella?"


Walker
seemed to bristle at the sound of Jake's name. "I don't know, he's old. Thirty-five.
Maybe more." "And the consent?" Leeber asked. "We aren't
talking about rape here, are we?" And at that, Walker drew a big breath
and let his head fall back on his shoulders so that he was looking up toward
the ceiling. "No, I don't think it was rape. I think Lily wanted..."
He exhaled haughtily and shook his head. "I hate this bastard, Herb. I
want to kill him."


Leeber
looked around his office as if he were hoping sweeping eye movements might
clear the room of irrational thought. "Well, you can't kill him," he
said impatiently,
"but it sounds like you got a case for statutory rape. Does your daughter
admit to having sex with this guy?"


"No,
she doesn't admit to having sex with this guy," aped Walker. "But I
know she did."


Leeber
seemed confused. "Well Frank, your thinking this guy had sex with your
daughter is not a lot to build a case on. In fact, you’re in worse shape on
this one than you are on the accident case." He seemed to have reached
wits end. "What is it with you these days, Frank? What has gotten into you
that you want to bring all these legal actions against everyone? I don't think
it's healthy. I don't, Frank! I've known you since we were school boys and I've
never seen you this way."


"It's
Jake Jobbs," Frank said bitterly. "That mother came right into my
house and he helped himself, like he had some right... He robbed
me!"


"He
what?" Leeber asked.


"I
caught him taking money out of my payroll drawer – right out of my office
desk!" said Walker. "I caught him red-handed!"


Leeber
leaned forward, interested, his elbows resting on his desk. "Well you
didn't say a thing about this. Did you report this to the police?" Walker
shook his head 'no.' "Well why not?" Leeber asked. "If you
hate this guy so much, there was your chance! What were your losses?"


"None,
really," said Walker, a little defeated. "He got some money, but – it
was his.”


"What
do you mean it was his?" Leeber asked.


"I
mean it was pay that I withheld from him and...he didn't steal the money,"
said Walker, his own words tracing the disintegration of yet another case. He
looked at Leeber and could tell the lawyer was waiting for the rest of the
story. "I've got cash missing – and other things have been lost from the
ranch," said Walker. "Little things. Tools, riding tack.
Gasoline." "Gasoline?" Leeber asked. "I just been noticing
that the gauge on the tank is showing that we're going
through a lot more gasoline than we usually do. And it all began when this
damned Jake Jobbs showed up," Frank said.


"Well
where'd you get this guy, anyway?" Leeber asked.


Frank
grunted. "I don't know – Jarvis found him somewhere. He seemed okay when I
first met him so I took him on as a farmhand. Not a cowboy – he ain't no
cowboy. But he said he'd driven trucks quite a lot, and I needed a hand for the
hay season."


"Which
kind of brings us full circle, doesn't it," Leeber said.


"Jobbs
would have been driving that truck the other day instead of that kid,"
said Walker.


"And
presumably this guy Walt Vrbas would still be alive," Leeber said, helping
Frank with the story.


"Presumably
there would have been no accident," Frank said, putting a period on it.


"And
now you hate Jake Jobbs for having gotten himself fired and allowing this whole
thing to happen on your property," Leeber said.


"And
to my daughter!" said Walker, his voice rising again. "The bastard
came into my home, stole from me, took money out of my desk, and ruined my
little girl!"


"Oh
Frank, don't get melodramatic," Leeber said. "I hardly think he
ruined your girl. I saw Lily just this morning and she didn't seem ruined to
me. In fact, she was over to the drug store having sodas with the little
Wilkerson girl and they both seemed flush with health." Frank Walker
looked away and Leeber could see that his old friend was needing some
reassurance and some direction. He got up and walked around to where Walker was
seated. There was a box on his desk which was filled with cigars, and he held
it open for Walker to take one. He declined. "Frank, I think you need to
take a little break. You've been working too hard for too long, and it's
warping your perspective.


This
guy Jake – it don't sound to me like he's done you any real harm. The law says he's
got no business having anything to do with someone your daughter's age, so if
that's something we need to follow-up on, we'll do it. Beyond something like
that, you've got to let your girl grow up, Frank. Be there when she needs your
help, but let her grow.


And
quit being so angry all the time. You’re a great man, Frank – a war hero, a
leader in this community. This kind of behavior – wanting to bring charges
against people all the time, get even with everybody – it's not becoming to
you. It's beneath you, old friend. It's something that's not helping you."


Frank
Walker did not like being lectured to, but he took it, bracing in the chair the
way he would if having to face old Doc Kessel, the dentist. When Leeber
finished, Frank cleared his throat and moved on to new business, as if sweeping
aside all that had just transpired. He got up from his chair and looked hard at
his lawyer. "I want you to make arrangements with a private investigator
to find out what you can about Jake Jobbs," he said sternly. "I want
to know everything there is to know about the guy. Then we'll see whether or
not all this is something I should put behind me." Then he turned and
walked to the door of the office. "Thanks, Herb," he said, before
closing the door behind him.
















 












CHAPTER 9 – Kinda Crazy


 


"You
shoulda seen Frank Walker's face!" Py laughed so as he told the story that
he spat when he talked. "I thought he was gonna have a conniption."


"What
did Miller say about all this?" Pete asked eager to hear all about what
had transpired at the Sheriff’s office.


"He
did real good his self," Py said. "I don't know how it might have
been if he hadn't stood up to Walker like he did."


Tory
looked from her father to Py. "Well, there's no reason to let Frank Walker
push you around. Jake had better watch himself though. He's had enough trouble
with that guy."


"Sounds
to me like Jake can take care of himself," Pete said. He held a picket up
to the fence. "Drive a nail right in there, will you Py?"


After
Jake and Py returned from town with the new fence stretcher, Tory sent Jake to
the field by himself and recruited Py to help her and her father repair the
fence around the yard. It was work Py was happy to accept because it gave him a
chance to tell the two about Jake's heroics in town. Py's estimation of Jake's
manly authenticity had quadrupled. By association, so had his, for he'd seen
that it was possible to take Frank Walker on straight up and come out with all
your parts intact. Not yet aware of Walker's retreat on the manslaughter
charges, Py was worried over the expected encounter and he was hungry for
encouragement.


"Those
six pennies are a little more nail than we really need," Pete said.
"We might have to knock 'em back flat on the back side." "You
got it where you want it?" Py asked, aiming with the hammer. "Hit it,"
Pete
said, and Py took five good whacks to drive the head of the nail flush against
the board.


"You
know, I grew up with Frank Walker," Pete said, while sizing up the
positioning of the wood. "He was a squirt of a kid. Didn't have nothin'.
My family didn't have nothin' either, but I remember passin' down some denim
pants to Frank and his brother Tom."


"I
didn't know he had no brother," Py said.


"Well,
he doesn't now," Pete said. "Tom died a long while back – real young.


He
got thrown from a horse and killed." Tory gasped. "How
horrible..."


"Oh
yeah – you don't remember that?" Pete asked. "You were around then,
though you'd a been a kid yourself."


"Frank
Walker has sure had a lot of tragedy in his life," Tory said. "What
with his son, his wife – and now I'm hearing about his brother..."


"It's
all gone in to makin' him who he is today," Pete said. "That's why I
always kind of temper my judgments again' him – 'cause I know what he's been
through – but, still, he's gotten bad tempered. I think he's a little crazy. I
feel sorry for anybody who’s got anything to do with him."


"That
daughter of his – she's got a lot to handle," Py said sincerely, which
made Tory look at him and smile. "Of course, she's kinda crazy
herself."


"What
do you mean?" Tory asked.


"Well,
she's different every time you see her," Py said. "One day she's all stuck-up
on herself and won't even speak to you, and the next day she's all friendly,
like you're her favorite person. Then the next day she treats you like a slave..."


"That's
just women," Pete said. Tory slapped him across his shoulder with the back
of her hand. "They're all like that. They ain't like men, same way every
day. It's a lot more complicated with them."


"Well,
that's Lily," Py said. "She sure is pretty, though." "You
like her, huh?" Tory asked.


"I
like the way she looks," Py
said. "If she
was half as sweet as she is good lookin'..."


"Have
you ever had a girlfriend?" Tory asked, as Py lined up another picket. Py
shook his head. "Well, I known some, but I ain't never had a real
girlfriend."


He
got quiet for a moment, and then said to Tory, "I guess you've probably
had some boyfriends, huh?"


"Oh
yeah," Tory said, smiling widely. "I think you could say I've had one
or two.”


"You
ever been married?" Py asked.


"No,"
Tory said. "I've never been married." "Would you like to
be?" Py asked.


With
that, Pete had heard enough. "If
you
two are gonna be talkin' mush I'm gonna go have a little soak," he said,
getting up from where they were working and walking off toward the cattle tank.
"Let me know if either one of you falls in love."


"Well?"
urged Py, once Pete was gone. "Would you like to?"


"Yeah,
sure I would," Tory said. "What woman wouldn't want to be married?
I'd like to be a wife and a mother – make a home, raise a family. Sure, who
wouldn't want that, as long as it was with the right man?"


Py
looked interested. "What kind of a man would that be?" he asked.


Tory
thought for a moment. "Well, he'd have to be solid. You know. He'd have to
be able to hold down a job and be a good provider." She stared off into
space, allowing her thoughts a wider range. "I'd have to be in love with
him, and him with me. Mostly, though, I think he'd have to be warm and caring,
funny – and handsome. And he'd have to be able to protect me, you know? I think
I'd like knowing that I was with someone who could take care of me if...I don't
know, if something happened."


"You
think Jake could do all that?" Py asked.


The
question seemed to knock Tory a bit off her guard. "I don't know,
Py," she said. "Maybe he could. Jake's got some good qualities."


"Do
you love him?" Py asked.


"Py!"
Tory said, a little flustered. "Where are you getting these
questions?" "I don't know," Py said, a little embarrassed by
himself. "I just wondered. I don't ever get a chance to talk with girls – er,
women, excuse me – about how they see things."


"I
don't know Jake that well yet, that's all," Tory said. "You embarrass
me." "I'm sorry," Py said apologetically. "I just
wondered."


"Besides,"
Tory said, "I don't think Jake's that easy to get to know. He's like a
Chinese box. You open up the first and there's another inside, and you don't
know what's in it. Then you open that one to find another, and you still don't
know. I think you can fall in love with the mystery, sort of become hypnotized,
you know? What I do know about Jake is that his heart is good. I think he's
been a lot of places and done a lot of things. It may be why he's so distant in
some ways. But in others he's so...right there, you know? He's so
unshakable." Tory watched as Py knocked another nail into the fence.
"I can tell you one thing – he's a great lover."


Py
took the news mid-swing and missed his nail entirely, striking his thumb
instead. "Damn!" he yelled.


Tory
giggled despite herself. "I'm sorry, Py. Are you okay?" "Yeah – I
just whacked myself with the hammer. I'm fine," he said. "I didn't
mean to upset you," Tory said, grinning.


"I
guess I just ain't used to talking to girls," Py said. "Er – I mean,
women."


* * * * *


"So,
did you do eve1ything you wanted to do in town today?"


Frank
couldn't even ask his daughter a standard question without sounding just a
little bit gruff. It was his voice – gravel and dust, the stuff of his working
days. He rasped his words from his throat in a dull monotone that made him
sound like the voice of death. It was a misrepresentation to be sure, though
few in number were those who knew. His little girl, Lily, was among them.


She
sat across the table from him in awkward loneliness, not frightened by her
father but dwarfed in his surroundings. Frank's stuff. It was all heavy post
furniture, cut western style, all male and all shades of brown. The dining room
table was butcher block with square post legs, its chairs huge wooden thrones
with padded leather tacked strategically on seat and back. There was a wagon
wheel chandelier suspended from the ceiling. The dining room was paneled in
blond wood. In the adjoining living room there was a huge stone fireplace,
large enough for a person to walk into. In that room, too, the furniture was
over-sized, giving visitors the impression that here lived a family of giants. It
wasn't a cold environment – not by a long shot. But it was overwhelming, and it
was Frank. And a lot of Frank was overwhelming.


"Herb
Leeber said he saw you and Betty Wilkerson over getting sodas," Frank
said, as he buttered a roll and went about preparing his dinner plate.


Lily
picked at her peas with her fork. Even the food was Frank. Her father had swept
their lives clean of any memory of her mother – and that included all the
feminine touches that she had worked so hard to add. Her mother Viola's life's
work had been to soften her father's edge, but when she passed he felt haunted
by piano shawls and doilies, so they all went. Into the environment came gun
racks and men's magazines. And now even the food was Frank – meat and potatoes
and bland vegetables. Lily moved a chunk of roast beef around on her plate,
making tracks in her gravy. Her father didn't seem to like anything that wasn't
a strain to lift. The mashed potatoes weren't even creamy.


Frank
stopped his buttering and cutting for a second and trained a stern eye on Lily.
"I saw Verle Dent in town. He said he brought his wife in to get school
clothes for...what's his girl's name?" "Julie," Lily said.
"For Julie," Frank said. "How are you doing on clothes? Do we
need to get you something for school?"


Lily
raised an eyebrow. "I could use some clothes," she said. "Well,
maybe on Saturday we can get you something," Frank said.


"You
don't need to go with me, daddy," Lily said, abhorrent at the thought.
"I can go shopping by myself."


Frank
closed one eye and squinted questioningly with his other. "You go to
Harold Evans' place then," he said. "He carries a good line."


"Maybe
for men. It's not important that my clothes wear well at the knees," Lily
said. She looked at a wad of mashed potatoes she'd augured onto her fork then
tossed it onto her plate. It landed like brick mortar.


"Is
something wrong with your food?" Frank asked impatiently.


"If
I'm
going to get something to wear to school then Town and Country is where I ought
to go," Lily said. "They carry things a person my age and gender
would wear."


 


Frank
thought about it for a moment, and then returned to pushing food around his
plate. He took a big bite of beef then said, "Well, fine then. I'll give
you money. Get something that's gonna last. I won’t be wasting money on poor
quality."


"I'm
sure I'll know quality," Lily said.


"I
don't want you getting anything cheap," Frank said. "You know what I
mean.


I
want you dressing respectful."


"I
know how to dress," Lily said. Her father could be such a bore, as if he
knew anything about how a young woman should dress. She didn't read Harper's
Bazarre and Vanity Fair every month to dress like her old man.
Longmont may have been the center of his universe, but it sure wasn't that for
her. In
fact, she had made a vow never to wear practical clothing ever again – a
campaign that she would launch just as soon as she became fully in charge of
her own person.


Frank
took time to masticate some roast beef. It
was
violence, the way he ate. He chewed food as if it were part of his work day,
going at it with a steely determination that was both efficient and humorless.
He no sooner swallowed one piece of meat before he stabbed another and poked
that into his mouth. Lily could hardly watch, convinced that one day he would
put that fork right through his cheek, jabbing with it the way he did.


"You
looking forward to your senior year?" Frank asked, turning his attention
away from supper for a moment. "This is a big year for you."


"Yeah,
I guess so," Lily said.


"You
need to be making some grades this year," Frank said. "If we're
going to get you into Loretta Heights..."


"I
don't want to go to Loretta Heights!" Lily said, suddenly strident.


"Well
that's what your mother wanted," Frank said. There was an implication that
the late Viola's wishes were inviolable, beaming in from the hereafter, and
that to not heed them would be to blaspheme.


Lily
caught the full weight of her father's edict and she was beside herself over
how to respond. She did not want to go against her mother's wishes, especially
knowing how important Loretta Heights had been to her, and how much she had
made of it in conversations with others. She'd gone there and considered it the
finest educational experience a young woman could have. But Loretta Heights was
a woman's college.


Lily
didn't want to go to an all-girl school! She wasn't even sure she wanted any
schooling at all beyond high school, but there was no talking to her father on
this one. The argument only brought her mother's ghost back to Frank's table
and that unnerved them both. It was the one subject that could make Frank
furious every time. To go against his lost Viola's Loretta Heights plan seemed
to him like a final disrespect, and he felt he owed better than that to the
woman whose bed he'd shared for so long. She had breathed what good there was
into life at Walker Ranch. Now Frank lived on lingering ethers that permeated
every aching crevasse of his heart and his mind.


After
Viola's death, he had tried to transfer his affections to his children, and
particularly to his son, Frank Jr. The boy was easier for him to understand
than was his young daughter. Lily had been put in the care of Rosa Villaman, a
Mexican lady whom Frank had hired as the family retainer. She was a kind woman
whose bonhomie had gone a long way toward helping young Lily cope with the loss
of her mother. Rosa had been there when Lily had her first period and helped
the girl understand this change in her life. She serviced the girl's need for
feminine direction and served as general surrogate for her mother, and it had
worked well – Lily loved Rosa and treated her with respect. Still, the girl
remained untethered on some soul level. She yearned for the attention and
affection of her father and Frank, nervous and uncertain with the girl, had
remained distant. Lily's was a sad and lonely sufferance.


Frank
had seen this in his daughter and had felt the weight of his own responsibility
for her well-being. Lily was still young and fresh, her attitude still devoid
of meanness and loss. But for how long? He could think of nothing other than
what Lily's mother had planned – the girls school in Denver, where she would
come under the direction of professionals who could guide her, steer her toward
a happy, productive life. But love her? There was no other person to whom Frank
could entrust the emotional support that was needed. That was his alone to offer.
First, he had to find it within himself, for his emotional wounds were slow to
scar and heal. Frank Jr.'s death had torn his insides open to the point where
he could hardly give himself again. Loving someone, wishing good things for them, hurting when they
fell... Frank had become frightened of happiness, paralyzed with fear over its
fleeting nature. And Lily seemed like an uncertain vessel in which to place his
raw emotions. Still he knew he had to find the courage. His little girl needed
him. And he needed her.


























CHAPTER 10 – Greyhound to Denver


 


On
Sunday Pete drove Jake to the bus depot and saw him off on his trip to Denver,
which would take him away only three days total. "What time do you get
back on Tuesday?" Pete asked as Jake stepped up the steps into the
Greyhound. "About 10:30 Tuesday night," Jake said. "Are you sure
that's gonna be okay?" "Maybe I'll send Tory," Pete said,
knowing that'd be what Jake wanted to hear. For reasons known only to her, Tory
had ducked taking Jake to the bus, pushing it off on her father instead. She
would later tell Py that seeing people off was not her favorite thing to do.
"I used to have an uncle who'd always tell you that he'd be happy to help
you carry your things in, but he'd never help you carry them back out,"
Tory told him. "I think I feel a little bit the same way about people
leaving."


A
part of her feared that Jake would not come back. The thought never occurred to
Py or Pete – they had no doubt that Jake was fully committed to everything they
had talked about. They expected that Jake wanted to do just what he had said,
which was to return Parker Ranch to the proud place it had once been. Tory, on
the other hand, had instincts about Jake. There was something unsettled about
him, something stray.


Something
within him needed to be resolved and Tory could feel it. She wanted to believe
that there was poetry about his distance, but in her heart she wondered if it
wasn't just avoidance – or, worse yet, cowardice.
Something in his eyes, his voice, the way he kissed... Jake was running from
something, though she did not know what it was. For some reason he was staying
out there on the fringe of human existence, wary and unsure. It made her love
him and mistrust him. And it made her too scared to put him on the bus.


She
was not going to be the fool who delivered him out of her life, which was a
part she was certain had been played by others. Jake was a "leaver."
She could feel it in his sighs.


In
Jake's absence, work continued on the Parker Ranch renewal. Weeds were cut
down, what lawn existed was mowed, trees were pruned and scrap lumber was
stowed out of sight behind the barn. The windrow was cleaned free of blowing
trash and paper.


Tory
put Py to work washing windows and she busied herself hanging new curtains she had
made for the living room and kitchen. Tory was a brutal boss, forcing Py to
work from 7 a.m. to nearly 10 o'clock at night – a regimen she also attempted
to impose upon her father, but with less than equal impact. Pete stayed in town
for as long as he could on Sunday after taking Jake to the bus, hanging out at
the local "Lion Tamer's Club," which is what he called Snorty
Wilson's Pool and Poker Hall. Tory got a good six hours work out of him on
Monday before he snuck off to the water tank, where he soaked while getting
drunk on Wild Turkey whiskey.


Py
also found diversion from Tory's iron-fisted rule by trying to coax in a stray
tomcat that had been watching the work from a safe distance at the edge of the
property. It was a coal black tom that had showed up on Sunday soon after Jake
and Pete drove off toward town. The animal watched the farm yard from the tall
weeds growing around the Quonset hut, lounging languidly and casually grooming
itself throughout the day, disappearing for a time – Py figured it went to
catch a field mouse, though he didn't really know – then returning later in the
day. Py tried to call him into the yard, but to no avail. On Sunday night he
put some table scraps out for him, but the cat was too wary for that. Py
flashed a light out into the yard before turning in that night and saw two
shining eyes in the dark, which he believed to be those of the tom. His
suspicions seemed confirmed when the animal was still around Monday morning,
watching again as the trio worked to get the house looking good before Jake's
return – an arbitrary deadline that had been imposed by Tory, who had an agenda
for everything. Py tried several times on Monday to call the cat in, but it was
useless. This was a creature that had obviously lived independent of human kind
its entire life and was not now about to change.


Their
biggest accomplishment during all this time was completing the renovation of
the white picket fence surrounding the yard, which in turn surrounded the
house. This had been at the top of Tory's list of things to do. "It gives
the place a homey look, don't you think?" she had asked Py, who had to
agree that it did. "I always thought a white picket fence
makes a house seem enchanted," she said, mostly to herself. The fantasy
had been lost on Py and Pete, who had the task of repairing or replacing the
pickets and nailing them back into position. The entire fence was given a fresh
new coat of white paint and by mid-afternoon Tuesday it was restored to its
previous glory.


Those
three days the weather was hot. Horseflies swarmed over the property, biting
occasionally, seemingly stirred up by the temperature and the rotting debris Py
and Pete had uncovered when they raked the ground around the house. During his
daily trip out to see Cooksin the bull, Pete noticed that the animal was
besieged by the bloodsucking pests and was tossing his neck and tail regularly
to shoo them off his back. Pete quickly got a quart of clean motor into which
he blended a couple ounces of liquid camphorated oil, and he rubbed this
homemade repellent on his prize bull, but to small avail. The flies even
harassed Pete when he tried to cool off that afternoon in the tank.


As
agitating as it was to him, he had no idea how much it was bothering the huge
Charolais, which sought shade from the late summer sun and rescue from the
swarming flies by standing up tight against the barn and the tall pines of the
corral.


About
three o'clock Tuesday afternoon a visitor arrived. Ben Miller, the Sheriff,
drove into the yard and pulled his car to a stop outside the newly restored
gate. "Pete, Py," he said to the men, by way of a greeting as he got
out of his car. He tipped his hat to Tory, which prompted Pete to ask – "This
is my daughter Tory, Ben. Have I introduced you before?" "Ben Miller,
ma'am," said the Sheriff. "Glad to meet you."


"So
what brings you out this way, Ben?" Pete asked.


"I
actually came to see Mr. Mulvane," said Ben. "I got some news I
thought you'd be interested in. It's Frank Walker..." Py's eyes widened at
the sound of the name. "He's decided to drop any notions he had about
filing charges."


Py
looked for a moment like he might faint as the news drained all tension from
his body and he seemed almost to go limp. Tory let out a gleeful shriek that
immediately shocked him back to his senses, then threw her arms around him in a
warm embrace. "That's great, Py!" she said. "You can stop
worrying!" "Great, great," was all he could think to say.


"I
thought you'd be happy to hear," said the Sheriff. "To tell you the
truth, I never expected it to go any different. I don't understand Frank Walker
sometimes. You had no fault in what happened."


"I
sure appreciate you driving all the way out here to tell me," Py said
sincerely, extending a handshake to Ben Miller. "I sure do."


"My
pleasure, son." Miller looked around the property as the celebration died
down, taking note of the freshly painted fence and the general upkeep of the
house and yard. "It looks like you folks have been doing some work out
here."


"We
sure have," Pete said. "We're gettin' the place all shined up,
rejuvenatin' everything. Tryin' to get it back to where it was."


"Well,
you’re doing a good job ..." Sheriff Miller saw something out by the barn
that stopped him mid-sentence. "What in the hell is that?" he asked.


Pete
looked just in time to see Cooksin the bull arch his back and with one mighty
push crush the huge oaks of the corral to a 45 degree angle near where the
fence joined the barn. The bull had been rubbing up against the barrier,
scratching as best he could the numerous horsefly bites that he'd received during
the day. After thirty minutes of that, the two thousand pound animal had worked
the posts loose in the ground, though they were buried more than three feet
deep. Then one mighty shove had pushed the fence halfway over.


Pete
took only one step toward the barn, voicing his alarm, when a second thrust
from the huge animal flattened the fence against the ground – and the bull was
free.


Cooksin
spun around, disoriented by his sudden emancipation, tossing his head in a
warning gesture. He didn't seem to realize what he had done and he seemed
jolted to discover his new range, devoid of restrictions and boundaries.
"Holy Christ!" Pete said as he suddenly stopped dead in his tracks.
He didn't want to startle the huge bull and set off a rampage.


Pete
looked back over his shoulder and yelled to Py – "Get around to the side
of him! Let's steer him back into the pen before he knows where he is!"


"I'll
help you, Pete!" said Sheriff Miller, who hurried to Cooksin’s northern
flank to cut off any retreat in that direction.


"You
be careful, you guys," warned Tory, watching as the trio moved in toward
the huge white bull.


"Not
too fast, Py," Pete said, seeing that Cooksin was getting a little spooky.
The bull turned so it faced Py head on, snorted a few times, then spun and faced
Sheriff Miller. "Will he come after me?" Miller asked, wondering now
if he hadn't rushed into the fray just a little too quickly. Cooksin put his
head down low to the ground and eyeballed the Sheriff, looking like he might
charge. "He could," Pete said. "Be careful." Then he
started talking to the animal in a strange, high-pitched voice. "Hey,
bully-bully. Come now. Hey, bully-bully." "Easy boy," Py said,
joining in on the chatter. It was all designed to keep the bull calm, so they
could ease him back into confinement. "Easy boy." Sheriff Miller
started making a clicking noise, something akin to finger snapping but done by
sucking his tongue off the ridge behind his front teeth. "Tch- Tch-
Tch..." It was a new one on Pete. He assumed its intended effect on
the bull was the same as his "Hey bully-bully come on" line.


Tory
stayed back in the yard near the house, watching uneasily as the three men
moved closer and closer to the bull, somehow sensing that the animal was about
to do something crazy. Cooksin continued to reposition himself for attack in
any of the three directions from which he was being approached, stepping
awkwardly across the timbers of the fallen fence, kicking up dirt and dust and
looking more and more upset. "Easy boy," Tory heard Py say. "Tch-
Tch- Tch," went Sheriff Miller.


For
a moment Cooksin seemed to be in retreat, backing away from the oncoming
cowboys, withdrawing into the corral. With a jerky, splay-legged motion he
turned his back on the men, but finding himself facing the pen, the place where
he had been captive, he abruptly stopped. "Oh-oh," Pete said.
"Easy," Py said, sensing that the bull was about to panic when
suddenly that's just what he did. Cooksin spun awkwardly once again, swinging
his rear end around in deference to the "banderillos." And he
charged.


First
he came at Pete, who froze like a deer on a highway. "Whoa! Whoa!" Py
said, seeing what was happening, and quickly Cooksin dodged in his tracks and
retargeted him. "Hey! Hey! Hey!" yelled Sheriff Miller, trying to
distract the bull, and in a flash Cooksin was reoriented and charging hard
toward him. And this time he couldn't be stopped. The big bull lowered his head
as he came forward and, seeing that, Sheriff Miller turned and started to run.
Fleeing in panic, not watching where he was going, he ran directly into a light
pole. The bull seemed momentarily confused as the Sheriff came to a dead stop
against the greasy mast and bounced back flat on his back to the ground.
"Oh my God," Tory said, watching from the yard as the sheriff lay
supine.


Cooksin
instantly veered away from the fallen lawman and trotted, head high and alert,
around Pete's right flank and in the direction of the house. Tory, standing
inside the fence, was now the only thing standing between rolling thunder and
havoc and she began to wave her arms wildly, trying to shoo the Charolais away
from her domain. "Get out of here! Get out of here!" she scolded, but
he kept coming, walleyed as Pete and Py rushed from behind, admonishing him
with desperate pleas to stay well clear of the house.


Nothing
worked. Cooksin went through Tory's freshly restored white picket fence like it
was so much kindling. Pickets went flying as the bull followed the fence line
right around the perimeter of the yard, Tory unknowingly directing him in his
rampage by flailing wildly at him. The bull snapped a 4 x 4 fence post off at
ground level, flattened the rose bushes Tory had artistically arranged in the
landscape, and pulled down the clothesline that she had strung between the house
and a large elm that stood outside the fence. As Cooksin rumbled by, apparently
headed for the main road, fifty yards from the house, Tory dropped to her knees
in defeat. "Cut him off, Py!" she heard Pete yell, and in the
background she heard Sheriff Miller moaning as he slowly got up off the ground.
"You work your way around that side to cut him off and I'll go through the
windrow!" Pete's voice grew distant as he disappeared into the pines. She
saw the rear end of the big bull in a cloud of dust in the distance, and then
looked around at the damage done to her yard. It didn't matter now whether they
caught him or not, as far as she was concerned. Her picket fence was in
shambles. Enchantment lay in pieces on the ground.
















 












CHAPTER 11 – Meeting with the Devil


 


"So
Jake – did you bring what we wanted?"


This
was going to be no easy meeting, and it had been all Jake could think about as
the Greyhound rolled south on Federal Avenue and past the railroad yards on
Denver's gritty north side. There seemed to be no way to avoid having a scene
with Pico. It was just going to be a question of trying to keep things from
getting out of control, that in the unlikely event he had anything to say about
it. Pico and his boys weren't easily led, and Jake was already late for their
appointment, so he knew they'd be in a foul mood. As the bus crossed over Clear
Creek on its way through Arvada, he tried to imagine a scenario, an escape
plan. By the time the bus turned east on Colfax he still hadn't come up with
one. Jake was in for trouble and he knew it.


Lorenz
Pico was holing up at the Glenwood Crest, a little hotel on Colorado Boulevard
not far from the state capital. He was registered under the name Leonard Filer,
an alias that would be used only for as long as Pico was in Denver – a
visitation that was not expected to last for more than a week or two. Down the
hall from him were his two main counterparts: Wynn Frye, who was registered as
Danny Votalo, and Thomas Larson, who was registered as William Holts.


Pico
was a convicted felon, an extortionist and a racketeer who had been engaged in
black market activities since the late '20s. He'd run bootleg whiskey as a kid
during the prohibition, working indirectly for the Chicago syndicate. During
the depression era '30s he branched out to durable goods, pulling heists east
of the Mississippi River, selling the goods throughout the west. His favorite
targets were trucking firms, some of whom participated fully in his scheme,
sharing in a percentage of the illicit profits. Chicago bought him protection
from the law. Teamsters apprised him of freight activities and cargoes and
there were kickbacks all around. By the war years, Pico was connected well
enough to expand into government properties, which he diverted from the war front
through a network of underworld contacts. He could get hard to find materials
like rubber and scrap metals and could resell items that the average American
had forgotten about in deference to war needs.


By
the '40s, Pico had a war chest so large that he used it to start a mortgage
lending operation, his primary interest being in buying out legitimate truckers
that had fallen behind on their bank notes. He got bankers' lists of
independent truckers who were in financial shortfall and in danger of losing their
rigs, or even their homes. Pico would buy out their outstanding loans and put
the truckers in his employ, creating new repayment schedules and new interest
rates. It was a hard offer to say no to as it kept the drivers working. It also
made it virtually impossible for them to ever clear their debt and become, once
again, independent. Instead, they became Pico's men, underwritten by a
percentage of his illicit gains. He hired them cheap to trucking firms, using
them to undercut legitimate drivers who also became Pico's men when they, too,
were unable to meet their bank notes. Sometimes Pico stranded men permanently
in his employ, selling their rigs out from underneath them, then hiring them
out to freight companies as drivers, where they worked as moles, feeding Pico
information about what was being shipped, load sizes and cargo values. Pico's
operatives would heist selected trucks and sell their loads, the freight
companies would file insurance claims to cover their losses, the drivers would
book another run and remain employed, and everybody made money. Pico remained
virtually anonymous atop his criminal empire, constantly relocating to
temporary quarters throughout the middle United States, always changing his
name and using legitimately uninformed managers to run semi-permanent offices
in Cincinnati, St. Louis and Kansas City.


Jake
had been one of Pico's drivers, though his entry into Pico's underworld had
been different from that of most who made the descent. He had been pursued by a
loan shark who had paid a $1,000 fine the government hit him with following a
conviction on shipping stolen goods. When interest rates on the loan escalated
Jake's balance to almost $2,000, Jake went underground, fearing the goons who
were combing the Midwest trying to find him. Pico stepped in and bought his
contract, putting Jake in his debt and his employ. It got the apes off Jake's
case, but within months Pico's interest charges had raised his debt to nearly
$4,000 – four times his original fine. Unable to meet that kind of financial
obligation, he was hamstrung, virtually owned by Lorenz Pico, who put no
pressure on Jake to pay, but continued to compound his interest.


Pico
had special plans for Jake. He was pioneering a new criminal enterprise the
mobile chop shop – and he was using Jake as his point man.


Pico
had developed a scheme for targeting big, rural property owners, particularly
wealthy men with disposable assets, like machinery and livestock. Frank Walker
was one of these. Pico’s operation was seasonally based. He stole cattle in
late summer and in the late fall and winter months he stole machinery, usually
not from the same property owner.


It
was a scheme that had been worked to perfection in Ohio, Illinois, Iowa,
Missouri, Kansas, Oklahoma and Texas. Pico put a mole in the employment of some
baron – the "mark" – whose profile was right for the kind of sting he
had in mind. Once inside, Pico's man would inventory the mark's assets, feeding
the information back to Pico who would use it to set up a clearing house operation.
He had lists of "in demand" items and through his inside man he stole
what he needed to fill his clients' needs. He created delivery schedules, e.g.
"We can get you a 1945 Dodge flatbed delivered in March," or "In November
we can get you parts for an International Harvester combine." Pico's men
would schedule the heist and fill the order. Usually these lifts took place
over the cold weather months, when ranching activity slowed and machinery often
sat idle and unattended for weeks at a time. It was banal, as grifts go,
routine as a shopkeeper's day. Pico, however, was possessed of a certain genius
for invention and he gave his criminal scheme a new twist – one that put
detection of his fencing operation beyond the range of small town law
enforcement.


The
hallmark of Lorenz Pico's nefarious activities was "industry." His
operation was run with the sophistication of a Special Forces team, complete
with intricate staging plans and the machinery to make it
happen.
Once the mark was identified and his business infiltrated, Pico's men set up
temporary operations at various remote locations around the target's property. Temporary
"chop shops" were established that could reduce a truck or a piece of
machinery to a pile of resalable parts in the course of a single night.


"You
need a part for a Massey Ferguson tractor? We'll have what you need by June
first." Or, for those clients who wanted machinery intact, Pico set up
paint stations. He could rip off a piece of machinery, pound out the dings,
repaint it to order, replace any identifying tags, and have it on the road to a
customer within forty-eight hours.


Pico
used the same techniques to wholesale slaughtered beef, which was a personal
peccadillo of his, a pet project that was high risk-low return, and that his
lieutenants were constantly entreating upon him to stop. But it had grown out
of his personal history, and was part of a vendetta. The son of Mexican
peasants, Pico harbored strong class resentments that he directed against his
"wealthy," land owning targets. The "cattle rustling" part
of his business was done in the late summer months, when steers were fattening
on green pasture grass and ranchers were diverted with haying operations and
annual maintenance of windmills and fence lines. His favored targets were
ranchers of the Flint Hills in Kansas and the Texas Panhandle, which were known
as "steer country."


Part
of his point man's task was identifying isolated herds of six hundred to seven
hundred pound feeder weight cattle. Usually around late August or early
September, after they had spent the summer grazing on grasslands, and when they
were only a few weeks away from the feedlots, Pico would target a small herd
or, sometimes, part of a large herd, for a little clandestine
"harvesting." These herds were often owned not by the rancher who was
employing the mole, but by his surrounding neighbors. Pico believed working
with an "inside man" in the employ of a large rancher was
strategically advantageous, because the barons seemed to keep track of the
business of everyone around them. There was information at the center of
commerce. It also created a layer of security for the mole, making it unlikely
that he could be directly connected to the heist, since it was rarely his
employer who got hit. Once the vulnerable herds were located, a team of Pico
operatives would come in with portable corral panels and a good sized truck
with an enclosed box, and on successive nights they would round up and
slaughter cattle right on the range.


A
crew of ten or so men, mostly migrant laborers who knew the Pico family and
were recruited for their allegiance, set up temporary slaughter sites. Pico
often used gypsy construction outfits as "legitimate fronts" for his
operations, so often there was heavy equipment, a caterpillar or a back hoe in
the area, which could be brought in during the night to dig shallow pits, which
would become abattoirs. Forty head of cattle could be
slaughtered in a single evening. These herds were usually the property of
ranches that were undermanned and which had livestock scattered widely across
the countryside.


Usually
these operators didn't check their grazing herds more than once a week, partly
due to lack of manpower, and partly because they tended to become lulled into
complacency over the summer months, as day after day their cattle got fatter
and fatter, leisurely grazing on long green grass. By the end of summer a
weekly check for cancer eye and to count their number seemed to be all that was
necessary. These were just the kind of cattlemen Pico exploited.


The
targeted beef would be led into the abattoir one by one. Pico’s men worked in
an assembly line fashion, often trained to handle only one aspect of the
slaughtering operation. The first man stunned the beef with a sledge hammer,
striking them on the forehead at a point right between the eyes. The key to
effective bleeding is to keep the heart pumping, so Pico's boys avoided
shooting cattle, which was too noisy anyway, and would have left them with
bloody cuts that would have quickly spoiled.


Next
they'd hoist each fallen animal by its hind legs, so that its head was a couple
feet off the ground. Using sharp skinning knives they would make incisions from
in front of the forelegs to the jawbone. They'd open the carotid arteries at
the point where they forked under the breastbone, being careful not to cut too
deeply into the chest or to pierce the heart. The idea was to avoid blood
accumulating in the chest and to keep the heart pumping. Sometimes they'd hurry
the bleeding process by pumping the forelegs up and down a few times.


As
soon as the bleeding was done, they'd go to the next station, where a man would
skin out the forelegs and the head. They would cut across the leg between the
sole of the foot and the dew-claws, releasing the tension in the leg by
severing the tendon.


The
skin was split over the back of the forelegs by quickly making a cut four to
five inches above the knee, then the leg was cut off at the square joint.
They'd skin out the head by cutting from poll to nostril, then across from jaw
to jaw. After the skin was pulled back, they could easily remove the head by
cutting across the neck through the Atlas joint. With the head severed, they'd
quickly remove the tongue and the cheek meat, immediately chilling them in cold
water. A cleaver would be used to split the skulls and remove the brains.


The
carcass would then be lowered to the floor and moved to the next station, where
it would be propped into place with a pritch pole. The hind legs would be
removed. Tendons would be expertly cut so the legs would relax, the skin would
be split a few inches below the hock joints, and a knife would be used to
locate the lowest joint of the hocks. After notching the spot, a quick sideward
push would break the legs right apart.


The
next step was to open the carcass, which was accomplished by splitting the skin
from breastbone to rump. The knife went in the opening in the neck, which had
been made for bleeding, then was drawn straight back over the brisket and just
past the last rib, cutting through the hide and meat over the breastbone. A cut
was made at the midpoint between the hind legs, exposing round muscle.
Beginning at the last rib, a cut was made through the hide and the abdominal
wall and on back through the opening between the hind legs, which exposed the
paunch. Pico's peasant cutters were trained not to cut into the intestines,
reaching inside the carcass with the knife point up to push it in a straight
line to the opening between the hind legs. The skin inside the thighs was split
just back of the scrotum or udder, and then a cut was made that adjoined the
split made in removing the hind shank. Again the knife edge was always pointed
outward to avoid cutting the flesh. The insides of the thighs and the forelegs
were skinned.


Special
siding knives were used to peel the skin off the abdomen, shoulders and round.
Again, Pico's cutters were expert at leaving the "fell" intact – the
thin membrane that lies between the meat and the skin on the carcass. They were
going to be shipping this beef, and they knew leaving the membrane would
protect against molds and insure that the meat would not dry too rapidly.


The
carcass was then moved to the next station for "hoisting," and to
prepare for that the cutters sawed through the breastbone, separating the
rounds, and on through the aitchbone. A spreader would be inserted between the
large tendons, and the carcass was then hoisted with a block and tackle. After
cutting the hide down to the center of the tail, it could be pulled right off
and the tail could be disjointed. Someone would usually wipe the hocks and
rounds with a clean cloth and warm water, then loosen the anus by cutting
around it on the two sides and the back, then they'd loosen twelve to fifteen
inches of the colon and allow that to drop down over the paunch. The viscera
could be removed with the carcass hanging above ground level. The connective
tissues holding the intestines would be cut, with care being taken not to tear
the kidney and bedfat, and then a quick tug at the paunch would
pull the viscera right out of the carcass. Pico's men worked over small
trenches dug into the earth, into which they let these innards fall directly.
They'd use knives to cut out the liver, intestines, and gall bladder, and then
they'd remove the heart, lungs and gullet as a single unit.


The
hide could be pulled right off to the forelegs and neck at this point, and then
all that was left was to split the carcass for quicker chilling. The cutters
sawed through the sacral vertebrae and the pelvic arch, then on through the
center of the backbone to the neck. A cleaver was used to split the neck and
free the two halves of the hide and once that was removed the carcass would
quickly be washed with cold water to remove the blood and the dirt, and they
were done. As long as they could get the carcasses to a cooler within twenty-four
hours, where the temperature of the meat could be cooled below forty degrees,
they were home free. That was all it took.


Most
of the beef was be shipped out immediately, sometimes in trucks carrying block
ice, headed for resale to restaurant owners and grocers who had placed orders
through "legitimate" brokers in Illinois and Missouri. Some of the
sides of beef went to Pico’s own freezers. He made gifts of it to his workers,
often paying his illegal aliens in this way, which to them was a windfall of
good fortune. A family of four could eat for a year on a single carcass. The
hides would immediately be salted and then go to tanners. Equipment would often
be used to push dirt back into the slaughter pit, covering over the blood and
the disposed innards, having it all hidden out of sight by the next morning.


Pico
would typically rotate drivers on the heavy equipment so that there was always
a fresh man who could report for legitimate contract work on a regular daily
schedule, creating the illusion that the equipment operator was nothing other
than a regular guy. No one would think twice when the gypsy heavy equipment
guys moved on a few weeks later, usually to work "on a road building project"
in some other state. By the time the big cats were loaded onto flatbeds and
rolled out of town, the hijacked beef would be steaks on somebody’s table in
Kansas City. Pico had it all figured out. He even had a crew that repaired the
area where the abattoir pit had been covered over. This clean-up crew had once
resodded an area using four foot square rugs of over-grown Buffalo grass that
they'd harvested from various sites around the countryside. It
didn't
have to look perfect, it just had to go unnoticed long enough for Pico' s boys
to move on, to buy a little escape time before the deed was discovered. They
usually slaughtered on four or five consecutive nights, usually moving in a
circle within a sixty mile radius. By the time ranchers starting to find cattle
"turning up missing," Pico's crew was likewise. And over and over, it
worked.


Before
any of that could happen, however, a mole had to be placed inside the targeted
business, and this was where Jake had entered the picture with Frank Walker. He
was hired as an infiltrator – a job for which he was perfectly suited.


Jake's
hold on Py was a hypnosis that had been reenacted many times. He was a natural
con, a born charmer who even experienced men seemed taken by. Pico recognized
Jake's special ability and offered to forgive his debt if he would do the job
on Walker. The first hurdle was getting hired, which Jake handled easily. He
booked a room at the Longmont Hotel and started asking around about who might
be looking for an experienced trucker. There were only three ranchers in the
county with operations large enough to hire such a specialist and soon enough
Jake had the names of their foremen. He approached each, but he paid special
attention to Jarvis Lang, who did the hiring for Walker Ranch. He shadowed him,
finding out where he spent his free time, showing up at places where Lang was.
They played pool together at Snorty's. There was a dance at the VFW Hall and
Jake shared a bottle of Southern Comfort with Lang on the street outside.
Jarvis was only twenty-five years old – not that much older than Py and soon
enough he was enamored with Jake, who he found to be good company, and whose
confident competence he respected. Lang suggested Jake to Frank Walker, and
Walker approved the hire on Jarvis' recommendation. Jake worked at the Walker
Ranch for a month before even meeting Frank Walker. By then he'd completely
inventoried Walker's assets – including his daughter Lily – and developed a
working model for the sting.


Now,
however, there was a problem. The scheduled heist was still over a month away.
There were standing orders for much of what was there to take, but there was
still unfinished business on the sales side. Only half the machine parts they
expected to get were spoken for. The offers they
had on Walker's flatbed and on his tractor-trailer were too low to make profit.
(Pico figured he had to make triple his expenses to make the risk worth taking.
"Too many people with loose lips," he'd say.) Jake needed to be in a
position inside the operation to determine the best night to make the hit, to
direct Pico's men to the right spots and the right properties, and to spot
problems and head them off so the heists could take place. If he had a title
it would be Director of Operations. But now, how was Jake going to tell Pico
that he'd lost his job at Walker Ranch?


* * * * *


Pico
sat in a chair in a corner by an open window, facing the door, as befit his
paranoia. His enforcers, Frye and Larson, were located strategically around the
room, Larson next to the door and Frye in a neutral corner, from which he could
see the entire room. "Hello Jake," Pico said as Jake entered.


"Pico,"
Jake said, tipping his head. He looked at the other two, acknowledging their
presence but saying nothing.


"So
Jake – did
you
bring what we need?" Pico asked. Jake nodded. "Yeah, I got what you
want."


"Have
a seat," Pico said. "Let's see what you got." He motioned for
Jake to pull a chair up next to the bed, which they would use for a table. Pico
moved some papers he had lying there out of the way.


"You
already have a pretty good list of trucks and machinery." Jake said, as he
seated himself. He handed a piece of paper to Pico. "This is everything
I've already told you about plus a few more. Walker recently bought a John
Deere that's not on your list."


"Very
good," Pico said, noting the model number. "I've had doubts about
this job. This'll help the margin."


"There's
this, too," Jake said, pointing out another item. "Walker keeps a
vintage automobile – a 1925 Ford – in a garage on the property. I just saw it
for the first time and its prime."


Pico
shrugged it off. "Parts, maybe," he said. "Is it easy?"


"It's
in the yard, so it ain't easy," Jake said. "You may want to forget
it."


"It
ain't worth it," Pico said, shaking his head.


"There
is one other thing I think you'll be interested in," Jake said.
"Walker keeps a safe on the property." This Pico showed an interest
in. "It's in a den in the main house. It works off a combination."


"You
know what it is?" Pico asked.


"No
– but I think I know where I can find it," Jake said. "Walker's a
strange guy. He keeps records of everything: serial numbers, transactions, even
verbal agreements. Everybody on the ranch knows that he keeps payroll checks
and large sums of cash drawers in a desk in one of his offices. I've seen his
ledger book, including serial numbers to a couple wall boxes – they're
Meilinks, I know the models – and there were combinations listed for
both."


Pico
grinned in disbelief at Frye, his right hand man, who remained expressionless.
"Are you telling me this sap keeps the combinations to his strong boxes
written down on an account ledger, where anybody could find it?"


"I
don't think most people would recognize it for what it is," Jake said.
"This guy Walker is . . . I don't know, different. He keeps track of
things. I guess it makes him feel secure to know exactly what he's got."


"So
what you're saying is you think you can go in there and find this book
that'll get you into the box. There's a lot of 'may be' and 'could be'
there," Frye said, listening from the corner, eyeing Jake suspiciously.
His remark was intended for Pico, who listened with one eyebrow raised.
"He's right," Pico said. "I want you to see if you can't get us
better information. We don’t want to go into that house looking for what might
be there."


Jake
sat up straight in his chair and took a deep breath. "What's wrong?"
Pico asked. He could sense that Jake was nervous about something. "You got
something bothering you?"


Jake
glanced from Pico to Frye and gave a regardant glance toward Larson, standing
at his back. "I've got something I've got to tell you," he said,
swallowing hard, knowing he was entering dangerous
territory. Jake could feel sweat beading on his forehead and upper lip, a muted
cry of panic echoing from somewhere at the back of his mind. He looked in
Pico's eyes and saw only blackness. In
his heart he knew that others who had looked into them and found that same
empty void were no longer alive to talk about it. "There's been a
development that...complicates things."


Pico
looked suspiciously at Jake. "What kind of a 'development."' 


"I
no longer have the job at the Walker Ranch," Jake said. "Frank Walker
fired me."


Larson
and Frye both repositioned themselves in reaction to the news, and Pico leaned
forward in his chair, his eyes still trained on Jake's. "What do you mean
he fired you?" he asked.


"We
had a disagreement over pay," Jake said. "He caught me going through
his desk, looking for a check I was owed."


Pico
looked at Larson and Frye, then back at Jake. "You're right – that
complicates things." He leaned back in his chair, seemingly taking a
moment to collect his thoughts. Then suddenly his expression changed and he
became agitated. "I don't believe you, man," he said. "Your part
is to get inside this guy's operation, to find out what he's got and plan the
job." His voice began to rise. "It is not
your
job to have trouble with this guy and get yourself fired!" He got up out
of his chair and started to pace around the room. "This is a
problem." He picked up Jake's inventory list and hit it with the back of
his hand. "All this stuff – it's all spoken for!" It was an
exaggeration. "There are people waiting for this stuff, expecting it. What
do you propose we tell them? That you couldn't keep your hands out of the petty
cash drawer so they can just go fuck themselves? It won't work, Jake!"


"There's
a way," Jake interjected, trying to control the situation before it got
out of hand. "If
you
move fast, I can tell you where the properties are and the best way to get
them." Pico looked disgusted and frustrated, but Jake charged on.
"This Sunday Walker is going to be out of town – I know this for a fact. He
is going to be gone on some kind of business trip. He won't be back until
Thursday. It gets loose around there when he's gone. The cowboys get drunk,
they go to..."


Pico
slammed his fist down hard atop a chiffonier next to where Larson was standing.
"No, no, no! October first, Jake – that's when this is scheduled
for!" he said, snarling through clinched teeth. "We can’t have
everybody in place until then.


Equipment
isn't even available right now."


"Then
do a smaller sting," Jake said. "Get what I can steer you to now and
cancel the rest. Move on. There are plenty of other rich guys..."


Again
Pico slammed the dresser, this time so hard that it rattled a picture hanging
above it on the wall. Even Torn Larson flinched a little – and this was not a
"flinching" type of guy. He could see that Pico was going ballistic, combustion
he'd witnessed many times before and one which he'd have rather not seen
repeated. "We've got months wrapped up in this job already!" Pico
said. He frantically ran his hands through his greasy black hair, smoothing it
back close to his head. "Are you trying to make me out to be a petty
thief? Is that it, Jake?" "No,
no," Jake said, shaking his head, a little unsure of what Pico was saying.
"What can you guarantee we
can get if we go now?" Pico asked. "Some jewelry? A car?" He
looked around the room as if the thought was so infradig that it hurt his
feelings. Still seated in the corner, Wynn Frye wondered if he didn't see tears
in Lorenz Pico's eyes. "You think I work three months for fucking jewelry
and a car?" Pico said, a trace of sobbing in his voice. "You son-of-a-bitch,"
he said to Jake. "You would turn me into a petty thief!"


"Can
I say something here?" Frye seemed consultative, like he was going to help
Pico understand. "Isn't something kind of out of whack here?"
"I'll say sornething's 'out of whack,"' Pico said, shaking his head
in disbelief. "No – I mean who is calling the shots?" Frye asked.
"This guy comes in here – what are you down, Jake, four, five grand? – and
he's telling you what you got to do?" "And when you got to do
it?" added Larson, supporting Wynn Frye's line of thought. Pico looked at
each of them, a scowl across his face. "And he ain't even held up his end
of the bargain," continued Frye. "Jake's supposed to be working the
inside on this job. He ain't even in position – and he's telling you now is the
time to go? It's out of whack. That's all I'm saying." "Yeah, Jake
should get his facts straight," Larson said, seconding the opinion.


Pico
stood equal-distant from the other three men in the room, and he considered the
situation, his glance ricocheting this way and that as he surveyed his options.
Then he leveled his eyes on Jake. "So tell me – when did this happen that
you lost your job?" he asked. "Just last week," Jake said. Pico
rubbed his chin, apparently feeling his beard for inspiration. "So what
have you been doing since then?" he asked. "Where have you been
staying?"


Jake
seemed to grow edgy. Now it was his tum to squirm a little in his own chair as
he glanced over at Frye, who seemed riveted on his every word. "I got a
little work with another guy in the area," Jake said. "It's not much,
but I been staying there."


"In
Weld County?" Pico asked, and Jake nodded that it was. "Near Walker
Ranch?"


Jake
wasn't anxious to tell Pico anything about Pete Parker and his spread. He could
only cause trouble and that was the last thing he wanted for Tory and her dad.
"Yeah, it's near Walker Ranch:''


Pico
seemed to be growing impatient. "How near Walker Ranch?" he asked.
"I mean, is it so near that you can keep tabs on what's going on there?
Maybe we can save this thing yet."


"No,
it's not that near," Jake said, shaking his head. He didn't want to
encourage Pico to get creative with their scheme.


Frye
and Larson were getting fidgety again. Jake could feel it, though his eyes were
cast down to the floor. He didn't want to look at anybody. Mostly he just
wanted to be elsewhere. He was wishing these people would just go away and get
out of his life. "How about other people working for Walker?" Pico
asked. "Any casual acquaintances? Anybody you keep in touch with who might
tell you what's going on there?"


"No
one," Jake said.


"He
isn't trying very hard," Frye said, from the corner of the room. "Not
hard at all," Larson said.


"Look
– there's something else I've got to tell you." Jake raised his head and
looked at Pico, ignoring the other two. He summoned up all the courage he
could. "If you
go ahead with this job, I can't be a part of it. I can provide you with
drawings, maps, anything you need to find what you want. If you go this
weekend all this information will be good. But I can't do it
like
we planned."


Pico
looked like he'd been hit with a baseball bat. His jaw dropped in disbelief.
"This guy has got some nerve," Frye said, verbalizing what was
written all over Lorenz Pico's face. "No brains whatsoever," added
Larson.


"There's
bad blood between Frank Walker and me," Jake said. "That already puts
me in a bad light. It makes me a suspect, the first person the police are gonna
want to talk to after all this takes place. I've got to be somewhere public
that night, visible, where a lot of people can see me. I've got to have an
alibi. It works out for you, too.


Otherwise
they can tie the two of us together. You'll go down sure as I will if anything
goes wrong."


"I
don't believe this!" Pico said, seemingly shell-shocked by the new
revelation. "You are telling me that you've screwed up this whole thing.
And because you've screwed it all up, I've got to work with your schedule, on
my own with no help from you, and settle for maybe one-fifth of what I'm in
this thing for. On top of that I've got to tell my resellers that the stuff I
promised them – some of them pay up front, you know?


They
put money down, kind of like a retainer. Now you are telling me that – tra- la-
la – fuck yourselves! I can't deliver. Is that what you're telling me I'm
supposed to say?"


"What
about the four thousand dollars?" added Frye. "How does he propose to
pay that?"


Strain
showed in Jake's face. "Surely the information I've given you is worth
some of that!" he said. "We can come to some sort of an agreement. I
can work the rest off."


"Agreements
with you are clearly just...toilet paper," Pico said. "You wipe your
butt on agreements and throw them away. That's how you got yourself in this in the first place.
Or don’t you remember? Don’t you remember being a fugitive, hiding from loan
sharks and hit men?" "I remember," Jake said, but Pico
continued. "Don't you remember who it was who stepped in and paid your
debt, set you up with an income so you could live a regular life?"
















 












CHAPTER 12 – Warm Welcome


 


As
the Greyhound droned north on Highway 287, Jake looked out toward the plains of
Eastern Colorado, little by little becoming cloaked in deep purple as the sun
retreated behind the Rockies. Using an idol finger to trace invisible circles
on the bus window, he felt weary and depressed. He had stared too long into a
mirror at the bus station in Denver. It was mounted on a machine dispensing
candy, and when he bent down to pull one of the levers, trying to determine
which one freed the Life Savers, he had looked up to see his own reflection.


His
detail had started to show. He noticed that his skin looked old, that tiny
cracks had emerged which cut lines across his face. Irritations had come and
stayed, leaving areas of him permanently damaged. It was all subtle, incipient
degeneration that he knew would grow less subtle with time. It made him think
of his late grandfather, and how in the years just prior to his death he had
looked like an old weathered elephant.


Now,
looking at the lines in his own face, Jake thought – "This is how it
happened to you." For a moment in the bus station he had caught a flash
image of himself at seventy. And it wasn't fair. The aching he felt in his
heart told him he was seeing things accurately, as they really were. But how
could he be looking at the end of life when his youth still seemed so nearly
within reach? Under the right circumstances, with all the pieces of his life
put back in their proper places, he imagined he could still almost touch it.
But the thought gave him no solace. What would youth want with him now? The
damned mirror in the bus station had brought him face-to-face with himself, and
there were no Life Savers in the machine.


Jake
had not freed himself of his contract with Lorenz Pico. Their meeting had ended
with everything proceeding as planned, not because that's what Jake had agreed
to, but because that's what Pico demanded. The strike date was still October
first, which had been chosen because it was the night of the Cow Cutter's Ball.
The annual autumn event was eagerly anticipated by people in the Longmont area.
Everyone would be there, except for Jake, who was to be on site at the Walker
Ranch that night, directing Pico's clandestine operation. If Jake carried
through with what he had agreed to at the outset, Pico would call their deal
done. But nothing less than the original terms were acceptable. As for Jake's
having gotten himself fired, Pico figured that was Jake's own fault and his own
problem. Jake was just going to have to find a way to hold up his end of the
deal.


* * * * *


Stepping
down off the bus, Jake paused before going on into the bus station, taking a
moment to look around for Tory. She had promised to be waiting for him when he
returned, but when Jake didn't see her on the street he went on inside the
terminal, which was really an old office building, converted for the purpose.
With its "standard" ten foot ceilings and its store-front windows, it
was homey in contrast to the gothic auditorium that was Denver's downtown
depot.


A
few people milled around inside, including some with whom he had ridden on the
return trip from Denver. A skinny, bald-headed man, who appeared to be in his
seventies, stood behind the ticket counter, beneath a chalk board with
handwritten notes on arrival and departure times. He wore glasses which, as he
looked down and read a newspaper, had slipped precariously close to the tip of
his nose. He seemed oblivious to the low-level commotion in the lobby. An old
heavyset black man worked with no particular gusto, emptying the contents of
ash trays into a small waste container he carried. Jake noticed an old woman
with whom he had spoken briefly on the bus being met by a young man whom he
assumed to be a grandson. A young man in a Navy uniform lay asleep on a long
wooden bench, and near him an elderly woman sat with two small children – grand-kids?
– with her aims draped protectively around each, eyeing the scene with apparent
uneasiness. Nowhere, however, did Jake see Tory.


There
was a large, institutional clock hanging on a far wall – a "Gable"
that read 11:00 p.m., telling Jake that Greyhound was running right on time. He
popped a Lucky Strike out of a cigarette pack he produced from his shirt pocket
and lit up. "Grandma – I've got to go to the bathroom," he heard one
of the children seated with the nervous old lady say. Then he watched as the
old woman managed to gather up both kids and the bags she carried, herding the
whole bunch toward a sign reading "Lavatory." The smoke from Jake's
Lucky rose in a blue cloud that lingered around his head. He exhaled long and
deep, sending another full column of smoke into the air. No Tory, he thought.
He pulled his jacket up tight around his neck and shoulders and shivered a bit
as the door to the lobby was opened, allowing in cold night air as a young couple
left arm-in-arm. He noticed how happy they looked to be back in each other's
company, figuring one of them must've ridden in with him from Denver, though he
hadn't noticed either. The janitor held the door open for another old couple,
as very quickly the commotion that had come with the new arrivals subsided.
Jake took another hit, glanced again at the sleeping swabby, and saw the old
woman re-emerging from the toilet, grand-kids in tow. He sighed deeply,
momentarily overcome with ennui.


"You
look sad and lonely, cowboy. Need a friend?"


Jake
turned to see Tory, leaning against a door frame, looking out from a small
anteroom. "Yeah, I could use a friend," he said.


"Come
here, then," she said, motioning him toward her as she backed into the
room


"Where
you going?" Jake asked, looking around, nervous that they were going
someplace they weren't supposed to be. But as he drew close, Tory took his hand
and pulled him ahead into the room, then closed the door behind them.


In the dim light of
the little room, Jake had just enough time to see that they were surrounded by
baggage of various kinds – suitcases, duffel bags and shipping boxes.


But
before he had time to wonder what was happening, Tory was wrapping herself
around him, kissing him fully on the mouth and tugging at his shirt. Jake
answered hotly, taking her in his arms and pulling her tight up against him.
"I missed you," Tory said, pulling away for only a moment, resealing
her lips on Jake's before he could respond.


Tory
fell back flat on a sturdy wooden table in the middle of the room, partially
laden with carrying bags, which Jake batted to the floor as he fell across her.
She undid his belt buckle and wrenched open his jeans as Jake pushed her dress
up over her hips, finding that she was wearing nothing underneath. The
discovery sent a surge of desire through him that he transferred to her,
grabbing her hair so that her necked craned backwards, exposing her throat,
which he consumed with passionate kisses.


Neither
Jake nor Tory noticed that the janitor, having heard the bags falling to the
wooden floor, had come to see what was going on and now stood watching them
through the glass in the door, pebbled all but for a single section.


Jake
opened the front of her dress, revealing her breast, which he ravaged with his
mouth. Slipping one hand beneath her, he arched her upward from the small of
her back and covered her belly with wet kisses. With a single quick movement he
produced his erection from his pants, and with a single thrust he impaled her.
Tory inhaled deeply, seemingly sucking him deep within her as the two of them
locked in a rhythmic pulse, moving their hips in erotic counterpoint, gasping
for breath as they worked, uttering exhortations they couldn't finish.


* * * * *


It
was nearly midnight when Jake and Tory returned from the bus station, driving
into the yard to find lights still on in the house and Py asleep on the living
room sofa. "Py. Wake up, Py." Tory gently nudged him, waking him so
he could go on to sleep in his bed, rather than on the lumpy old couch.


Py
could hardly bring himself to consciousness. He looked defenselessly up at
Tory, appearing to barely recognize her. "Py, why don't you get up and go
on to bed?" she said, to which Py mumbled a barely coherent agreement.
"Okay..."


Jake
had been standing on the front porch, looking out into the night at what he
could see of the disaster Cooksin had made of the picket fence. He walked back
in through the front door and said, "Man, it looks like a tornado hit this
place."


"Tornado?"
Py said, eyes widening.


"It's
okay," Tory said. "Jake was just looking at the yard."


Py
braced himself up on one elbow and shook his head, trying to clear the fog.
"Where is Dad?" Tory asked. Py yawned deep and long and rubbed his
eyes with his free hand. "Py, where is my Father?"


"He's
across the road, keeping an eye on the bull," Py said, yawning again as he
spoke.


"Oh
God – you mean you couldn't catch him?" asked Tory.


Py
sat up straight on the couch, resting his feet flat on the floor while he
stretched his arms and torso. "We been chasing him around that field all
night," he said. "Finally just got too dark to see what we were
doin'." Py was still not more than half awake. "I told Pete he ought
to just come to bed – that animal'll still be out there tomorrow."


"Where
is he?" Jake asked, standing over the two.


"Cooksin’s
out in the field – he's way out there," Py said, trying unsuccessfully to
suppress another yawn. "Pete's at the end of the road. Or at least that's
where I left him. You can probably see him out there."


Jake
wondered back over to the front porch and looked out into the night. "Do
you see him?" Tory asked. The full moon was just a few days away. A light
cloud cover softened the light which mingled with the moisture in the air to
give all objects a pallid glow. "I don't see him," Jake said,
"but I'll go have a look."


"He's
right at the end of the road," reconfirmed Py, collecting himself enough
that he could at least stumble on to bed.


Jake
left the house and walked through the darkness out to where Py had said Pete
could be found. The night had turned all objects black or deep blue, save for
the stars, which twinkled in patches overhead, partially obstructed by cloud
cover. All was stillness, broken only occasionally by the nervous warbling of a
thrush.


"Pete!
You out here?" Jake said, loud as he dared, given the hour. Even with the
nearest neighbor a mile away, he felt obliged to respect the imposing quiet.


"Over
here, Jake."


Pete's
voice was sparse and flat, too tired to whisper. Jake turned in the direction
from which it came and could see nothing other than a dim silhouette on the
horizon, an indistinct outline that looked rather like a large boulder.
"Is that you, Pete?" Jake asked, still a little whispery. "Where
are you?"


"Over
here," Pete said, raising one arm and waving Jake toward him.


Jake
walked cautiously toward the dark lump which he believed to be Pete, stumbling
through a field of large clods that turned his ankles with each step.
"What are you doin' out here, Pete? Do you know it's after midnight? And
it's getting cold!"


Sitting
on the ground, with a blanket draped over his head and shoulders, Pete held out
a hand as Jake approached, offering him a drink from a fifth of whiskey.
"This helps," he said. It took Jake a moment to see what Pete was
giving him, but then Jake took the bottle and tipped it up.


"I
guess they told you what happened?" Pete said, the bright whites of his
eyes reflecting the moon as he looked up at Jake.


"Yeah
– and I saw the yard. What a mess," Jake said. "What are you doing
out here?"


"Keeping
an eye on my future," Pete said.


In
the darkness, standing out like a ghostly white ship on a black sea, Jake could
see the bull in the distance. "How long's he been out there?" he
asked, to which Pete replied – "Since about four o'clock this
afternoon." "Hell, he ain't goin' anywhere tonight," Jake said.
"Why don't you come on back to the house and get some sleep."


"I'm
stayin' right here," Pete said. "I plan on watching him all night.
I'll out-last him, if that's what it takes. Come morning he'll be too tired to
run and I'll get a rope on him."


Jake
laughed. "You think you're gonna rope that thing? He only weighs ten times
what you do! Besides, Tory says he knocked the corral fence down flat – so what
are you gonna do with him if you do lasso him?"


"I
'spect I'll figure that out when the time comes," Pete said.


Jake
could tell there was no sense arguing, so he sat down on the ground next to
Pete and handed him back his bottle. Pete took a swig and for a while the two
of them sat there looking out at the white animal, looking spectral, almost an
apparition in the crisp September night.


"Everything
...everything I've got in this life is out there," Pete said after a bit,
his voice trailing. "Everything..."


Jake
stared out at the faint white form, glowing in eerie incandescence in the
distance. Occasionally it would seem to disappear altogether, and then reappear
in a
spot slightly removed from the previous.



















 









CHAPTER 13 – Runaway


 


Jake
was quiet the next day as he and Py set about the task of righting the timbers
that comprised the main corral, repairing Cooksin’s playground. Tory took
coffee and toast out to Pete almost as soon as the sun arose in the morning
sky, finding him sprawled flat on his back in the dirt, covered completely by
the single blanket that had kept him company throughout the night. "Dad,
are you okay?" she asked as she nudged him awake. Pete sat up quickly and
looked around for his animal. Seeing the bull lying upright on the ground in
the distance, he relaxed. "Thanks, honey," he said, taking the mug of
hot coffee. "Why don't you come in for a while," Tory said, but Pete
was stubborn in his vigil. "I'm gonna try to run him back toward the
house," he said. "I'll just drink this coffee down then get right
after it."


"How
was your trip to Denver?" Py asked Jake, as the two of them reseated the
posts that formed the basis for the corral. They had started the day unusually
early, knowing that Pete wouldn't relax until his bull was back behind a fence.
Jake replied that the trip had gone well, but he didn't elaborate, choosing
instead to concentrate his efforts on the repairs. Occasionally he glanced up
in Pete's direction, half expecting to see the big Charolais rumbling into the
yard, but at first all he could see was Pete, sitting out in the neighbor's
summer fallow. Then after a while he noticed that Pete was up and walking a
wide arc around Cooksin, working his way around behind him so he could coax him
back toward the confinement. "Man, that animal sure tore things up around
here," Py said with a sense of genuine wonder. "I hope he don't get
no more ideas to go wild. He must've set us back a week with just what he did
yesterday."


"Are
you guys gonna be ready when he gets that bull back into the yard?" Tory
hollered out the question from where she stood in the yard. Jake gave her a
nagged look and hollered back – "We might if you'd get your butt over here
and pick up this fence!" Tory looked nervously toward the dust cloud
rising in the east, knowing that somewhere within it
her
father was herding destruction on a massive scale – and he was herding it her
way. "I don't want that bull coming up here by the yard, now. Are you
going to be ready?"


Py
looked at Jake. "I don't think so, do you?"


Jake
stopped his spade work and straightened up, taking a good look toward the field
where the drama was being played out. He was surprised at the amount of dust in
the air, so thick that he caught only glimpses of the combatants. "Damn – I
wonder if Pete's havin' any trouble?" And at just that moment the huge
Charolais emerged from the cloud, coming toward the house on a dead run with
Pete right behind him, yelling "Whoa! Whoa!"


"Oh
shit!" Jake said. "Don't run him, Pete!" he yelled, not
realizing that Pete had already lost control of the situation and now was just
trying to head the animal off so he didn't once again steamroller the yard.


Tory's
eyes got big when she saw Cooksin rumbling toward her and she began to bounce
with undirected excitement, knowing she must do something to stop the beast but
having no idea what. She began flapping her arms, half-committed to warning him
off and half to flight. "No! No! Go away! Go away!" she scolded.


Pete
saw Tory, motioning wildly and standing directly in Cooksin's path. "Go in
the house! Go in the house!" he yelled out to her. "Get outta
there."


The
bull's hoofs beat like a drum as they pounded against the hard-packed dirt of
the road into Parker Ranch, beating hollow and loud. Cooksin was in his prime,
running wild with his head held high, feinting one way and another as he
entered the yard at a gait.


Jake
and Py were surprised by the speed with which he approached. They watched in
horror as the bull mowed down a string of rose bushes and a trellis before
thundering into the yard. Seeing the chunks of sod that flew up behind him as
he veered across the lawn, Tory gave up her post and ran into the house,
slamming the door shut behind her as Cooksin passed near the front step.


"Get
around north of him Py!" Jake yelled, but they had no time to strategize
before Cooksin was rumbling up upon them.


The
bull headed straight for Py, ironically blocking the animal's path back into
the pen from which he escaped. For a moment it looked to Jake that Py might be
in trouble, as the animal bore down on him, but suddenly Pete emerged from the
other side of the house, screaming like an Apache as he came to Py's rescue.


Cooksin
turned sharply to his left, more or less in Jake's direction. Thinking fast, he
blocked the animal's path in a way that directed him back toward the open
corral. For a moment the confused Charolais seemed to be headed back into
confinement, but then he took a sharp left tum and tried to pass between Jake
and the barn.


Jake
tried to move close enough to the wall to cut off the bull's retreat, but he
wasn't fast enough. Instead of cutting him off, he found himself running
alongside the bull, parallel to the barn. Then, suddenly, Cooksin did something
so unexpected that he surprised even himself. When he reached the open barn
door, he veered right and went inside.


"He
went into the barn!" Py yelled, as if the likelihood of such a thing
happening was beyond comprehension.


"Close
the door, Jake!" Pete hollered, running up on the scene, drenched in sweat
and out of breath. "Close the door!"


Cooksin
trotted into the barn and then came to a dead stop as he realized where he was.
He looked left and right, seemingly alarmed to find walls in all directions. He
spun in his tracks but only in time to see Jake pull shut the huge sliding
wooden door, sending the interior into darkness.


"He
went into the barn!" repeated Py, still amazed at having witnessed such a
bizarre, and unfortunate, behavior on the part of the bull. "Did you get
him?" yelled Tory from across the yard, standing safely on the porch of
the house. "We got him!" yelled Pete, happy as a schoolboy, greatly
relieved at having to run no more and having his prized possession back in
custody.


Jake
stepped cautiously back from the barn door, an uncertain expression on his
face. He was looking at the wall of the barn, his doubts about the efficacy of
the construction – its suitability to the task
of restraining a one ton delinquent – written all over his face. "What's
wrong?" Pete asked, as he reached the front of the building. Py came
running up too, red-cheeked and flush with excitement. "I can't believe he
run right into the barn!" he said. Jake continued to slowly step back,
away from the structure, looking worried. "You don't think he'll tear it
up in there, do you?" Pete asked, wondering now himself. "You don't
think..." Before he could get the question out there came a huge snapping,
splintering sound – the sound of major timbers being shattered.


"Oh
no..." Jake said.


Pete
looked up to the heavens. "Don't tell me, Lord. He ain't gonna tear down
my barn, is he?"


Py
seemed to be in the pull of his own curiosity as he moved quickly to see around
the corner of the barn. There stood Cooksin, comfortable as he pleased out in
the middle of the corral from which he had originally come. There was a large
section of the wall missing from the north side of the barn. "He's over
here!" yelled Py.


Jake
and Pete came running, joined by Tory, who now seemed confident that the beast
was finally re-incarcerated. The four of them stood looking at the huge baby,
standing nonchalantly, casting regardant looks as he chewed on loose hay from a
feeder provided just for him.


"So
this is how you're gonna get ahead, huh Pete?" Jake said wearily.
"Well, at least he broke back into the jail he got out off," Py said,
cheerily. "Come on," Pete said. "Let's get a fence back up
around him."
















 












CHAPTER 14 – Rough Play


 


"Okay,
are we ready? Jarvis? Billy? Are you two ready to go?" Loren Minnie asked
the question as a preface to announcing this featured event.


"I'm
ready," said Jarvis, and Billy Stevens nodded that he, too, was prepared
for the bout.


"Okay,
if I could have your attention," Minnie shouted. "Here's the one
you've been waiting for. We've got the foreman of the Walker Ranch, Jarvis Lang
here, going against Billy Stevens, the foreman of the Lazy S Ranch." A
shout went up from the cowboys, sitting around the makeshift ring on bales of
hay and railings. A few watched from the loft overhead, their legs hanging over
the fighting area. "We're going to fight..." Minnie leaned over to
Lang and asked – "How many rounds?" Jarvis just shook his head, like
the question had no meaning to him. "We're going to fight an unspecified
number of one minute rounds. Is that fine by you, Billy?" he asked Billy
Stevens, and he cared about as much as Jarvis did. The two of them just wanted
to strap the gloves on and horse around a little, that's all. Even if cowboys
from each ranch hadn't placed wagers of them, they'd have been willing to mix
it up anyway. Jarvis and Billy had known each other since grade school and long
ago fought through whatever animosity there might have been. Now it was play.


Loren
Minnie held up a steel triangle. "Here's the start of round one," he
said, and he struck the triangle with a ballpeen hammer. It rang out in a
crystal clear tone that resonated through the rafters of the old barn, and
Jarvis and Billy took to fighting.


Billy
Stevens threw the first punch, grazing Jarvis with a wild, winging overhead
right, that momentarily got Billy a little off balance. Jarvis ducked under it
and then righted himself into a fighting stance, ready for the next salvo,
which he didn't wait long for. Billy came back with a flailing left hook that
didn't carry much steam, but which caught Jarvis on the cheek. He shook it off
and nailed Billy with a stiff left jab, and the fight was joined.


* * * * *


Jarvis
was always loud and bossy, showing off his authority and generally behaving as
a young buck, which is what he was. He was tight with Frank Walker, who felt
comfortable with that style. Frank had hired him as a kid, just out of high
school, and started him out as a field hand, but Jarvis soon worked his way up
to cow hand. Frank could see the kid's determination and inner toughness. Older
men regarded him with respect, because at six foot three and two hundred ten
pounds he was a real stud, and at eighteen years of age he'd had a flash temper.


When
Jarvis first started at Walker Ranch there was a foreman named Dave Russel, a
guy in his mid-40s, who'd been with Frank for a couple years. Russel was an
experienced cowboy who people genuinely liked, even though he was a bit
humorless. He had happened along at a time when Frank Walker was looking for a
top hand to supervise daily operations, which mostly meant husbandry to his
thousand head cattle herd. Frank had previously enjoyed filling this role
himself, but he was getting older and slowly starting to turn responsibilities
over to those who needed them more. This was also the time just after Frank
Jr.'s death, which changed old Frank in some fundamental way. He became more
imperial, more distant from people, more fitting the profile of a wealthy man.
He stopped doing the things he had always loved. And he grew conservative in
ways in which he had never been before, accounting for his life's parts with an
obsession never before observed. He chose Dave Russel as his first foreman
because of his age, because he sensed that he had no drinking problem that
would render him unreliable, and because he had seemed as happy to stay out of
Frank's life as Frank was happy to stay out of his.


Jarvis'
rise to supremacy on Walker Ranch had come about two years into his employment.
By the time of his twentieth birthday, Jarvis had become one of the better
hands on the ranch and already older cowboys were deferring to him when
decisions needed to be made and neither Frank Walker nor Dave Russel were
around. Young Jarvis was always sure of himself and unafraid of risk, so he had
some natural leadership qualities. His age and maturity, however, lagged a
little behind his decision-making skills and his head swelled as he realized
his own power. There was a slow evolution in the way the ranch hands behaved
toward Russel as they learned they could avoid him – their boss
– and
get things done by going through Jarvis, who was a peer and in no position to
impel them to do things they'd rather have avoided. They also knew that Jarvis
had Frank Walker's ear, which was a privileged position in those days. The
general speculation was that having Jarvis around probably cushioned Frank
Sr.'s feeling of loss for his son. Whatever the case, only Frank Sr. would've
known, and he didn't talk about it with
anybody, not even Jarvis.


Jarvis'
ascendance to his position of authority was strangely organic, as if
preordained. It followed an incident. A hand named Jack Spray was working under
a truck, which he had jacked-up on blocks, when something happened to make the
truck fall, crushing him beneath it. All the cowboys were working in the yard
that day and they all heard the horrible metal crunch and the agonized screams
of the man mangled by the load. They all rushed to his aid, but the first one
there was young Jarvis, who got one jack started and began yelling directions
to those arriving on the scene to get a second and a third under the vehicle.
Dave Russel was among the last to reach the truck and when he arrived he told
Jarvis and the others to stop what they were doing while he crawled under the
partially elevated load to check the condition of Jack Spray. Russel was
worried that the uneven way that they were jacking the truck might be injuring
Spray even worse, which seemed like a reasonable concern given the way Spray
cried out in agony with every plunge of the jack handle. Jarvis just pushed
Russel away. "Hell with that – let's get him out of there! Then we can
look at him," he said, and the others took Jarvis' advice and paid no heed
to Dave Russel. Very quickly they got the weight of the truck off Jack Spray
and pulled him to safety. He had broken ribs and a broken collar bone, a
punctured lung and deep lacerations. His right ear was nearly torn from his
head, but he was still alive. Jarvis picked him up and carried him by himself
to an automobile, and he and Frank Walker drove the injured man to the Longmont
Hospital. Dave Russel melted back into the crowd of cowboys, unable to do
anything but watch.


When
the excitement died down, and Jack Spray was well on his way to medical
treatment, Russel tried to shout out a few orders, telling people to get back
to work, but already a torch had passed and he no longer seemed to carry the
weight he previously had. The cowboys drifted back to their chores, but somehow
everybody – even Dave


Russel
himself – could feel that things had changed. When Frank Walker returned from
town he harangued Russel for allowing Jack Spray to make the mistake he had
made, to nearly get himself killed. Russel got angry and quit on the spot,
though most felt that he just took the opportunity to get out of what had
become, for him, an untenable situation. He was a cowboy, a drifter, and so he
moved on, just as he had from a dozen previous situations. A good hand, experienced
at caring for herds, pulling calves, fixing fences and busting broncs, he'd
find himself another spread. To him it was just another layer of tough
experience added to all those already underneath. He'd survive. It didn't make
him any less sober, but it didn't weight all that heavily upon him, either. In
his fifth decade, Dave Russel understood that life often just happened, and
there was no sense trying to figure it out or fight it.


When
Jarvis took over as foreman, he changed the whole tenor of things on Walker
Ranch. Things became more bare knuckled and more macho. His youth and bravado
was often annoying, but the hands treated it as something that could be dealt
with. He occasionally cracked funny jokes and he was always up to mischief, so
in that respect his raucous nature added something. But it also masked
something else within him that wasn't so easily used to his advantage. Rage.
Frank recognized it immediately and he knew just what to do with it. He turned
Jarvis into a boxer.


Jarvis
and a couple of the young hands put up a makeshift ring in the barn, cushioning
the floor with loose straw. They'd spar there in off hours, one by one pulling
other cowboys in on the fun. Frank Walker encouraged it and even trained them
in what he knew about the sport, having boxed in the army when he was a young
man himself.


Several
of the boys picked it right up, and Frank even sponsored smokers on several
occasions, inviting neighboring ranchers and their hands in for boxing and
gambling games. He was proud to show off his spread’s recent bounty in
practitioners of the "sweet science." It was rough stuff, but somehow
the Walker hands' reputation for brutality served them within their community.
They become singularly respected as the toughest bunch around.


* * * * *


After
the third round, Billy Steven's face was getting a little puffy. Loren Minnie
asked him at the break if he wanted to quit, but he could hear the
encouragements of his supporters, and was dedicated to upholding the honor of
the Lazy S. "I'm okay," he told Minnie, who then banged the triangle
to start Round Four.


Jarvis,
who had a tiny trickle of blood coming from his nose, grinned at Billy, whose
mouth was a mess. He was cut on the inside of his top lip and was bleeding like
a stuck pig. "You sure you don't want to just admit who the better man
is?" Jarvis asked.


"Okay
– I'm the better man," said Billy. "How's that?"


Jarvis
answered by firing a straight right that caught Billy over his left eye,
snapping his head back, and fortunately knocking him back out of range of
Jarvis' follow-up hook, which missed him by a wide margin. The cowboys whooped
and hollered, and none louder than Frank Walker, who sat among his bunch,
entreating them to fight for the glory of the Walker Ranch, as if it were part
of some shared vision. He held a bottle of Jack Daniels in one hand, swigging
from it freely, while gesticulating wildly in the air with his other.


Billy
Stevens came at Jarvis firing a wild array of ill-conceived punches, filling
the air around Jarvis with clenched fists in hope of landing something,
anything... A crazy upper cut caught Jarvis on the tip of his nose and for a
second he went queer, as every neuron in his system seemed to go dim. His legs
went gelatinous and he suddenly found himself crumbled into a heap on the
floor.


Jarvis
looked at Billy, shocked. Billy was a little surprised himself, but too winded
to think straight about what had happened. The Lazy S boys let out a tremendous
cheer and Frank Walker looked at Jarvis like he was dog meat. Loren Minnie
moved toward Jarvis to ask him if he was alright and to start the count, but
before he could do any of that Jarvis suddenly straightened himself up and
shook his head. His eyes seemed clear. "You okay to continue?" asked
Minnie, and Jarvis answered, "He just got lucky." Billy heard the
remark and blew a deep, disappointed breath.


The
two fighters circled each other with their fists up, both having now been stung
with mean enough shots that they weren't anxious for more. But still, they
wanted to win. It was more than the honor of their respective outfits at stake,
whatever Frank Walker was promulgating. It was that both of these guys were
getting to the age when they weren't going to be doing much more of this, and
one of these times soon was going to be the last time either one would win or
lose. And both of them wanted to carry around a win for the rest of their
lives, not a loss. That's really what kept them fighting: the fact that one of
these two friends was going to walk around the rest of his life knowing that he
whipped the other. Neither one of these guys wanted to be that other guy.


Billy
Stevens went with what had worked before and came at Jarvis like a buzz saw,
fists flying in all directions, but this time Jarvis knew what to do. He
stepped back and let Billy knock himself a little out of balance, and, in the
moment he took to stop swinging and reorient himself, Jarvis stepped around to
his right and fired a straight lead that caught him behind his ear. Billy bent
over away from Jarvis, who had flanked him, and awkwardly moved away, trying to
reestablish some footing. Then he came at Jarvis once more, firing a flurry of
hooks, most markedly slower than his earlier efforts, before his strength had
started to fail.


Jarvis
stayed out of harm's way, he too noticing that Billy was getting tired.


Then,
just when Billy stopped firing and dropped his hands, he threw a combination of
his own, first a straight right, then a left hook.


The
right caught Billy Stevens dead on the nose and the left hit him squarely on
the chin. He fell to the ground flat on his back and laid there. Loren Minnie
bent down over Billy and started to ask his condition, but what he saw in his
eyes told him that Billy was not available for questions. "He's finished,"
said Minnie, anti-climactically, and a huge cheer went up from the Walker
bunch, a moan from the Lazy S.


Immediately
cowboys started paying off their bets, dutifully coughing up what they’d lost
fair and square, and doing it in a friendly spirit. Winning or losing money, it
didn't
matter to them. They weren't going to be buying anything anyway. It was the
sport and the token that mattered, and there'd be other chances to win it back.


Frank
Walker, on the other hand, was seeing Jarvis' victory as another indication of
the power and prestige of Walker Ranch. He immediately rushed to Jarvis side
and extended his hand in victory, making a big show of it for everybody to see.
Even Jarvis seemed a little embarrassed by Frank's behavior, but he smiled at
Frank and made like it was honor to represent
him and his spread.


Wes
Witherspoon, the owner of the Lazy S, came over to shake the winner's hands.
"Good fight, Jarvis," he said. "You beat a pretty good man
there."


Frank
didn't hesitate to gloat. "I guess it goes to show you, Wesley. You don't
find 'em better'n what we got here on Walker Ranch. Studs, I mean. Genuine,
balls hanging down to the ground, studs." Frank reeked of liquor and his
words were beginning to slur.


"Well,
no tellin' why they work where they do," Witherspoon said. "It
probably indicates lower intelligence."


"That
may be the case – my boys may not be too damned smart – but I tally it six wins
to three tonight, Walker over Lazy S," Frank said. "I figure that
says all that needs to be said about what's what in this county. Walker Ranch
prevails!" He held up his bottle, prompting a cheer from the Walker Ranch.


The
cowboys started readying themselves to call it a night, having paid off their
bets and rendered their congratulations, but Frank Walker wasn't about to call
it quits. "I want to tell you Lazy S boys something," he said, a
little unsteady on his pegs. "The reason the Walker Ranch bunch can kick
the ass of any bunch in these parts is because they get instruction from – dare
I say it – the best!"


"What
the hell are you talking about, Frank?" Witherspoon asked, mildly amused
by Frank's intoxication. It was not a common occurrence, seeing Frank Walker
inebriated in public, if you could call his own barn a public place. The other
cowboys, too, looked at Frank a little afraid of having him see the looks on
their faces. They had to remind themselves that Frank Walker was a respected
man in the Longmont community.


This
was not one of his better nights, and seeing him this way made them feel as if
they were looking in on something blasphemous.


"What
I'm saying," said Frank, "is that I taught every one've these sons-a-bitches
how to kick the kind of ass they kick."


"That's
right, boss," said one of the cowboys. "We wouldn't know nothing
about kickin' ass if it weren't for you. Ain't that right, boys?" he asked
to those around him, and they nodded in jovial agreement. "You're the
teacher," one of them mocked.


"In
fact, I'll show you right now..." Frank leaned in toward Witherspoon, who
seemed to melt away from his rancid breath. "...that I not only taught
these jokers everything they know – but I can still whip every last one of
them."


The
cowboys looked one to the next, uncertain of what would come next, but each
wishing that someone could take control of Frank and maybe just put him to bed
for the night. But there was no controlling Frank Walker. He looked at the
Walker crew, eyeing them one by one, until he found the one he wanted.
"You! Right there! Johnny Hayes! Come out here and go a few rounds with me."


Hayes,
a nineteen year old new hire, whom Jarvis Lang had recently brought aboard,
looked back at his boss, Frank, with a mixture of apprehension and respect.


"You
didn't fight tonight, did you?" Frank asked. Johnny hadn't, though he
would have had he been called upon, having accepted without complaint this
heavy duty that came with employment at Walker Ranch. He had sparred in the
barn on several occasions, and he wasn't bad with his hands. He just didn't
really like it, that's all. "No sir," he said, "I didn't fight
tonight." "Well get your butt out here and go a few rounds with
me."


Wes
Witherspoon was ready to call it a night and he told Frank so. "Look,
Frank, I want to get a little work out of my guys tomorrow. We've got to be
gettin' back to the ranch."


"No,
sir!" said Frank. "You guys are not gonna have all the fun and then
run off before I get any. No sir! Now help me on with a pair of these gloves.
And put some on him, too," he said, indicating Johnny Hayes. "Come
on!" he urged, when Jarvis and Morrison, looked at each other, each hoping
the other would somehow be able to tell Frank no. They tied gloves on Johnny
and Frank.


The
Lazy S cowboys remained standing, for the most part, many having already moved
toward the door, ready to call it a night. Now they watched old man Walker make
a fool of himself from the secure range of a nearby exit. Walker's boys
reluctantly sat back down upon their hay bales. Most of them had seen this
before. They knew what Frank wanted.


"Okay,
now don't go easy on me," Frank said, hunkering down into a fighting
stance. "I don't want you thinkin' you got to go easy on the old
man."


Johnny
assumed a reluctant battle pose that seemed designed to be non-provocative, but
Frank immediately launched his attack, and Johnny tightened. He looked over
toward Jarvis Lang, as Frank hit him with a jab, as if to ask whether or not he
should fight back. Frank nailed him with another jab, and suddenly Johnny
lashed out, landing two hooks to each side of Frank's rib cage. "That's
good," said Frank, grinning his encouragement, and then once again
snapping Johnny's head back with consecutive jabs.


Frank
had seen Jack Dempsey, the mauler from Monasses, Colorado, in his prime.


He
loved the big punchers, Joe Louis and Max Schmelling, but Billy Conn was his
favorite, "a true boxer" he'd say. He emulated the boxer's style,
showing what footwork he could, given the nature of the ring and his own mental
condition. He moved around in a calculated effort to box his opponent in, to
cut off his retreat and drive him to the ropes, where he could pulverize him
with body shots. These were Frank's big weapon. He liked to hit guys where the
hurt didn't necessarily show. There a guy could take a lot of abuse, and would,
because nobody wants to be known as a guy who goes down from a body shot. So
Frank could just keep pounding away, getting his jollies by whipping on a guy
who wasn't likely to hit him back. Frank avoided anything more than jabs to the
face. Employees with black eyes were hard to explain, especially if it was seen
to be happening over and over.


Johnny
tried ducking Frank's shots, but it was tough going. He was surprised by
Frank's accuracy and by his power. His jabs hurt like some guy's leads. His
nose had gone numb, but he thought there was a trickle of blood. Frank dodged
in close, moving his head from side-to-side, like a
hooded cobra, tempting him to fire a shot, but he didn't dare. He looked over
at Jarvis once again, almost pleading for an answer, but Jarvis just looked
away. He glanced at the other Walker cowboys and noticed that many of them just
looked down. Frank hit him with an upper cut, landing it squarely on his chin,
but it seemed mostly to show him that he could. It only hinted at his power.


Johnny
pushed Frank away and then fired a few jabs himself, but Frank walked through
them, letting them bounce off his forearms and shoulders. Size-wise it was a
complete mismatch. Frank was nearly two hundred forty pounds on a six foot two
inch frame, while Hayes was only five feet ten and one hundred sixty-five
pounds. Johnny didn't have the power to hurt Frank with a shot, even if he were
so inclined.


Frank
nailed Johnny with an uppercut, thrown from way outside, and this time it
landed harder, knocking Johnny's chin up. Then Frank hit him in the side with a
body shot that felt like a mule kick. Johnny doubled over on his side, and he
heard one of the cowboys suck air on his behalf, as if it hurt just to watch.
He tried to push Frank away and he fired a feeble right that sailed past
Frank's ear without doing damage. Then Frank dug two more hard shots to the
body and Johnny fell back onto the ropes. "Be tough, Johnny," one of
the cowboys said, but it sounded dispirited. Frank drove back into the boy,
nailing him again with body shots that bent him one way and the next. Johnny
looked once again at Jarvis Lang, begging for a way out, and then at Loren
Minnie, who apparently was letting this go unofficiated. There was no clock
that was going to save him. He was in for as long as Frank wanted.


Frank
threw a looping uppercut that caught Johnny in the solar plexus and several of
the cowboys seemed to look away as the kid absorbed the blow. His face purpled
and he gasped for air. Frank said something to him – "Hang in there!"
– and he smashed a couple more hard, driving hooks into his rib cage. Johnny
seemed to shrink against the ropes, knotting up into a ball position. He
started to slide straight down, as if he might be finished, but then Frank used
a forearm against his chin to straighten him back up while he hit him in the
mid-section with another jarring uppercut. Frank seemed oblivious to anything
but his own form and the feeling of his fist pounding into live flesh. He
drilled Johnny with shots to the ribs, the chest, the tops of his arms and his
shoulders. A couple of the Lazy S boys had seen enough and walked on outside
the barn. Johnny looked again at Jarvis, begging for him to do something. Out
of frustration he lashed back at Frank a few times, but it was useless. His
strength was gone and he was over-matched.


Frank
fired more body shots: once, twice, three times. The old leather gloves gave
off a sound like a baseball slamming into a catcher's mitt each time one struck
flesh. Frank's shots pounded out a sickening rhythm: one, two, three. It was
impossible not to know what was happening – that ribs were cracking under that
torture and that bleeding was taking place beneath the skin. Pow! Pow! Pow!
Frank's body shots continued and still Johnny Hayes was pinned there against
the ropes, taking it like a man.


"I
think he's had enough, Frank," Wes Witherspoon finally said.


"He's
right, Frank. You proved your point," said Loren Minnie, sheepish about
making eye contact with Johnny Hayes, who still lay back deep into the ropes,
unwilling, or unable, to go down.


Frank
finally backed off. "You had enough, son?" he asked Johnny, and the
kid nodded yes, that he had. Then he sank to his knees and Jarvis and another
of the cowboys attended to him, getting his gloves off and toweling the blood
and sweat from his head.


"Didn't
I tell you?" Frank said, still drunk and having worked off none of his
bluster. "All these young studs – I kick all
their asses!"


"Yeah,
Frank, you told us," said Witherspoon. He looked at Jarvis. "I guess
you'll make sure everything's okay around here?" he asked, and Jarvis
nodded that he would. There was a cowboy to bandage and a rancher to pour into
bed. It was just like herding doggies. "Good night then, fellas." And
Wes Witherspoon and his bunch went on home.
















 












CHAPTER 15 – Rotarian


 


"I
remember Franklin Roosevelt being criticized during his presidential campaigns
for promising more than he knew he was going to be able to deliver – that he
knew all along that the nation lacked the funds to pay for all the programs he
said he wanted. Some people said that talk like that showed flaws in his
character – that he was a 'liar' who would say anything to get himself elected.


"I
believe when a man runs for President he owes it to the people to let them know
who he is – and a man is, at least in part, known by the size and nature of his
vision. People want to feel that life, under his Presidency, could be better.
Feeling and, believing in that gives them hope, and hope goes a long way in
this country. If the
American people feel like they are working to achieve something worthwhile,
they're productive. Hope provides the fuel for that feeling, and it
gives
them strength. All they want to do is feel good about the return on their
investment, and they don't demand the moon. They don't even really expect all
that men like Mr. Roosevelt – and Mr. Truman, for that matter – can dream about
them having. They only want to believe that as a nation we are striving to be
something we can be proud of, and that if the chips fall our way, each of us
can prosper to a degree that is just and equitable – that, all things being
equal, we can all 'win'."


Finished
speaking, Frank Walker looked out across the room of Rotarian faces, many of
which looked back with sullen expression.


"Thank
you, Frank," said Rotary President Herb Leeber, approaching the lectern.
"Let's all give Frank here a round of applause for a fine
presentation," he said, and there followed a smattering of polite
clapping. "It's an honor for us to have such a fine gentleman – a
fine American,
for that matter – here as a regular member of our group."


Frank
smiled graciously at Leeber, acknowledging the compliment, and then walked down
off the speaker's platform and to a table, where his now cold luncheon plate
awaited his attention. There also was old Buryl Thomason, Weld County's richest
man and local icon of Republican Party politics, and he seemed to be waiting
for Frank to walk within range so he could level him for his liberal diatribe.


"You
just don't quit, do you Frank?" Buryl started in. "Let's get the
government involved in everything, bring some tax dollars in here. Last year
all you could talk about was how Longmont needed a municipal airport. The year
before that it was a new hospital, and the year before that it was the..."


Frank
cut him off. "It was the war the year before that. During that time we
weren't doing anything to address needs here in Longmont."


Thomason
looked disgusted. "The thing is, it's always something. There's always
some reason, in your mind, that the people of Longmont or Weld County ought to
be floating a bond for this thing, or that. If you
hadn't a fought so hard against the Kaiser all those years back, I'd've swore
that you were for stripping everybody of private property and turning it all
over to the government."


"You
know better'n that, Buryl," Frank said. "I don't like paying taxes
any more than the next man, but there are certain things that need to be done
to move this country ahead – and to make a place like Longmont worth living
in."


"The
government is doing too God-damned much right now for 'the people,'" said
Thomason. "I think it's gettin' to where people've forgotten how to do
anything for themselves. It's always government this and government that. Come
help me, big government. Give me something."


Frank
bristled. "We never build anything in this country that is
for the
people the people whose taxes run the government – until
a depression comes along. Then we build lakes and parks, improve
properties, fix streets... It's never until things get bad in this country
– until it looks like we'd better give something back to the
people or they'll finally lose faith in this whole thing – that we finally do
something right."


Thomason
looked sour, wincing against Frank's contradictions. "Who built those
roads, Frank? The roads your people drive around on, that get them to their
work and to their schools, and to their churches? It was government money, and
it's done all the time – not just when our backs
are against the wall." Frank took on a dead-faced stare, looking at
Thomason as if listening to him was somehow dulling to his wits. Thomason
continued – "Of course, you'll argue that
government employment has been the thing that's safeguarded this country
through depressed times. And you think that's fine.


You're
all for giveaways."


"You
just can't stand the thought that we ought to be responsible for the citizens
of this country," Frank said.


"We’re
not socialists, Frank," said Thomason in a huff, causing those seated
around to cringe a little. "That damned Roosevelt let this country cater
to the weakness in itself. He built up a whole bureaucracy to cater to it, and
it's gonna take decades to set it back
right."


"What
is 'right,' Buryl?" Frank asked.


"Playing
to our strengths," said Thomason. "Rewarding values that will make a
nation stronger – hard work, initiative, getting what you earn."


Frank
shook his head, re-animating. "That would be great if everyone was
starting from the same point, but you know they aren't."


Thomason
did a quick rock back and then came forward in his chair. "I'm amazed at
you, Frank. Hell – look at you!
You're a self-made man. Didn't you work like a dog to get everything you own?
And aren't you a better man for having done it?"


"I
had some advantages," Frank said. "My wife's family had some money,
and I'm a guy with a strong survival instinct who happened to survive a trench
raid. People heard about it and ever since then they've been willing to work
with me."


"So
you're saying we aren't all war heroes with inheritances," said Thomason.
"Well, maybe not, but we are – each of us – people with certain talents
and abilities that we can use to achieve as we can. We're not all going to do
equally well. Some are going to have more..."


"It's
not those with more or less that I'm worried about," Frank said.
"It's the twenty, twenty-five percent on the very bottom, who have
nothing. They're generationally poor, uneducated, maybe facing racism..."


"Oh
for Christ's sake!" Thomason's face grew red. "That's the rabble who
have become permanent members of Roosevelt's club! We'll be stooping as a
nation to pick them up the rest of our days. Hell – we'll become as back-bent
as Europe!"


Frank
Leeber – and, for that matter, everybody else in the meeting room – overheard
Frank and Thomason's animated discussion. It wasn't the first time he had heard
Frank Walker carry on about civic responsibility and government policy, and he
was certain it wasn't going to be the last. He had given up trying to
understand what made Frank tick, oddly positioned as he was between his own
personal conservatism and his firebrand democratic ideals. Everything about
Frank said that he should be a pro-business, anti-tax Republican, yet there he
sat, going jaw-to-jaw with the staunchest Republican in the county, arguing
against him as if he was arguing with Beelzebub himself, or his first cousin,
which was the way he tended to see the "Wilkie-Dewey crowd." They
were all the same to Frank, minions to greed and self-interest, unable to
respond to any possible higher calling. It still made Herb Leeber shake his
head in wonder, for it seemed that Frank, with all his worldly wealth, should
by rights have been one of them.


As
the Pastor from the First Presbyterian Church got up to say the benediction,
bringing this day's Rotary meeting to a close, Leeber leaned over Frank
Walker's shoulder and whispered something in his ear. He wanted Frank to come
to his office for a short meeting – that is, once he was through debating with
Buryl Thomason.


* * * * *


"Frank,
I got something back on this guy Jake Jobbs, and you '11 want to know about
it," Leeber said, now seated behind his huge oak desk, surrounded by books
on law and maps of property holdings in Weld County.


"That
was fast," Frank said.


Leeber
nodded that he was right. "I put in a call to a friend of mine who works
in Denver with the FBI. It turns out he had a file on Jake Jobbs – and you
won't believe what fell out when he opened it."


Frank
looked interested. "What've you got, Herb?"


"Well,
it looks like your doubts about this guy might be justified," Leeber said.
"It seems that Jobbs is under suspicion in a grand theft case that took
place in Kansas several months back. My buddy put me in touch with a Sheriff in
Hutchinson who told me that Jake was working for a rancher there when several
of the area's most well-to-do people were robbed. They believe a ring of some
kind worked all those different places, and they took everything – trucks,
tractors, livestock... A dozen places were hit on one night, and they still
don't know who was behind it."


"How
does Jobbs fit in to this?" Frank asked.


"Well,
like I say, he was working at one of the places that got robbed," Leeber
said. "His name came up when the investigators started looking into the
backgrounds of guys who these ranchers had employed as seasonal workers. It
turns out this guy Jobbs had hired on as an equipment operator just a couple
months before the robberies took place. He was expected to work just for a few
months, which he did, and then he moved on. Presumably he then came to Colorado
and went to work for you."


"So
they believe Jobbs was involved?"


"Jobbs
had an alibi for that night. A number of people saw him in Hutchinson, where he
spent the entire night drinking at a local tavern. The thing is, when the investigators
looked at this guy's record they discovered that he was dishonorably discharged
from the Army. He spent almost four years in military prison at Fort Riley,
Kansas for conspiring to steal from the United States government. Turns out he
was a truck driver in the motor corps, who sometimes redirected Army supplies
to illegal resellers. He did his time, but they never were able to uncover his
whole network of contacts."


"Well
I'll be a son-of-a-bitch," Frank said. "I knew there was something
fishy about that son-of-a-bitch. I told you that I suspected someone was taking
money from my office desk?"


"Isn't
that why you fired him, because you caught him doing just that?"


"I
caught him in that desk drawer, but he wasn't taking cash – he
was taking
a check with his name on it," Frank said. "I only suspicion he was
responsible for the missing cash."


"It
seems pretty indicting, his knowing where you were keeping money," Leeber
said.


"There's
something else, too. The thefts stopped taking place as soon as Jake Jobbs was
no longer on the ranch."


"Well,
you've got yourself tangled up with a bad apple here in this Jobbs
character," Leeber said. "I don't think there's any doubt about it.
The question now is, what are you going to do with the information?"


Frank
got up out of his chair and wandered around Leeber's office, taking unconscious
notice of the framed degrees and licenses hanging on the walls. "I don't
know, Herb. I can tell you one thing, I won't be able to rest easy until he's
no longer around."
















 












CHAPTER 16 – Driving Instruction


 


"Okay
– now you know where the clutch is, and you know the brake pedal and the gas
pedal. You know how the gear shift is in the pattern of an H, right?"


"Yeah,
I know that," Py said.


Tory
shrugged. "Well what else is there?" she asked, adding – "I
don't know what you’re so nervous about. I swear, you are the first nineteen
year old I've ever met who didn't want to know how to drive a car."


Py
sat behind the steering wheel, looking "pre-defeated" over the hood
of Pete's old truck. "I don't have no reason to know," he said.
"I don't have a car – and the way things are goin', I ain't ever likely
to."


"You'll
have one someday," Tory assured, none too sympathetic to down talk.
"Besides, it'd be helpful right now if you could drive. You could run to
town to get things. You could even have a social life! Wouldn't you like to
take a girl out sometime?"


Py
looked suspicious. "Well, yeah, I guess I would."


"So
what are you so afraid of?" Tory asked, exasperated. She practically had
to drag him away from hard labor to give him this driving lesson, and he had
seemed irrational in his obstinateness, offering excuses ranging from "it
isn't a good thing for me to know how to drive, I don't have a car" to
"it isn't the right day."


"What
if we meet somebody comin' up the road?" Py asked, dead serious. Tory
wouldn't accommodate his contention that this might be a problem.


"We'll
steer a little to the right and go around them," she said flatly.
"Where will we drive to?" Py asked.


"What
does it matter?" Tory said. "Now, push in on the clutch and put the
truck in neutral." Py looked at her, full of misgivings, but did as
directed. "Okay, so you can take your foot off the clutch now. You got the
brake set?" Py nodded that it was set. "Okay, turn the key on and use
your left foot to push the starter thing there . . ." She pointed down to
a round, silver button on the floorboard, to the left of the clutch pedal.
"Put your right foot on the accelerator pedal. See the choke thingy there?
Pull that out as far as it will go."


Py
looked at her like she was mean to put him through this. He turned the ignition
key, pulled the choke, and pushed the start button. After trying and failing a
couple times, the engine finally fired. "Push the choke in!" Tory
said, and Py punched it in quickly, as if
something might explode if it were left out. "You might want to pull the
throttle out just a little bit, so it idles nice for you. Push on the foot-feet
. . ."


"The
foot-feet?" Py asked, as the engine started to die.


"The
gas!" Tory said, a little too eagerly, and Py stepped on the accelerator,
gunning the engine so that Pete, working out in the barn, wondered if they
weren't going to throw a rod. "Okay, let her back just a little. There – that's
good,
now ease in on the throttle just a little." Py did as instructed and the
engine winded down to a rattling hum. "Good," Tory said, finally
satisfied with the basic calibrations. "Now, release the parking brake,
push in on the clutch, put it in first, and just slowly turn around here to the
left so we can get out to the road. Go slow now," she warned.


Py
pushed in on the clutch, shifted the gear shift over and up, and then let the
clutch back out. The truck began to go backwards, which shocked Py so that he
jammed his
right foot hard down on the brake, setting the old vehicle at odds with itself.
It buffeted a few times and tried to sputter to a stall, all the while rolling
back. "Push in on the clutch!" Tory said, a little anxious, and Py
depressed it in time to save the idle.


"I
said put it in first!" Tory said.


"I
thought I did," Py said. "I don't know what's wrong with this thing .
. ."


Tory
looked down at the gear shift, grabbing the knob and shaking it around a
little. "Look right here," she said, pointing out a diagram of the
shifting pattern imprinted in the metal shift knob. "Over and up, where
you got it, is Reverse, not
First!"


"It's
first on Mr. Walker's truck," Py said factually.


"It
is?" Tory said. "Well, it's Reverse here. Here First gear is over and
down, Second is over to the right and up, and Third is straight down from
there."


"Oh
great!" Py said. "What if I get us goin' down the road and all the
sudden forget and throw it into Reverse?"


Tory
shook her head. "Well, don't forget. Commit it to memory. Reverse is over
to the left and up, and you just don't go there unless you want to go
backwards. Or just remember that you never 'throw it' over to the left and up.
You throw it all the other places, but never there. That way you don't even
have to remember what it does – until you want to go backwards."


Py
looked at her with uncertainty. "Okay," he said. "So First is
over to the left and down?" "That's right," Tory said, and Py
took another crack at getting the truck headed forward, this time with success.
He slowly let the clutch out and the truck began to creep forward.


"Tum
the wheel all the way to the left," Tory said, and Py cranked the wheel.
"Now you've always got to look while you're doing that, checking to see if
there's another vehicle trying to come around you on that side. Also, look
ahead of you, so you don't turn right into the path of an oncoming
vehicle." Py did as he was instructed, as best he could, but somehow
sticking his head out the driver's side window made him aware
of the motion, and that in tum made him want to depress the clutch, which he
partially did on an intermittent basis. The truck moved through a series of
fits and starts in a slow semi-circle. "Don't be pushing in on the clutch,
now," Tory said, and in trying to watch out the window, while also being
aware of the clutch, Py found himself forgetting to turn the steering wheel,
and before he knew it he was driving the old
truck in a slow, tight circle in the equipment yard.


"This
time around, straighten it out when we get pointed east and we'll take it out
to the road," Tory said patiently. When they reached the county road that
ran by the front of the ranch, she said – "Okay, now, we're going to tum
right here. Look out to the left to see if anybody's coming – to
the right, too. I don't see anybody, so push in on the clutch
when we get a little closer to the corner and we'11just roll right on
around."


Py
guided the truck out onto County Road 12 and let the clutch out, reengaging the
transmission. "Give it some gas," Tory said, "and I'll tell you
when to shift."


"To
shift?" Py asked nervously.


"We're
going to have to shift into Second gear," Tory said. "Why?" "I
ain't never been outta First," Py said.


"You'll
like Second – it's faster," Tory said, and Py gulped as the truck picked
up speed. "Okay, now this is where it gets sort of mystical. You kind've
need to listen to the engine and feel how hard it's working." Py glanced
over at her with uncertainty. "I'll tell you when to push in on the clutch
and let up on the gas pedal." She let the engine rev just a little bit
more, and then said – "Okay, push in on the clutch and let up off the
gas," and Py followed direction. "Now, keeping the clutch pressed in,
take it out of First and put it in Second. That's up into neutral then over to
the right and up." Py moved the gear shifter into Second position.
"Okay, now let the clutch out and give it a little more gas."


Py
let out on the clutch and after rocking a couple times, the truck gained speed
and proceeded at a moderate clip down the road.


"So
far so good, huh?" Tory said, and Py nodded that such seemed to be the
case, but he was starting to worry about that last unused gear. "It seems
like we’re goin' kinda fast," Py said. Tory looked at the speedometer,
which indicated that they were barely exceeding twenty miles per hour.
"Let's pick up a little more speed and we'll go to Third," she said.
"I don't know why we have to do that," Py argued. "This is as
fast as I need to go." "Just give it some gas and I'll tell you when
to push in the clutch," Tory directed, ignoring his objection.


Py
reluctantly picked up speed as he did his level best to keep the truck headed
down the center of the road, well away from the loose shoulders and the ditches
on either side. He glanced occasionally into the rear view mirrors, and kept a
nervous watch out over the hood for oncoming traffic, of which there was none.


The
journey into Third went well, and soon Py and Tory were traveling down the road
at nearly forty miles per hour. In
the distance, about a quarter mile away, they could see where the road
intersected with County Road 7, and on a gentle hillside to the north of that
they could see the homestead of farmer-rancher Jess Willingham. "You okay
with it?" Tory asked, and Py nodded that everything seemed fine.


Tory
seemed satisfied that Py had nothing to worry about for a while, other than
steering the truck down the roadway, so she took the opportunity to explore an
ulterior motive she had for wanting Py to come on this excursion. "I
wanted to ask you something, Py," Tory said. "Do you know anything
about this trip to Denver Jake just took?"


Py
glanced at her as if he wished she could save this for a more appropriate time,
that he had quite enough on his hands right at the moment. "He said he
went to Denver on family business," Py said quickly, staying focused on
the task at hand.


"That's
what he told me, too," Tory said, not quite satisfied with the answer.
"Does he ever talk to you about . . . well, you know, other people or
anything like that?"


"I'm
sorry, but I'm havin' trouble thinkin' about what you're askin' me and doin'
this at the same time," Py said anxiously.


"So
he doesn't ever talk to you about . . . I don't know, things men talk about?


Does
he ever do that with you?" Tory asked.


"What
do you mean?"


"Oh,
you know – other people he knows . . . men or . . .women . . ."
"Should I be slowin' down? We're gettin' pretty close . . ."


"Or
does he ever talk about people in his past?" Tory asked. "What about
this corner?"


Neither
of them had noticed a car approaching to their left, southbound on County Road
7, that seemed to be traveling at a speed that would put it at the intersection
at about the same time they were going to be there. Tory had drifted into a
brief rumination, locked for a moment on an issue that had been dominating her
thoughts since Jake left last Sunday on that bus. What was he up to?


She
suddenly snapped out of her daze, realizing too late that she was well outside
Py's envelope of competence to handle their rapid approach to the intersection.
Py was going to have to make quick adjustments if he was going to make the
corner.


"Push
in on the clutch!" she said, "and brake it a bit. Don’t skid the
tires!" "You see that car?" Py asked, panicked to see someone
competing for roadway.


"You've
got the right-of-way, so he should stop and let you go right by, but slow it
down..."


Py
depressed the clutch pedal and eased in on the brake, reducing the speed of the
truck enough that it looked as if they might be able to make the corner.
"Just be ready to stop, in case he doesn't see you, and turn to the left,
right on past him. You'll be okay," Tory said. He did as instructed, but
as the two vehicles arrived at the intersection the farmer driving the other
car didn't yield, as Tory had expected. Instead, he slowed, as if he was going
to stop, and then rolled right on into the intersection.


"Left!"
Tory yelled, and Py craned the steering wheel hard in that direction.


The
driver of the other vehicle saw the pickup momentarily headed straight for him
and he hit the gas and drove ahead, so that Py passed by him on his right as he
turned the corner. Shocked by the maneuver, the farmer cranked his car hard to
the left and slammed on his brakes, sending his vehicle into a sideways skid
through the gravel of the intersection.


Py
drove down into the ditch on the north side of the road then back up over the
road and across into the other ditch. "You son-of-a-bitch!" he could
hear the other driver yelling as he pulled the coughing, sputtering truck back
up onto the roadway. "Put it in Second," Tory said, and Py did so
with some difficulty, grinding the truck into the lower gear.


Tory
looked back toward the intersection, checking to see that the other driver was
okay, which he appeared to be. He sat behind his steering wheel, shouting
obscenities and shaking his fist in the air. "You wanna drive now?"
Py asked, to which Tory said, "No, you're doing fine. That was his fault –
he wasn't watching what he was doing."


Py
let out a deep breath and seemed deflated. "I knew somethin' like that was
gonna happen."


"You
did fine," assured Tory. "Give it some gas and put it back in third
when it seems like the engine is straining where it is."


Py
did as she instructed, and after a moment he made a fairly smooth transition to
the highest gear. They were clipping along the gravel roads again at about
thirty-five miles per hour.


"You
really are doing well," Tory assured. "Are you feeling a little more
comfortable with it? You’ve already averted your first big chance at a
wreck."


Py
thought about it. "I like this part," he said, flopping his elbows to
draw attention to his hands upon the steering wheel. "I like guiding it up
the road."


"You're
catching on real fast. No one would ever believe you hadn't been at it for
years.”


Jess
Willingham’s place was coming up on their right and as they approached his farm
his old yellow retriever came running out toward the truck. Py saw it coming
and tried to steer over to the left side of the road, but suddenly he and Tory
heard a thump from the right front of the pickup, followed by a single sharp
yelp.


"Hit
the brakes!" Tory said, and Py did so, bringing the truck to a skidding
halt on the road. "Oh my God!" She looked out and saw the dog lying
motionless on the shoulder of the road.


"I
hit a dog!" Py, for whom animals were Godheads, cried out.


Tory
saw Jess Willingham walking toward them from his farm house. "Mr.
Willingham! Your dog ran out in front of our truck and we hit him!" she
yelled, and began to open the door to get out and check his condition.


"Oh,
he's okay," Willingham said, to the surprise of both Tory and Py. He
walked over to the where the dog lay, still as a pile of dirty laundry, and
nudged it with his foot. "Bob, you okay?" he asked, and the retriever
lifted his head and looked up at his master. "He's okay," Willingham
said. "Everybody who drives by here nowadays seems to hit him. I think
he's kinda gettin' used to it."


"That's
terrible," Tory said. Py looked with disbelief at the animal, which slowly
pulled itself to its feet and then staggered over toward the pickup. It stood
stupidly staring at the phenomenal battering beast that had deposited it so
meanly in the weeds. "He's been chasin' cars since he was a pup,"
Willingham explained. "His reflexes ain't what they used to be. He's
gettin' old and don't know it."


"I'm
sure sorry," Tory said. "I hope he's going to be alright."


Willingham
nudged the dog with his foot. "You gonna be okay, Bob?" The dog gave
him a regardant look, and let his tongue loll out of his mouth. "He's
fine," Willingham said. "One of these days I'll come out here to
check on him and he won't get back up, but not today. It looks like he'll chase
a few more after yours."


"That's
a heck of a dog," Py said, with some awe, as he looked out at the
invincible cur.


Tory
once again expressed her apologies, and then she and Py continued on up the
road, leaving Bob and Jess Willingham to return to their routine and await the
next brush with canine mortality. "Well you are getting the baptism of the
devil, I'd say. You can't have any nerves left about driving now, do you?"
Tory asked.


Py
brought the truck back up to speed, once again getting all the way into third,
and he seemed to be growing more comfortable with his command of the vehicle.
He'd driven less than two miles and already had been involved in two traffic incidents.
No one or thing had sustained serious injury yet, so Py was beginning to
believe he could captain this ship. It was becoming obvious that sometimes
terrible things don't happen, a leap of faith contemplation that would have
been impossible for him prior to this sojourn into transportability. Py was
starting to relax a little behind the wheel. For the first time in his life, he
was starting to really feel that he could drive.


* * * * *


"So
tell me, Jake – you got another girl?"


Jake
looked at Tory like he couldn't imagine what she must be thinking. "You
can be honest with me," she urged. "I can handle it."


"What
makes you ask such a ridiculous question?" Jake said, shaking his head
like he couldn't conceive of a notion so remote.


"Well,
what'd you do in Denver for two and a half days?" Tory asked. "And don’t
tell me it
was
family business – you’ve told me
yourself that all your family is in Iowa and Nebraska."


Jake
grinned. "Are you just a little bit jealous? Is that what it is?"


"Do
I have anything to be jealous of?" Tory asked, to which Jake answered
"No." "Well then, why can't you just tell me? Sunday night, for
instance? What did you do when you got to Denver? Where did you stay?"


"On
Sunday night?" Jake repeated the question as if, somehow, he hadn't quite
gotten it the first time.


"Yeah
– Sunday night."


Jake
looked down at the 4x4 inch post at their feet, broken off flush to the ground.


Tory
had all three Parker hands working to undo the damage done by the bull's two
rampaging passes through her yard. "Well, Sunday night I stayed at a place
called the Glenwood Crest, down in city center. It's on Colorado
Boulevard," Jake said. "It's a real nice place where I often stay
when I go to Denver."


"When
did you check in?" Tory said.


"Oh,
I don't know – whatever time it was when I got
there," Jake said.


"In the
afternoon, then?"


"Yeah,
it
was
in the afternoon." Jake began to look at her as one might an attorney for
the state.


"What
about that night?" Tory asked. "What did I do that night?" Jake repeated,
but Tory wasn't going for his dumb act. "On Sunday night, after you
checked into the hotel. You had a whole evening to kill. What did you do?"


Jake
smiled, somehow amused by her tenacity. "I told you that I had to meet
with some people . . ." But before he could answer, Tory anticipated his
line and cut him off. "Yeah, yeah, yeah...you had family business. But you
don't have any family in Denver, so who were these people you met with?"


"What
is this?" Jake asked.


"Why
are you being so shifty?" Tory said, smiling in a way that masked her real
motive, which was to find out the truth about what Jake was doing.


"I'm
not being shifty," Jake said.


"Well
then – who were these people?"


Jake
wasn't to be rattled. "Okay," he said, shaking his head. "There
was a lawyer there – a guy who handles some affairs for members of my family – and
he had long ago agreed to meet with me to discuss some things. He was returning
from a trip to California and he stopped-off in Denver on his way back to
Omaha. I had dinner with him, we talked business, and then I went back to the
hotel."


"And
then?" prompted Tory.


"I
went to sleep," Jake said. "I was a little worn out from the bus trip
and the shop talk, so I turned in early."


Tory
eyed him suspiciously. "Family business, huh? What kind of family
business?"


"Well
you've just got to know every little detail, don't you?" Jake said,
prodding her back a little. "You must think you're some kind of a William
Jennings Bryan or something. Is that right?"


"Something
like that," Tory said, standing her ground.


Jake
took on a mischievous glint. "Or are you just being an insecure
female?"


That
brought a sharp look from her. "I'm not insecure," Tory said. "I
just don't see why you should have any problem with letting me know what you
were doing in Denver. That is unless you've got something to hide."


"That's
insecure female," Jake said, victorious.


"It
isn't either!" Tory said, a little repulsed. "It's expecting that
when two people are in a relationship they shouldn't have any trouble answering
any questions the other might have about what they've been up to."


"What
do you think I'm up to?" Jake asked.


"I
don't know," said Tory.


"Because
I haven't 'been up' to anything," Jake said. "Other than answering a
bunch of fool darn questions from you."


* * * * *


Pete
had been listening to the conversation, through the kitchen window, and now
looked out to make sure everything was okay between the two of them. He hadn't
said as much to Tory, but he had high hopes for her and Jake's relationship,
and it upset him to hear them jousting with one another. He had noticed changes
in the way Tory had been when Jake was gone on his trip, not herself at all,
fidgeting around the house and yard, distracted and impatient with her chores.
Pete hadn't seen her behave that way since she was a kid in school. It
certainly wasn't the Tory who had returned from the west coast, whose increased
confidence and independence had been so apparent. Now this thing with Jake had
her all upset, or at least as upset as she seemed likely to get. It
may
have been only a tiny pout, but Pete was sensitive to her and he could feel her
dissatisfaction.


For
him there was no ignoring the fact that Jake was something powerful in his
little girl's life. Tory had seemed oblivious to men, especially since she came
back to Longmont; oblivious to people in general, in fact, and it
had
Pete a little worried. She never went to town, never attempted to reunite with
old friends from school, never met anyone new and never, ever showed an interest
in dating. Pete was unsure what to do about it – or
even how to feel. A part of him liked having her all to himself, warming up
nights that had seemed pretty cold since her mother died. Tory's moving back in
with him had renewed him in some way, and recently he had seen signs that her
presence was even reinvigorating the ranch. But Pete knew that it wasn't right –
that a young woman like Tory needed to have more than just her father in her
life, that she still had youth left in her that Pete hated to see her waste.
Tory just showed no interest whatsoever in the local men. Pete had sometimes
wondered if she hadn't had some awful experience that had turned her against
men altogether. He even wondered if it wasn't other women who now interested
her. What did he know about these things? Her travels were far broader than
his, including exotic places, exotic people. He guessed that there were ways of
thinking out there in the open world that were probably beyond the range of
imagination for him and most of his Weld County neighbors. Who knew what Tory
might have picked up in the way of avant garde ideas? Maybe she was modern in
some way beyond his comprehension. Maybe she had no use for conventional
lifestyles. These were the things Pete had begun to wonder, but then Jake came
along, and the Tory he had known was back again. That's why Pete had been so
open-minded about letting Jake stay with them at the ranch. Tory had brought
him back to life, and now he could sense that Jake was doing something similar
for her. Now he did not like the way they were talking to each other. It
sounded too close to a confrontation for an old man to want to hear.


* * * * *


Tory
grew tired of her own interrogation long before she got her answers, and after
a while she determined that where Jake's mystery trip to Denver was concerned,
the best she could do was prescind. She liked herself better that way anyway. If Jake had secrets...well,
they didn't bother her if they didn't bother him – that's what she decided to
feel. No harm, no foul. Maybe Jake did have a girl elsewhere and maybe there
was a relationship in his life she knew nothing about. Tory's attitude had come
to be that she'd had all the callow, superficial relationships she ever wanted
to have in her life, and now she was ready for something more mature and
understanding. She could take a little heartache, certainly more than she once
could, back when her expectations had been so huge that they could never be
satisfied. Jake and her were going to be different.


Whatever
his shortcomings, his secrets, she liked what he did for her, and she was
willing to accept him for what he was. There were only those occasional weak moments
when she felt that urgent need to nail him down, to make him captive to her
view of how their lives should work together. But it passed. She was a big girl
now, and she intended to stay that way.


*
* * * *


Py
spent the remainder of the day blissfully unaware of the human drama taking
place around him. He was happy that Jake was back. His presence seemed to sort
of cement things around the ranch, to provide the substance that gave order to
the whole thing. It was strange, since Jake was never the one who handed out
the orders, or who orchestrated events – Tory mostly took care of that. But
somehow Jake's way of being, of doing things, made everything seem like it was
happening as it should. Just having him around made Py feel better.


Tory,
finished with her interrogation of Jake, came around the side of the house to
find Py stringing a trail of breakfast leftovers from the windrow to the back
porch. "What are you doing?" she asked.


Py
turned around and looked at her, holding a forefinger to his lips, asking for
quiet. He pointed over toward the trees, where the big black stray cat he'd
been attempting to lure into the yard lay in the shade, giving itself a tongue-bath.


"Are
you still trying to get that cat to come to you?" Tory asked.


"He
wants to come," Py said, keeping his voice hushed, "I know he does.
It's been a week now since he showed up. I just think he's being careful, you
know? He's just waiting to make sure everything's okay before he comes in close
to where we can touch him."


"What
makes you think he wants anything more than a hand-out?" Tory said,
suspicious of the stray's motives, but touched by Py's belief.


"He
ain't taken nothin' from nobody, but he's stayin' around. I think he'd of run
away by now if food was all he wanted. Besides, he's pretty heavy. He looks
like he's doing just fine when it comes to grub."


"Well,
I don't want to be a spoil-sport, but I bet those pigs find that bacon you put
out there long before that cat takes it," Tory said. "The chickens
will probably get your bread. Besides, I don't think cats are much attracted to
baked goods."


"Well,
then if this don't work, something else will," Py said. "I'll just
keep trying."


"Good
luck," Tory said, going in the back door, leaving Py alone on the back
step.


"He'll
come in sooner or later," Py said, standing fast in his mission to make a
pet of the stray.
















 












CHAPTER 17 – Getting Personal


 


The
Longmont school year got off to a typically fast start. The boys on the high
school football team had begun getting ready for their first big game a week
before the opening class bell. The traditional non-league season opener against
Fort Lupton was scheduled for the first Friday night of the school year, and
nearly one hundred of the faithful – mothers, fathers, aunts and uncles, plus
the regular complement of civic minded citizens and fanatical sports fans – drove
the twenty miles to sit in Fort Lupton's ramshackle bleachers. It was an annual
David-Goliath mismatch, Longmont High School being much the larger of the two
schools, with a deeper well of players from which to draw. This year it had
gone typically well for the Longmont boys, who won 34-0.


Noticeable
for her absence on the sidelines was Lily Walker, who for reasons unknown had
decided to give up her spot on the cheer leading squad. She had been elected to
the team every year, starting with her freshman, but over the summer, when it
came time for her to go with the others to cheer leading camp, Lily
mysteriously withdrew. Instead, her spot on the squad was filled by a little girl
named Rosalinda, who had fallen just short of enough votes to win a spot on the
team and had thus become first alternate. She accepted her promotion
enthusiastically.


The
scandal around Lily's unexpected decision to decline one of the school's most coveted
status positions was accompanied by other scuttlebutt that put the cheer
leading saga to shame. There was a rumor going around that Lily Walker was
involved with an older man – possibly much older
– and it seemed that it was a rumor propagated by Lily herself.


Every
new year at Longmont High seemed to be heralded by a controversy around Lily
Walker. When she was a freshman, Lily had reported to school amid stories that
she had already begun to smoke and drink beer. The sizzle her sophomore year
centered around her under-aged driving and the car – a used but shiny open air
Buick Y-Job – her father had bought her to get to and from school, which had
become a perpetual joy ride. Lily showed up a non-virgin her junior year. And
now, as a senior, she had truly gone over the top, eschewing honor of any kind
in deference to "an older man," whose exact identity was the only
thing Lily was remaining secretive about.


Lily's
scandal this year had started much as they always had in the past, with a
whispered indiscretion from her best friend, Betty Wilkerson, who was always
good for passing on information about classmates. Usually Betty would know
about anything Lily had done almost as soon as she did it, often because Betty
accompanied her on these escapades. The Wilkerson girl, however, seemed to be
protected by a salubrious nature that somehow placed her beyond public
execration, whereas it was easy to imagine Lily guilty even in instances when
she was not. Whatever the offense, it would usually be lighting up the
communication grapevine long before the Principal, Gilbert McClelland, could
get the student body settled in their auditorium seats to hear his remarks,
which traditionally opened each school year. Principal McClelland would be
somberly reiterating the guidelines, the school's code of conduct, and pre-admonishing
recalcitrance in all forms, while the students before him whispered in each
other's ears, passing on the poop.


Lily
had been someone to deal with, even as a freshman. Senior boys regarded her
with rare respect, as she was already going places where girls their own age
would fear to tread. Her status grew over time, and by her senior year she was
considered distinctly different from the rest of the student body – formidable,
almost beyond adult supervision. Principal McClelland's stern warnings
certainly had no effect. Lily's sense for her father's power in the community,
and her own fearlessness and sense of self, made attempts at reining her in
seem impotent.


For
the most part, Frank Walker found it hard to cope with being the girl's father.


He
had been called in for conversations with Principal McClelland, and with Lily's
teachers,
on many occasions. He would sit and listen to their concerns, and he would
express shock and sorrow at his daughter's delinquencies, and he would vow that
things were going to change. But away from the school administrators, left on
his own to face his little girl straight up and talk to her the way he was told
she needed to be talked to – well, Frank couldn't seem to do it. His response
was to block her from his mind, to stay so busy doing other things that he just
didn't notice how bad things had become where Lily was concerned. Often he
would entreat Rosa Villaman to intercede on his behalf, especially when it involved
something having to do with Lily's femaleness. Frank felt inadequate when it
came to these matters, though poor Rosa was hardly in a better position. Though
she had raised Lily up from grade school, she lacked authority with the girl
and had little impact as a disciplinarian. She couldn't be Lily's parent. That
was Frank's responsibility, though for any number of reasons he just didn't
seem up to the task.


"Who
is he?" Betty Wilkerson Lily asked for information about her secret lover
as if just hearing about him might infect her with something. She giggled
nervously. "How old is he, anyway?" Then she cringed. "I can't
imagine touching someone like that. I mean, is he as old as your father?"


"No,"
Lily said, "he's not that old. He's more like...thirty-six." And at
that the two girls grabbed each other’s hands and seemed to wriggle a squeal
out of their suddenly electrified bodies. "No – you're kidding me!"
Betty said. "Thirty-six! That's older than Wiona Keefe's boyfriend.
Remember him? The one she brought to last year's school assembly? The hairy
one?" And once again the two seemed to shake all over just prior to
joining voices in a high-pitched shriek. "Lily, how could you?" Betty
said. "Why, I'd just die if I were to be like that with a hairy old man."
"Shhhh!" hushed Lily, half-quieting her down, half enjoying the
celebrity that entanglement with Jake Jobbs had afforded her. "All old men
aren't hairy," Lily said. "At least mine's not." The thought set
off another round of giggling and shrieking.


The
truth was, Lily was reporting her story somewhat after the fact. It had been
nearly a month since she and Jake had last been together, not counting their
brief run-in outside the bus depot. He had already started to cool the
relationship by the time her father had fired him from the ranch. Lily herself
had seemed ready to move on to the next experience, until school started and
she realized that her dalliance was getting her some much desired attention.
Now she was purposely vague on when last, and when next,
she and her "man" would rendezvous. In truth, it was actually more
comfortable for her this way than it would have been had Jake and her still
been a real item. Now she was enjoying all of the social benefits with none of
the danger or suspense.


*
* * * *


"Daddy
– Rosa said you wanted to see me."


Frank
turned to see Lily, standing in the open doorway to the stable. He immediately
turned back to what he was doing, pulling tight the cinch on General, his big
Appaloosa. "I'm about to ride out to 'thirty foot.' I was hoping you'd
come along with me."


Lily
shrugged. "I guess, if you want me too..."


Thirty
Foot Cliffs were well known in Weld County, and though it was on Walker Ranch
property, Frank was pretty casual about who paid visits. There was a small, clearwater
spring there, which kids used as a swimming hole. Situated at the foot of the
cliffs, and surrounded by century old cottonwoods and oaks, it was a scenic
location. Frank's reason for going was more related to work than to leisure.
There was a small canyon that backed up into a good sized grove of trees below
the cliffs, and cattle were constantly wandering back up in there, separating
themselves from the herd Frank had grazing within those fence lines. It made
counting them tough, so occasionally Frank, or one of his hands, would ride
back into the trees and drive the strays back out of the canyon.


Frank
finished with General's riding tack, and then moved over to the next stall,
where Star, the little chestnut quarter horse he had given to Lily, was ready
to be saddled. "Looks to me like you been neglecting Star," Frank
said, pulling a Navajo blanket down from a storage compartment above the
horse's enclosure. "You brushed her lately?


Taken
her out for exercise?"


"I
rode her last week – and I brushed her then."


Frank
moved to the front of the horse, grabbed it under the chin, and seemed to
examine its eyes. "You gettin' enough attention, girl?" he asked the
horse. "No sir, I don't believe you are." Frank turned and looked at
Lily, who still hadn't walked but a few feet into the stable. "You ride
dressed like that?" She was still wearing her dress from school.


"I
can ride fine in this," Lily said.


"Well
then, let's get your horse saddled up and take off before we lose any more
light of day. Getting dark earlier now, you noticed?"


"Yeah
– I noticed."


"Seems
like the days pick up speed about this time every year." Frank kept
talking while he threw Lily's custom saddle, a two- cinch Texas slick fork,
over Star, then reached underneath the horse to pull tight the front and flank
girths. "I think it's got something to do with school starting. You know,
when Frank Junior played on the teams, I think I got to markin' the year by
sporting events and holidays. First you got your football season, and that seems
to fly right by. Homecoming is here and gone. Then you got Halloween.
Basketball starts. Next thing you know its Thanksgiving, then Christmas. It
seems like it goes faster every year – every year
I get older."


Lily
stood with her arms crossed before her, watching her father ready her mount.


By
now she knew what her job was when it came to his conversations. He'd talk and
she'd listen, and nothing he'd say would ever really have much to do with her,
unless she'd failed to do something to his satisfaction, in which case he'd
mention it. Mostly Frank just wanted to talk in her presence, so that later he
could feel like they'd had a conversation. But typically it was not a
conversation in the regular sense, with one person saying something, the other
responding, and the first person adding something to that. Usually information
gets exchanged in a conversation, somebody tells something to somebody else,
and they go back and forth, trading words or insights. Frank's conversation
wasn't like that. It was more one-sided, sort of angled toward economizing time
and energy.


"So
how's school going?" he asked, as the two of them, astride General and
Star, made their way out a field road that took them past a huge hay barn and,
passed that, on toward the open fields.


"It's
going okay," Lily said. "Any new teachers this year?"


"A
few, but mostly the same old ones."


"Are
you seeing some friends you didn't get to see over the summer?"


"Some,
I guess. I see most of the ones I want to see over the summer anyway.


It's
no big deal."


"Wasn't
that way when I was a kid," Frank said, riding tall in the saddle, back
straight and shoulder's level. "We didn't see anybody over the summers – we
were all working for our fathers, too damned busy to come to town. It was a big
deal for us once school started. It was the only time we got to see
anybody."


"It
isn't that way now," Lily said. "Not for most, anyway."


Frank
seemed able to shrug off the loss. He shifted subjects, awkwardly trying to
fashion some kind of an interchange. "How's your car? Is it running okay
for you?"


"It's
running okay..." Lily batted a few gnats away, looking irritated by their
presence. Her face became momentarily concealed behind an avalanche of blonde
hair, which she used a toss of her head to put back in place.


"You
should've grabbed yourself a hat," Frank said. "Too late now."


Frank
glanced at her. "Yeah, I guess it is." He then gently kicked his boot
heels into General's flanks and the horse picked up speed, moving to a steady
trot. "Come on, let's make a little time," Frank said, and on his
urging Lily prompted Star to keep pace.


They
rode for ten minutes, neither able to say anything to the other as their horses
headed in the direction of the cliffs. Occasionally Frank would let Lily move
slightly out ahead, just so he could look at her for clues as to who she was.
It had never occurred to him to do such a thing before – she had always just
been a beautiful little orphan growing up in his home. She'd been tiny and
delicate, then cute and precocious. Then gawky. She passed through a vulnerable
phase, had a brief flare-up of acne, then became ridiculous for a while,
dressing in clothing that had been consigned to the attic, all of which was too
large for her, and too out of date. These were her mother's things. Through it
all, Frank stayed distantly amused, but never so much that it interrupted his
routine. He had confidence that Rosa was seeing Lily through these phases.
Frank even had doubts about the propriety of a Father being too involved with
his own little girl. But just lately something about Lily had changed, and he
was seeing something in her that was palpable to him, that crossed gender lines
and that somehow resonated something deep within him. Lily was no longer a
precious little alien. Somehow when he hadn't been watching, she had become a
person, filled with her own set of feelings, co-opted by the tragedy of life
before Frank had even taken time to enjoy her pure. Recently it had hit him and
it
knocked
a hole right through his heart. How is it he had missed the time, the moment?
And why had it passed so quickly? Frank was not one for melancholy, but just
lately he had found himself fighting back the odd tear. He had failed her as a
father, and the devils of life had got her. He should have been there to save
her, to prolong her child's perfection, but he'd been lost. Now he could feel
the tragedy he had visited upon them both.


Watching
her ride, Frank astonished at how much she reminded him of her mother, Viola.
He thought how beautiful she looked as she marshaled her little horse, her long
hair flowing out behind, her dress riding high up on her strong, tanned legs.
Lily was a sight at her age, a thoroughbred in her own right. A part of the
father in Frank watched her with pride, while conscious of thinking that he
would never let her be seen by others this way, dressed as she was in her loose-hanging
dress and cowboy boots. The dress-length was below her knees, conservative
enough for school, or for shopping around town. But for horseback riding? Somehow
the wind played it tight against her body,
and in it, astride that horse, Lily looked more like a woman than a schoolgirl.


Frank
saw it and was glad the two of them were alone. It wasn't only the autumn that
was passing by too fast. So were their final days together.


When
they reached the trees beneath the cliffs, they slowed down so that they could
ride alongside each other. Lily's cheeks were flush with color, her eyes
sparkling blue, as the temperature fell toward day's end. Frank, too, was
feeling the nip of the late afternoon air, though his complexion was long ago
set permanently by the sun, cast in a ready state of leathery brown that
encased his own set of sky blue eyes. Lily had her mother's creamy complexion,
but the eyes were Frank's, though now his seemed faded, diminished somehow.
Lily's beamed like azure beacons, broadcasting her unharnessed, vernal energy.


"You
cold?" Frank asked. "I'm fine," Lily said.


"I
didn't really expect it to get so chilly tonight. I would've had you get some
pants on, and a hat to keep your head wa1m."


"I'm
fine, daddy."


Frank
momentarily turned his attention to the tree line, along which stood several
head of Hereford cattle. Lily could hear him counting under his breath as he
surveyed the scene. "Hold on just a second, honey – I believe there's a
couple back up in that draw. Other'n that, I believe they're all right
here." Then Frank spurred on his horse and Lily watched as General, with
her father tall atop him, cut a quick path into the trees, then shortly thereafter
re-emerged, trailing two steers. "Hee-awwwh! Hee-awwwh!" Frank
hurried the two strays back over to where the others from the main herd stood
chewing on the long grass near the pond. "Lily!" he yelled. "Why
don't you work around the side there and help me get this bunch headed back
north." And with that, Lily spurred Star and the little quarter horse
quickly jumped to the task of moving the cattle in the desired direction.


Once
they had them started, Frank fell in beside Lily, riding at a casual pace behind
the herd. "Hell, that wasn't so bad," he said. "If I'd
have known they were all going to stay right there around the pond, there
wouldn't of been any need for us to ride clear over here."


Lily
looked at him and smiled, resigned to the fact that there was no way of
knowing.


"I'm
actually glad though, to tell you the truth," Frank said. "I've been
hoping we could talk a little." He looked at her cautiously. "Seems
like it's that time thing again – never seem to find the time to talk, you
know, like I know we should."


"What
do you want to talk about?"


Frank
gave a quick nod, as if to indicate that she'd hit directly on the proper
question. But then he seemed stumped for an answer. "Oh, I don't
know," he finally said. "Just talk, about how things have been,
what's on your mind, that type of thing. Maybe you got something you need to
say to your old man. I don't know, do you?"


"Have
anything to say to you?"


"Yeah
– you know, just anything," Frank said. "It doesn't have to be earth
shaking, or anything like that. Just anything'll do."


Lily
frowned for a moment and seemed to do a cursory inventory of possible topics.
"Well, I don't have anything to talk about, really," she said.


Frank
seemed to survey the horizon for a moment, searching for his own topic, from somewhere
out there in the distance. "Well, let me ask you something then. Rosa told
me that you aren't cheer leading this year. Is that right?"


"I
dropped off the squad," Lily said, matter of fact.


"I
didn't know anything about that," Frank said. "When did this
happen?"


"This
summer, daddy – don't you remember? I told you I wasn't going to go to
camp?"


Frank
seemed puzzled. "I remember you saying something about camp. Is that what
that was about?"


"I
decided I didn't want to do it," Lily
said. "I did it three years. Let somebody else have a chance."


"Is
that it? You’re just tired of it?" Frank asked, to which Lily nodded in
the affirmative. "Gosh, honey, it seems like such a nice thing, being
elected to the team and all, representing your school. I bet a lot of girls
want to do it and never get the chance."


"Well,
I'm giving it to them..."


Frank
shook his head, not quite understanding. "I just don't see why you don't
want to do it anymore. Heck, I thought you liked it."


"Well,
I did at one time," Lily said. "But now it seems – juvenile."
Frank frowned. "Why 'now?"'


"Well,
you know – I'm older now. I'm not a kid anymore."


"You're
a senior in high school!" Frank said, letting his voice rise a little, but
then he softened the effect with a chuckle that came across as a clumsy
afterthought. "You know what I mean – you ought to enjoy the things that
are available to you at this age."


"I've
done it, dad. I've done it for three years, and now it just doesn't interest me
anymore."


"I
just can't believe its over, that's all," Frank said. "That's a big
deal in a father's life, when his daughter's participating in school events and
all. I just don't want to have missed seeing it."


"Well
where have you been for the last three years?" Her tone sounded a little
accusatory. He'd had his chance, after all. Then he just hadn't seemed to care
much about it.


Frank
seemed to search the air for an explanation. "It's been hard for me to go
up there – you know, to the school. Every time I go there I just can't help but
remember back to when Frank Junior was there. You know, I see him in his
football uniform, and playing basketball, running track... I
don't think the school's ever had a better athlete. I remember when he got
Homecoming King, and ran that long touchdown against Fort Collins – sixty-four
yards. Phew! Just like that! Man, that was something. All those great
games. They just come back to me like... like he's still here. Going up there
now, though... It just reminds me that he isn't."


"I
am, Dad," Lily said coldly. "I am still here."


Frank
closed his eyes for a moment, stung by the message. "I know you are,
honey," he said. "I know you are."


Lily
cast a glance at him that was laced with resentment. Didn't he care about her?
Was he so consumed by memories of her wonderful dead brother that he couldn't
for one moment think of her?


"You
know, I told you I wanted you to come out here with me so that we could
talk," Frank said. "Well, what I wanted to talk to you about was... I
don't know quite how to say this." Frank forced a smile, his way of
masking how hard this was for him. "I know I haven't been to you what a
father should. I guess it's no good telling you why. I guess that's all I've
ever done is explain why I haven't done the things I should've done.


But
I've been thinkin' about it different lately. I been seein' things I've never
seen before."


Lily
seemed a little surprised by her father, by the nervousness she was hearing in
his voice, which was something she had never heard there before. It hit her
odd, and she quickly looked away from him, hoping he hadn't noticed her
reaction. She patted Star's shoulder, then leaned forward and briefly wrapped
herself around the horse's neck in an affectionate embrace. It was a curious
display of loving emotion that even seemed to surprise Star, who looked back
over his shoulder with that expression peculiar to equestrians, part distress
and part excitement.


"Lily
– you are all I've got left of family," Frank said after a moment.
"You and me, that's all there is. Sister-in-law is remarried and moved
away. Her kids are all called something else now – not Walker, but Landis, or
Lankas, or something like that. I can't remember. Frank Junior was all the
blood there was to carry on the Walker name, and now he's gone, so you and I
are it – the last of the line."


Lily
didn't seem to get it. "It’s just a name, Daddy."


Frank
chuckled. "Yeah, I guess it is. It's just a name. The thing is, honey – it's
our name, yours and mine. And sometimes it seems like it's all we have between
us.


When
I think that someday – probably someday soon – even that'll be gone... Well, it
breaks my heart. That's what I wanted to ride out here to tell you. I've been
thinking a lot about it of late, and I just can't bear the thought of losin'
you."


"Oh
Dad – you're not going to lose me..."


"Because
I never had you to begin with?" Frank grinned as he said it, as if he knew
the reason underlying her meaning, but the water in his eyes belied his
detachment.


"That's
not true, it's not what I mean."


Frank
took a deep breath, as if he needed one to gird his strength. "Well, if I
haven't it's been my fault, and I feel terrible about it." He sniffed a
little, humbled by the emotion that welled up within him. "I want you to
know that I know where I've fallen short. I know it and I want it to change
before it's too late, before we got nothin' left." Frank watched her for a
moment, studying her for a reaction. "Do you know what I'm saying?"


Lily
looked at him and felt a shiver run through her body. "I'm starting to get
cold," she said. ''I'll race you home." And with that she dug her
heels into Star's flanks and Frank watched as she disappeared in a cloud of
dust.
















 












CHAPTER 18 – Grand Plan


 


"Come
on in, you guys. We're doing something here that I want you to know
about." Pete motioned for Jake and Py to pull up a chair around the dining
room table. "Victoria here has been running the numbers, working out a
plan for gettin' us back into the cattle business. I thought you guys might
like to hear about it."


Tory
sat behind a stack of papers on which notes were scribbled, numbers and
mathematical calculations. "It's quite a balancing act, boys, but I think
I've come up with a way to use what little seed money we have to get us
started."


"Let's
hear about it," Jake said, pulling up a chair, with Py doing the same.


"As
you probably know, our main asset is that big white bull out there in the
pen." Tory chaired the meeting with real authority, leaving Jake with the
impression that Pete and her had already held some private sessions regarding
ranch finance. She seemed to be reporting what had been agreed upon. "If everything
goes well, he can get us into the commercial cow-calf business, but before any
of that can happen, we need some breeding stock. The problem is, we don't
really have the money to get brood cows right away, so we've come up with a
strategy."


Py
glanced over at Jake, excited by the handle Tory seemed to have on their
business.


"What
we need to do is develop a cash flow as soon as possible," Tory said.
"We know we can't buy good quality brood cows right now, and if we buy
heifers and try to bring them along we won't see income off of them for three
years – until fall, 1950."


"And
then they won't likely be calves out of Cooksin," Pete interjected.
"I'm sold on crossing Herefords with our Charolais, because we'll get
bigger beef that way, but what I'm being told is that there's nothing but
trouble doing that with first-calf Hereford heifers. The calves are too big,
and you get delivery problems."


"Not
only that," Tory said, "if we do try to build a brood herd from
heifers – which we can afford to do, in
a small way – it means Cooksin doesn't do
anything for almost two years other than get older and cost us money. He
wouldn't breed until June, almost two years from now."


"I
knew when I bought him that I was getting the cart before the horse, not having
an established brood herd, but you don't get a registered cross-breed every day
at the price I paid," Pete said. "So, I put the money down when I had
it." He apparently felt moved to explain their fix.


"Since
we need to generate income so we can get started on the breeding side, we've
decided to start with a yearling operation," Tory said. "Dad and I
have talked a lot about it. It isn't really the way he wants to go, but I don't
see any other possibility."


Pete
explained – "If we buy thirty or so head of
light yearling, we can sell 'em at auction next fall for cash money – probably
get three times what we'll pay for 'em this year."


"That
seems pretty optimistic, Pete," Jake said. "You got the summer
pasture land, but what about this winter? You're going to have to lease some
wheat or oat pasture from someone if you’re gonna put any weight on 'em, or
even hold 'em stable."


Pete
nodded in agreement. "That's where Cooksin comes into play. I've already
talked to Jess Willingham. He's got a quarter section of winter wheat that he
might be willing to graze out in exchange for turning Cooksin in with some of
his brood herd.


He's
got some real fine Hereford over there that have dropped calves before. I've finagled
a trade-out with him that'll pretty much cover our winter feeding expenses and
make the stocker idea work."


"Next
year we can have a cash crop, plus know a little more about what kind of a stud
the Charolais is going to be," said Tory. "Mr. Willingham says he
could handle some summer calves, so we could get Cooksin started right
away..."


"We're
still talking about how that'd work," said Pete. "We might bring his brood
herd over here for winter, which would mean we'd have to move in some hay. Old
man Willingham puts up a lot of alfalfa, so it'd be a lot of winter feeding work,
but at least we'd keep Cooksin here where we could keep an eye on him."
This was an issue for Pete, who could barely stand the thought of having his
prized bull in someone else's care. It was a big enough compromise to accept
that some other rancher might get the first calves out of his big animal.


"Next
year there would be a little more money to work with, if everything goes
right," Tory said, "then we could start developing our own brood
herd. Next fall we could sell feeder weight cows and buy another herd of light
yearling and start the cycle over again. It's going to take time..."


"It's
a five year plan," Pete explained.


"...but
down the road we'd end up in the commercial cow-calf business that dad
wants," Tory said. She looked at Jake and Py. "Well, what do you
think?"


"It
sounds
good to me," Py said.


* * * * *


"There
you go, Pete. You’re all set." Harley Knapp handed Pete his bill of sale,
marked PAID. "That's a good lookin' thirty head you got there. Hell of a
good start, I'd say."


Pete
took the paper and stuffed it into his pocket. "Well, you guys took your
blood," he said. "I never thought I'd see the day when I'd be payin'
$35 a head for short yearling'."


"They're
cash cows, Pete," said Harley, grinning. "They'll get it back for
you." "Well, I hope so. I just hope you'll do as well for me as I
just did for you and


Harry
Phelps." Phelps was the rancher who had brought the herd to auction.


"You
bet we will, old buddy," said Harley. "I wish you the best of luck,
Pete.


I'm
glad to see you gettin' back into the business. There ain't enough of you old
timers in it anymore, and far as I'm concerned that's taken a lot of the fun
out of it."


"You
don't like these young cowboys, huh?"


Harley
twisted his face up, disconcerted. "It's just business with them, and
they're all young and still tryin' to grow balls, so they're pushy and
arrogant. They don't give a shit about ranching and livestock – not really.
It's all money with them."


"Well,
nothin' to be gained fallin' in love with a cow," Pete said. "You might
have a different idea, knowin' you like I do. I always thought there was
something weird about a man who spends too much time with farm animals."
Harley seemed to enjoy the insult and he grinned appreciatively as Pete opened
the door to his pickup and slid in behind the wheel. He closed the door behind
him, then leaned out the window and said – "That's for callin' me an old
timer." He cranked the engine, put the truck in gear, and with a final
wave to Harley he drove away from the stock yard.


Harley
turned around, looking up to the bulldog-faced driver of the semi-trailer truck
whose job it was to transport Pete's new herd out to Parker Ranch. "You
know where you’re going?" he asked, to which the driver answered – "No."
"Well, you better get goin' – follow him. It's about seven miles out the
East County Road. He'll show you where he wants 'em." The driver nodded,
then ground the big diesel into first gear and eased it ahead, his living load
bawling noisily as they jostled together in the back.


Harley
turned and started walking back toward the sales office and found himself
confronted by Frank Walker. "Hello Frank," he said.


"HI,
Harley. I just noticed that livestock you got headed out there and I saw you
talking to Pete Parker," Frank said. "I missed the auction. Did Pete
buy those?"


"He
sure did," said Harley. "Nice to see old Pete again. He hasn't shown
up at the sale barn since I can't remember when."


"What'd
he buy?"


"Thirty
head, Hereford yearling. I guess he's gettin' back in the stock business."


Frank
turned to see the eighteen wheeler disappearing over the rise as it barreled
after Pete, who was well out in front and on his way home. "Well I'll be a
son-of-a-bitch," Frank said.


Harley
didn't say anything, but he gave a furtive look that seemed to say that Frank
had his tense all wrong.


Frank
was too distracted to notice. "Thanks," he said to Harley, then
started walking at a brisk pace to his car.


Frank
was not happy to hear about Pete's purchase, because he knew what it meant.
Frank had been trying for years to buy up Pete's remaining pasture land
property which adjoined Walker Ranch and would have perfectly complemented
Frank's cattle operation. Pete's six quarters ran in a straight line next to
Frank's prime pastures. He hadn't dreamed that Pete, at his age, would suddenly
re-energize and once again make use of the property. Now Frank was boiling mad
at himself for not staying in touch with what Pete Parker had been thinking. As
he raced across country, driving the county backroads toward Parker Ranch, he
mentally chastised himself and wondered inside if he wasn't slipping, showing
signs of age himself.


It
had been a dry summer on the plains. The dirt roads had turned to powder under
the rumbling weight of wheat trucks and combines and the movement of farm
implements as harvested land was disked to lay fallow for the next year. Now
travel on these roads was treacherous, not only because it made steering and
braking difficult, but because clouds of dust arose behind passing vehicles
that rendered visibility zero for drivers moving within that cloud.
Catastrophic head-on collisions were commonplace.


Frank
trailed far enough behind the tractor-trailer that he stayed well clear of the
thick cloud of dust it left in his wake, which hung like a brown fog for nearly
a minute before slowly beginning to settle and become transparent.


A
similar cloud rose up behind Frank's Chrysler, blocking from view another
vehicle which trailed him, also hanging back at a safe distance, respectful of
the danger represented by the shroud. A man in a battered, dulled-red pickup
had followed Frank away from the auction house, joining the procession headed
to Parker Ranch.


Fifteen
minutes after leaving the stock yards, Pete pulled into his yard, bringing his
truck to a stop under the huge elm standing just beyond Tory's newly
reconstructed picket fence. Py was pounding nails into the side of the barn,
where Cooksin had done more damage, and Pete called out to him. "Py – go
open the fence to the trap. We got livestock on the way!" Py holstered his
hammer and scurried around to the other side of the barn, where he slipped a
wire noose over the top of a fence post and pulled open a section of four
strand barbed wire. A truck horn sounded in the distance and Py looked up to
see the semi coming up the road, nearing the turn into the yard.


Jake
and Tory emerged through the front door of the house. "Did you get
'em?" Jake asked, and Pete replied – "Thirty of the nicest lookin'
steers you ever saw."


"Let
me pull my boots on and I'll be out to help you unload 'em," Jake said.


The
semi slowed to a crawl and made a wide turn into the yard, the back wheels of
the trailer descending down into the drainage ditch that ran alongside the
county road. The trailer pitched precariously, and then righted itself as the
tires came back up out of the ditch and back on to the level. Pete walked out
into the yard, motioning to the driver to take his load on around to the side
of the barn. He walked along behind the truck as the driver affected another
wide turn and steered the semi through the fence gate that Py held open for
him.


Caught
up in the excitement surrounding the delivery, Pete didn't notice when a moment
later Frank Walker drove his black Cadillac 60 Special into the yard. Tory, standing
near the front porch, unnoticed by Frank, watched fretfully as Frank drove well
onto Parker property, following after the livestock truck.


Tory
turned and hollered through the front door – "Jake, I think you better
come out here."


Jake
came to the front door in the middle of changing into new work clothes. He was
naked from the waist up. "What is it?"


"Frank
Walker," Tory said.


Jake
looked out toward the barn, where Frank was exiting his parked car.
"What's he doing here?"


"I
don't know," Tory said, "but I don't like it."


"Hold
on a second and I'll go out and see," Jake said, disappearing from the
screen door, going back to the bathroom to complete his dressing.


"Just
back her in there against that loading chute." Pete walked along beside
the truck, directing the driver. He hollered out to Py – "Go ahead and
wire up the gate!" – still not having noticed the presence of Frank
Walker.


Py,
too, was caught up in the excitement surrounding the delivery and was also
unaware of Frank's arrival. His obliviousness was derailed when he went to wire
the fence back shut and suddenly found himself face-to-face with his former
employer.


The
encounter startled Frank, too. His eyes widened. "You!" he said.


Py
froze where he stood, momentarily shocked at seeing Frank, the last person he
would have expected to see on these that he had thought to be safe grounds.


Frank
quickly recovered himself. He took hold of the fence post Py was trying to wire
shut and pushed it back open, and then he walked right by, leaving Py standing
openmouthed, unable to protest his trespass. Frank walked forthrightly over to
where the semi was now backed against the loading chute.


"Whoa!
That's fine right there!" Pete yelled out to the driver, still unaware of
Frank's presence. He jumped up on the wooden construction and undid the clasp
at the back of the trailer, which allowed him then to push a wooden door
straight up, locking it in an open position, lifted sufficiently to let his
stock pass beneath, off the back of the trailer and down the chute.


"Pete!"


Pete
heard Frank Walker shout his name and he turned to see his old adversary
stomping across the cattle trap, coming toward him like a father coming after a
delinquent child, set on giving him a good scolding. "What the hell are
you doing?" he heard Frank shout. "Hold on there! Wait just one
minute, 'til I get there."


The
truck driver had just killed his rig's engine and had opened the door to
dismount, but he held his position behind the wheel when he heard the tone of
Frank's voice and saw the way he approached. He leaned so that he could look
back to the rear of the truck, trying to see old Pete's reaction, but Pete was
out of his line of sight. He had crawled up onto the highest part of the
loading chute so that he could lock the truck's rear door in the open position.
Now he hung there, precariously perched with one foot lodged between the
sideways running boards of the loader. "Hello, Frank," he said. The
truck driver heard Pete's voice and thought it sounded casual, which put him somewhat
at ease. He had at first thought there was going to be a fight.


Frank's
attitude, on the other hand, was anything but casual. "Pete! What the hell
are you doing?" he yelled.


"Hey,
Frank, you're just in time," Pete said, as if he was happy to see him.
"I could use a little help unloading these yearling."


Frank
reached the loader and stood with his hands on his hips, looking up at Pete.
"What are you doing with these cattle?" he demanded to know.


"Well,
I'm trying to get 'em off of this truck..."


"You
know damned well that I want this pasture land here," Frank said.
"I've made you a fair offer."


"This
pasture land is not for sale, Frank," Pete said. "I already told you
that." "We are involved in discussions, Pete. God-damn it, you owe me
a chance to make a new offer before you go running cattle out here!"


"If we're
involved in any kind of discussion then its news to me."


Frank's
face was red with anger. "Shit!" he said, and he kicked at the
ground. "Close that God-damned gate and get down off of there! You take one
God-damned cow off that truck and, by God, I'll..." Frank looked around
for an option to complete his threat, but the cupboard was bare.


Py,
having wired the fence back shut, arrived on the scene, walking a wide circle
around Frank. "Help me unload these cows, Py," Pete said, and Py
started to climb into the chute, apparently ready to go right into the trailer
to drive the cattle out.


"Don't
do that!" Pete said. "They'll trample you sure as they'll shit on the
floor. There's a board down there..." He pointed out a weathered gray 4x4
lying on the ground at the foot of the chute. "Use that to poke at 'em
through the side of the trailer. I'll get over on the other side and do the
same."


Py
jumped down to the ground and picked up the board. He started to move past
Frank, regarding him with caution, but even as he did Frank grabbed the board
out of his hand.


Pete
saw Frank's action and he jumped down to the ground, putting himself in a
position to protect the boy, even before realizing what he was doing. He needn't
have been so reactive.


Frank
felt the board being ripped from his grasp, turned to see who was doing so, and
found himself face-to-face with Jake.


"You
weren't thinkin' about hitting anybody with this, were you?" Jake asked,
grimly.


Frank
looked at him as if it all made sense. This is where they would naturally turn
up, the outlaws who had infiltrated his fiefdom: the one place they could
remain a bur under his saddle.


The
truck driver begun to dismount, but now he froze in his place again, hanging
out of the cab, one hand still on the steering wheel.


"Well
I'll be a son-of-a-bitch," Frank said. "So this is where you
worthless bastards crawled off to."


Pete
saw the combat in Jake's face and he stepped in between him and Frank, taking
the board from Jake's hand and calmly handing it back to Py. Py held it before
him, as if to deflect an anticipated blow.


"Now
you back off a little," Pete said to Frank. "You got no business on
this property, and we don't want any trouble."


Frank
looked at Pete questioningly, and then glared at Jake. "Are these two
working for you?"


"Yes
they are," Pete said.


Frank
gave Pete a look that said the old guy was a fool. He glanced over at the
trailer, where the cows were nervous and bawling noisily. "And you're
running a new herd?"


Pete
grinned big. "I sure as hell am."


Jake
stared over Pete's shoulder, looking hard at Frank, who for the moment just
tried to ignore him. "I'll up my offer fifty percent," Frank said.


"Well
what about these cows?" Pete asked. "If
I
sell you my land, where’ll I graze 'em?"


"I'll
take them, too. I'll give you a profit on 'em. Just leave 'em on the truck
while we work this out," Frank said.


Pete
seemed to mull it over for a moment. "You know, that's a fine offer,
Frank. I could take that money and go to my deathbed with a real secure
feelin'." Frank nodded encouragement. "If you'd have offered it
six months ago, I might have taken it. But just lately I've started to think I
might like to do just a little more living. I don't know if you can appreciate
that."


Frank
spat on the ground. "You're a fool, Pete, and at your age. You’re passing
up a chance of a lifetime. And on what – thirty head of short yearling?"


Pete's
eyes sparkled. "More than that. Come here – I got somethin' I want to show
you." He walked over toward the barn, motioning for Frank to follow.
"There's the foundation for my renewed way of seeing things – the reason
that ain't just thirty head of beef stock on the back of that truck." He
pointed out Cooksin, standing in the bull pen, casually chewing on hay from his
feeder.


Frank's
eyes got wide. "A Charolais bull," he said, recognizing the breed
from photos he'd seen in The Cattleman. "Where
the hell did you get that?"


"It's
a long story that ain't worth telling," Pete said. "The thing is,
that animal is going to build me a herd – a big herd! And they ain't gonna be
those runty damned short-horns you been breedin'. No sir, a few years down the
line I plan on bringing to auction some of the finest beef cattle anybody's
ever seen in these parts."


"So
that's your plan," Frank said, barely able to conceal his dismay.
"That's my plan," confirmed Pete.


"I'll
pay twice what you paid for that bull," Frank said, thinking quickly.
"I'll take the whole damned lot: the grass land, the thirty head, the
Charolais – everything! I'll steer you toward investments that'll put you in
the catbird seat the rest of your days. You can live off the interest!"


Pete
chuckled and shook his head. "No Frank – you just ain't hearing me. Ain't
none of it for sale."


Frank's
expression went flat. He thought to offer additional incentives, formulated a
new plan, but the words wouldn't leave his lips. He looked at Pete and could
see that the old guy was steadfast in his position and wasn't going to budge.


"I
don't want you to think I don't appreciate your offer, Frank. It's more than
fair," Pete said. "But up against a new lease on life? Well hell – I'd
rather deal with the hardships and the uncertainty."


"It's
a lot of work, running a herd – even a small one," Frank said. "You
know how hard it's gonna be, Pete. You’ve been through it before."


"I've
got good help," Pete said.


Frank
looked over toward the loading chute, down which Pete's stock moved in a
nervous procession, driven from the truck by Jake and Py. "Are you so sure
about that?"


"What
do you mean?"


"That
guy Jake Jobbs workin' for you?" "He's a good hand," Pete said.


"Did
you know he's got a police record?"


Pete's
expression slipped a little. He glanced over at Jake, but quickly recovered
himself and worked up a confident look, so as not to let Frank see how his
words had affected him.


"Did
you know he spent four years in military prison and that he got a dishonorable
discharge?" Frank asked. "Or that he's suspected of being part of a
series of robberies in Kansas and Missouri?"


Pete's
eyes narrowed. No, he wasn't aware of any of this. "These are pretty
strong charges, Frank. I'd suggest you be careful about throwin' 'em around too
free."


"You
best know about them, Pete. You'd best know what kind of a guy you’re building
your operation around."


Pete
wouldn't let Frank shake him. "I 'spect that Jake'll tell me anything that
needs tellin'. I got no reason to think anything but good about him."


Again
Frank spat upon the ground. "You're a fool, Pete. Don't say I didn't warn
you."


Pete
nodded. "So you did. Now I got a lot of work to do. I'd appreciate it if
you'd go on about your business."


Frank
shook his head, as if his concern for old Pete was more pain that he could
bare. "The offer's still open, in case you change your mind."


"Thanks
Frank, but I believe I'll stay with what's planned."


Frank
took another long look at Cooksin, then turned and started back toward his car.
He had to walk through Pete's new herd, about half of which were unloaded off
the truck and now milling around in their new confines, nibbling on the fresh
green grass growing there. He slapped the rump of one as he passed, startling
it to move out of his way. And as he passed near Jake he pointed a finger at
him and said – "I know all about you, Jobbs. And now that I know where
you're at I'll be keeping an eye on you."


Jake
gave Frank a look that invited confrontation, but Frank kept right on walking.
When he reached the gate he deftly unwired it and let himself out, then shut it
back up again. "You're going to regret this!" he yelled out to Pete,
before getting back into his car. He didn't notice that Tory stood next to the
barn, listening to what he was saying. "You won't get too far working with
a God-damned criminal!" Frank slammed the door, started the engine, and
then tore out of the yard and back to the road.


As
Frank pulled up onto the county road he drove past the faded-red pickup which
had followed him out to Parker Ranch from the auction house. The driver, a
swarthy man wearing a fedora, had pulled to a stop at a point on
the road from which he could see Pete's unloading operation and his huge
Charolais.


Pete
hadn't noticed the stranger in the pickup until Frank drove away, but now as he
walked back over to Py and Jake he wondered aloud who it was. Tory, too, had
noticed the truck, sitting up on the road, and its driver, who seemed to be
surveilling them without concern for whether or not he was seen.


"Who's
that?" Py asked, voicing the question that was on all of their lips.
"I don't know," Pete said. "You recognize that truck,
Jake?"


"Never
seen it before," he answered.


Then,
before anyone had time to say anything more about it, the driver casually
started the engine and slowly drove on up the road.


Pete
watched as the truck moved slowly away. "Strange day," he said, and
then he looked back toward his new herd. "Let's get on back to work."
















 












CHAPTER 19 – Criminal Past


 


Py
didn't give much thought to Frank Walker's comment about Jake being a
"criminal." He figured it was a reference to Jake's supposedly having
taken money from Walker's desk, having had no reason to think that it
might
mean anything else. He hadn't been privy to Frank's conversation with Pete, and
had not heard the other accusations, or anything about Jake's police record.
Tory, too, pretty much let it pass, because Py
had told her about the rumors surrounding Jake the other day when she and Py
were out on their driving lesson. She figured it was just Frank Walker's way of
causing more trouble. Pete was the only one who had heard all of what Frank had
to say, and to him it was a relief that everybody went on about their business
and he wasn't rushed to ask Jake about the charges. Instead the cowboys of
Parker Ranch kept their minds on the work at hand, introducing Pete's yearling
herd to their new confines and finishing up what repairs were necessary to
insure that they stayed where they were put. Most of their talk centered on
Pete and Tory's plans for Cooksin. There was eager anticipation and excitement
over the arrangements that had been made to get the bull together with Jess
Willingham's brood cows. It was astonishing, the swiftness with which their
enterprise seemed suddenly to be coming together. Its provenience was less than
a month in the past and already Parker Ranch had been renewed through
refurbishment, a coat of fresh paint and, now, a new herd. It astounded them
all, especially Tory, who had pretty much w1itten the place off as dead a few
months back. Now, since Jake and Py's arrival, it was living again. They were a
long way from seeing returns, but things were taking shape and it was
exhilarating for them all. Somehow, working together, they were realizing their
ambitions.


In light of the
progress and the accompanying high spirits, Pete was loathe to talk with Jake
about what Frank Walker had said. But finally that night, after Tory and Py had
gone off to bed, Pete broached the subject while he and Jake sat on the front
porch, taking in the fresh night air.


"Jake,
I don't know quite how to say this..." Jake looked over at Pete, made
curious by the nervous edge he was hearing in his voice. Pete hemmed and hawed
for a moment, stuttering for a way to begin. "Frank Walker said something
to me today, something about you. I don't know what it's about, or if it's even
any of my business ..."


"Go
ahead, Pete. What is it?"


Pete
seemed to wish he was elsewhere. He took a deep breath, exhaled, rubbed at his
nose a little, then looked off into the distance, trying to find the right way
to phrase what he had to say. "I don't know any good way to say it,
Jake," he finally said. He looked at Jake for a moment, trying to say with
his eyes what he wished he could say with his words. Whatever Jake's answer was
going to be, it was okay. Pete was ready to throw his lot in with his top hand,
whatever his past had been about. "When Frank was here this afternoon he
made some pretty strong accusations."


Jake
raised his eyebrows, feigning surprise, though he was pretty sure he knew what
Pete was going to ask him about.


"Now
I know Frank was pretty head-up," Pete said. "He's been wanting this
land pretty bad for a pretty long time, so I don't suppose he was really
thinkin' too straight.


Hell,
I don't put much stock in it, but..." Pete was dancing close to a flame
and it was making him nervous as hell. "Well, I don't know no other way
but to tell you what he said..."


"What
is it, Pete?"


"He
was trying to tell me that you been in trouble with the law back in the
past," Pete finally said, and as soon as he did he winced, as if squeezing
out the truth, as he'd heard it, was painful as gall stones.


Jake
immediately looked away, casting his gaze out toward the black of night, toward
some distant horizon, rendered invisible by the overhanging firmament that
robbed the moon and its light.


Pete
saw Jake's reaction and he felt a lump grow in his throat. Did this mean
Frank's evil story was the one thing he would never have expected it to be: the
truth? "He says you’ve been suspected in some robberies over in
Kansas."


Jake
looked over at Pete for a brief moment, then leaning forward with his elbows on
his knees, he looked straight down, penitent.


"Is
it true, Jake?" Pete regarded Jake nervously, and then averted his eyes,
feeling the answer in the way Jake held himself, yet not wanting to believe the
worst. Then he added – "Even if it is, I just want you to know that I
think the world of you, Jake. Whatever's been in the past, it don't change
things one way or t'other. Not where I'm concerned."


Jake
looked over at Pete and this time he held his stare. He looked in those old
blue eyes, filled with kindness and sincerity. They were eyes he couldn't – wouldn't!
– lie to; eyes that couldn't hide their fear and anguish and their
vulnerability. They were the eyes of a father, and Jake could look in them and
see that they held as much hope for him as they would if he were Pete's own
son. It
was a look he had missed his whole life. It hit him that damned old Pete
actually cared about him.


"You
can tell me,'' Pete said. “If
there's
somethin' to what Frank Walker said, you can tell me." He laid his heart
open for Jake to break, even hoping as he did that Jake wouldn’t have to do it.
But somehow he knew that Jake didn't have any choice. Not really.


Jake
let his head fall into his hands and he massaged hard at his forehead, trying
to relax the muscles that threatened to tighten into knots and pull his eyes up
tight, like a Chinaman's. "What Walker told you..."


Pete
closed his eyes, bracing for the wave of pain.


"...it
ain't wrong,'' Jake said, hang-dog. “He’s tellin' it just like he found it to
be. I guess he..." Jake swallowed, finding it hard, and he sniffed back
what might have been a tear, had he been a crying man. "I guess he knows
somethin' I didn't want anyone to know."


Pete
looked away, holding his hurt. "Is this somethin' that's behind you, or is
this still on your trail?"


"I
thought it was behind me. I don't know now – now that people know. It's the
only thing that could've brought it back."


"He
told me you got a dishonorable discharge from the Army – that you did time in
federal prison. And they told me about some robberies."


"I've
been with some bad people..."


"It's
true then about trouble with the law in Kansas?" Pete asked.


Jake
nodded that it was. "They never brought any charges against me, they only
talked to me about it."


Pete
studied on it for a moment, uncertain what to think, but wanting finality.
"Did you have anything to do with it?"


Jake
looked at Pete and said – "No."


"Well,
is it over with?" Pete asked. "Are you through with these
people?" "Yeah, it's over," Jake said.


"Good."
Pete nodded that he was satisfied, and it looked convincing. If Jake said it was
over, that was going to be good enough for him. He seemed to rest on the
thought for a moment, then asked – "Does Tory know anything about
this?"


"No,"
Jake said, solemnly. "How about Py?"


Again,
Jake answered – "No."


"Well,
if you say it's past then I say what's done is done," Pete said,
reaffirming his position. "I sure won’t say anything more about it."


Jake
looked up at Pete with a mixture of relief and appreciation. "Thanks,
Pete." "Don't think nothin' of it," Pete said soberly.


Jake
still seemed to be waiting for the other shoe to fall. "I'm sorry I wasn't
up front with you from the first, and that you had to hear it from Walker. I'm
not so sure I'd be as understanding if a guy with my past was workin' on my
ranch." He paused for a moment, then added – "And seeing my
daughter."


Pete's
eyes seemed to sparkle in the dim glow coming from inside the house. He managed
a wan smile. "You know, truth is Jake, I've been holding out a lot of hope
for you and Victoria."


"I
hope this doesn't change anything..."


"It
doesn't so far as I'm concerned, not as long as when I look at my little girl I
continue to see her happy."


"I
wouldn't do anything to make it any other way," Jake said.


With
that, Pete put his hand on Jake's shoulder. "I trust you wouldn't,"
he said. "Now I don't think we need to say another word." He slowly
got up out of his chair and went on into the house and to bed, leaving Jake
sitting alone in the dark.
















 












CHAPTER 20 – Never Had a Pet


 


"Py,
what the hell are you doing? Why don't you leave that damned cat alone?"


Py
didn't know what it was, but Jake had been grumpy all morning. Since it was
rare for him to be in such a mood, Py had considered asking what it was about,
but then thought better and decided to let it go. Jake had this way about him
that spoke louder than words, and though he didn't say as much Py could sense
that he wanted to be left t alone. He quietly helped Jake with the morning's
chores, then happily noticed the black stray tom grooming itself in the weeds
out behind the house and sneaked off to resume his program to tempt the cat
with table scraps.


Py
hadn't been at it long, stringing a trail of breakfast leftovers between the
edge of the yard and the back porch, when Jake surprised him, coming around the
corner of the house on his way to his bunk for a change of shirt. He was using
a bandanna to wipe sweat off his forehead. "I don't
know what it is you want with that old thing," he said to Py.


"I
never had me no pet," Py responded.


Jake
chortled. "That ain't no pet – that's a damned stray! Hell, Py, you can't
make a pet out of a damned stray! Ain't you got no sense?"


Py
thought for a moment about what Jake had to say, but he couldn't take his eyes
off the big tom, rolling like a black panther in the grass. "Maybe
not," he said, "but he sure is pretty, ain't he?"


Jake
just shook his head. To him one stray tomcat was about as pretty as the next – and
none of them were pet material. "Come on, I'm about ready to go to town. I
want you to help me pick up a few things."


* * * * *


The
plan was for Jake and Py to split up, both supplied with a list of items to be
purchased for the ranch. Py was learning that this was Jake's general mode of
operation. It seemed Jake didn't like spending that much time in town and was
always wanting to get requisite sojourns over with as soon as possible. Jake
was going to pick up a few things from the hardware and the grocery, while Py's
primary responsibility was loading Pete's pickup with feed store supplies. When
they arrived in town, Jake backed the old truck up to the loading dock at the
rear of Dickerson's Feed and Grain. There they'd be picking up cottonseed cake,
salt licks and insecticides for the cattle, as well as sacks of sorghum and a
grooming brush that Pete wanted for Cooksin. "He treats that animal like it's
a damned show-dog," Jake had grumbled on the way into Longmont, though Py
could hear in his voice that it was no real complaint at all. "He's mighty
proud of him," was all Py could say, which just made Jake smile.


"I'll
meet you back here about two o'clock," Jake said. "You ought to have
the truck loaded by then. Is there anything you want from the grocery?"


"I'd
take a licorice if they have one," Py said. "What color?"


"Red's
best, but I'd settle for black if that's all there is."


"Okay,"
Jake said. Then he added, "Stay out of trouble," and grinned, as if
the prospect was humorous to him. He had to imagine young Py finding trouble,
uninclined as he was to rub anyone the wrong way.


Jake
moved purposefully up the sidewalk of Main Street, occasionally tipping his hat
at ladies he met, begging to be excused for his urgency, but charging past men
with grave lack of notice. Py was not wrong about his mood this morning. He had
turned in his bunk all night long, twisting in the wind of the conversation
he'd had with Pete. Now he was feeling out of place within his own skin,
pricklish and irritable. Giving him a focus for his grumpiness was this errand
he was on, another at the behest of Tory, who seemed forever to be finding
reasons why Jake had to run to town for another grocery item, or something from
the Dry Goods. As far as Jake was concerned, these trips were all just so much
poor planning on her part, and recently it had gotten worse. Tory's
deteriorating management skills were attended by a developing aversion to
running errands of any kind for herself. She had very quickly gotten used to
having Jake around for these purposes.


Jake's
ill-humor was made darker still by his attitude about the grocery store itself.
It was populated by tiny old ladies, whom Jake tended to regard as a tribe of
pygmies, above which he towered as they passed together among the canned goods.
He had tried to tell Tory this, that it was odd for him, but she thought it
ridiculous. She couldn't see why it was any kind of a big deal at all, having a
man help with the house chores, even if it did mean introducing him to some new
experiences. She even sent him one day to the cosmetics counter at Watson's
Pharmacy to pick up a blush and a lipstick. Jake knew it was the kind of
humiliation endured by husbands, but though he hated it he couldn't seem to
make it stop. Tory was exercising some unknowable power over him and under this
influence he had become something of an attendant.


Jake
found the IGA bustling with graying pygmies and future-pygmies, the middle-aged
heiresses to the vegetable aisles and the meat and poultry counters. Among them
there were the occasional young wives, around whom the ladies of experience clustered,
abetting them with dinner ideas and recipes, giving graciously of the wisdom of
their age. The entire scene made Jake a little jittery, as if he were
trespassing into territory off-limits to those of his gender. But even worse
was the attention his gender garnered from those middle-aged ladies, who
whispered among themselves as he walked past, carrying his box from station to
station, examining the produce and selecting pieces to
place on his bill. Those were the ones who made him overtly uncomfortable,
almost as if he were produce himself, and these experienced shoppers were
sizing up his form and readiness for consumption.


Trying
to appear pleasant and respectful, while at the same time wanting to put the
shopping behind him, Jake made his way over to where Harold Evans, the grocer, kept
the flour. He picked up two pounds for general baking purposes, plus a large
sack of granulated sugar. Cooking fat was on a nearby shelf and he grabbed a
container of that, placing each in his little cardboard box. Then he quickly
made his way to the canned foods, where he set about the task of locating waxed
bans, for which Tory had expressed a craving.


"Hi,
Jake."


Jake
heard the voice of a young girl and turned to see Lily Walker. "Hello,
Lily," he said. "What are you up to?"


Lily
grinned broadly. "I'm buying groceries, of course. What are you doing
here?”


"Shouldn't
you be in school?" Jake asked.


"I'm
on the Homecoming Committee," Lily said, "and Miss Kinsley sent me
down here to pick up the things we're going to need for the punch and the
treats."


Jake
grinned sweetly, finding Lily's mission to be inordinately girlish and more
innocently charming than he was used to from her. "Homecoming, huh? That's
nice," he said warmly, sincerely.


Lily
seemed to pick up on his pleasure. "You're so old you probably don't even
remember homecomings."


Jake
looked taken aback. "Don't remember? Are you kidding me," he said.
"I remember it like it was yesterday. I mean, I only went to the one. It
was my junior year." Lily seemed pleased to think Jake had ever been a
junior in high school. Seeing her glee, Jake lowered his voice to
conspiratorial tones, almost whispering. "It was Homecoming where I first
got myself in trouble with the authorities. Well...such as they were."


"What
do you mean by 'got yourself in trouble?"' Lily seemed cowed by the idea,
giving Jake a look that seemed positively mischievous.


Jake
blushed a little. "I probably shouldn't be telling you stuff like this...
It's not that I'm proud of my behavior..."


"Go
on," Lily urged.


"Well,
it's just that we were having this Homecoming dance at my school, and I got a
little out of hand – you know, drunk just a little bit – and I accosted one of
my teachers."


An
older lady, passing by, glanced at Jake as she overheard what he had to say,
and Jake respectfully doffed his hat, so that no umbrage would be taken. But
Lily paid no mind to the intrusion. "You didn't!" she squealed,
apparently titillated by the idea of behaving so at a school event. "Tell
me what you did!"


Jake
looked nervously around the store, noticing that a few clustered groups of
women seemed to be casting not-too-furtive looks in his direction, while he and
the nubile daughter of Frank Walker engaged in their flirtation. "Come on,
let's move along and we can talk as we go."


"The
thing is," Jake said, "we had this arithmetic teacher named Mr.
Brownlee, and he was a son-of-a-bitch. I mean, I hated him – everybody hated
him – and he hated me, so he was always finding ways to humiliate me in
class."


"I've
got one of those for Home-Ec," said Lily, sympathetically.


"Well,
that night at the Homecoming dance I got a little heat on and I went up to him
and told him what I thought of him..."


Lily's
eyes flashed with a fire of delight. "What did you say?" she
implored.


Jake
made an expression that seemed a little embarrassed, signifying that he was no
longer proud of his bravado of that night. "Well, I told him he was a fat
bully who was a coward to pick on kids like he did. And I told him that as soon
as I got out of school that I was going to come back and kick his ass, just for
his being so mean to children."


"What'd
he do?" Lily asked.


Jake
shook his head. "Oh, he told the Principal, and he kicked me out of the
dance, and then suspended me from school for a week. He called my people to the
office and told them what I did..."


"Your
people?"


"Well,
yeah – the people who I was living with."


"Where
were your parents?" Lily asked, suddenly aware that she had learned
something about Jake she had not known before.


Jake,
however, was not anymore forthcoming. "Oh, that's a long story. The thing
is, I hope your Homecoming goes a lot better than mine did, that's all."


"I'm
sure it
won't
be as exciting," Lily said.


"Well,
good," Jake said. "The idea isn't for it to be exciting. It's all
about having a good time, with friends, and enjoying yourself." Jake emphasized
the point with a quick nod of his head, as if to put a period on that part of
their conversation. "So have you got yourself a date for this
brouhaha?"


Lily
made an unpleasant face and shook her head. "No, I don't."


"Well,
I'm sure there's someone who's just working up the courage to ask," Jake
said. "Especially with a girl as pretty as you, it sometimes takes a young
fella a little bit of preparation."


Lily
shrugged. "I don't much care if l get asked or not. I'm just going because
my dad says it's expected of me. He says I have to."


Jake
stopped midway down the aisle to pick a box of oat meal off the shelf, to which
Lily said "Ick." "What's wrong with you?" Jake asked.


"Ick
to oatmeal – I can't stand it," she said.


"Well,
you just don't know what's good," Jake said, placing it
into
his box, which was now about filled to the point that it
wouldn't
take anything more. Jake was having to carry it low before him, balancing it
against his crotch as he walked. "Truth is, I don't care much for it
either, but old Pete likes it. He says it keeps him regular." Jake noticed
the look of consternation on Lily's face. "What's wrong?"


"I
heard my dad say to someone that he found out where you are staying?" Lily
seemed to grow a little fearful. "He came home really upset
yesterday."


"He
showed up out at Parker Ranch," Jake said.


"So
I hear," Lily said. She walked on a few more steps, seemingly considering
something else, then said: "Jake, why are you staying there?"


The
question seemed to befuddle Jake a bit. "What do you mean? I work out
there. Pete put me up in his bunkhouse so I could stay right on the property
and, you know, be there to watch over things."


Lily
didn't seem satisfied. "Well what about that girl?" "That
girl?"


"Yeah,
you know – what's her name? Mr. Parker's
daughter?" "Tory," said Jake. "Oh, she and I are friends.
You know ..." "She's awfully old, isn't she?"


Jake
nodded. "No, not really," he said. "She ain't as old as I
am." "Is she the reason you're working out there?" Lily asked.


Jake
grabbed a box of lye soap off a shelf and put that in his box, then proceeded
toward the cash register, where Harold Evans waited to check him through.


"Well,
is she?" urged Lily, standing with Jake at the check-out counter.


"Is
she what?" asked Jake, being purposely obtuse. He looked at Harold Evans
and asked, "Do you have any red licorice?" Harold replied that he
did. "Why don't you throw in a few sticks of that, too, then," Jake
said.


"Is
Pete Parker's daughter the reason you are staying out at Parker Ranch?"


Lily's
question turned the heads of a number of people in the store, many of which
were already making whispered guesses as to why the wild young Walker girl was
following this cowboy, twice her age, around the aisles of the IGA.


Jake
noticed the looks they were getting, including from Harold Evans, and he smiled
in a way that made him seem helpless to control the queries of this young mind.
"I'm staying out at Pete Parker's place because I have a job there. Now
when you get a little older and are out on your own you'll understand these
things better."


"So
it's not because of the girl?" pressed Lily, which only made all those
within ear-shot lean toward Jake and her just a little in hopes of catching
Jake's answer.


"That'll
be fourteen dollars and thirty seven cents." Jake was relieved when the
grocer read aloud his bill, at least momentarily diverting attention away from
Lily's interrogation. Jake dug into this jeans pocket and pulled out enough
change to pay what he owed. "You mind if I leave this stuff on the front
sill. I'll have to go get my truck, then come back and pick it
up."


"That'd
be fine," said Evans. "Just sit it over there in the corner.
Nobody'll bother it."


"Thanks,"
Jake said, taking the receipt and putting his change back in his pants pocket.
He then looked at Lily and said, "It's been good talkin' to you, kid, but
I've got some other errands to run. And besides, aren't they gonna be wondering
up at school where you've gotten off to?"


Lily
glanced at the clock on the wall, but she wasn't about to let Jake off the
hook. "Wait a second and I'll walk out with you." Again, more heads
turned to watch as Lily escorted Jake over to the front window, where he
deposited his grocery box for later pickup, and then followed him out the front
door and onto the sidewalk outside.


"I
know you just don't want to answer the question. That's it, isn't it?"
said Lily.


Jake
stood outside the grocery for a moment, pulling his hat down tight upon his
head, looking both ways up and down Main Street.


"She's
pretty, you know," said Lily, sounding a little self-pitying. "I know
she is, I've seen her up close. And she isn't that old..."


"Look,
sweetheart," Jake finally said. "I don't know what you want me to
say. I do live on Pete Parker's ranch, and I am working there. And he does have
a daughter named Tory, and she is pretty and she and I have become real good
friends. Now that's about as much as there is to say about it."


Lily
looked crest-fallen. "So what about us, Jake?"


Jake
seemed taken aback. "Lily, I thought we had this all worked out."


She
seemed as if she might start to cry. "I thought we did, too. But then I
didn’t know you were going to go live out on some ranch, with a woman..."


"Calm
down, now." Jake took a fresh handkerchief out of his back pocket and
handed it to Lily so she could dab back the tears – a move roundly noticed by
those in the IGA, who watched the scene taking place on the sidewalk outside
through the huge glass windows that fronted Harold Evan's store. "Remember
how I told you that it's important that you do all your school activities, and
enjoy your senior year?"


"Uh-huh..."
said Lily, wiping her eyes.


"Remember
how we said that you needed to be able to go out with your friends? And, you
know, date boys your own age? Or at least boys you could take to events, like
the Homecoming dance. Remember that?" Jake asked.


"I
don't ever get to see you anymore," said Lily, not fully composed. "It seems
like since you aren't working for my dad anymore that I never get a chance to
see you."


Jake
shook his head. "That's how it's got to be, darlin'. You know how your
daddy feels about me. Didn't you just get through tellin' me how upset he was
just last night?"


"Uh-huh,"
Lily said. "Well, see..."


"But
it's like you aren't even a part of my life!" Lily said, intoning her
words with that fear of loneliness reserved for young girls, unmindful of the
time and opportunities ahead.


"No,
honey, it's not that way," Jake said. "I think the world of you and
you know that…”


"Do
you love me?" Lily asked.


"Sure
I do, sweetheart. Sure I do," Jake said. "But let's just not lose our
heads over things. There's a certain way to handle it, you know what I mean?
You have to be strong, now, and careful about the things you say. Even the
things you feel."


Lily
handed Jake back his handkerchief. "I think I got some makeup on it,"
she said, apologetically.


"That's
okay," Jake said, taking it and putting it
back in his jean pocket. "Now you just go on about your business and get
yourself back to school, before old


Mrs.....what's
her name?"


"Mrs.
Kinsley," Lily said.


"...before
Mrs. Kinsley writes you up on some report." He pinched her chin and moved
her head around a little, jocularly indicating her approval, even if it wasn't
his to give. "It's been good talking to you. You take care of yourself and
I'll look forward to talking with you again soon."


Lily
appeared to want to utter a protest, but she held back as Jake doffed his hat
and then turned and walked away from her up the sidewalk.


Then
she hollered out to him. "Did you ever go back and get that teacher, the
one whose ass you were going to kick?" An old man walking on the other
side of the street heard the question and glanced to see who she was talking
to.


Jake
kept walking, but turned back, grinning. "No," he said.


Lily
watched after him a moment, watching the way he moved, then turned and looked
at the faces who watched her through the store front window of the IGA. Bravely
she girded herself and walked right back into the store among them.


* * * * *


"She's
a pretty young thing, isn't she?"


Jake
had walked less than half a block when he heard a voice speaking to him.


He
turned to see that it was coming from a man in a faded-red pickup, which he
immediately recognized as the mysterious truck that had stopped on the county
road outside Parker Ranch the previous day, when Frank Walker had come to
visit. Jake turned and stood for a moment, looking at the man: dark complexion,
wearing a fedora and a leather jacket, sitting on the passenger side of the
truck. He had a heavy, day-old beard that set-off the whites of his narrow eyes
and made his look sinister, like a feral animal of some kind.


"You
talkin' to me?" Jake asked the man.


"I
was talkin' to myself," the man said. "I guess you must just agree
with me."


Jake
continued to stare, knocked off guard a little by the attitude he heard in the
voice. This guy was sure of himself, whoever he was.


Jake
walked over toward the pickup. "Should I know you?" he asked.


The
man grinned slightly, like a wise guy. "Should you? I wouldn't go that far,
but 'will you?' is a different question."


"What's
the answer?" Jake asked.


"The
answer to that one would be – yes." He grinned bigger now, but it betrayed
an underlying meanness. Jake noticed it but it didn't make him back off. At
least now he knew what this guy was about. Jake hated a bully.


"I
don't suppose you've been sent here by someone, maybe to check-up on what I've
been doin '," Jake said, though he voiced his own answer.


The
man mocked him. "You some kind of a celebrity?" he asked, feigning intrigue.


"You
some kind of a hired gun?" Jake asked grimly.


The
man stopped smiling. "I don't know what you're talking about," he
said. "I never carry a weapon. Bad stuff happens when those things are
around. I just don't want to take any chances."


Jake
stared at him, unblinking. "I saw you out near Parker Ranch
yesterday." "So what?" the man asked.


"We
seem to be showing up at the same places," Jake said. "Now you're
makin' cute remarks and I want to know why. You can start by telling me who you
are."


The
man looked impressed. "Well you really take charge of a conversation,
don't you?" he said. "I don't usually like a pushy guy."


"Then
answer my question. Who are you?"


"Let's
just say I'm your conscience," the man said. "I'm the little guy who
sits on your shoulder and makes sure you do the things you know you should – the
things you have to do."


"And
if I don't?" Jake asked.


The
man shook his head, cowed by Jake's apparent ignorance of the facts. "You
don't understand, Jake..." He stopped. "You mind if I call you
Jake?" he asked.


"Get
on with what you're saying," Jake said flatly.


"Oh,
okay. What I was saying is, a lot of people are counting on you, Jake. You are
like the American taxpayer, a part of a big chain, all working together to the
benefit of a whole string of people. One little breakdown, one person fails to
do his part. ..well, everybody gets disappointed. It's just like America. It
all rests on the shoulders of guys just like you, my friend." The man gave
Jake an appreciative look.


Jake
was getting tired of the game. He leaned against the side of the pickup,
leaning with his hand against its roof, positioning himself threateningly close
to the passenger. "I want you to go back to Denver and tell Lorenz Pico
that I've done what I can and can't go any further," Jake said. "If he
wants to hit Walker Ranch, I've given him the list of what he can get if he
does it now. But I can't be involved with it anymore."


The
man looked up at Jake's hand, hanging over his head like a hammer, but it
didn't seem to concern him. "Well Jake, I think you'd have to admit that
what you've done so far for...who was that?"


"You
know damned well..."


"Well,
it wasn't really much, now was it?" the man said. "Your information
really isn't very good. Didn't you tell people that Frank Walker was going to
be out of town all this week? Well that wasn't right, was it? Hell – I saw him
out at your place just yesterday."


"That
only proves my point," Jake said. "I don't work on Walker Ranch any
longer. I don't have any way of knowing what Pico wants me to know."


"You’re
just not trying hard enough," the man said. Jake leered at him. "What
do you mean?"


"I
mean, you got to be smart now, Jake-boy," he said. "That was pretty
dumb, you losin' your job that way. You got to play it smarter now. You got to
find new ways to get the information you need to be a success."


"You
are not hearing me," said Jake. "I've told Pico that I can't be
involved in this. It's dangerous for everybody involved. I'm too well known
around here."


The
man shook his head in disagreement. "You are the one who doesn't get
it," he said. "You have no choice but to go through with it, Jake. As
I understand it, you owe money – so much
money." He shook his head. "Again, my friend, you are the classic
case, mortgaged up to here." He used his hand to indicate the sweep of a knife
blade across his throat. "You got to keep showing up on the job, man. How
you gonna pay your bills?"


Jake
said nothing, but just stared. He was having to fight the urge inside him to do
physical harm to this guy.


"I
tell you one way," said the man, feigning sincere advice. "That
little girl there – the one you were just with. She knows what's going on at
Walker Ranch. She could tell you what's going on with her daddy."


Jake
tensed. "No – I'm not involving her." The man shrugged. "Too
late," he said.


"What
do you mean by that?"


He
shook his head. "You've already involved her, my friend. A person can't
come in touch with you and not get involved. It's like you got something on you
that just comes right off when you get near. I just hope nothing goes wrong, I
mean for her sake. It's like we were saying, she sure is a pretty young thing.
Fresh as spring flowers."


Jake
angrily grabbed the door to the pickup with both hands, and when he did the man
slid over in the seat behind the steering wheel. He turned the ignition key and
pressed the starter button, starting the engine. "You stay away from Lily
Walker! Do you hear me?" Jake demanded. "She has got nothing to do
with this! You stay away!"


The
man shifted the transmission into reverse and started backing away from the
curb, almost hitting a passing motorist. "You know what you got to do,
Jake. Don't start messing up, you got people depending on you."


Jake
held onto the door until the pickup was out in the traffic, then let go as the
driver gave him an encouraging wink and then drove on down the street, leaving
Jake standing to watch.


* * * * *


Py
had no sooner been left alone at the feed store when the cowboys from Walker
Ranch pulled up in the same old REO Speedwagon that Py had been driving the day
Walt Vrbas was killed. There were seven of them – more than half of the hands
Frank kept on regular – and four of those rode the open flatbed, defying the
wind and dust like they were some kind of a float in a cowboy tribute parade.
They had come to the Feed and Grain for the same supplies Py was after, though
their order was more Walker than Parker sized. Still, Py's order meant a far
sight more to him than theirs did to them. Only yesterday there had been no
real Parker operation to supply, so just having a reason to show up at the Feed
and Grain was a kind of a victory. Py, just for a moment, had felt a measure of
self-esteem and for a fleeting instant swelled with an inner sense of peace,
glimpsing ever so briefly at what it might feel like to win at something. But
then...voices.


Jarvis
Lang was in charge of the Walker crew, and Py became aware of his presence even
before he had dismounted his truck to come inside the store. Jarvis was always
loud and showing off.


"What
in the hell do we have here?"


Jarvis
started picking on Py the moment he saw him. He walked in, followed by his
conspirators, most of whom were not much older than Jarvis himself, and he
grinned wolfishly. Seeing his former lackey, he got immediately mean.


Py
looked at Jarvis, thought to offer some kind of greeting, then stopped and
diverted his eyes, looking down at the floor. He awkwardly turned his back to
him.


Arky
Dickerson, behind the counter, standing near the cash register, noticed the way
Py shriveled when Jarvis walked through the door. He didn't find it surprising,
because he dealt with the Walker Ranch crew all the time and he knew what they
were about.


"I
hear you're a top hand now, is that right?" Jarvis walked toward Py,
challenging him with his grin, mocking him.


Py
glanced up at him but looked quickly away. "Here's your receipt, son.
You're all loaded up and ready to go." Arky handed Py his stub, glad to
intervene on his behalf with something that might seem to back his legitimacy.
Py took the paper and said, "Thanks." Then he turned around and tried
to walk past Jarvis and his crew, who were now all in the store and standing
like a rabble close to their leader.


Jarvis
stepped in front of Py for a moment, blocking his path. "I'm just trying
to be friendly," he said, still smiling, offering Py his chin. "You
don't have to be so stuck up."


"Just
let me by, please," Py said, but he didn't expect compliance so he walked
on around Jarvis and the boys.


"Go
ahead and place the order," Jarvis said to Dale Beebe, one of his hired
hands.


Then
he motioned for the others to follow him out the door after Py.


"I
don't want any trouble here," said Arky, speaking up, futile, as all but
one of the Walker crew filed out the door. He looked at Beebe and muttered
something to the effect, "That guy had better not be messing with that
kid," but Beebe wasn't really listening. He was concentrating on the list
of items he'd been volunteered to commission, which was a little more
responsibility than he was used to dealing with. For one thing, he could hardly
read.


Py
hadn't reached the pickup he and Jake had arrived in before he was surrounded
by Jarvis and the others. "Where you goin' in such a hurry?" Jarvis
asked. "Don't you want nothin' to do with your old friends?"


"You
ain't no friends of mine," Py mumbled almost inaudibly.


Jarvis
seemed to enjoy the report. "Well, I guess you got better'n us to hang out
with anyway, isn't that right?" he said. "I hear you and that old
thief Jake Jobbs are out at Pete Parker's place. Hell, I thought old Pete was
in the bottle for good. What's he want with a criminal and a murderin' no count
like yourself?"


Py
tried to open the door to the pickup, but Jarvis pushed it back shut.


"Mr. Walker
tells me you’re a big man out on Parker Ranch now, that you got yourself a herd
and everything," Jarvis said. "He even says you got yourself a big
old white bull. Is that right, Py? You got yourself a big old Charolais
bull?"


"Yeah,
Pete's got a Charolais," Py said, still unwilling to look Jarvis Lang in
the eyes.


"Well
what the hell is he gonna do with that?" Jarvis asked. "He ain't
really gonna try to start ranchin' again, is he? Ain't he a little old for
that? And a little drunk?"


At
that, Py looked sharply at Jarvis, who thought for a moment that he had punched
the right button, but then Py looked away again and tried to reopen the door to
his pickup.


"Well,
what's the answer?" Jarvis asked. "Is Pete Parker startin' up a herd,
or isn't he?" He looked back at his boys. "I hear these Parker cattle
are grain fed. If Pete
ain't filled with grain, they don't get fed."


Py
suddenly turned and hit Jarvis on the chest with his two fists balled, hard
enough to knock him back a bit. Jarvis grinned and started to crack wise when
to his complete surprise Py let him have it, throwing a straight right to his
nose and snapping his head back.


Jarvis
staggered a little, eyes wide with disbelief, and he grabbed his nose. Then he
smiled. "What the hell was that?" he asked. "You didn't hit me,
did you?"


About
that time a tall string bean named Melvin Tarr, one of Jarvis' crew, came
toward Py. "Here, Jarvis, I'll hold him for you," he drawled,
reaching out to grab Py by the arms, but before he could Py swung wildly and
tagged him on the chin, knocking him to the ground.


"Whoa!"
Jarvis said, grinning like the devil. "Py here can throw a punch,
boys." Then he crouched himself into a fighting position and put his fists
up before him. "Let's see how you do with somebody who's ready for
you." He started moving in a circular pattern around Py.


Immediately
the other cowboys formed themselves into a ring, with Jarvis and Py in the
middle. "I don't want to fight you, Jarvis," said Py. "I got
nothin' to fight you about. Now leave me alone and I'll get on out of
here."


Jarvis
shook his head. "Oh, that's the way you want it. You want to land all the
shots, then just fold 'em and go home. But we can't let you do that. Hell, you
knocked old Melvin there right on his butt..."


"He's
got a pretty good punch, Jarvis," said Tarr, holding his chin and moving
it to see if it was still hinged.


Py
dropped his guard and repeated, "I don't want to fight you, Jarvis. I got
no reason to."


"Well
if all you need is a reason ..." Jarvis smashed a straight right hand into
Py's face and the blow knocked him back into one of the cowboys, who caught him
mid-fall and pushed him back toward Jarvis, who nailed him again.


Py
fell in the dust, blood streaming from his nose. His whole face was numb and,
inwardly, he'd been shocked to the center of a fast spinning world, but fearing
that Jarvis might pummel him while he was down, he awkwardly staggered to his
feet, hoping to seek the safety of the pickup.


Somebody
yelled, "He's up!" and a cheer went up from the cowboys. Py looked at
them, but he couldn't stop his eyes from rolling around in his head, and he
couldn't get his bearings. He took one step and fell clumsily to his knees.
Trying to get back up, he reeled into another of the cowboys, who pushed him
back upright. Then as he turned, still trying to find the truck, he found
himself watching Jarvis' oncoming fist, which exploded on his nose with a
horrible crunching sound, sending blood flying in all directions as Py pitched
backward onto the ground.


"Prop
him back up," Jarvis said. "You got to learn how to take a punch,
son. All you can do is practice."


Unbeknownst
to Jarvis and his crew; Jake appeared around the corner of the feed store just
as the last punch was landed. He saw the way Py was knocked into the dirt, and
he saw one of the cowboys, starting to stand him back up again for another
salvo.


"Leave
him be!" Jake yelled, moving toward them. He noticed a two-by-four inch
board lying on the loading dock and picked it up as he passed by. "Put him
down," he said, and the cowboy moved away from Py, who now lay unconscious
on the ground.


"He
started it, Jake," Jarvis said, but Jake didn't want to hear anything
about it. He came after him, hitting him across the side with the board before
Jarvis had time to protect himself. Jarvis howled with pain and bent over
sideways at the waist. Jake swung the board wildly at the other cowboys,
warning them back, and they took the clue, breaking in separate directions.
Jake then dropped the board and began pummeling the largely defenseless Jarvis
Lang, raining blows onto his arms and body as Jarvis pulled his neck down into
his shoulders and attempted to weather the storm.


Jake's
attack seemed more punitive than deadly, more designed to humiliate than
destroy. "What the hell do you think you're doin'?" he taunted as he
delivered his volley. "You got a problem?" Jarvis was so crippled by
the blow from the board that all he could do was sniffle and blink away the
water that filled his eyes.


Jake
suddenly stopped his pugilism and he pushed the helpless foreman over toward
the raised, concrete loading dock, more than once propelling him toward the
block until finally he thrust him into it. For a split moment, Jarvis riled at
the harsh treatment, and in that moment Jake nailed him with a shot to the
face. "What are you tryin' to prove?" Jake asked, and he raised his
fist to hit Jarvis again when, suddenly, out of the blue, he felt a blow on the
side of his own face that hit him like a jackhammer.


Jake,
knocked off balance, staggered away from the punch, but looked back to see who
it was who hit him. It was Frank Walker.


Frank
came over the top with a right hand that caught Jake on the forehead and
knocked him on the seat of his pants.


No
longer having to tense himself in defense, Jarvis Lang crumbled to a squatting
position against the loading block, still holding his side.


Jake
scrambled to his feet and ran headlong into Frank, and the two of them landed
intertwined in the dirt, and then rolled apart. Jake came up swinging and
caught Frank on the chin, but it didn't seem to hurt him. Frank fired two quick
jabs and snapped Jake's head back with both.


Jake
thought for a moment to look for the two-by-four. He noticed that Py had
regained consciousness and was trying to get up to his knees. Walker came
toward him and hit him with another quick, jabbing shot, and an odd thought
crossed Jake's mind: old Frank was showing off his technique. It seemed
so...civilized, the way he delivered his shots. Jake didn't stay charmed for
long, however, suddenly clubbing Frank with an overhand right, clumsy compared
to what Frank was throwing.


Seeing
what was happening, the cowboys re-gathered and one of them reached out to
restrain Jake, who answered his affront with a left to the throat. But Jake was
beginning to sense that he was now in trouble. The pack had a true leader. He
recognized that his best hope was to concentrate his efforts on Frank, thinking
maybe deposing him would save his neck. But Frank was through playing. He threw
a straight right that came at Jake like a telephone post, landing with such
impact that it rattled his vertebrae. Jake staggered back, braced to retaliate
with a shot of his own, but was quickly nailed with a second shot as dangerous
as the first.


Jake
sprawled backwards in the dust. He saw big Frank, moving forward, looking like
Colossus striding above him. He started to get up onto his elbows, but then his
eyes rolled back in his head and he fell unconscious to the ground.


"Hell
of a shot, boss," said the one of the cowboys, as Frank Walker suddenly
bent over and began sucking oxygen. He had seemed fine during the fight, but
now his face went beet red, and white foam appeared in the corners of his
mouth. "You sure kicked some ass there, Frank," said another of his
crew. "Yeah sir," said another, "I think old Jake picked on the
wrong guy. He's gonna feel real bad about this tomorrow."


"Pick
him up and put him in his truck," Frank said, hardly able to get out the
words. He looked over toward Py. "Can he drive?"


The
cowboys looked at each other, finding the same humor in the question. "Put
him behind the wheel and get them the hell out of here," Frank said.
















 












CHAPTER 21 – Sympathy Pains


 


"Oh
my God..."


Jake
realized how unhappy he was to be awake the instant it happened. It hurt,
everything: his swollen cheek, his blackened eyes, the laceration on the back
of his head, which Tory had covered with a gauze, taping it in place as best
she could, which meant affixing it to his ears.


Jake
tugged at the tape job. "What the hell is this?"


"That's
your medical treatment, now leave it alone," said Tory unsympathetically.


He
lay back and realized he was in Tory's bedroom, lying on her bed. This was
territory that had previously been off-limits to him, and for a moment he
looked around, taking in the sweetness of the place. There were frilly pillow
cases and sheets, delicate flowered wallpaper, and lace table covers protecting
nicely polished antique furnishings. And there was a smell about the bed
clothes, a light, fragrant perfume. It was a far cry from his bunk, out under
the mildewed Elms. Jake felt too mean to be here.


The
more he came to consciousness the more his head began to throb. He touched his
left eye and quickly pulled his hand away, a shot of pain clenching his teeth
so they made a whistling sound as he inhaled. "Ouch..." What he
touched felt like a huge blister, ready to pop, but it was the flesh around his
eyeball, a black and blue vesicle filled with bad blood and pus.


Tory
reached over and put his hands down at his sides. "Don't touch!" she
scolded.


Jake
squinted at her, only beginning to realize that his right eye was just about as
bad as his left. He felt as if he were looking in on the world through a mail
drop. "I hurt all over," Jake said. "How did I get back
here?"


"Py
drove you," she answered. Then added, none too warmly – "He's in his
room lying on his bed – about in the same shape you are."


Jake
shook his head. "Did he tell you what happened?"


"He
said you guys got into it with Walker Ranch." Tory tried to look
disapproving, but she allowed herself a moment of warmth. "He said a bunch
of guys jumped him at the feed store, and that you came to his rescue."


She
grinned in a way that made Jake think she found the story dubious. "Well,
don’t it look like I came to somebody's rescue?" he asked, a little
defensive. "I didn't do this to myself, for Christ’s sake."


She
giggled under her breath. "I guess rescuing people just isn't your line of
work.”


"What
was that?" Jake asked, piqued. "What was that you said?"


"Oh,
nothing. Just lie back and relax. I'll get you some aspirin. I'm sure you're
going to need it."


"I
already need it," Jake said miserably.


Tory
left the room for a moment and Jake took advantage of her departure to put his
legs over the side of the bed and struggle to his feet. It was amazing to him.
Even his back and his legs ached. And his hands throbbed at the knuckles,
scraped raw and stung with abrasions. Tory was right – a knight in shining
armor he was not. He felt more like a whipping boy, a designated fall guy.


Jake
got slowly to his feet and walked over to the window. He could see Pete in the
distance, on the other side of the barn, herding his stock away from the yard.
Tory walked back in, carrying pain killers and a glass of water.


"What's
Pete doing?" Jake asked. "What are you doing up?"


"I'm
fine." Jake reached for the aspirin and the water. "Just give me that
and I'll be okay." Tory handed him what he wanted and he quickly downed
four aspirins and the full glass of water. Then he looked back out the window
again, curious about Pete. "What's he up to?"


"He's
moving the cattle away from the house," Tory said. "He says he wants
to have the trap available for Jess Willingham's brood cows."


"Did
they work something out?" Jake asked. He behaved as might a ready guy, but
looked comically unfit to enter the fray. "I'd better get out there and
help him get ready."


"You'll
do no such thing," Tory said, sounding authoritative. "Besides, I
don't think he wants to be around either Py or you. He's a little upset this
morning."


Jake
looked worried. "Pete's mad?" "He's a little angry."


Jake
stammered a bit. "Well, I hope he understands that we weren't responsible
for the trouble with the Walkers. Ask Py, he'll tell you. Hell, he knows
better'n anybody. I wasn't even there when it started."
Jake stopped and shook his head. "Christ, I can't even whip a sixty year
old man."


Tory
made a face Jake didn't see, quietly tickled by Jake's self-excoriation.
"Some might ask, what are you and a sixty year old man doing fighting,
like a couple school boys?"


Jake
turned and looked at her, exasperated. "That wasn't school boy stuff that
was goin' on over at the feed and grain. I thought they were gonna kill poor
Py."


"I
thought they were too." Neither Jake nor Tory had noticed Py, standing at
the door, listening in on their conversation. He looked like a war wounded.


"Holy
shit!" said Jake, when he saw him. "You're a mess! Are you
okay?"


Py's
eyes were swelled nearly shut, about like Jake's, and his nose had clearly been
broken. He had a raccoon-like mask of bruises that ran from cheekbone to
cheekbone, crossing the bridge of his swollen nose with a putrid greenish-purple
that was painful to look at. "I'm fine," he said. "How about
you? You don't look any too good yourself."


"I'll
survive," said Jake. He winced, looking at Py's condition. "Did your
nose get busted?"


"Dad
put it back into place for him when he got you back here yesterday
afternoon," explained Tory. "It was pretty terrible."


"Hurt
like hell," Py said.


Pete
had seen a few broken noses in his time, but the mess Jarvis Lang had made of Py’s
was the worst. He wrenched it back into position and heard the cartilage moan
like an old rusted hinge as he did so. Py let out a pretty good scream and then
passed out, so that Pete and Tory had to carry him to his bed. Jake had walked
from the pickup to the house, though he didn't really seem to be awake, or
consciously aware of what he was doing. Tory knew she was going to have to do
some nursing, so rather than trying to lead him out to the bunk she steered him
to the nearest empty bed. That's how Jake had ended up in her room. Tory spent
the night on the sofa.


"I
sure want to thank you for what you did," Py said humbly, speaking to
Jake. "It was Jarvis Lang who started it. It wasn't for no good reason at
all."


"You
mean he just came up and started hitting you?" Tory asked, appalled to
think such could be the case.


Py
stammered a little, trying to explain. "Well, no, not exactly..."
"Well what was it then?" Tory pressed.


Py
angled his head up so he could see her between his bruises. He spoke softly, as
if sharing a secret. "It was over your dad," he said. "Jarvis
was pickin' on me, tryin' to start a fight. I just tried to walk away, but he
followed me out to the truck – he and all the others. That's when he said
somethin' about Pete..."


"What'd
he say?" Jake asked, apparently ready to be pissed by whatever might have
come out of Lang's mouth.


"He
called Pete a drunk." Py reported the slight with a wounded solemnity
usually reserved for insults to mothers and heads of state. His very tone
indicated how indicting to him was Jarvis Lang's reproach. It had been the
final straw. It had demanded defense of honor.


At
that moment all three heard the back screen door shut as Pete entered the
kitchen. He tossed his hat onto the counter and then went to the ice box for a
glass of lemonade Tory had promised she'd have waiting for him, then he plopped
himself down at the kitchen table.


"Did
you find your lemonade all right?" Tory asked, entering the room, and then
noticed that he had. Jake and Py followed along behind her like nervous
juveniles hiding behind their mother's dress.


Pete
nodded that he had found his refreshment just fine, but looked with
reprehension at Jake and Py. Especially Jake.


"G'mornin'
Pete," said Jake, and Py added, "Morning'." It had been a while
since either one of them had faced a scolding father and the rust showed. They
were defenseless. Their guilt was undeniable.


Pete
watched the two of them as they took their places at the breakfast table,
examining their injuries as they seated themselves. "Looks like you boys
lost," he said flatly, as if he didn't care.


"Wasn't
a fair fight," Jake said, but he avoided Pete's eyes, seemingly knowing
that his defense was lame.


"How'd
this happen, Py?" Pete asked.


Py
tilted his head just enough that he could glance at Tory, who was at the
kitchen sink with her back turned to the conversation. "Well..." He
searched briefly for the words that would soften the incident. "It was
Frank Walker's foreman, Jarvis Lang. He started it."


"How's
that?" Pete asked. He cocked an eyebrow toward Py, but also kept notice of
Jake, just to see how he was acting.


"He's
always pickin' on me, tryin' to push me into a fight," Py said. "I
was just in the feed store, placin' our order, when he came in with the rest of
his bunch. And he just wanted to start somethin'. You can ask Arky
Dickerson."


"Bull
crap!" Pete barked, sharply enough that it startled the other three. He
then lowered his voice to its typical resonance, but his disapproval still
registered. "Are you telling me that you let yourself be suckered into a
street fight? Now just how does that happen?"


Py
looked hurt, even through his swollen mask. "It was what he said,
Pete." "What'd he say?" Pete asked, as if nothing could explain
being so damned stupid.


Py
glanced again at Tory, who cast a regardant look. Then at Jake, who was no help
at all and seemed to wish himself invisible. "Well..." Py scanned his
feeble imagination for a lie. "...he said that Parker Ranch was a wet
dream and that if we thought we were gonna get it up and runnin' then we were
just beatin' off."


Tory
dropped the plate she had been washing into the sink, and Jake leaned back in
his seat so he could get a good look at Py.


Pete
was flabbergasted. "A wet dream! He said that?"


"Yes
he did, sir," Py said, honest as Abraham Lincoln, sensing that his
sincerity had worked.


"And
that's when..." Pete fished.


"That's
when I popped the son of a bitch right on the nose!" Py blurted.


"Py!"
Tory said, shocked more by his language than his deception, which she sort of
appreciated.


Jake
looked at Pete to see how this fabrication was going down. It seemed to be
working. Pete fidgeted in his chair, seemingly shot-through with his own sudden
desire to throttle Jarvis Lang. "Well the butt-hole had it coming,
then," he said, as much to himself as the others.


Py,
too, saw that it was working, so he eagerly continued. "I hit him a good
one, Pete, but there was a bunch of 'em – too many for one guy – and that's
when Jake come along." Py gave his head an earnest nod. "Good thing
he did, too, 'cause I thought they were gonna kill me."


Pete
cocked a hairy eye at Jake, as if he found the heroism unlikely. "Is that
right, Jake? Is that how it happened?"


Jake
shook his head. "Every word of it is true," he said, dumb and honest.


Tory
could hardly believe her ears as she stood listening to the story, but she saw
that it seemed to be going down well with her dad, so she stayed quiet.
"Well," Pete said, "I guess I see how you two could get yourself
into something like this, but I don’t like it. Especially out of you, Jake. You’re
a grown man and I wouldn't expect it of you. You're supposed to make sure
things like this don't happen."


Jake
nodded in agreement, accepting the responsibility, but Py came to his defense.
"I swear, Pete, it wasn't Jake's doin'. In fact, if he hadn't come
along..."


Pete
banged a clinched fist on the table and everybody shut right up.
"Enough!" he said. "All I've got to say is that I won't have
this on this ranch, you hear me? We've got a lot of work to do and this just
sets us back."


"I'm
okay, Pete," Jake started to say, but Pete stopped him. "The hell you
are!" he said. "You might have a goddamned concussion, for all I
know. I want you to lay low around the house today, see how it goes. I ain't gonna
have you out there workin' cows and then all the sudden pitch flat-out into the
shit. And that goes for you too, Py. You boys just cool it for today. There's
nothin' goin' on I can't handle myself."


*
* * * *


Py
and Jake did as Pete instructed and stayed behind in the house after breakfast,
when Pete went back out to the barn, disappearing inside to do God knows what. In the house, Py
and Jake sat around the living room, mostly perusing the books and magazines
that Tory had been bringing into the house of late. It was a covert
plan on her part to educate her boys, to expand their sense of the larger
world, and to give them something more interesting to talk about than cars and
trucks, which was their usual fare. She sensed that it was a default conversation,
that they cared little for the subject themselves, but needed something to fill
the dead time and had no other reliable alternatives. Maybe something would
fall out of the pages of Time. Or maybe the National Geographic.


Certainly
there must be something the ignorant galoots could find to fascinate themselves
with, something that she could take an interest in listening to.


Py
did as best he could with the regimen, thumbing a Parade, a Saturday
Evening Post, but after a while he became bored and began wandering around
the house. He went into the kitchen, where Tory was preparing a casserole for
the oven, and made small talk with her for a while, but soon enough he sensed
that he was in the way. He went out on the back porch, hoping to see the stray
tom out in the weeds, thinking he may provide some diversion, but he was
nowhere to be found. He shooed Pete's pigs away from some table scraps he had
left out for the cat, and then came back inside to inquire as to why Pete kept
two pigs in the first place. "He just likes 'em," said Tory. "Until
recently they've been all that was left of the old place." Py couldn't
quite understand. "I can see why you keep the chickens. You get something
from them," he said, referring to their eggs. "But pigs? You think
Pete would ever slaughter 'em?" he asked, and Tory shook her head,
indicating the pigs had carte blanche to just live out their days being pigs.
Py finally concluded for himself that they were pretty good watch dogs, given
the racket they raised every time someone drove into the yard.


"I
don't see why we just don't get a dog, if it's a watch-dog you want," Jake
asked, hollering in from the living room, where he could overhear the
conversation going on in the kitchen. "I never seen a ranch that didn't
have a dog," he said.


"Dad
had a dog once," Tory said, "and that's probably why he'll never have
another."


"What'd
it do?" Py asked.


"It
wasn't that it did anything," Tory said.
"It's just that Dad loved that dog so that I don't think he'll ever want
another one. He's pretty sentimental. I don't think he believes another dog
would ever be the same."


"Your
dad has got some pretty strange ideas," Jake yelled from the next room.
Tory smiled and shook her head. "Yeah, I guess he does."


Py
hung around the kitchen, waiting for another conversation to strike up, but
when it didn't seem to be happening he wandered back outside. There he noticed
Pete disappearing back into the barn, carrying a box of some kind, so he
ignored his instruction to stay in the house and went out to see what Pete was
doing.


"I
thought I told you to stay in the house and rest," Pete said when Py
ambled into the barn.


"I
know, Pete," Py said. "I've been trying to do what you said, but I'm
just bored to tears. I just came out here to see what you was doin'." Py
noticed that Pete had been putting things into an old oily-looking wooden
cabinet that was mounted on the wall at the back of the building. "What've
you got in there?" he asked.


Pete
looked at the cabinet, eyeing it as if it held
special significance for him. "I figure we're gonna be tending some calves
next spring. That is if old Cooksin's half the stud he appears to be. So, I was
getting a medicine chest all put together so we'll be ready and have what we
need."


"A
medicine chest?" Py asked.


Pete
looked at him. "Yeah, a medicine chest. Ain't you ever cared for calves
before?"


Py
shook his head. "No sir, I never worked nowhere where I got to take care
of the animals."


"Well
a fine couple of cowboys I've got the future of this place ridin' on,"
Pete said, his dismay being more theatrical than real. He knew Py was no
cowboy.


"I'm
willin' to learn," Py said, speaking right up.


Pete
seemed to think about it for a second, and then said, "Well, okay, we'll
have a little lesson here on the care of babies of the bovine variety." He
reached down into his box and pulled out a few more cans and bottles, placing
them on the shelves in the cabinet. "Let me get these things up here where
they go, then I'll tell you what we use 'em for." He finished his shelf
stocking, and then started doing an inventory of its contents. "This here
you may recognize," he said, pulling down a glass bottle filled with
thick, white liquid. "This here's Kaopectate."


"Kaopectate?"
Py said. "What'd you give a calf that stuff for?"


"Well,
just stay calm and I'll tell you," Pete said. "It's like with human
babies. Calves often times get the shits real bad. Their stomachs – their
digestive tracts – are just gettin' used to mother's milk and, once they've
been weaned, to grains and that type of thing. It takes 'em awhile to adjust,
but if you give 'em a shot of this stuff ever so often it'll help 'em out.
Scours mostly, that's what it is. It's infection in the intestinal tract that
gives 'em the diarrhea." Pete reached into the cabinet and pulled out a
can. "This here'll help, too. It's electolyte. Helps replace minerals when
a calf's got the scours and shits all the time."


Py
seemed entranced by the notion that calves were treated in the same way human
children would be. He was also happy to have Pete talking to him again without
being angry, but more than anything, he was happy to be learning about
something that he'd always wished to know, which was how to be a cow hand. Old
Pete was showing him some basics.


"This
here baking soda is also good for upset stomachs," Pete continued.
"And these..." He held up a huge brown pill. "This is a scour
bolus for really bad upsets. I'll show you how to get this down a calf’s
throat. I got a tool. You use this right away, when the shits start, and you
can usually get an animal straightened right out." Pete replaced the
boluses and then took out an amber bottle. "This here is regular old
iodine.


You
use it for sore hoofs and scratches. Usually you can mix it, one part iodine to
ten parts water, and spray it right on
abrasions to disinfect 'em and toughen 'em right up. We got a little spray
bottle around here somewheres, but I ain't found it yet."


"What
d'ya got there, Epsom salt?" Py asked.


"That's
right," Pete said. "This is just like you'd use it yourself for sore
muscles or, if you're a cow, sore hoofs."


"I
ain't a cow," Py said, matter of fact.


"No,
but you use it the same way, just like you were a cow," Pete said.
"Just dilute it in some warm water." He pointed out another amber
bottle. "This here is boric acid, and you mix one-half teaspoon in with a
cup of warm water to wash out mattered or watery eyes. This here's pine tar
salve for fly protection and small sores. Dairy farmers use it for udders, but
we don't plan on havin' no milkers around here."


"I
might be able to use a little of that myself," Py said, offering a lame self-effacing
humor that Pete seemed to ignore.


"This
here," Pete continued, "is camphorated oil, which you might've seen
me mix with motor oil to make a fly repellent. You'd usually wear some gloves –
cotton's best, if we can find some – to rub this on a calf's back, belly and
head, though you wouldn't want to get any in a doggie's eyes. This here is just
regular aspirin, which is good for reducing fever. Same with this – it's just
regular cold tablets for sniffly noses.


Works
on a calf just like it would a young stud like yourself. That camphorated oil,
by the way, is also good for ear mites and relieving congestion, like say if a
calf gets a cold."


"You
talk like calves ain't no different from humans," Py said, but again Pete
was lost in his world of bovine medicine and was paying little attention.
"That iodine I showed you: you also use it for a newborn's naval cord,
which you just drop right inside the bottle. That thing gets pretty germy
draggin' around in the manure until it falls off, so you got to be special
careful with it. You can avoid a bunch of problems by keepin' up with
maintenance like that. Now, right here we got our worming tablets, and I'll
show you how and when to use those when the time comes." Pete showed Py a
silver can, in which was a powdery substance. "This here is rotenone. You
use it on calves who are getting bald spots, due to red lice. Clears it right
up. Wish it worked as well for humans. I always keep a mixture of linseed oil
and turpentine on hand, in case you get a calf with the bloat. That happens
after they're weaned and allowed to eat wet, green grass. In fact, for future
reference you might be warned not to turn a calf out in wet grass first thing
in the morning. Usually you want to keep 'em on grain and hay in the early part
of the day, until the sun's had time to dry things out. Then you can let 'em
out. Once again, you save yourself a lot of problems and a lot of work by
gettin' things done right up front." Pete nosed around to see what else
was there in the cabinet. "Let's see, here's some cod liver oil, for
vitamin deficiencies. We won't have those to worry about, with all the green
hay around here. We'll get some antibiotic ointment so we can treat pinkeye,
and I'll show you how to work that when the time comes. And this here's a
regular old antihistamine, which we can put in a vaporizer here in the barn. Treatin'
a calf with a head-cold ain't no different than treatin' a kid with the same
thing."


Py
was grinning, though it was tough to tell it
given
the condition of his face. "I never had nobody to teach me about his stuff
before," he told Pete.


"Well,
if you can keep yourself out of fist-fights, I believe we can turn you into a
real cowboy," said Pete, replacing the items he had taken out of the
medicine cabinet. "Maybe we'll start you as a calf
boy
and you can sort of grow into the job with 'em."


"That
sounds fine to me," said Py. "I'm willing to do whatever it takes. I
always wanted to be a cowboy."


* * * * *


"Where's
Py?"


Jake
ached everywhere, but as much as it hurt to move it hurt worse having to be
around Tory all day, knowing that there was something he needed to tell her
before she found out about it from somebody else. Something terrible. So he'd
dragged himself from the couch and now leaned against the door jamb to the
kitchen. Though the ice he'd been holding against his bruises all morning had
helped reduce the swelling around his eyes, but he still looked wrecked.


Tory
had just taken a seat at the kitchen table, where she nibbled on a piece of
bread while reading a book that looked like one of the library variety. It was
clothbound with gilded-edged pages. She feigned looking up, acknowledging him
but never taking her eyes off her reading. "He's out in the barn with
dad," she said.


Jake
couldn't help feeling ignored. There were no questions about how he might be
feeling now, nothing said about his bruises looking better. He stood leaning
against the door like a lost boy, adrift in a world of indifference.


"What
are you reading?" he finally asked, realizing that if he didn't keep the
conversation going, nobody would.


Tory
stopped reading and looked thoughtful for a moment, then made a statement. "It's
the greatest book I've ever read," she said.


Jake
gave her a look that mocked the importance of her declaration. "What's it about?"
he asked.


"It's
about a boy named Eugene, and his family. It's by a very talented man named
Thomas Wolfe. He's dead now," she said, somehow imbedding implications of
tragedy within her report. She seemed to Jake to be in some kind of a trance,
like whatever this guy Wolfe had written had knocked her a little off her nut.


"I
don't mean to take you away from what you're <loin', but I need to talk to
you about something," Jake said. "I thought, if Py was out someplace,
this might be a good time to do it."


Tory
seemed to pull herself out of her fugue state without too much irritation,
though it took her a moment. The airy expression slowly evaporated from her
face, and then she was back real again, asking "What is it?"


Jake
looked nervously out the kitchen window, checking to see if Py or Pete were
still out of sight. They were. He looked at Tory and choked down a spit, which
didn't come easily. "This is going to be kind of hard," he said.


Tory
noticed the way he squirmed, but was careful not to show it.


"I
told Pete something that I think I need to tell you, too," Jake said.
"It's about what Frank Walker told him when he was here the other
day."


She
remembered very well Frank's parting shot, hollering out something about
"working with a criminal." She knew it had been aimed at Jake, but
she had heard the story about the money Jake had taken from Walker's desk, and
like Py she had assumed it was a reference to that. She had no idea about
Jake's previous troubles, though she was prepared for surprises where Jake's
past was concerned. Anybody who was that eager to avoid talking about his
history had something there that bothered him. She never thought Jake was any
different.


"Frank
told Pete about some trouble I got in over in Kansas." Jake put his hands
in his jeans pockets and let his shoulder's sag. He looked down at the floor.
It was a posture designed to deflect incrimination, the con in him knowing that
most people – most good people
– would not violate someone whom they believed to be vulnerable. Jake didn't
even know he was doing it, and would have hated himself if he had. His deceits
had worked their way so deeply into his being that they now infected his
personality. Whether it was a curse on him, or a saving grace, he had lost the
ability to see himself.


"What
kind of trouble?"


"There
was a rancher over there in Council Grove who got robbed." Jake looked at
Tory and said, "I was working for him at the time." Then he quickly
looked away, glancing out the window toward the barn, checking to see if their
privacy was in jeopardy. He for sure did not want to have this conversation
within earshot of Py. Some folks had a right to know. He wanted to preserve
Py's innocence, owing as he was to its power. Py was the one person in his life
who regarded him with unconditional respect – something Jake couldn't afford to
lose.


"How
did it
involve
you?" Tory was stolid, careful with her choice of words and tone of voice.


Jake
felt
an
anxious tug in his chest, the same way he felt it every time he came to this
"Y" in his story. What he wanted Tory to know was that he had excised
himself from every wrong thing he had done in the past, every bad association
and mistaken solution. What he wrestled with admitting was that it was not
over, that those pernicious elements that made him deny himself were all still
in place, still haunting him like a wraith, reminding him of what lie ahead.
The best he could think to do was to lie. The alternative was empowering that
vengeful spirit to obliterate his hopes for reformation.


"I
was investigated ..." Jake took a deep breath, allowing himself a moment
to think. "The Sheriff there was talking to seasonal workers. I'd been
hired by this guy to help with his winter feeding and spring roundup. He had a
big stocker operation."


Tory
cocked one eyebrow. "So...what came of it?"


Jake
repositioned himself, trying to find a more comfortable posture, but it was
hopeless. "Nothing," he said. "There wasn't nothin' that could
have. It's just that, they got to lookin' into my..."
Jake got shifty-eyed for a moment, which did not escape Tory's notice.
"...into my police record."


"Police
record?"


Jake
took a deep breath and blew it out, so that his cheeks puffed when he did.


His
whole act was slipping a little. He seemed to not realize how guilty he was
beginning to look. He took another deep breath, and once again glanced out the
window. "I...uh..." He moved away from the door jam and started
pacing around the kitchen.


"What
is it, Jake?" Tory asked. "I've never seen you act this way."


"It's
not easy tellin' you this," he answered. "This is a part of my life I
just want to have behind me. I didn't want you to ever know about it,
but
I guess Frank Walker's made that impossible. I've got to tell you. There's no
other way."


Tory
couldn't stand it any longer, the way he was torturing himself. Whatever he had
to say, she was going to be able to handle it. Didn't he know that? "Jake,
quit being so nervous and tell me what you've got to tell me," she said
forcefully.


Jake
went over to the kitchen sink and leaned against it, looking out the window,
his back to her. Then he turned and leaned against the counter. "I told
you I was in the army. Well, I spent three years and nine months of my
enlistment time in federal prison at Leavenworth, Kansas. Transporting stolen
government property. I did the time and then got a dishonorable
discharge."


Tory
raised her eyebrows briefly, enough to indicate that the communication carried
some punch. A prison sentence, dishonorable discharge, stealing from a
government at war... How much bad news could a person pack into a single
admission? They weren't the credentials she might have hoped for from someone
who might possibly give her children.


Jake
continued. "I've been involved with some bad people and I got no excuse
for myself. I made the mistake of lettin' 'em get to me and that's nobody's
fault but my own. I did some foolish things, and I paid for it."


"So
that's what Frank Walker was talking about?" Tory asked. "Did he tell
my father?"


"I
told Pete," Jake said. "I didn't want him finding out from somebody
other'n me. It's the same reason I'm telling you."


Tory
furled her eyebrows, looking serious. "So what's it mean? Are you in any
trouble?"


"No,
I'm not in trouble," Jake said, as if the notion was now inconceivable.
"It's just that, the law is still investigating that case, and as long as
they are they'll be a chance that they'll want to talk to me again. The thing
is, it doesn't need to be a problem for anyone – or at least it didn't, until
Frank Walker stuck his damned nose in the whole thing. I wish I'd never worked
for the guy. He's goin' to be the bane of my existence."


"Why
would it be a problem now?" Tory asked, "Especially if you've got
nothing to hide? It's not something either Dad or me are goin' to hold against
you."


"What
about people in town?" "What about them?" Tory asked.


"What'll
they think of me after Frank Walker gets through spreadin' the word about
me?"


Tory
squinted and shook her head. "Not everybody in Longmont listens to what
Frank Walker has to say. Besides, you can't control what people think anyway.


The
ones who will get to know you, they'll f01m their own opinions, and you'll do
okay." She looked seriously at Jake, focusing on his pupils, where he
would likely give himself away with a lie. "The question I have is, what
were you planning to do? Were you planning to never tell me about any of
this?"


"I
was hoping I wouldn't have to," Jake admitted.


"You
were just going to carry it around with you, hoping that somehow it would just
stay unknown? That must've been quite a burden?"


"It
still is," Jake said.


Tory
seemed to just sit and think for a while – what seemed to Jake to be an
uncomfortably long while. He didn't want her mulling over this too long: not if
it was going to mean that in examining the whole thing she somehow started to
find his part unpardonable. He felt that could happen.


"So
what do you think?" he asked.


"I
don't think you've got enough faith in people," she said.
















 












CHAPTER 22 – Heavy Baggage


 


Jarvis
had not given a lot of thought to marriage, at least not until recently. He had given
a lot of thought to women – in fact, nearly all he had – but it was the kind of
thought that had more to do with him than them. But marriage... That carried
heavy baggage.


Every
ranch-hand Jarvis had ever known who had gotten married had eventually given up
cowboying, and every time it had been the wife's decision. It's a low-paying,
seven day a week occupation that the women usually wouldn't live with. Harve
Tate had a wife for a while, and the two of them tried living in a little house
trailer out away from the other Walker buildings, but that only lasted three
months. She left Tate and he moved back into the bunk with the boys, having
chosen his career over this woman. The thing was, cowboying was going to be the
last work any of these guys was going to love doing, and they all seemed to
have an intuitive understanding of that. A woman had to offer some pretty
strong incentives for them to want to give it up. Most of them would eventually
find just such women and, over time, become changed into respectable, working-class
husbands and fathers. That's the way the West was tamed – one cowboy at a time.


On
this morning, Jarvis had more time than he was accustomed to, and his thoughts
were occupied with domestic speculation. He lay in the first floor bedroom of
the Walker home, recovering from the beating his body had taken. His naked torso
was wrapped tightly with white tape, primarily to restrict his breathing, which
had become an anguished labor. His rib cage was bruised black and every
inhalation brought piercing pain, as the cartilage creaked and the blood sacs
squeezed the swollen muscle. Given that the bruises had been applied with a
redwood two-by-four, Jarvis thought that, all in all, he had taken it well. He
was going to be down for a few days – Doc Hardin had told him to "let
those ribs heal" – but he wasn't obsessed with suffering. It was odd for
Jarvis to have leisure time for idle thought, so he lay there enjoying the
drift of his mind.


Jarvis
had never been a dreamer. It
could
probably be said that he had never even been a thinker, but that would have
been casting blame on the innocent. He hadn't exactly been raised in an
intellectual environment, nor even a protected one. His father had been an
itinerant cowboy, and he liked it that way, enjoying the advantage of
employment practiced at a distance from his family. When he was
"home," which was usually for the summer months, between the spring
and fall roundups, he was often drunk and abusive. Reno Lang was not a large
man – Jarvis got his size from his mother's family – so as soon as the boy
became big enough to risk the fight, father and son had a showdown. Fourteen
year old Jarvis was already six feet tall and one hundred seventy pounds, and
he held his own in the confrontation. Reno never raised his hand against his
son again, but when Jarvis was out of sight, and Reno was alone with his wife,
he continued to be quick with his hands. Rita Lang never talked about what was
happening within her family. They were uneducated people who were barely making
it on Reno's wages, plus the income from the laundry Rita took in. There wasn't
much room for expectations of justice, and even less for high hopes. When young
Jarvis got the opportunity to work for Frank Walker, he snapped at it. His
rapid rise to foreman was more than he had ever imagined for himself. Somehow
fate and good fortune had smiled on him and he had been elevated. This morning,
lying on the bed, wrapped in bandages like a war wounded, he was blissfully
happy. And he was dreaming – just staring at the shadows on the wall, and
dreaming.


Jarvis
was seeing himself several years from now. He was older, a little gray around
the temples, thicker around the middle, but bigger in all ways substantial. He
appeared in this vision to be a patron of some kind, surrounded by people, some
of whom looked like him. And he seemed powerful, important to the lives of many
of his neighbors, but benevolent, too. Spectral Jarvis was serene in a way that
the dreaming Jarvis was not. He was encased in a glow of well being that
emanated from his own bearing and attitude about himself, and he was solid,
like the trunk of an elm. His eyes were clear and his actions were focused and
decisive. He acted on instincts that were based on good, and there seemed to be
an aura of firm order around him. This future Jarvis had stepped through some
doorway that had taken him to a higher level of maturity and strength, and he
had hit the mother lode in return on his investment. Future Jarvis was rich,
figuratively and otherwise.


But
where was this door? Jarvis lay there wondering. It was new turf for his trodding,
a gift of imagination visited upon him by a man wielding a board. Before this
delivery he would not have thought to feel yearning for such a divinely remote
vision. Now, seeing the Jarvis of his dream, he wondered where that port-hole
to respectability lies. He would be more than happy to walk right through, if
only he knew where and what it was.


As
he lay there contemplating his expanded universe, there came a gentle knocking
at the door. "Jarvis, are you awake?" Lily Walker's voice could be
heard, but only barely loud enough. She seemed hesitant to disturb.
"Jarvis?"


"Come
in," he answered back, his voice sounding harsh by contrast.


The
door opened and Lily hurried inside, and then closed the door behind her.
Jarvis grinned when he saw her, but she seemed clearly to have a purpose for
her visit, and she was straightforward and cold.


"I
heard about what happened," Lily said. "I mean between you and
Jake." Jarvis could not easily ascertain her mood and didn't quite know
how to respond.


He
just looked at her stupidly, slumping to an idiot half-grin, hoping she would
rescue him from himself.


Lily
looked at his bandages. "It looks like you got hurt pretty bad," she
said. Jarvis nodded that it was nothing. "I'll be okay."


Lily,
standing near the door, still holding the knob, as if she had come with
something to say and was planning to leave quickly after saying it, seemed to
soften for a moment. She let go of the door and moved across the room, walking
a slow semi-circle around Jarvis, skirting his perimeter as a ewe might an
injured wolf. She moved toward one of the blouse-curtained
windows, seemingly pulled along by a momentarily distracting thought. She
didn't look at Jarvis, except for one artfully sly peak that timed so well with
her movement that it almost went unnoticed. But in that clever second she saw
his nipples, peaking through the hairiness of his chest, and she noticed his
pectorals, expanded through rigorous labor, and his shoulders, browned by the
sun.


Jarvis
watched her, feeling his breathing go shallow as she passed before him, like a
cat quieting in striking distance of unwary prey. But what was she thinking? He
felt a twinge between his legs just watching her float across the room. Her
vulnerability was hypnotic. Having little experience with girls, Jarvis was
unequipped to recognize Lily's behavior, which was a vestige of her childhood.
Caught as she was, halfway between adolescence and maturity, her girlish
manipulations – the ones that had worked so well on her father all these years –
now surfaced as a part of her personality, something of which she was not fully
aware herself. It kicked in whenever she was in the presence of a man. Her head
tilted in certain ways that made her eyes seem huge and liquid. She shifted her
weight on her hips and gently twisted at the ends of her hair. It was all
adorable, but given the flower of her womanhood it also generated odd signals
that were difficult to understand. There were calls for approval and
discipline, attention and flattery. She seemed to want to be held, but also
seemed likely to run away. She seemed agreeable, then contrary, then agreeable
again. It made Jarvis' head swim, the way the signals mingled with her sex. He
had no idea what she wanted or was about. All he could do was look at her as
she moved, and drink her in like a potion, which left him looking stupid, like
an admiring dolt.


"What
happened to Jake?" Lily asked.


The
grin fell off Jarvis' face, and he looked away for a moment, disgruntled.
"I don't know," he said. "I think the boys loaded him into his
pickup and sent him away. Your daddy cleaned up on him pretty good."


The
news seemed to make Lily steam, but then it passed. She looked out the window,
then over at Jarvis. "My father says you got into it with Py Mulvane. Is
that right?"


Jarvis
seemed to think about it for a moment, and then said – "Yeah, that's about
right."


Lily
folded her arms in front of her disapprovingly. "What was that
about?"


Jarvis
frowned and his eyes seemed to dart about for an answer. "Well, you
know... We was in town, buying feed, and things got a little rowdy. You know
how the boys get..."


"I
know how you get," said Lily, pouting out her bottom lip. It was an
accusatory gesture, coming from her.


"Now
I didn't start it, if that's what you're getting at," Jarvis said.


Lily
glared. "I can't get a straight story from anybody – but I know Py
Mulvane, and he isn't the type to start a fight. But you are!"


Jarvis
shook his head, offended by her intervention on the side of that damned Py
Mulvane. "Well, what if I did? What's it to you?" Lily looked quickly
away from him and back out the window, as if he was to understand that she
found him unfit for her eyes. "I know what it is," Jarvis said.
"I know what's got you all in an uproar. It's all because of Jake Jobbs, isn't
it? You're all upset because of what your daddy did to Jake." Jarvis
paused for a second, waiting for a reaction. When it didn't come he prodded – "He
only got what he had coming to him."


Lily
shot Jarvis an angry look and then quickly turned and headed for the door, but
Jarvis fired another shot. "You don't hit a man with a board," he
said, as she reached for the doorknob. "It shows you what kind of a man
Jake Jobbs is that he wouldn't try a man in a fair fight."


Lily
stopped and removed her hand from the door. She walked over toward Jarvis,
lying on the bed. "Jake Jobbs is more of a man than you'll ever be,"
she said, vitriolic. "A real man wouldn't start a fight. He wouldn't try
to make something awful out of something good, like you did picking on Py
Mulvane."


Jarvis
was moved to sit up in the bed, but winced with pain as he tried. It didn't
stop him from coming right back at Lily. "Where do you get these
ideas?" he said, flabbergasted. "What you see in these people... I
just don't know."


"Py
Mulvane is the sweetest person I have ever met in my life," Lily said,
stating it as straight fact. "He's honest and tender. He doesn't have a
mean bone in his entire being."


"And
Jake?" Jarvis pressed. "I suppose he's sweet and honest too?"


"Jake
is sweet," said Lily. "I don't believe all those stories about his
stealing and thieving. Besides, I don't care what he's done and who he's been.
He's the only man I've ever known who treated me like a real person, like I had
intelligence and some value as a human being. Jake listens to me and treats me
with respect."


Jarvis
blew air in a way that sounded his disdain. "He's damn near forty years
old, Lily! Don't tell me about all this respect crap! What do you think he does
it for?"


"Because
he cares about me!" said Lily, her voice cracking as if she might be about
to cry.


"Because
of what he's gettin' off you – that's what I'd say!"


Lily
drew back, eyes wide and deeply offended. "You go straight to hell, Jarvis
Lang!" she said. "I hope those ribs of yours never heal! I hope you
get infection and just die!" Then she turned and fled the room.


"You're
wrong about Jake Jobbs!" Jarvis hollered after her. "He's just using
you, Lily!" But Lily slammed the door behind her, leaving Jarvis lying
alone in the room. He lay back flat upon the bed and looked straight up at the
ceiling. Damn he loved that Lily Walker. He thought about her the rest of the
day and on into the night.


* * * * *


About
three o'clock that afternoon, Wayne Morrison looked up from his work in the
equipment yard to see a cloud of dust rising on the eastern horizon. He put
down his wrench and began using an old rag to wipe grease from his hands. "It
looks
like someone's
comin' in the back way," he said to Harve Tate, working on the ground,
next to him.


Harve
looked up to see what Morrison was talking about. "Whoever it is, it looks
like he's in a hurry."


"That's
what I was thinkin'," Morrison said. "I'd think it might be Pete
Parker, but I've never seen him move that fast."


There
was a field road that entered at the back of Walker Ranch and led right into
the yard around the Walker residence. It was mostly used for moving tractors
and implements from one quarter to the next and, usually pounded by heavy tires
into a fine powder, it was largely impassable during the wet months for
anything other than heavy equipment. Because it was an access road, rather than
a county road, and led nowhere other than to Walker property, general travelers
never used it. Only Pete Parker had been known to come across the flats via
that route, though he had to drive across his own open pasture and then through
a drainage ditch to meet up with it.


Morrison
looked over at Willy Bushnell, working on an Aermotor head over by the main
house. "Hey Willy!" Morrison yelled. "Tell Frank there's someone
comin' in the back road!" Willy immediately dropped what he was doing and
went to the house, as instructed.


Tate
and Morrison, standing together and watching the approaching dust cloud, looked
at each other at the same time. "You thinkin' what I'm thinkin'?"
asked Tate.


It
had been on their minds all morning that they hadn't heard the last of what had
happened yesterday at the feed store. You just don’t administer a beating like
the ones taken by the Parker ranch-hands without something coming of it. Morrison
had been surprised that it hadn't involved the police, or at least hadn't as
yet. It seemed like it still could. The whole Walker crew worked all morning
with such speculation peppering their conversation. They were also talking
about the beating Jake Jobbs had given Jarvis Lang, especially the savagery of
hitting a man with a board the way he had. On the other hand, Jarvis had
started the whole thing and probably had it coming. None of them could
understand what he had against Py Mulvane, a kid most of them paid no attention
to at all. They figured it was Jake who Jarvis was really after, mostly because
he was jealous of the older guy’s relationship with
Lily. But that was all secondary to the talk about what Frank had done to Jake
Jobbs, the beating he had doled out. They all wondered what the law might do
with that.


What
no one had considered was what Pete Parker might "do with it." Many
of the younger hands on the ranch didn't even know who Pete was, though his
spread was within a couple miles of the Walker residence. Pete had been
"away" for a long time, a full generation in "cowboying"
terms. Those who had known him, when he was a regular at the auction barn, the
stockmen' s diner and the pool hall, had assumed that he had retired to the
bottle, and to his stock tank. Now he was rumored to be back, reborn on the
strength of a prize Charolais bull, a prodigal daughter and a blackguard ranch-hand.


Wayne
Morrison walked toward the center of the equipment yard, eyes trained on the
oncoming cloud. He could now see a small dot at the base of the billow, a spot
of faded blue beneath a fog of airborne dirt, growing larger. He looked back
over toward the house and yelled – "It looks like Pete Parker's
truck!"


Harve
Tate took off his work gloves and threw them to the ground, next to his tool
box. "This could be good," he murmured to himself, and he began
ambling over toward Morrison.


Frank
Walker appeared on his front porch, still pulling his suspenders up over his
shoulders. One pants leg rode up high over his boot. He moved quickly to the
railing and leaned over it, looking in the direction of the approaching
visitor. It was Pete Parker all right. He watched as the pickup moved rapidly
up the access road, down the fence line, and past the Walker corrals. Frank
moved to meet him in the yard, hurrying down the front steps and on to the
fence surrounding the ranch house.


Pete's
pickup clanged loudly as it turned the corner at the back of the equipment yard
and rambled on up to the house, seeming to set up a draft that impelled all
those in the yard to converge upon it. Pete was surrounded by Walker cowboys
before ever bringing his pickup to a stop. He hit the brakes so hard that the
truck's tires bit into the dirt and skidded before coming to a halt. Inside the
truck, Pete seemed animated. He killed the engine and shoved the gear shift
into first, then pushed the driver's side door open and jumped half-way out,
standing beside the truck with one leg on the ground, the other on its runner.


Frank
looked across the fence and said, "Hello, Pete." His tone was less
than peremptory. He seemed to be waiting to commit himself until after he heard
what Pete was here to say.


Pete
looked Frank in the eyes, seemingly uncowed by the strength of his forces.
"Frank, I've come here to tell you to back off my boys. I've got two hands
over there beaten up pretty bad. You’re responsible for it and I want it to
stop!" Pete spoke forcefully – more forcefully than he had in years.


Frank
was a little amazed at Pete's verve, but he didn't let it show. "It seems
to me you got it wrong, Pete. Why don't you come on in. We'll pour some coffee
and talk about it."


"I
don't have the time," Pete said tersely. "I got work to do – and
thanks to you I'm shorthanded and will be for a while. I don't know if what
happened yesterday was part of some scheme of yours to keep me out of business,
but . . ."


Frank
chuckled, as if the idea were absurd. "Pete, what happened yesterday was I
showed up at the feed store to find Jake Jobbs wailing on my foreman with a two-by-four.
What was I supposed to do – just let him be beaten to death?"


"That
ain't the way I heard it," Pete said. "I've been told your boy Jarvis
forced a fight on young Py Mulvane – and Jake stepped in to stop it."


"With
a two-by-four inch piece of wood, Pete?" Frank took the high moral ground,
as if he found the idea contemptible. "That's a coward's act, but I've
tried to tell you about Jake Jobbs. You just won't listen."


"I'd
say it's what any sensible man would do if he was out-numbered six-to-one – and
if he could see that a man was gonna be hurt bad if he didn't do something to
stop it."


"You're
exaggerating, Pete," Frank said. "And I resent your implying that for
some reason I somehow arranged this whole thing."


"Maybe
you didn't arrange it," Pete said, "but you encouraged it. I don't
know what's become of you Frank, or what you got goin' here on your ranch – all
this fuckin' boxin' and all this violence. I think you've gone sick in the head
or somethin', and all you can think to do now is intimidate people . . ."


"Now
wait just a minute . . ." Frank tried to interject, but Pete was not to be
headed.


"We've
known each other our whole lives, and we've never had problems," Pete
said. "Hell, we've been workin' neighbors, and I don't know what it is you
got against me now."


"I
don't have anything 'against you,"' Frank said. "I just want your God
damned property! That's all!"


"Well
you ain't gettin' it!" Pete said firmly. "Now get it outta your head!
Christ, I ain't no competition for you. You already got twenty times what I got
in land and property. But I'll tell you one thing, I aim to do the best I can
with what I got – and I won't have you gettin' in the way of it!"


Pete
seemed to have gotten out of his system what he had to say and he ducked back
in behind the wheel. Frank realized that Pete was about to charge off and he
quickly opened the fence gate between them and hurried out to Pete's truck.
"Wait a minute,


God-damn
it Pete!" He hurried to the driver's side and reached across Pete, who was
reaching to turn the ignition key, stopping him from starting the truck. Pete
looked at Frank, surprised at his audacity. For a moment it looked like he and
Frank might be getting into something physical, but Frank intercepted the
thought. "Just hold on a second, Pete. You come chargin' all the way over
here to say what you got on your mind. Now it seems like you ought to give me a
chance to say something too." Frank looked at Pete in a way that deflected
concern and seemed to beg a moment of understanding. "Come on," Frank
said, "just walk with me for a moment."


Pete
looked at Frank suspiciously, and then glanced around at the cowboys, standing
in sets around the yard. He gave a quick nod to Frank, and then got back out of
the pickup. The two men began walking slowly together, headed across the yard
toward the huge red hay barn, the architectural centerpiece of the Walker
homestead.


Frank
led the conversation. "Pete, I want you to know I'm sorry for what
happened. And I want you to please believe me that I just happened upon the
scene – it sure wasn't anything anybody planned. My boy Jarvis, he's a little
headstrong, not to mature . . . I've had a talk with him and set him straight
on a few things, but he's not in real good shape himself."


"You
better rein him in, Frank," Pete said. "He's a big boy, and
apparently not too smart. He's likely to get himself in trouble, and you with
him."


"I
know, I know . . ." Frank seemed to accept the advice, perhaps because
doing so seemed to have a controlling effect on the conversation. Pete seemed
to calm a bit. "I appreciate what you’re saying and I know it's
true," Frank said.


"I
think you encourage him with your God-damned smokers, and everything else you
do around here," Pete said, pulling no punches. "You keep an awful
lot of young studs on your payroll."


Frank
remained conciliatory. "Maybe you're right, Pete. Maybe I've let things
get out of hand."


"You
never used to be that way," Pete said.


Frank
raised his eyebrows and half-grinned. "I've never been old before."
He gestured in a way that seemed surrendering. "I think the young cowboys,
and all that energy – I don't know, I feed off
of it in some way. I certainly didn't ever intend for it to come to anything
like what happened yesterday. I mean that, Pete, and I want you to believe
me."


"Well,
I want you to believe me when I tell you that I ain't backin' off on bringing
my operation back," Pete said. "It means a lot to me, maybe for the
same reasons. I'm older than you are, and I need something to get excited
about."


"You
are really fucking serious, aren't you? I mean about goin' back to work."


"Serious
as death," Pete said. "I got me a world class stud bull and I plan on
bringing in some top of the line beef cattle."


Frank
shook his head. "I don't resent you any for that, and I sure as hell don’t
want to reignite a feud, but I'm tellin' you I ain't alone when it comes to
trouble with ranch-hands."


Pete
turned and looked Frank in the eyes. "I want you to know that I talked
with Jake about what you said. He told me all about his past – told me
straight, and I believe him. He's a good hand. It's unbelievable what he's done
in a short time to get Parker Ranch back in shape, and I owe him a fair
shot.
There's no reason for you and him to have anything to do with each other, so I
want you to leave him alone. And I'll tell you another thing. If any one of your
boys ever again lays a hand on Py Mulvane, I'll be over here to see them – and
I'll be the one carrying the board."


Frank
could see that there was no sense rebutting Pete's position. He just stood
there, not knowing what to say. Old Pete was a fool, and he didn't know what to
think about it. He watched as the old guy turned and went back to his truck,
the cowboys parting to let him through. Then Pete cranked the engine and drove
back out of the yard, heading back across the field road toward Parker Ranch.
















 












CHAPTER 23 – The Bomb


 


"Jake,
do you think we should've dropped that bomb?" Py had been worried about it
all morning, ever since noticing an article in the Readers Digest on the
subject. "I mean on those Japanese people."


Jake
examined the horizon for an answer. Nothing. "Well, they weren't going to
quit, Py. It was just gonna go on and on. A lot more people would've
died," he said quietly.


"A
lot of people did die," Py said. The Readers Digest said over one
hundred thousand. And most of 'em weren't even soldiers." Py paused for a
moment, struck by a thought. "The article said it was...psy...psy..."


"Psychological,"
Jake said. He had read the same article. "I guess it's pretty hard to want
to fight if it's getting your families killed back home."


Py
shook his head, and for a moment he looked sick. "It just seems so
awful."


Jake
looked sympathetic. "The thing is, you've got to do something to make a
war end – usually something awful. It has to stop the fighting or else it just
goes on and on. Hell, there was one that went on for three hundred years. There
may even be one starting right now that'll go on forever, unless something
stops it." He looked down to the ground for a
moment, bowed by thought. "Tell you one thing, there's a lot of bad
feelings left from this last one."


Pete
and Tory were gone to town, the condition of their two ranch hands disqualifying
them from the regular regimen of errands and chores. Tory, who hated doing the
grocery shopping – she felt as odd among the gray-topped pygmies as Jake did – acquiesced
for just this one time. She didn't say as much to Jake or Py, but she didn't
exactly relish the gossip that was bound to ensue from either one of them
showing up in town, given their conditions. It was better to bite the bullet,
handle a few unpleasant tasks herself, with the help of her dad, and let the
storm clouds pass. Relatively few people had witnessed the altercation at the
feed store, and while news of it was bound to have already spread throughout
town, the fire didn't need to be stoked. Tory knew the rhythms of Longmont
social circles, and understood that if nothing happened to prolong talk about
the incident it would soon be abandoned for some fresher topic. Most of the
"press" would go to Frank Walker and his behavior, which had become a
staple of local gossip anyway. To Tory's way of thinking there was no sense
shifting the focus away from Frank and his own myriad personal difficulties.


As
the day wore on, Py became bored sitting around the house, reading, and he
wandered off to the windbreak to do God-knows-what. He went thinking that
perhaps the stray tom would be around today, which would lend purpose to his
life – coaxing the animal into domesticity. Py's youth seemed to be serving him
well, and he was healing more quickly than was Jake, who seemed more stiff and
sore today than he had yesterday. He was somewhat more inclined to cool his
heals around the house, though by two o'clock in the afternoon he, too, was
feeling a need for sunshine and fresh air. He decided to stroll out to the bull
pen to see how Cooksin was doing, and maybe check his water supply and throw a
little fresh hay into his feeder.


With
late-summer temperatures hovering in the nineties, the big Charolais had become
lethargic. He spent most of his time lying in the shade of the barn, leisurely
chewing cud and staying generally quiet. He would occasionally let out a deep
bellow, that seemed somehow mournful, as if something was missing from his
bull's life. It was seemingly prompted by, and targeted at, nothing, but was
rather like a general, personal complaint, that sneaked out when it got to
where he couldn't hold it any longer. Cooksin just seemed to have an occasional
need to give voice to his loneliness, and about every ten or fifteen minutes
throughout the day he did just that.


Jake
crawled over the fence and walked over to the bull, who lay with his legs
tucked up beneath him, seemingly unconcerned over the intrusion. Jake checked
the water tank and found it full of clear, fresh water, pumped up from the aquifer
by a windmill that turned slowly in the light breeze, mechanically groaning
with about as much purpose as did Cooksin. Jake scratched the curly hairs on
the bull's forehead, even as Pete's admonitions to avoid such intimacies
sounded at the back of his mind. "You don't want to be petting a bull on
the head, even if he'll let you," Pete had been overhead saying to Py.
"It just teaches a bull to use his head, and you don't want him doing
that.


I've
seen 'em lift farm equipment right up off their tires." To Jake it seemed
like strange advice, especially from Pete, who was all the time scratching
Cooksin's forehead.


"How
you doin' today, big fella? You like that?" Jake carried on a conversation
with the animal as he petted him. A horsefly buzzed around them, trying a
couple times to find a place to light on the bull's neck, but Jake swatted him
away. Cooksin tossed his huge head, and then angled it back as far as he could
to lick a couple times at his back. "You got an itch, Cookie?" Jake
scratched in the area the animal seemed to be trying to reach, and Cooksin lay
quietly, obliging him his samaritanship.


"You
look real natural there, Jakey-boy."


Jake
hadn't been aware of another presence, and he quickly spun in the direction
from which the voice had come. There, standing on the bottom rail of the big
fence, hanging over the top, was the stranger he spoke to in town a few days
earlier – Pico's emissary.


"I
had no idea you were such a nature boy," he said, grinning delusively.


Jake
stood up from his squat position and turned in the direction of the stranger.


He
asked, inimically – "What are you doing here?"


"I
saw your sweetie in town, with her daddy." He held a toothpick in his
teeth as he talked, giving his intonation a strangely disrespectful edge, like
a street punk's. Then his expression turned apologetic. "Oh, sorry
– I guess
for you I've got to be a little more specific. I'm talking about . . . what's
her name? Tory? Is that it? Anyway, that's the sweetie I'm talking about. Her
and her dad, not the other one."


Jake
slowly started walking over toward his visitor. "So you didn't answer my
question. What are you doing here?"


"Well,
like I say, I saw your sweetie and her pop in town, so I thought it might be an
opportunity for me to touch bases with you – alone."


Jake
just kept coming toward him, walking purposefully. "This is private
property and you ain't wanted here."


The
stranger let the mock grin melt from his face, and he seemed momentarily hurt
by Jake's discourtesy. "Gosh, Jake, I just come to see how you was
<loin'. Man, those are some pretty good shiners you got there." Then he
dropped the hang-dog and grinned mischievously. "That Frank Walker packs a
pretty good punch, ey Jakey? You wouldn't think an old guy like that would
still have it, but I guess he does. I mean, hell – you're a mess."


As
Jake reached the fence the stranger let himself fall away from it and he
stepped back a few feet. Jake didn't even break his stride, leaping up onto the
fence, wrapping one leg over the top rail, and then pulling himself over,
landing on the ground on the other side hard on both feet. He started toward
the stranger, who was still backing away from him, but he didn't get within six
feet before the visitor pulled a handgun from the small of his back and pointed
it, straight-armed, at Jake's head.


"Stop
right there, Jakey-boy," he said. "I'm sure, if I could see it, I
wouldn't like the look in your eye. So you just hold it right there while we
have a little talk."


Jake
held his hands up before him, an automatic response to seeing the weapon.
"I talked with Pico," the stranger said. "I told him about our
little conversation the other day – and how you were saying you didn't plan on
holding up your end of the deal." He shook his head piteously. "He
didn't like that at all."


In
the distance, Py stood in the shadows of the windbreak, out of sight, watching
the drama taking place in the yard. He could only hear parts of what was being
said, but could see the stranger, standing like a duelist, holding his arm out
straight at shoulder level, keeping the barrel of the gun pointed at Jake's
face. And he could see Jake, his palms up before him, as if he could deflect a
shot, and he could see that Jake looked scared. Py didn't know what to do.
There was a good fifty yards of open space between he and the gunmen, who stood
out in the middle of the ranch yard. Rushing him was out of the question.
Waiting for a better idea, he stood silently in the shadows, praying to himself
that, whoever this guy was, he wouldn't pull the trigger.


"Can't
you see that it's in Pico's best interest that we call this whole thing
off," Jake said. "Especially now, with what's happened. Does he know
about the fight?"


The
stranger shook his head. "Oh no, but he will. There's so much that happens
with you, it's just hard to keep up with it all. But he'll find out soon
enough."


"He'd
be a fool to want to go through with it now," Jake said. "It's all
over town, the feud between me and Frank. I'll be the first person they'll want
to talk to."


"That
could be, Jakey-boy, but you kinda did that to yourself, didn't you?"


"I
suppose I did," Jake said, "but it's done now. There's nothing to be
gained.


We'll
all end up in jail."


"Well
I'd say that's optimistic, on your part," the stranger said, still chewing
on his toothpick. "Hell, you'll think jail looks good, if something goes
wrong with this job. You'll be cryin' out for incarceration."


"What
are you sayin'?"


"That
you're a dead man, Jakey-boy. You screw up this hit, you're dead. You ain't
goin' to prison – you don’t have to worry about that. You'll be dinin' with
grub worms before that ever happens."


"You're
makin' it pretty hard for me to feel much loyalty to Pico," Jake said.


The
stranger looked to the heavens and laughed out loud, never ceasing to point the
revolver at Jake's forehead. "You do make me laugh," he said.
"Loyalty you say? This ain't got nothing to do with loyalty. This has to
do with a debt – a debt that you owe Lorenz Pico. And it has to do with a deal
you made – one that you will keep, or else you are going to get more fucked up
that you are right now. And man, you look pretty bad."


"What
about the police?" Jake said. "What's to prevent me from going to the
cops and turning you all in?"


"Including
yourself?" "Including myself," Jake said.


"Well,
let's say that brings this conversation around full circle – back to your
sweeties. Remember when we were talking about that?"


Jake
nodded. "What about it?"


"You
see, Jake – you go to the cops, you get some people arrested. But you don't get
everybody, Jakey-boy, because you don't know who everybody is. It's vast, man.
It's bigger than you can imagine, the web you're tangled in. And if you craw1in
there and start shaking it, you are going to see spiders comin' from places you
never imagined – spiders that hurt people. You know what I'm saying, Jake?
There's nothing you can do about it. You fuck up, the spider bites. All those
people you care about? The little blonde girl, the one who lives here, and the
young boy . . ." He pulled the trigger and there was a deafening report.


Jake
started and ducked away as the bullet whizzed past his ear and exploded into
one of the heavy oak cross-rails of the corral. Watching from the windrow, Py
jumped at the sound of the shot and his jaw dropped. Eyes wide, his heart suddenly
pounding like a mallet, he saw Jake stagger back away from the gunman, and was
relieved to see that he didn't fall, that he had not been shot. Py fell back
further into the shadows, scared at what may happen next, and helpless to know
how to help Jake.


"You're
dead, Jake. That's my point," said the stranger. "You screw this up,
and you and everyone you care about – all dead."


Jake
stood far back from the gunman, straightening up but still holding his palms up
before him.


"You
do what you said you were going to do now, okay?" said the stranger. He
began to back away, still holding the gun out at arm's length, moving toward
his pickup, which was parked out on the county road, away from the house.
"You remember now, okay?" he said.


Jake
slowly dropped his hands as the gunman backed further and further away, until
he reached his truck. Then he quickly ducked inside, started the engine, and
made a fast get away, disappearing up the road in a cloud of dust.


"Jake!
Jake! Are you okay?" Py came running from his hiding place. "I saw
the whole thing, Jake. Are you alright?"


Jake's
heart was beating like a bass drum, but he appeared outwardly calm. "I'm
okay," he said, as Py reached him on a dead run.


"Who
was that?" Py asked. "Was that the same guy we saw up on the road the
other day?"


Jake
walked, distracted, toward the road, watching as the stranger's pickup
disappeared in the distance.


"Who
was it, Jake?" Py asked again.


"I
don't know," Jake said. "But I'm glad he's gone."
















 












CHAPTER 24 – Marksmanship


 


"I
hope you feel up to riding. I was just going to go out and shoot some prairie
dogs. I was hoping maybe you'd like to come along."


Frank
Walker was holding a Winchester rifle, a lever action 30-30, that was a replica
of the model its creator had developed for the U.S. Cavalry back in the 1870s.
It was one of his proudest possessions and he loved to shoot with it. Every
winter he spent a week in a hunter's cabin up in the Rockies, around the town
of Rifle, hunting deer.


During
the warmer months he perfected his marksmanship on the flats around Walker
Ranch, which were heavily populated with burrowing squirrels. The little
animals bred prodigiously, while undermining the countryside with contiguous
underground channels. Besides destroying whole sections of land, and attracting
huge populations of rodent hungry rattlesnakes, the hundreds of holes dug the
dogs rendered terrains treacherous for cattle and horses. It was not rare for
an animal to suffer a leg break, stepping into one of those holes, or having
undermined earth collapse under their weight. Farmers and ranchers tried
everything from poisons to gasoline to exterminate the barking populations,
some spending whole weeks at the task, dropping cyanides into their tunnels, and
then covering the openings with dirt. A really concerted program of eradication
could usually keep the land owner slightly ahead of the breeding curve. Frank
Walker, on the other hand, wasn't a proponent of "land poisoning,"
and preferred instead to use the offending beasts for target practice.


Jarvis,
standing a little crooked, but upright, told Frank he'd be more than happy to
join him. He led his favorite riding horse from its stall, and quickly saddled
it and made ready for the ride. Jarvis wasn't really much for shooting prairie
dogs. Like everyone his age in this part of the country, he'd done a little of
it, but he never really liked the carnage. The practice was to position one's
self on a rise over-looking a prairie dog village, and to spend an hour or so
getting the little animals in the sites and squeezing rounds off one by one.
Usually the dogs would become wary, as soon as a few of their number's brains
had been blown out, and they would run for cover. Curious creatures, they would
soon enough wander back into the open and the shooting would start up again.
When the ammunition was spent, the shooters would often go down and collect
their kill, not for food but for disposal. They would collect the carcasses in
a burlap sack, and then take them out to the dump. This was the part that had
turned Jarvis off on the sport. After walking a few prairie dog towns and
seeing a few of these grim harvests, he just didn't have much stomach left for
it.


The
largest prairie dog population on Walker Ranch was about five miles north of
the house, and it was also the best killing ground, lying just below a high
rise. There a gunman could lie flat on the ground, steadying his aim by using
his elbow as a tripod, and site down on the dogs below. The spot had the
advantage of perspective and firing angle. Colored a light brown, like their
surroundings, the prairie dogs could be hard to see if viewed on a flat plain.
The view from this hill seemed to fatten the targets.


Frank
and Jarvis rode quickly to the site, talking little along the way, which was a
relief to the younger man, whose ribs felt the jar of every hoof-step. But
somehow he was happy to be there, glad to be in tandem with the boss.


Jarvis
wasn't the type to get poetic about his relationship with Frank Walker, but it
was no secret that he idolized the older man. Frank was the closest thing to a
father figure he had ever known – that is, in the traditional sense. He had
learned much from Reno Lang, his natural dad: he had gotten his sense of what
it was to be a man, to be capable and competent, and to stand up for what he
believed. But Frank Walker offered some things that Reno never had, namely a
sense of future, a confidence that hard work and commitment could lead to rich
rewards, that work wasn't just survival, but investment and opportunity. Frank
Walker modeled success, which was something Jarvis had not seen elsewhere. It
was seductive, even hypnotic, and it had stolen Jarvis completely away from his
natural home. Now twenty-five, it had been years since Jarvis had spent any
time with his real father. In Jarvis' mind – indeed, in his life – Frank Walker
had supplanted his natural parentage. It was he whom Jarvis admired.


When
they reached the killing grounds, Frank dismounted and ground-tied his
Appaloosa, who had no complaints about the tether and seemed pleased to graze
in position. He pulled his Winchester from the scabbard affixed to his saddle,
and positioned himself on the ground, lying flat on his stomach, pointing the
weapon in a northerly direction. Down below a horde of busy ground squirrels
hurried from one dugout to the next, standing occasionally on hind-legs,
scanning the horizon for predators, then scurrying off to the safety of a
burrow, only to reemerge a few moments later. Mostly they watched for hawks and
owls, who swooped down on them with impunity, snatching up the unwary, killing
them and then either transporting them back to their aviary or devouring them
on the spot. A few such birds stood innocently among the burrows, apparently
digesting their last meal, and lulling the target species into careless
disregard. Lying unseen, beneath soap weeds and rocks, were rattlers, whose
daytime tactic was passive aggression. They mostly hunted at night, when they'd
slither right into the holes of their chattering, squeaking prey. In the heat of day
they happily bided their time, striking only those dogs that wandered within
their perimeter. The one prey the ground squirrels never seemed to notice,
until it was too late, was the human with the long rifle, who now took up a
position on the hill above.


Jarvis
climbed, with some difficulty, off his horse and, at Frank's insistence, lay
down flat on the ground, next to the assassin.


"Nice
day for this," said Frank, matter-of-factly, as he adjusted the sites on
his rifle.


"Nice
day for just about anything," Jarvis said, trying to find a comfortable
position. He found it painful to rest his bruised torso fully upon the ground,
but discovered that if he put his weight on one knee, and held himself up off
the dirt a little, it went much better.


The
.22 caliber rifle was the weapon of choice for most prairie dog hunters. It had
plenty of range and velocity, and its small projectile was more than sufficient
for the size of the quarry. It also was not particularly loud, so usually four
or five kills could be made before the dogs realized what was happening and ran
for cover. Frank, however, loved his big Winchester deer
rifle, even though the charge was much too large, and tended to explode the
target on impact, leaving virtually nothing left to collect, and even though
its deafening charge tended to make the little targets scatter on the first
shot. It slowed
down the killing, but Frank didn't care. He approached prairie dog hunting with
the kind of patience most men reserved for lake shore fishing.


"Look
at the little bastards," Frank said, as he took aim on a particular large
subject.


"There's
a shit-load of 'em," Jarvis said, stating the obvious.


Frank
found something wrong with the way he had the rifle sited, and took another
moment to adjust. "Damned rabbits got nothin' on these things," he
said, seemingly absent-minded, talking without purpose and mostly to himself. He
re-aimed his weapon, drawing a bead on the fat one, about sixty yards away, and
pulled the trigger. The Winchester roared and the recoil sent the butt biting
back hard into Frank's shoulder. The bullet smacked into the chest of the
prairie dog, standing on its back feet, like a bravely condemned man, and the
animal exploded in a burst of blood and body fragments. The impact of the
bullet knocked the carcass backwards a good fifteen feet, sending the shapeless
hunk of bloody fur rolling sickeningly across the ground.


"Good
shot," said Jarvis, as immediately an alert went through the town and
prairie dogs scattered in all directions, seeking the safety of a burrow.


"God-damn
I love this rifle," said Frank, looking up from his firing position to see
what destruction he had wrought. "I had old Ed Downing do some work on it
for me. I swear to God, that guy can fine-tune a weapon." Downing was
Longmont's main man when it came to weapon sales and service. If a man wanted to
hunt safely and efficiently, he was widely known as the man to see. Ironically,
he would eventually die of a head wound, suffered while cleaning his own 12
gauge shotgun, making the one mistake common to amateurs and pros alike: not
realizing the thing was loaded.


Jarvis
scanned the killing grounds for activity, but it had
all gone underground. "I'd say you scared the shit out of Dodge,"
Jarvis said.


"That
is the problem with this thing," said Frank. "If ever
a guy could figure out a way to shoot a 30 caliber round without having it make
so much noise – well, then he'd have something." Frank lay the rifle down
flat on the ground, and propped himself up on his elbows, getting into a more
comfortable position. "Now we'll have to wait for a while, until they
start getting brave again."


Jarvis
lay on the ground next to Frank, half hoping that somehow Frank's cannon shot
had elevated the little beasts' level of understanding, so they would save
their souls and stay hidden until the humans had passed.


"You
want the next shot?" Frank asked.


"No,
thanks," Jarvis said, humbly. "I don't think my body's up to the
kick." Frank grinned. "I guess you heard Pete Parker came by yesterday."


"I
saw him out in the yard," Jarvis said. "What'd he have to say?"


"He's
pretty upset about what happened – blames the whole thing on me and claims that
I don't want to see him get back in business."


Jarvis
looked at Frank, almost stating the obvious – that Pete wasn't born yesterday,
and that he was not wrong where Frank's attitudes were concerned – but he held
his tongue. He could sense that Frank wasn't in a mood to reconsider his
position.


"He
was making a lot of noise about getting the law involved, making a lot of
threats."


"The
law?" Jarvis asked. "Why would he want to go and do that? It was just
a personal thing, between me and Jake and Py Mulvane. It's not a big
deal."


"I
know, I know . . ."Frank said. "But old Pete's pretty sore about it.
I think you'd better lay off Mulvane for a while. Let me worry about Pete and
Jake Jobbs."


Jarvis
looked at Frank. "What are you gonna do?"


Frank
started to answer, and then he noticed movement down below, in the prairie dog
town. A single dog came up out of his burrow and stood up on his hind legs,
looking around and sniffing the air. Frank picked up his rifle and brought it
to his shoulder. He quickly drew a bead and squeezed off a shot. The weapon
sounded and at almost the same moment the prairie dog exploded in a burst of
red, just as had the first, and its lifeless body was knocked sprawling in the
dirt.


"You
know, Pete Parker's a hell of a good man," Frank said. "I grew up
with him. Hell, I've known him since we were kids, and he's always been a
straight shooter and an upright guy. He was the same age as my brother – quite
a little older than me. His family used to get together with mine – you know,
picnics and holiday gatherings, that type of thing. In fact, Pete Parker was
the first guy I ever did any kind of rodeo with. It wasn't much, just kids horsin'
around in the corral, but when Pete was a kid he used to jump on steers and
cows, and ride 'em like he was a bronc buster. Hell, he got us all to doin' it,
and we used to have a big time. He was always wild and a lot of fun to be
with."


"So
it sounds like you're old friends," Jarvis said. "Why's he think you
got anything against him?"


"I
don't have anything against him." Frank laid his rifle back down and
rolled over on his side, getting more comfortable. "Or at least I didn't,
until he decided to take up with Jobbs. It just pisses me off, for more reasons
than one. I promise you, I'll get that son-of-a-bitch Jake, if it's the last
thing I do. I won't have a man come into my home, into my employment, and have
him do the things he done. As for Pete . . ." Frank shook his head.
"I've waited for years for him to get to the point where he was ready to sell
his land. I could see it comin': he was gonna give in to the bottle, and
eventually it'd be mine. He'd have no more use for it. Hell, when his wife
died, I figured it was as good as done. Pete seemed to die right along with her
– and God-damn it he seemed to stay dead until that fuckin' Jake Jobbs came
along!" Frank seemed beside himself, lying there in the dust, thinking
back on it all. He seemed incredulous. "Who would've believed it?


That
worthless bastard! It's like he's robbing me all over again! Now he's got Pete
talked out of selling out. I just can't believe it!"


"I
think Jake's got somethin' goin' with Pete's daughter," Jarvis said,
somewhat ingenuous. "At least that's the rumor around town." He
glanced back out at the prairie dog town and noticed
that a couple more dogs were showing their heads, but he didn't do anything to
bring it
to
Frank's attention. Instead he asked – "Do you know her?"


"Who,
Pete's daughter?" Frank asked. "No, not really. I mean, she grew up
here – you know, went to school here and all. But she was older than my kids,
so I never really knew anything about her. She was always real good lookin',
but I don't ever remember hearin' about her being involved with any of the
local boys, or anything like that. Somebody, I can't remember who, told me that
she was always real smart, and that she just didn't seem to want to associate with
anyone from Longmont. Then she was gone for a long time. I don't know where she
went."


Frank
looked out at the prairie dog town and noticed the same movement Jarvis had. He
quickly picked up his rifle, positioned himself for a shot, and squeezed the trigger.
This time he missed his mark Dirt flew up near a burrow, where a prairie dog
stay half-hid, the bullet doing no damage, other than to create a crater near
the tunnel entrance. Frank didn't seem to care. With the dogs back in hiding,
he laid his weapon back flat on the ground.


Jarvis
was secretly glad for the intended victim, and he was eager to distract Frank
from further killing. "That is a nice piece of property Pete Parker's got
there," he said.


Frank
made an expression that said he thought so too. "It's got
everything," he said. "Water, shade, grass that hasn't been grazed in
years. It's easy to access, easy to ride. There aren't a lot of places for
cattle to get lost in, not a lot of water gaps to worry about. The fences are
all bodark and they've been there forever. Don't require a lot of maintenance.
It'd be perfect for my operation. Hell, I'd love to have that land to graze
brood cattle. It's close to my house, so I could keep an eye on things. If
a
cow was calving out there, we'd have no trouble gettin ' to her. I've often
thought about getting that property and putting a calving barn right there in
that southwest corner, above the pond – you know, above the ravine, there.
Hell, its perfect!"


"It's
got everything, alright," Jarvis said.


"But
that ain't the half of it," Frank said, the lines around his eyes
narrowing into a knowing smile, almost a twinkle.


"What
do you mean?"


Frank
drew in a big breath of air. He seemed to examine the sky for a moment, to
study the horizon. "I mean – oil."


Jarvis
looked at Frank, not understanding. "Oil?"


"Oil,"
Frank repeated. "A couple years ago I had a guy out from the U.S.
Geological Survey. I paid 'em some money to take a look at my property and tell
me what they thought the chances were of finding oil in this area. I went in on
it with Wes Witherspoon, and what we got from it was a map. The government boys
think there's an oil field that runs from just west of Frederick all the way
over to Louisville. They don't know for sure – there ain't no way of knowin',
other than to have some drilling crews come in and sink some holes – but they
thought it was better'n fifty-fifty that oil is going to be discovered here. The
best prospects are for that property of Pete Parker's.


He
may just be sitting on a fortune over there." "Does Pete know
that?" Jarvis asked. "Oh yeah, he knows it," said Frank.


Jarvis
shook his head. "What's he plan to do about it?"


"I
don't think he's thought anything about it," Frank said. "Hell, he's
been good as dead for years now. He was too drunk to be rational even before
his
wife died. He hasn't been thinkin' well enough to see his opportunities, and
hasn't had the money to exploit them even if he was. His God-damned daughter
showin' back up may have changed things – her and God-damned Jake Jobbs!"


Jarvis
seemed incredulous, but also concerned. "You've know the old guy for
years, though – that's what you were just sayin'. How good can you feel about
buying his fortune out from underneath him?"


Frank
nodded that Jarvis didn't understand. "No, you don't get it," he
said. "The offer I've made to Pete Parker – it'd make him a wealthy man.
And at his age, and given all the problems around bringing in oil wells – hell,
I'd be doin' him a favor if
he'd
only accept it! He'd get all the benefits and none
of the worry. He ain't bein' swindled, if that's what you're worried
about."


Jarvis
seemed to think on it for a moment. "Well what would be holding him
back?"


Frank's
eyes narrowed. "Because Pete's not a businessman – he's a rancher.


It's
all he's ever been. It's all he knows. I thought it wasn't going to make any
difference, but then . . ." Frank stopped and looked out at the prairie
dog town, where again he spotted movement. They just couldn't let their
curiosity rest, the little ground squirrels. They just couldn't seem to stay
hidden until the danger had passed.


"But
then what?" Jarvis pressed.


Frank
raised his rifle to his shoulder and looked down the sites. "But then Pete
goes out and buys this God-damned Charolais bull . . ." He pulled the
trigger, and another prairie dog bit the dust.
















 












CHAPTER 25 – Conduit


 


In
the yard, under the huge, spreading elm that reached over Parker ranch house
and kept it safe from rain and sun, Tory was readying a picnic spot. Jake
watched from the doorway of his one-man bunkhouse as she held two corners of a
blanket, gave it a shake, and then floated it to the ground so that it landed
in a square. He saw her get down on hands and knees to finish the job, tugging
at the wool to pull it flat. Then Pete emerged from the house and walked over
to see what she was doing. They were talking, but a light breeze seemed to
steal the sounds of their words, and Jake couldn't hear what was being said. It
was chit-chat, small-talk, the kind of banter such as Sundays are made on – of
that he was sure. It was purposeless, loving exchange. Pete calmly stretched,
reaching toward the sky and bending back at odd angles, trying to realign his
vertebrae and unbundle his muscles. Then Py appeared, on an errand, delivering
a handful of dinner plates to Tory, who expected their arrival and had places
on the blanket all picked out for them. Pete's pigs noticed the activity and
they came walking across the equipment yard, grunting and snorting, talking in
noisy pig-talk, as if Pete and the others were fluent. Barred from entry to the
grounds by the surrounding fence, they stuck their snoots between the pickets
and groveled without dignity, piteous at not having been asked. Jake saw Py
become animated as he described something to Pete, broadly gesturing details
and dimensions, though again the human voice didn't carry in the wind, or at
least not in Jake's direction. He couldn't hear what Py was saying, but he
could see that he looked happy. Jake could see his grin and thought how goofy
Py looked, the blackness around his eyes giving him a sunken appearance, distorted
in some way that brought to mind a happy, consumptive scarecrow. Jake was
touched by his cheerfulness.


Py
had been asked not to let Pete or Tory know anything about yesterday's gun-toting
visitor. Now Jake found Py's acting courageous, because he knew the incident
had upset the boy, and pretending like it had never happened wasn't easy. But,
by God, Py wasn't letting it show, and was going beyond the pail to shield Pete
and Tory from similar concern. Standing watch, Jake couldn't help but admire Py's
strength. He wondered if young Py wasn't already more of a man than he could
ever be.


Jake
had been avoiding the others since the incident, over-loaded in his brain with
worry over how to proceed. Until yesterday he had deluded himself into
believing that somehow Pico would find some reason to back off on the Walker
job. He had imagined that his appeals would somehow be heard, and that some
arrangement could be reached whereby he could pay off his debt and be freed. He
had steady work now, a job he imagined himself doing for . . . the rest of his
life? He looked back over toward the house, where Tory continued to ready
things for their picnic. Yes, the rest of his life, that's what he had been
thinking. He hadn't said as much to himself, hadn't thought the phrase through,
but those were the right words. Jake was, for the first time ever, starting to
think in terms of what he would do for the rest of his life. Before it had
always been how to get through today, tomorrow, the rest of the week. He had
been living life as if it were an extension of some high school kid's summer
job, that however awful it was, it would pass, and he would start a new school
year, and somehow everything would be renewed. But the reality of the situation
was that it was prison Jake had lasted through to, not education. And it was
not a string of aimless summers, but a procession of criminal acts that, rather
than freeing him from his indentured servitude, only engorged him deeper in the
mouth of the beast. Now there was no deluding himself any further. Decision
time was at hand, but how? And what? Going through with what he had agreed to
would be ruinous to all that now seemed possible and within his reach. Not
going through with the Walker hit would be suicidal, possibly even murderous.
He didn't doubt for one second that Pico's hitman would follow through on his
threats where Tory, Lily and the others were concerned. Jake had stayed clear
of the darkest forces at work in Lorenz Pico's camp, but he had always known
they were there. He had heard the stories of things that had happened to those
who earned Pico's contempt. One story always came to mind, when Jake allowed
himself to think honestly about who Lorenz Pico was. It was about a guy in St.
Louis who had filched money from the take on a payroll robbery. Pico had
handled the retribution himself. He tied the guy to a chair, castrated him, and
then slowly worked an ice pick up through the soft underside of his throat,
finally piercing the base of his brain. The story told was that at that point
the guy's eyes popped open wide, and he went into a convulsion that he never
came out of until death finally brought his relief. It was no wonder Jake
didn't like to think honestly about whom he was dealing with. The thoughts
alone could be killing.


But
what to do? Jake had considered going to Ben Miller, the sheriff, and telling
him about the whole thing: the planned hit on Walker Ranch, the Pico
organization everything! But yesterday the gunman had warned him about doing
any such thing. The spiders, he had said, were everywhere, and Jake believed
it. He doubted even God knew who all might have allegiance to Pico. Besides, if
bringing Pico down didn't get him killed, it would most certainly destroy all
other personal hopes and ambitions. Jake was as dirty as any of them, and while
he might turn state's evidence and plea-bargain himself a shorter term, he
didn't like his chances of survival in prison. He knew Pico's feelers reached
as far as any correctional facility to which he would likely be exiled. There
seemed only one way out, and that was to carry through with the plan. Pico had
made him a deal – had said that this one last job would free Jake of his
obligations – and Jake had no concrete reasons to doubt him. Sure, Pico could
have him killed after the job, making certain that, as a free agent, Jake
wouldn't turn him in. But that wouldn't seem to make sense, for someone as
suspect as Jake to turn up dead right after a big felony.


Pico’s
security would be better served by having Jake stay alive and quiet, allowed to
live out the rest of his life as a citizen in good standing of this pilfered
community. Jake could promise to stay mum. Besides, this idea carried the extra
benefit of getting even with Frank Walker. Jake hated the bastard, and the
thought of him being relieved of his possessions was appealing. If one last person
was going to be made to pay for his shortcomings, Jake would just as soon that
it be Frank Walker.


The
conduit was Lily, and here he had to pause to think again. Pretty Lily, who had
no idea what the world was about, and who saw in him a replacement figure for
her father, who could hold and protect her, and fulfill her physical needs in
ways beyond what a father could, or should. Hell, Jake knew what it was about.
She was a kid – a lubricious child, to be sure – but a kid! Jake almost cried
over her emotional starvation, and the depths of her innocence. It wasn't like
Py's, of course, because a woman's never is. Bound by earth and motherhood,
they were never as far off the ground as young boys, or at least that was
Jake's impression. They never expected to find their dreams outside of the
standard company of other human beings. But Lily was naive. Jake could hardly
face himself at the thought of exploiting her to save himself, or even others.
The very thought was mean and cruel, mostly because Jake knew she would let
him, that she would allow herself to be debased to be with him; that somehow
she would find the proposition more favorable than the alternative, which was
to live in loneliness and despair, choosing companionship from among the other
available rabble, the cowboys and the tradesmen.


And
she would, of course, choose someone. It was not in her nature to be alone,
only to feel that way. That crossed Jake's mind, too, and the selfishness in
his head and heart ached for her, and didn't want to think of her with anybody
else. Damn his devil's soul, he lusted for the girl – for every inch and ounce
of her! He wondered at himself with shame, as he thought of Lily and watched Tory.
It was the latter that he loved, the former that he yearned for. And he did it
knowing it could lead to no good, either way. A demon of lust had gripped his
being and was ripping his judgment to tiny shreds.


* * * * *


"Isn't
it kind of late for you to be going out?" Tory asked. "Not
really," said Jake, innocently. "Not really."


"What
are you going to do?"


Jake
continued readying himself, glancing in the little mirror that hung above his
bunk, pulling a comb through his hair a couple times. "I'm just gonna go
into town and have me a beer – probably go the Plainsman, or maybe the
Stockman's Diner. Nothin' big. I won't be gone long."


Tory
seemed puzzled by the whole thing. She and Jake hadn't known each other long – still
less than six weeks – but never before had he ever expressed any desire to go
to town for a drink, either by himself or otherwise. "Are you going to
take Py with you?" she asked.


"He's
too young," Jake said, stating fact.


Tory
thought for a moment. "I guess you don't want me to go along with you
either."


Jake
glanced at her, but quickly looked away and continued to dress. He pulled a
cotton shirt on over his undershirt and started buttoning up from the bottom.
"It's not that I don't want you to come along," he said, sounding
just agitated enough to discourage additional investigation. "I’d just
like to have a little time to myself – you know, think things over, and relax
with my thoughts."


"Relax
with your thoughts?" Tory grinned, repeating the words.
Jake and deep thoughts had never exactly been an item and she mulled the
concept over with mixed emotions, part suspicion and part glee. Maybe she
shouldn't have made him read those magazines. Maybe she just should have read
them to him.


"Does
it surprise you that I may have a thought or two racin' around in my
head?" Jake asked, knowing he was leading her into a box canyon from which
there could be no graceful escape.


"No,
it doesn't surprise me," she said innocently. "I guess we all have
them."


Jake
gave a sidelong look, wondering what she was implying. "Besides, aren't
there ever times where you just feel like you'd like to get off by yourself,
and . . ."


"And
relax with my thoughts . . . sure, I guess there are," she said. "How
late do you plan on staying out?" As soon as the words escaped her lips a
strange expression came over her face, as if the words had somehow been relayed
through her from some external source, and she couldn't believe what she had
said.


Jake
couldn't believe it either. "You sound just like a wife, you know
that?" he said, as if it were an accusation of the first order, like
racial prejudice or treason.


Tory
seemed rueful. "I do sound that way, don't I?" She seemed to collect
herself before his eyes, her facial expressions changing a half-dozen times,
all in the course of a few seconds. Then she nodded her head in a way that
seemed to forgive herself. She'd had a little inner dialogue and arrived at an
agreement. "Okay, I won't ask you any more questions. Forget I ever said
anything. Go and have a good time and come home . . ." She seemed to rest
on the word for a moment. ". . . when you're good and ready." Then
she smiled a small, dutiful smile and turned to leave, allowing Jake to go
about his business.


Jake
grabbed her arm as she turned away. "I won't be gone late, I
promise," he said. Then he pulled her to him and kissed her fully on the
mouth. Tory rushed to him as if drawn by necessity, pulling in so tight that
she had to crane her neck back to put her lips to his. Then Jake pulled away,
and she stood breathless, looking into his mahogany eyes, amazed by how he
controlled her. It had never been this way for her before, not with any other
man. The others had all been just men,
some strong and willful, others talented and clever. Others dumb, but pretty.
But Jake . . . Jake was the only one to have ever knocked her off her guard, to
have screwed up her equilibrium and made her unsure of herself. She had sought
confidence, in other men. Now she found something world shaking in Jake. It was
unnerving and addictive.


Tory
looked and him and forced a smile. "Have a good time," she said, then
turned on walked back toward the main house.


* * * * *


"HI,
Jake."


Lily
had been waiting for him for over two hours, having left her house early,
telling her father that she was meeting her friend Betty Wilkerson for sodas.
Longmont had recently sprouted an ice cream parlor that opened mid-afternoon,
for the after school business, and stayed open until ten p.m. Now it was past
time for it to have closed, and she was already later getting home than she had
promised to be, given that it was a school night. But she had waited patiently
for the adult hour to roll around, when swains like Jake entered the night.


She
had been thrilled to receive his invitation, which arrived in the way they had
worked out many weeks earlier for planning their nocturnal liaisons. There was
an intersection a quarter mile east of the Walker home, where two county roads
crossed, and where traffic was halted at a four-way stop. A quartet of trees
stood there, and in the trunk of one there was a hollow, where items could be
placed out of sight of passers-by. Lily had been religiously stopping there,
once a day, though it had been weeks since anything had been left for her, and
it had started to seem like a labor of lost love. The medium of communication
was always a small, flat rock that would not attract much notice of anyone who
might have happened to discover it, though a careful observer would discern a
number, scratched upon the surface. Usually it would be an eight or a nine,
indicating the hour that they were to rendezvous that evening. The location
needn't be described, because it was always the same. There was a temporarily
abandoned farmhouse about five miles on east of the intersection, set back away
from the main road, out of sight of county travelers. It was the former home of
a recently deceased dowager, and most of her possessions were still in the
house, while dispensation of the estate was being finalized. All the antique
furnishings were still in place, the fine curtains were still on the windows,
and the lace doilies still on the arm chairs. The bed was still there, with its
crepe and chiffon-draped canopy, its cushy comforter and its over-stuffed
pillows. It was a charming setting for secret lovers, and an especially toney
stage for the deflowering of young maidenhood, typically hopeful for an aura of
romance that might chip away at the sharp edges of their shrouded union.


"HI,
Lily."


Jake
had been distracted on the way over, bumping along the backroad in Pete's old
beaten pickup. Every last ounce of him told him that this was wrong, that what
he was doing was infradig, even for him, and he had gone on about his business
with the determination of an undertaker, meeting the challenge, if not exactly
enjoying it. But then he saw Lily, standing there in the little setting room,
waiting for him with all the joy and anticipation of a loving wife. She was
beauty beyond compare, dewy youth and fragrant skin. She had bided her time
brushing her hair, dreaming about what the night may hold, and now it shined
radiant and full, and fell handsomely over her bare shoulders and down upon her
bodice, that dipped alluringly low over her breasts.


"I
was beginning to get scared you weren't going to come," she said. Jake
seemed a little dumb struck for a moment, intoxicated by her vision, manipulated
for just this effect. "I hope you didn't have to wait long," he said,
holding his hat humbly before him, more like a bashful boy caller than a middle-aged
lothario. "Not long," she said, deflecting any hint of anxiety, or
any feeling that might steal from the scene. Jake tossed his hat onto the seat
of a high-backed chair and ambled a little closer toward her, seeming ill at
ease and awkward.


"I
can get you something to drink," Lily said. "There's brandy. Would
you like some of that?"


Jake
made an expression that seemed to say it sounded fine. "Sure, I'll take a
little," he said, and Lily moved quickly to a cabinet to retrieve the
liqueur and some appropriate glasses. She poured them both with aplomb,
including a tasteful sense for measures, acquired from countless nights
watching her father at his evening toast. She handed Jake a glass, and then the
two of them touched their drinks together, and each sipped. It was peach
brandy, and the sweetness of it set heavy on Jake's tongue. It was right for
Lily, however, who swirled it in her mouth, and then felt it go down, warming
her up inside along its way. She felt its affects and took a long, deep breath
to balance the sensation. Alcohol was not her natural aphrodisiac, but she'd
make do. She knew Jake's tastes ran to whiskey, and having none to offer she
wanted to at least be a sport about getting things started. Again, she was
willing to go to great pains to make this night seem seamless, whatever it was
going to take to make it happen.


Jake
held his glass up to eye level, as if contemplating his objective, and then put
it to his lips and threw it back, downing the remaining liquid in a single
gulp. Lily giggled. "I guess that means you like it," she said, to
which Jake just smiled slightly. He was still feeling uncomfortable, and looked
around for something about which to make small-talk. "There sure is a lot
of nice stuff in here," he said, "a hell of a lot of nice stuff to
leave abandoned out here like this."


Lily
looked around her, her eyes big and bright. "Sometimes I dream that it's
all been left to me," she said, following with a self-conscious giggle.
"It'll all go to somebody in Mrs. Douglas' family . . ." "Mrs.
Douglas?" said Jake. "She's the lady who died, who used to live
here," Lily explained. "Anyway, it's just a fantasy, but if I were
going to have a home of my own, it'd be just like this one."


"Well,
you can sure tell it's a woman's place," Jake said. "I mean, with all
the frills and all."


"I
suppose," Lily said, "but I like it this way, all delicate and sweet.
This lady had great tastes."


The
conversation lulled for a moment, and Jake shifted nervously on his feet, and
then chose a place on the settee and put himself down. Lily quickly sat down
beside him, but as soon as she did she was struck by a thought. "Would you
like to hear the phonograph?" she said. "Mrs. Douglas has a Victrola."


"Sure,"
Jake said, "don't mind if I do."


Lily
quickly jumped up and moved across the room, opening the top of the Victrola,
revealing the turntable, then the little drawers along the front. Inside there
were recordings on thick, heavy plastic. She found a disk of Bing Crosby and
the Williams Brothers Quartet singing "Swinging On A Star," and after
cranking the handle a few times, she placed the platter on the turntable and
set the needle in the groove. The sound of the big band crackled through the
open speakers on the front of the cabinet, and Crosby’s rich croon wafted
through the room. "Do you like it?" Lily asked, excited.


"It’s
fine," said Jake, smiling sappishly, tapping his feet a few times to prove
he had the beat. Lily rejoined him on the sofa. "Would you like another
drink?" she asked, and when he nodded that he would she poured from the
decanter, there on the coffee table before them.


Lily
drank down her first glass, then poured herself a second, and quickly drank
that down too. There was some thought on her part to move the evening along,
for across the room there was a sturdy old grandfather clock that looked down
on her with the weight of passing minutes, urging her to not be wasteful. It
was a school night, and already it was moving in on ten-thirty. She felt
the
heat of the brandy coursing through her body, causing a tingling sensation in
her fingers and toes. The muscles across her forehead tightened slightly, and
again she had to take a deep breath to right her natural balance. Flushed, she
looked at Jake and smiled, hoping he wouldn't notice her mild distress, but
there was no danger there. Jake seemed distracted, sometimes staring blankly
into space, as if there were a picture screen he alone could see, then in the
next minute looking at her with unabashed appreciation, openly awestruck by her
youth and loveliness.


Lily
picked up a small, decorative fan that lie on an end table, close at hand, and
fanned herself a few times, trying to quell the fire inside her. Small beads of
sweat broke out on her cheeks and forehead, and the dew only heightened the
sensuality she exuded. Jake saw it and put his glass down. He looked at her for
a brief moment, almost as if hoping to see some sign that he shouldn't go ahead
and take what he wanted, but it didn't show. Instead Lily smiled at him and
inhaled deeply, causing her breasts to swell seductively, and Jake saw it and
couldn't wait. He put an arm around her waist and pulled her toward him, and
she went willingly, wrapping into him like a gooey cinnamon, entwining herself
around his trunk. Conscious thought abandoned him, and he explored her wanton
lips and mouth with his tongue, which she accepted fully, sucking him inside
her with relish, a promise of more to come. She kissed him passionately,
withdrawing only long enough to find another wet, deserving spot, and then she
kissed him some more. She adeptly undid the buttons of his shirt and spread it
open wide, disappointed to find still more material underneath, but undaunted.
She wanted to feel his skin, to know that he was real, right there with her in
this way, a flesh-and-blood lover, and she pushed her hands up under his
undershirt, reaching to feel his nipples. Jake looked to the ceiling – looked,
perhaps, for God – but he couldn't control himself any longer. He pulled Lily
from the sofa and up into his arms, lifting her up off the floor, and he
carried her to the next room, and the bed.


With
a single motion he pulled her blouse off of her, removing it over her head.


Then
he pushed her back upon the bed, undid the buttons on her skirt and pulled that
free, too. Lily was aflame, kissing his neck, his chest, his hands when she
could catch them, while he stripped her down to bra, slip and panties. While
bending over her, as she lie flat upon the bed, he pulled her slip away, and
then her underwear, revealing her pubic hair, her vulva . . . Lily sighed
surrenderingly as Jake reached beneath her and undid her bra, then slowly,
pulled it away, revealing her mounded breasts.


Lily
looked into Jake's eyes, and he saw and recognized what was being revealed. She
had that distant look that only young girls get, that. says they are lost in
inner visions that will float in their thoughts and dreams for the rest of
their days. A serenity swept over her, a calm disregard for convention and
moral upbringing. She was where she wanted to be, in the arms of the person she
wanted to love. Her eyelids closed in a sort of hypnotic slumber, opening wide
for a moment, revealing the azure purity of her gaze, and then retracted, as
she fell again into an inner, emotional free-fall. Jake looked at her nakedness
and was poleaxed by the perfection of her form. Her nipples stood up firm, like
tiny rose buds, begging to be suckled. Her skin was smooth and firm, tanned by
the summer sun, and richly glowing. The hair over her vagina was a soft down, a
flaxen field of spiraling tendrils, that seemed to reach out for him, calling
him to come hither. He looked down the length of her, at her long, lean legs,
at the bronze beauty of her tiny feet.


She
reached down and unbuckled the belt of his pants, and pulled down his zipper.
He bent over her and kissed the middle of her chest, working his way down the
centerline of her stomach, and lower. Lily tried to wrapped her legs around his
waist, as he parted her sheath and patrolled it with his tongue.


"They
say that Mrs. Douglas, the old lady who lived here, was real wealthy, although
she never showed it in the way she dressed." Lily lay naked on the bed,
her head on Jake's chest, in an afterglow of reverie. He gently stroked her
hair as she talked about nothing special, filling the moments after their
intimacy with a verbal backdrop, a gentle noise aimed at blocking out all
distractions. Each wanted it to last just awhile longer, this free-floating
island in the middle of concern. "I've been told that she had more than a
million dollars, some of it in fantastic jewelry that she never took out of her
safe." Lily smiled mischievously, looking up at Jake. "They say it's
around here somewhere."


"What
is?" Jake asked, caught in half-listen.


"The
safe," Lily said, revealing unexpected treasure. "You want to see if
we can find it?"


Jake
seemed to think on it for a moment, then said – "Nah, I can't believe
whoever's takin' care of her estate would just leave 'em out here,
unprotected."


"Why?"


Jake
looked at her like she was daft. "Why? What do you mean, why? Because
there's people in this world who would steal 'em, that's why!"


Lily
didn't believe it for a second. "Oh, not around here."


"What
do you mean, 'not around here?' You think you're livin' in some sort of a
bubble or something? Where there ain't no such thing as evil people?"


"I'm
just saying I've never heard of such a thing happening around here – and I've
lived here my whole life." She reported her experience with trace
bitterness, as if it had amounted to a net loss. "My mom had tons of
jewelry – expensive, too – and she just used to keep it in the drawer of her
vanity. My dad keeps it in his safe, now, but he's weird that way. He's like
you: he doesn't trust anybody."


Jake
looked disconcerted. "I trust people," he said, to which Lily
answered – "Not much!" "Well, maybe I'm a little careful, but
over time you just start to learn that you've got to be."


Lily
moved her hand, without purpose, over his chest. "I think I'm not really
looking forward to getting old."


"What
do you mean?"


Lily
thought for a moment. "It just seems like everybody I've ever known has
sort of closed down after a certain point, and stopped doing the things that
always used to make them happy. It's like they don't have any fun anymore."


"Well,
you change, that's for sure," Jake said. "Sometimes the things you
thought were fun when you were a kid just aren’t that much fun to an
adult."


"It's
not so much the things you do to have fun," Lily said, "it's the idea
of having fun in general. I don't think my father ever has fun."


Jake
chortled. "What, even when he's out in the barn, with the boxing gloves,
pounding some poor sap's face black and blue?"


Lily
reached up and gently touched the swelling around his eyes, down from what it
was, but still apparent. "Does it still hurt?" she asked, to which
Jake shook his head 'no.' Lily went back to massaging his chest. "No, I
don't even think that gives him any fun. I think he just does it so he can have
an excuse to be with the boys."


"Well,
see – that's what I'm saying," Jake said. "The urge is probably still
there for him. He probably remembers what it was like to be young, and have fun
– you know, in a certain way, rough-housing or whatever. But probably the best
he can do now is organize something that reminds him of how it was."


"It's
sort of sad."


old."


Jake
nodded. "Yeah, it is sort of sad. It's
natural, though. Hell, everybody gets


"I
don't want to," Lily said.


"Nobody
wants to," Jake said, "but you don’t have any choice. The thing I
know now is that it happens to you before you even know it. One day you do
something that you've done a hundred times before – and, you know, enjoyed
doing – and all the sudden it isn't the same. You might even feel guilty, or
just feel somethin' about it just isn't right. That's when it hits you. Your
youth is gone and you just can't be that person anymore."


"You
are so depressing."


Jake
laughed. "Yeah, I guess I am. I don't mean to be."


"So
what can a person do?" Lily asked. "It just sounds so awful."


Jake
nodded, not really knowing. "The best I can think is that you got to find
out really young that everything you do – it all matters. It's all connected,
and all a part of what the rest of your life is going to be about."


Something
in what he said seemed to fall heavily on Lily's ears. She stopped massaging
and went still for a moment, lapsing into thought. Then she looked up at Jake,
who seemed also to suddenly have become remote. "I wonder about how we fit
into all that," she said.


Jake
had no response.
















 












CHAPTER 26 – Scent


 


Lily
was beaming broadly, full of herself as she ordered a list of items at Watson's
Pharmacy, all of which would be charged against her father's standing line of
credit. "Let's see, one more thing . . ." she said, leaning across
the perfume counter, scanning the shelf for her fragrance of choice.
"There, that's what I want: Shalimar," she said. It
had
been her mother's favorite. As a child, after her mother's death, Lily used to
find the fragrance among the things her father had left untouched, on her
mother's dresser. The smell reminded Lily of her. Now that she was of age to
wear a fragrance herself, she remained true to the familiar scent.


Carney
Watson fetched it down off the shelf and slipped it into a paper bag, with the
other things: a lipstick, blush, some eyeliner, a couple emery boards, a
deodorant, fingernail clippers, and a toothbrush. "You've got expensive
tastes in perfume, Miss Walker," said the pharmacist, commenting just to
be conversational.


"Just
brought up right," Lily said cheerfully, a trifle insouciant.


On
the other side of the store, only an aisle away, Tory peered between heart
shaped boxes of Russell Stover's candies, having by coincidence wondered in to
buy a box of stationery and overheard the perfume order.


Shalimar!
That's what it was! When Tory pulled Jake's shirt out of the hamper to do
laundry this morning she had noticed the smell. She was in the habit of
smelling his clothing, holding it to her face and breathing in
his aroma: for some reason she liked the musty way he made his clothes smell,
the manliness of his odor. It was a secret pleasure that she allowed herself
and that she would not likely have admitted to anyone. But this morning, when
she held the shirt to her face, she immediately noticed that it wasn't the
same. There was perfume there, a sweet, flowery bouquet that she did not for
one moment mistake for aftershave. There was also a hint of alcohol, but she
expected that, since it was the shirt he had worn to town last night. She had
heard him come home, driving into the yard at nearly two o'clock this morning,
walking to his bunkhouse with a stealth Tory had found suspicious, as she lay
awake, listening through the open window in her room. He was out early, gone to
fix fence before anybody else was up and around, so Tory hadn't yet seen him to
ask how his evening went. She had been congratulating herself on her reserve,
and on the way she had avoided the appearance of insecurity or jealousy. She
had heard him in the kitchen, early this morning – a good hour earlier than the
crew usually met for breakfast – but she had resisted the temptation to check
up on him. But then, later in the morning, finding the perfume – and Shalimar
at that! For the rest of the morning it had been difficult for her to keep her
emotions in check. Jake had been with another woman last night, she was sure of
it.


The
rumors about Jake and Lily had not escaped Tory's attention. She didn't have a
lot of contact with people in the community, but she did occasionally talk with
an old schoolmate of hers named Diane MacDougal. The MacDougal girl had married
her high school sweetheart, and they lived on a farm on the far side of
Longmont, nearly thirty miles from Parker Ranch. It was too far for Tory to get
together with her often, but long before she had met Jake she had heard the
gossipy MacDougal girl talking about young Lily Walker girl, and how she was
allegedly wild, and having an affair with an older man. It had later occurred
to Tory that Jake might possibly have been the "older man" in
question, but it had seemed insignificant. If Jake had been rocking that
particular cradle, it was apparently over with now. She and Jake had hardly
been apart, since the day they met in the bank. Jake seemed to like it that
way, as far as Tory could tell, so she never gave any more consideration to the
rumor. Now, however, it did occur to her to wonder. Tory wasn't the type to
miss the scent of another woman on her man's clothing.


Carney
Watson handed the purchased items to Lily. "Thank you, now," he said.
"Say hi to your father."


"I
will, Mr. Watson," said Lily, sounding little-girl like in her sweetness.
She turned and headed out the front door.


Still
one aisle over, Tory shadowed her toward the door, walking parallel to her,
unnoticed by everyone except Carney Watson, whose glasses slipped to the end of
his nose as he watched Pete Parker's daughter stalk the Walker girl. He took a
few steps in their direction, half-wondering if Tory wasn't going to leap from
behind the foot powders and attack her, though he couldn't imagine a motive.
Before his worries could force him to action, the drama moved beyond his
domain. Lily reached the front door to the pharmacy, opened it and stepped
outside. Tory went out right behind her, even before the door could swing shut.


"Pardon
me? Miss?" Tory tried to get Lily’s attention without attracting the
curiosity of passers-by. Longmont streets were busy, for a mid-week morning.


Lily
cast a regardant look at the woman hurrying up behind her. "Are you
talking to me?" she asked.


"Yes,"
Tory said. "I wondered if I could I speak with you for a moment?"


Suddenly
Lily seemed to realize who this was she was looking at. Her expression went
flat and she turned and started walking quickly away.


Tory
was surprised by the reaction and quickly took chase. "Wait a minute, I
just want to talk to you!" she said, but Lily kept right on going. "I
don't have anything to say to you!" she said, hustling toward her car,
trying to affect an escape.


"Why?
Because you've been with Jake?" Tory asked.


Lily
stopped in her tracks. She turned and said, "You're her, aren't you?
You're Tory Parker."


"Yes,
I am," said Tory, only imagining what that must mean to her.


"I
don't know what you want," Lily said, a little flustered. "I don't
have anything to say to you."


"I
just want to talk to you," said Tory. "I just want to introduce
myself." Lilly frowned suspiciously. "Why?"


Tory
raised her eyebrows, slightly at a loss. "I guess I think we've got
something in common. We're kind of like a club."


"You
mean – because of Jake?" Lily explored the context carefully, easing
herself into what felt like an unavoidable confrontation. She was careful not
to phrase her playback in a way that would sound like an admission of guilt.


Tory
nodded. "Yes – because of Jake." She offered a half-smile, an olive
branch to encourage the communication, then started to explain – "See, I
was doing Jake's laundry this morning, and . . ."


Lily
seemed shocked at what seemed to her a revealed intimacy, and one that implied
all sorts of things about the relationship her lover had with this woman, who
seemed so willing to admit her mundane devotions. Lily found herself having to
stifle a laugh, though as a faux pas it would have been allowed. Tory seemed
also to find it an amusing way to start their conversation, even if the
amusement was at her own expense. She chortled in a self-effacing way that set
Lily at ease. She no longer seemed worried that this accosting woman intended
her harm. But she wasn't prepared for what came next. Tory leaned in toward her
and smelled her, sniffing the air a few times to sample Lily's odor.


"What
are you doing?" Lily shrieked, quickly looking around to see if anyone was
witnessing this odd investigation.


"It's
you, alright," Tory said. "I never forget an odor, especially one
that's set into my man's dry goods." Lily's eyes expressed abhorrence.
"Like I was saying," Tory continued, "I was doing the laundry
this morning, and I picked up this fragrance . . . flowers, sweetness, sort of
heavier than I like. Shalimar! That's what it was. I knew I knew it! My mother
used to love that stuff."


"Mine
too," Lily said. Then, uncertain as to why, she offered a defense of
herself – "It's not cheap, you know."


Tory
smiled at the unintended subtext. "No, I'm sure it’s not." She raised
her eyebrows in hopes of earning compliance. "So – can we talk a
moment?"


"Yeah,
okay," said Lily, curious but not fearful. "You can walk me to my
car." "So, I guess you know that Jake works for my dad?" Tory
walked along beside her as if the two of them were old girlfriends, glancing
occasionally at the girl's carriage. "He's been working there since the
day after he quit working for your dad."


"He
got fired," Lily said, sorrowfully.


"I
know – Jake told me all about it." The two exchanged looks, but it went no
further. "I met Jake in town, when he was making plans to leave. I got him
the job with my dad, and we've been together ever since." Tory took
another surreptitious glance at Lily's walk. "Or at least I thought we
were," she said.


The
two walked along a little further, Tory casting furtive glances at the younger
girl, noticing the way her hips moved under the fabric of her dress, the turn
of her calves, and the straightness of her spine. After a moment she said – "I
got to tell you, kid, I don't have any trouble seeing what Jake sees in you.
You're a knockout."


"What
do you mean?" Lily asked. She acted on some intuitive notion that Tory's
words carried more meaning than literal interpretation would allow. It was the age
difference. Something about the older woman made her feel inadequate and wary
of verbal confrontation.


"What
do I mean?" Tory asked. She grabbed Lily by the elbow and spun her to a
stop, then made a gesture that led her eyes up and down her front. "Look
at you!


You’re
gorgeous!"


Lily
became embarrassed and starting walking again. "I'm nothing special,"
she said.


Tory
waited for a moment, as if another shoe was going to fall, revealing Lily as
selfish, self-obsessed, as much a brat as her breeding would allow, but it
didn't happen.


Instead,
Tory had to hurry to catch back up with her. "You know, personalities
aside, if I had your looks – and if I was your age – I wouldn't be wasting them
on some guy moving in on forty." Lily glanced at her, signaling that she
was listening, but wasn't falling for anything fishy. "Really, kid, I'm
serious. You should be having the time of your life with boys your own age.
You'll be glad you did, later. You'll appreciate these days and remember them
your whole life."


"You
sound like everybody else," Lily said.


"Oh
yeah? Well maybe everybody else is right," Tory said. "If I
had your looks, I'd be out breaking every heart on the Front Range. I wouldn't
waste a moment of it."


"I'm
not interested in that type of thing."


Tory
frowned and looked at her closely. "Are you interested in Jake?" she
asked.


Lily
stopped walking again, and turned to face her. "I have strong feeling for
Jake. I do."


"So
do I," Tory said.


Lily
looked at her, watching for clues to what she was thinking, where this was all
going, and what she might do. "Do you hate me?" she finally asked.


Tory
shook her head, feigning disgust, as if hating a woman rival was beneath her.
"No, I don't hate you," she said. "I think you're making a big
mistake."


"Why?"
Lily asked.


"Because
I'm with Jake every day and, that being the case, I can't see how he can be
anything good for you," Tory said. "This might sound strange, but I
wouldn’t want to see you get hurt."


"You
don't even know me," Lily said.


"Yeah
I do," said Tory. "You aren’t what I expected, but you aren’t that
different either. Let me tell you straight, as someone who's been around a
little, whatever you've had with Jake is best left to your memories. He's from
another time, honey.


Jake's
more my world than yours. I suppose you imagine some long-term relationship,
but I can tell you it wouldn't work. He'd just be robbing from you, in the long
run."


Lily
seemed to be listening, if not fully understanding. "But it's different
for you?"


Tory
nodded in a way that seemed definite. "The stuff I'm talking about losing –
it's already gone, for me. I've already put behind me everything I had to take.
That's the good part about getting older – after a while, after you've gotten
used to the fact that you aren't a kid anymore, you start to grow in ways you
couldn't have dreamed of before. That's why Jake and I should be together,
because that's the place he's at in his life, too. He's ready to grow, now – and
I want to be there to grow with him."


Lily's
brain seemed to go on hold for a moment, as she digested what had been said.
"But . . . I love him," she said hesitantly, as if that should be
enough.


Tory
smiled. "Of course you do, honey. I do too."


Lily
just stood there, staring blankly. There were feelings racing through the
windows of her eyes, but only the most observant could have seen them, and then
it would have been impossible to decipher their meaning. Even Lily couldn't.
She just looked, as her words swam like fishes in her head. Somehow the
feelings Tory had expressed, the way she had stated them – they were beautiful
to her. Somehow they resonated and told her something about the world that
before she could not have comprehended.


Tory
stood looking at her, wondering what was happening there in that perfect, sweet
face. She was a good kid, that's all she could tell for sure. Young, confused,
maybe even lonely, but she could tell there was heart there, and goodness.
"Well, that's all I had to say," Tory finally
said. "Just . . . think about it, okay. Just think about what I
said." She smiled kindly, then turned and starting walking away up the
sidewalk.


Lily
watched her for a moment, amazed to discover that a part of her didn't want to
see her go. She watched as the older woman made her way on up the street,
noticing the way she held herself, the strength about the way she moved. Then,
for some reason, she did something even she could not fully understand. "Tory!"
she yelled, loud enough to turn a few heads on the street.


More
than fifty feet away, Tory turned around and looked back at her. "You
don't have to worry – you have them!" Lily hollered.


"Have
what?" Tory yelled back.


"The
looks!" Lily yelled. Then she turned and walked on to her waiting car.
















 












CHAPTER 27 – Another Idea


 


Jake's
telegram was short and final:


FILER
* STOP


MUST
SCHEDULE MEETING * STOP * PLANS CANCELED * STOP


JAKE


He
had gone to town the first thing this morning, after managing to avoid Tory and
the others all yesterday. He hadn't been able to stop thinking about what had
transpired between he and Lily – not the intimacy, but the deceit. There had
been a dozen such rendezvous between the two, several in that same setting.
They were all exciting in a carnal way, though exactly why was the very thing
that made this last encounter now feel so abominable. Their sex had always been
more sweet than libidinous. Jake liked Lily,
though now he kicked himself for it, for this affection was at the root of how
she had become so disastrously entangled in his predicament. He'd noticed her
looks – there was no way not to – but the thing that had fogged his thinking
was what he had seen behind that face. A bond of loss and sadness had connected
them in a way that beauty alone never could. It had caused Jake to forget his
most basic rules – including, to some degree, the reason he was at Walker Ranch
in the first place – and there had been no previous time in his life when this
had happened. He had become intoxicated by Lily, and now he cursed himself for
it. Too heartbroken over the loss of his own youth to
willingly steal it from another, Jake feared this was precisely what he had done.


It
had happened the first day he entered the employment of Frank Walker. Jake was
getting acquainted with the other hands, introducing himself as they went their
different ways, some to tend cattle and range, and others crop and equipment.
He couldn't help but notice the beautiful young girl with the long blonde hair –
the boss' daughter, as he would soon come to know. He watched as she tried to
get her father's attention. Frank was working summer calves in a calf-cradle
out near the hay barn, outside the equipment yard. There cowboys were running
calves up an alley between two larger pens, chasing them one at a time into a
chute, which collapsed down around them, holding them still for castrating,
vaccinating, dehorning and branding. A quartet of cowboys was handling the
task, production-line fashion. Frank Walker handled the castrations himself,
splitting the bags with a knife, and then using an emasculator tool to sever
the cords above the testicles. He was particular about how this was done,
preferring a hygienic method that left the animal aesthetically intact and kept
blood from flowing to the open wound.


Jake
had watched as young Lily walked around the home spread, asking several hands
if they had seen her father. She started to ask Jake, then realized he was a
new face, and unlikely to be of help. That's when he first noticed her eyes,
the way they flashed blue, and her rural electrification smile. She wasn't
unpleasant, but paid him no mind as she continued her search for her dad. Jake
found himself wandering into the yard after her, curiously drawn to see where
she was headed. "You better stay away from that one," Harve Tate had
said baldly to him, noticing his fixation. Jake had thought to defend himself
to this stranger, who thought he knew so damned much about what he was
thinking, but Harve's voice resonated like the bottom-end of a good piano, so
Jake just gave him a glance and then ignored him. Lily saw her father, working
the calves, and went to where he was, crawling up and sitting on the tall fence
surrounding the cradle.


Jake
ambled over too, leaning inconspicuously against another side of the fence,
peering between the rails to watch the operation.


"Daddy
– I need to be going," Lily said, perched atop the fence, her legs
dangling.


"So
get going, then," Frank Walker said gruffly, not looking up from his work.
"You finished?" he asked Wayne Morrison, who was handling the
vaccinations, and he nodded that he was. "Okay, get back!" Frank
said, and Willy Bushnell, running the cradle, cranked it open, allowing the
calf to run startled from the incarceration, fleeing up the alley and into a
waiting pen.


"I
need money for Job's Daughters," Lily said, a little impatient.


"You
guys ready?" Jarvis Lang, working the alley, waited for instructions to run
the next calf into the work area. "Bring him up," Frank said, and
Jarvis culled a handsome young Hereford bull from the nervous crop stacked up
behind him and drove him to the doctors.


"Dad,
I'm already late," Lily said. "I've got to have ten dollars for
dinner and installation fees."


Frank
didn't seem to be listening. He stood back away from the collapsible panels, as
Jarvis and Morrison headed the bull-calf into the lockup. "Okay," he
said, signaling Bushnell to spring the trap. The sides of the cradle crushed in
around the little animal, locking him in place, and Frank and the others
immediately starting working on him. They were running calves in and out of
there at a rate of one every two minutes, which was about what they were hoping
to do. At that pace, Frank figured he could have his summer crop turned out by
tomorrow, midday.


"Dad
– I've got to go!" Lily said sharply, frustrated.


Her
father looked up at her, obviously annoyed. "Well can't you get the
Goddamned money from Rosa?"


"She
doesn't have ten dollars, daddy," Lily said, her voice indicating that
they had been through this a hundred times before. Frank leaned heavily on the
family's retainer to handle the day-to-day needs of his daughter, but his
expectations were often unrealistic, especially where money was concerned. He
always expected that Rosa could dispense petty cash which he could later
reimburse her for. He signed her paycheck yet still seemed to have no idea how
poor she was.


Frank
shook his head, aggravated at being pulled away from his schedule. "God damn
it! Why didn't you tell me about this last night?"


"I
did!" Lily said. "I told you last night at dinner that I needed money
for Job's." She added, "I didn't think you were listening," just
loud enough to be heard.


"Shit!"
Frank said.


"I
can cut a few," Jarvis Lang offered, "if you need to do
something." Frank hated leaving this particular chore. "Okay, take it
Jarvis," he said, sweeping his arm across his face to wipe the sweat from
his brow. He repositioned his cowboy hat and then crawled over the fence and
started walking to the house.


Jake
had, once again, followed with curiosity, as Lily jumped down off the fence and
hurried to catch up with her father. Frank stomped away furiously, not making
it easy for her to catch up.


That's
how it had all started, at least in Jake's mind. He had watched as that
beautiful young girl hurried after her dad, unable to keep pace with his huge
stride, half seeming to want to be with him, half-seeming to be afraid to get
near him. Frank had seemed overly annoyed by her intrusion, his tone with her
unnecessarily rough. And she seemed so tiny and delicate, compared to him, no
match at all. Jake's heart had gone out to her, because it didn't seem to him
that a father should be so hard with his kid. It was parental instinct that
first smote Jake. The desire part came later.


Maybe
it was parental instinct that tortured him so now. He had been able to trick
his own mind into thinking that his relationship with Lily had not been an
abusive one.


That
had worked when he was being honest with her, and his conscience had been
cleaned when he stopped seeing her, several weeks ago. He truly had no
intention of continuing the relationship, though doing so just for the sex
might have been understood in some quarters. Jake was glad to have it over
with, his gratitude for having Tory enter his life almost compelling enough to
make him want to thank God, though such acts of religiosity were not within his
nature. Now he felt rotten about everything: about Lily, because for the first
time he was not being honest with her, and about Tory, with whom he shared an
unspoken trust, which he had violated. He couldn't have hurt more had he
neglected his daughter and his wife. The worst part about it was that, to
follow through on his agreement with Pico, it had to continue. Jake was
astounded at how much information he had learned from Lily, even without
subterfuge. It had almost been more than he wanted to hear. Conversation about
old lady Douglas' money had led Lily to tell Jake all about the exquisite
jewelry that had been her mother's, and that Frank now kept in a safe somewhere
in the house. It was a safe other than the one of which Jake had been aware. In
further casual conversation Lily talked about a plan to ship four semi-trailer
loads of beef to market in Denver, and this only a few days before the planned
strike on Walker Ranch. She told him about the Wilkerson family, and how Betty
Wilkerson's father had become wealthy through oil leases in Oklahoma, and how
they continued to live simply, but were in fact soaked with cash, much of which
they kept in their house.


And
there was the Weinstock equipment yard, way back on County Road 3, where Lily
first had intimate relations with a high school kid named Brent. They had chosen
the spot because it was so secluded, and because it was tough to spot their car
among Mr. Weinstock's array of tractors, implements, combines, trailers and
grain wagons. It went on and on, a virtual shopping list of things to steal,
and Jake hadn't had to probe for any of it. It was all in the naive blather of
a young girl, trying to make a pet of a wolf by stringing a trail of raw meat
between his lair and her front door.


Jake
had thought about it every second since he and Lily had parted, and it just felt
too terrible to be allowed to continue. It felt like child abuse, and it
sickened him so inside that it outweighed the fear he felt of Lorenz Pico's
wrath. He would report what more he had learned – that's what their proposed
meeting would be about – and that would be it. It would have to be his
bargaining chip to release him from further involvement. He had sent the
telegram believing it could work, that somehow Pico would come to his senses
and see that it was better this way: that Jake was a dangerous liability,
should he continue to be the point man in this hit.


* * * * *


Jake
didn't see Tory standing inside when he walked through the open door of his
little bunkhouse, and the shot came out of the dark.


Tory's
balled fist landed square on the point of Jake's sore nose, still discolored
from his run-in with Frank. She pulled all of her one hundred twenty pounds
into the charge, and Jake's head snapped back when it landed.


He
staggered back from the blow, falling toward the open door, but Tory quickly
rushed around behind him and pulled it shut. She didn't want her father or Py
to see this. Then she started wailing on Jake with both fists, pummeling him
around the head and shoulders, poking him in the stomach, kicking him a few
times in the shins.


Her
blows rained upon Jake with more quickness than he had ability to defend, and
he tried to cover as best he could and weather the storm. It was as if he had
awakened to a living nightmare, and he could hardly comprehend what was
happening. It seemed like it went on for minutes, though after fifteen seconds
or so of furious flailing, Tory had gotten it out of her system and stopped.


Jake
started to speak, to ask why, but Tory cut him off. "Don't even try
playing
dumb with me, Jake. I talked to Lily Walker and I know all about it. I haven't
told dad or Py, and I don't plan to. But you got some thinking to do, buster. I
don't want to see you – I don't want to talk to you – until you've got it
clear
in your head. I want you to think awhile on everything you stand to lose."
She then turned and left, closing Jake inside, with his darkness, to massage
his freshly re-aggravated bruises.
















 












CHAPTER 28 – Murder


 


Three
days passed and the rejuvenation of Parker Ranch continued. Pete completed his
negotiations with Jess Willingham and plans were made to move a small herd of
his Hereford brood cows over to Pete's place the following Tuesday. Py was put
to work refurbishing the cattle trap next to the barn, on the far side of the
main corral, where Cooksin was fenced. Tory stayed out of sight, for the most
part, keeping herself busy fixing up the house. She had decided to repaint her
bedroom, declining anyone's help in moving furniture and removing doors, and
the work kept her engaged and isolated. Jake stayed out on the range, watching
over Pete's yearlings and replacing old sections of fence. There was a windmill
out by the pond, near the one box canyon on the property, and it was in need of
repair, so he set to work on that. The pond was not spring fed, depending
rather on the water from several small streams that emptied into it, so it
occasionally dried up altogether. A well and had been sunk there, which was
powered by the old windmill, and when things were running properly it supplied
a steady supply of cool, fresh water that was collected there in pitch-lined,
wooden troughs. It was the only way to get water to the yearling when the
streams ran dry, so Jake's dedication to the task was understandable, and
neither Pete nor Py thought anything about his absence at the lunch and dinner
tables. He ate where and as he worked, chewing on strips of pemmican that he
kept in his pants pocket, drinking water from the trough.


Pete's
excitement over the arrival of a brood herd for Cooksin had rippled through the
surrounding farm community. Several neighbors, who hadn't had reason in years
to visit the Parker spread, dropped by to take a look at the prized bull. Pete
was happy to show him off, and he spent a considerable amount of
time cleaning and grooming the animal, readying him for just such callers.
Cooksin had become the centerpiece of the ranch, and Pete was thrilled over the
attention it was getting him. One neighbor suggested that Pete have an artist
paint a mural, featuring the bull, on the steeply angled side-roofs of his hay
barn, which was clearly visible from the road. Another thought an archway
should be erected at the entrance to the ranch, bearing carved images of the
Charolais. The bull's image was becoming Pete's, at least in the minds of his
neighbors, and Pete was enthusiastically embracing the connection.


None
of this escaped the attention of Frank Walker, who made one more visit to
Parker Ranch in an attempt to talk Pete into reconsidering his plan. "Keep
the bull, Pete," he told him. "Nothing has to change with regard to
that. If you
want to get back into business as a commercial breeder, selling the land
doesn't prevent you from doing that.


Hell,
Pete," he told him, "you'd be better off to invest some money in a
stock trailer and deliver your Charolais to your customers. Let them maintain
the property and have the headaches. Hell – let them feed your animal! You
could have your security guaranteed, be a respected commercial operator, and
give up most of the hardships." But it didn't wash, not with Pete. He
didn't have any interest in being half a rancher, a "gentleman
farmer," as he referred to it, hiring his breeding bull out like a piece
of farm equipment, never having any reason to go to auction. He didn't want
that. He didn't even want to be rid of the headache of fixing fence,
straightening out calves, and shoveling manure. It was just the opposite: Pete
wanted to do the things he had done his whole life. He wasn't looking to avoid
work. In
fact, he was looking forward to it, and he sent Frank away as frustrated as
ever. As long as Pete had this big white ship to sail – this huge Charolais
breeding stock – he was captain of his own destiny, or at least that's the way
he saw it. Frank Walker, on the other hand, had run out of ways to talk Pete
out of his land, and he was bewildered over what to do about it.


Jake
checked with Western Union each day since he sent his telegram to Pico, driving
each afternoon to town, unbeknownst to Tory and the others, but no response
came. Each trip took him past the tree where he and Lily stowed their messages,
but he didn't stop to see what might be there. Lily stopped by on each of those
three days to find that the flattened stone she had deposited was still there.
She didn't know when she would be seeing Jake again, but checked the tree
religiously. Should that rock be missing, she'd know what to do, and she'd be
ready. So far, however, nothing seemed to be happening. Lily tried to keep
herself busy with school, to not think about how much she
yearned for Jake, and tried not to give in to the voice inside her head that
said it was all over, that she would never be with him again. It was panic which
she tried not to let show.


On
the night of September twenty-first – ten days before the Cow Cutter's Ball – a
gentle breeze blew sweetly across the plain. The sky was clear and a dome of
stars twinkled high overhead, standing out brightly against the canvas of
night. The temperature hovered at a caressing seventy-five degrees, even as the
hour moved to the dead of night.


An
owl hooted knowingly as the yearling calves out on the flats gathered together
in a bunch, sleeping upright on the ground, their legs tucked comfortably
underneath them. In his pen, Cooksin did likewise, occasionally chewing cud
that he brought up from one of his four stomachs, grinding casually away at his
feed while moving in and out of dreamland. A couple bats flew overhead, feeding
on nocturnal insects, acrobatically swooping to pick them out of the air,
occasionally landing in the pen to finish off an unwary target. In his
bunkhouse, Jake slept an unrestful sleep, twisting and turning, trying to find
a comfortable angle for his nightmare. Inside the house, Tory had similar
problems, but not so with Pete and Py, who in their individual beds slept the sleep
of the innocent. The windows in the house had all been left open, allowing the
mild breeze to cool the interior. Even the bedroom doors were only half-shut,
allowing greater air circulation throughout the house. Pete's snoring could be
heard, sounding like a steam valve, rhythmically closing and opening. Py could
occasionally be heard to mumble something inaudible. He sounded vaguely to be
explaining something to some dream companion, perhaps reiterating some jewel of
cowboying recently passed down from Pete. Out in the countryside a pheasant
rooster occasionally let out a premature announcement of daybreak. The pigs,
lying in the dirt out by Pete's swimming tank, occasionally grunted awake and
then returned to their slumber.


In
the pasture, on the far side of the barn, west of the house, a lone gunman
moved with stealth, trying to get in position for his shot. Several rabbits
were flushed from tall grass as he walked quietly toward Parker Ranch. He
thought he saw other forms, moving around him in the dark – maybe a skunk, or a
possum. He wondered about rattlesnakes, as he found his way
to the killing zone, and occasionally looked back in the direction from which
he came, making mental notes on his exact location, on his escape route, and on
the field road where he had left his vehicle.


In
the distance he could see the Parker ranch house. The windbreak of tall pines
rose in black silhouette behind the house, the slow-turning, creaking windmill
near the corral appeared as the outline of a huge sunflower. Another rabbit
bolted from underfoot, and startled him, causing his heart to beat faster than
before, though it was racing from the first. Sneaking around ranch land in the
deepest part of night was dangerous business. If the critters prowling the blackness
didn't make him nervous enough, there was always the possibility that the
property owner might also be waiting out there in the night, also carrying a
gun. There wasn't much patience in these parts for trespassers, especially
dangerous ones that came in the night. He became more cautious the closer he
got to the ranch. He was here to do a job, and then get out.


Fifty
yards away, Cooksin appeared like a huge, spectral object, glowing white in the
pool of blackness. He appeared to gaze casually in the direction of the night
caller, lying upright on the ground, his head held high atop his broad, muscled
neck.


Occasionally
his purple tongue would roll out of his mouth, and he'd crane himself around to
lick at a spot on his side, then he would return his gaze to the dark, human
form out in the adjoining field. A reflection of moonlight would occasionally
glint off the shiny black steel of the killer's rifle. Cooksin would blow an
unconcerned breath from his nostrils, sometimes bending down to sniff at the
grasses growing up before him.


The
gunman found the spot he liked, and then carefully explored the grass there
with his feet, flattening it, hoping to scare off any vermin that might be
there. He lay down on his stomach and adjusted the sights on his rifle, paying
close attention to the direction of the wind, moving the bead-sight up higher
on its post. He could see his target through the rails of the corral – not an
easy shot, but within the acceptable range for a marksman of his caliber. He
put the rifle to his shoulder and drew down upon his mark. Cooksin once again
tossed his head around to lick at his sides, and then he looked back in the
direction of the dark, distant form. It was as if he heard a sound – the sound
of a weapon being cocked for firing – and he raised his head high, staring
dumbly into the black night. Then there was a gunshot.


The
sound of the rifle telescoped across the plain, and in his room Pete sat
straight up in his
bed, as did Jake out in his bunk. The sound reverberated, like an unbound echo,
ringing out with a timber of finality that seemed deep and awful, too stark and
real for the hour of the day, intrusive and unnatural. Py, too, sat up in his
bed, as did Tory.


Jake
appeared at the door to the bunkhouse, opening it and looking out into the night.
He was stark naked, but he took a few steps into the yard, not totally
cognizant of what he was doing, instinctively listening for additional sounds
that might fill in the blanks around that which he had just heard. A light went
on in the kitchen and in a moment Pete appeared at the back door, wearing only
his union suit. He saw Jake standing out in the windbreak. "Are you
okay?" he asked. For some reason it had
occurred to him that maybe he wasn't, that perhaps it
was
Jake who had shattered the calm of night with a rifle blast. The thought had
crossed Tory's mind as well, and she stood at her bedroom window, peering out
from behind the screen. Her first thought was that Jake had shot himself. She
thought about what had transpired between them, and the distant way that he had
been, and all she could think was that in his shame, Jake had done himself in.
Py appeared next to Pete, on the back porch.


"I'm
okay," Jake said to Pete, not too loud, as if the peace of night was still
intact, and he didn't wish to disturb it. "Where'd it come from?"


"I
don't know," Pete said. "It sounded close," Py said.


In her room, Tory
closed her eyes, relieved to hear Jake's voice. She said a quick thanks to God
that her worst fear had not been realized.


"It
sounded like a rifle shot," Jake said, stating the obvious.


Pete
and Py stood on the back porch, frozen with uncertainty about what to do.
"You didn't hear anything else?" Pete asked Jake, to which he replied
– "No, I was asleep." There was a moment of silence, as the three of
them looked out into the yard. "I'll get some clothes on and take a look
around," Jake said, and he ducked back into the bunk to quickly get
dressed.


Py,
too, went back to his room for clothes. Pete's work boots were on the back
porch, and he slipped them on and walked out into the yard, opening the back
gate to the picket fence, and starting in the direction of the barn. It seemed
to him that the shot had come from there. In a moment Jake joined him, as did
Py.


The
night had turned still again, although the blast had awakened the calves out in
the pasture. They bawled noisily and without purpose, odd for them at this time
of night, but beyond that everything was standard quiet. The three of them
walked out to the barn, none of them knowing what they were looking for,
thinking that perhaps they would come upon whatever joker it was who was fool
enough to fire a weapon this time of night. There was no sign of anyone. The
pigs came and joined them in their search of the grounds, grunting noisily as
they came running across the yard. Py thought perhaps he heard the meowing of a
cat in the weeds, and wondered if it wasn't his tom. Pete, almost as an
afterthought, went over to the corral to check on Cooksin. The big bull still
lay there on his side, in a sitting up position.


"I
don't know," Pete said, shaking his head. "Whatever it was, it's gone
now. I guess all we can do is turn back in. We can take another look in the
morning."


"I
guess so," Jake said unconvincingly, surveying the black horizon.
"It's a hell of a way to get woke up," Pete added grumpily.


"I
just hope I can get back to sleep," Py said, and the three of them headed
back to their respective quarters.


In the darkness, a
thousand yards from the house, the gunman made his way back to his waiting truck.
He planned to rest there for a while, letting the night close back in around
him, before chancing the start of that engine. He removed the remaining bullets
from the rifle and put the weapon back in its scabbard, then crawled in behind
the wheel, being careful to close the door in such a way that it made as little
noise as possible. In
the distance, he could see the lights go back off at the Parker ranch house. He
lit a cigarette and sat quietly, waiting for time to pass before finally he
cranked the ignition key and started the engine. Moving slowly and without
lights, he drove on up the field road and disappeared into the night.
















 












CHAPTER 29 – Investigation


 


"I'd
say it's either a 30.06 or a 30-30. It's large caliber, whatever the
case."


Ben
Miller's Deputy Sheriff, Gene Lichner, worked his finger into the bullet hole,
feeling the roundness of the entry wound, exploring it for additional insights.
Lichner was an avid hunter and a handy guy to have involved in a weapons
investigation.


Ben
looked at Pete, who looked pale as a ghost. "I'm really sorry, Pete,"
he said, his sincerity deep and obvious. "I know how much this animal
meant to you."


"From
the look of the wound, I'd say the shooter was quite a ways away."


Lichner
pointed out to the field west of the corral. "There's no way I can tell
for sure, but my guess is he was out there a good fifty to one hundred yards,
and somehow he managed to shoot between those fence railings. Whoever did it,
he's a hell of a shot. I can’t imagine how he pulled it off, dark as it was
last night."


Tory
stood next to her father, holding his hand. His grip seemed weak to her, as if
this morning's discovery had taken his last ounce of strength. Py stood nearby,
tears in his eyes, and Jake leaned against the rails of the fence, and his back
turned to the scene, staring out toward the open fields.


A
single stream of blood, mostly dried now, trailed its way from the wound on
Cooksin's forehead, snaking down between his eyes and running the length of his
huge snout. It puddled on the ground below where his chin rested in the dirt.
The big animal looked peaceful, as if he were only sleeping. It didn't appear
that he had suffered. The executioner had done his job well, with a single
bullet to the brain. Mercifully, the bull probably never knew what hit him.
There had been a sound, and he was dead, frozen in a final, graceful bow.


Ben
looked at Pete, almost unable to find it in him to ask the questions that it
was his job to ask. "Do you have any ideas about who might have done this?
Anyone with a motive?"


Pete
just stared at the dead bull, shaking his head. "Who would shoot a stupid
animal?" he said, lost in a fog.


Word
of the incident had spread rapidly through the cattle community, and even as
they spoke another pickup rolled into the yard. It was Jess Willingham, joining
other neighbors who were already on the scene to behold the tragedy.


"I
suppose it's possible that it was just some kid, out horsin' around," Ben
said, but his deputy didn't buy it. "Kids shoot .22s," he said apathetically.
"This here was done with a hunting rifle, a big-game gun. Kids don't get
drunk and shoot those, not in my experience anyway."


"I
know this bull was getting you back into business," Ben said. "Is
there anyone who you know of who might not have wanted to see that
happen."


Pete
raised his weary eyes and looked at Ben. He shook his head, indicating that he
didn't know any such person, though Frank Walker came to mind. Frank didn't
want to see him getting back into business, and he had made Pete aware of it,
but he wasn’t about to make any blind accusations. He'd had troubles with Frank
Walker – that was for certain – but he couldn't see Frank doing such a thing.
Of course, the Frank Walker he had known his entire life seemed different from
the Frank Walker he knew now. But what suspicions he had were not going to be
made public.


Tory
could practically hear her father's thinking, and she knew that it was Frank
Walker who was on his mind. She had nothing to lose where Walker was concerned,
and she thought to mention his various land offers to Sheriff Miller, but bit
her tongue instead. She did it out of respect
for her father: if he wasn't going to jump to conclusions, then neither was
she. Pete had always been reserved about his criticisms where Frank had been
concerned, always willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. If he wasn't going
to put Frank under the microscope, neither was she.


Py,
too, kept quiet, though he knew as much as anyone about the pressure Frank
Walker had been putting on Pete to abandon his plans and sell his land. He
looked at Pete and Tory, and somehow it seemed inappropriate for him to
insinuate himself into what seemed to him to be a most personal affair. He,
too, would defer to the older man.


"Jake
– you have any ideas about who might have done this?" Ben had to holler
out to him, standing away from the others as he was.


Jake
turned and looked at him without changing his position at the fence. His eyes,
too, seemed watery. He just shook his head. He had no idea – none whatsoever.


"I'll
have a look out there – where the shot probably came from," Lichner said.
"I'll come with you," Ben said, and the two of them walked to the
back side of the corral and crawled between the rails, gaining entry to the
pasture behind the ranch. They were looking for the firing site, hoping to find
an empty shell casing, or perhaps a boot print – anything that might have been
left behind by a gunman, and that would help identify the responsible party.
"God damn I feel bad for Pete," Ben said quietly to his deputy, as
the two of them walked out across the flat. "I'd sure like to find out who
did this, not that it'll bring his bull back."


Pete's
loss was total. He had no insurance on the animal. His investment was gone,
along with his plans to become a commercial breeder. That's why Jess Willingham
was among those who showed up at the crime scene this morning. Jess didn't say
as much, but he was anxious to find out if the rumors were true, for he had a
stake in Pete's operation. This was the day he was to have delivered the brood
cows he had contracted to breed to Cooksin. He had already begun culling them
from his larger herd, and when the news came this morning, he already had them
in a separate holding pen. He was planning a short cattle drive up the road to
Parker Ranch. Now his plans were shot, too.


Pete
went over to him, leaving Tory's side to have a word with his neighbor.


She
watched as the two men talked in quiet tones, each wearing the world-weary
expressions of working men, caught in a moment of honest doubt, when all they
had left to share was their disquietude over the way things always seemed to
work out. The margins were narrow for both, the difference between profit and
loss. There were no little setbacks, close to the edge as they lived. The
cattleman's life was slowly becoming a holdover from an earlier time, and now,
whenever any one of their kind suffered a setback, everyone knew it may be
their last. It was getting pretty hard for old cowboys to get back up.


After
a while Ben and Deputy Lichner returned from their search of the back pasture.
Pete went up to them and asked if they found anything. Ben just shook his head.
"There's a place out there where the grass is kind of matted down, but . .
." He shook his head again. "We didn't find anything else."
"Which makes me think even more that whoever did this had some purpose in
mind," Lichner added. "He knew what he was doing." Ben was
uncomfortable with the implication and nodded that he wasn't certain. "All
I'd say is we don't know anything at all about who did it," he said.
"A pretty damned good shot," Lichner reiterated, again implying
information that investigation hadn't confirmed.


"What
makes you think that somebody didn't just walk up to the fence there, pull the
trigger, then run like hell?" Dick Kurtz, another neighboring farmer, and
not a retiring type, imposed himself into their conversation. He was another
who had showed up on the strength of the fast-circulating rumor.


"Well,
maybe," Ben said, patiently allowing the intrusion. "Pete and the
others say it sounded further off than that, though. But there's no knowing – not
with what we've got now."


All
the time they were talking, Ben Miller had a thought rolling around in the back
of his mind that he considered too volatile to share. He was thinking about the
escape route. Pete and his crew were certain that whoever did the shooting was
not using the county road that ran past the front of his property. The only
other probable escape route would have been the field road that connected to
Frank Walker's land, and eventually ran directly into Frank Walker's ranch
yard.


Ben
had tried to envision the movements of the gunman after he fired his shot.


He
imagined that he had, as his deputy suggested, fired the shot from some
distance away, so that he would not be seen as he moved quickly through the
night, away from the murder scene. It was a good half mile over to the field
road, and he would have had to cross a drainage ditch to get to it. He figured
that the gunman had left his vehicle there. Maybe he was not alone: perhaps
someone else waited in the getaway car. In his mind's eye, he could see the
vehicle driving away from the scene, moving up the field road, very likely with
its lights off, being careful to make as little noise as possible. As Lichner
engaged Kurtz in an exchange over the feasibility of someone firing at a
target, at night, from that distance, with a light breeze blowing, and being
accurate enough to hit the "bull’s eye," Ben considered what to do
next.


He
knew all about the problems between Pete and Frank Walker. The first thing he
wanted to do was go have a word with the rancher, who was noticeably absent
from the gaggle of onlookers this morning. No one, in fact, from Walker Ranch
had come to see what the fuss was all about. They were closer neighbors,
proximity-wise, than many of those whom had showed. Ben didn't want to make
anything special of it, but it didn't escape his attention. He'd ask Frank
Walker about it, and he wanted to drive out onto that field road to see if
there were fresh tire tracks that might shed some light on the investigation.
More than anything, he wanted to see if
there
were fresh tire tracks that led into Frank's yard. Knowing the layout of the
Walker spread, nobody would have driven through that yard in the middle of
night without escaping notice. That was the next stop in his investigation. He
wanted to talk to Frank and his cowboys.


"Pete,
I think we've done all we can do here," Ben said, going over to where Pete
still stood talking to Jess Willingham. "Hi, Jess," he said as an
aside, shaking the farmer's hands. "Sure terrible what's happened
here," said Jess. "I hope, for Pete's sake, that you can find who did
it." "I do too," Ben said, and then he looked at Pete. "I'm
going to talk to a few people who might have seen or heard something last
night," he said. Pete knew full well whom he was talking about. "I'll
be glad to contact the rendering service to send a truck out for the carcass,
if you'd like."


"I'd
appreciate that, Ben," Pete said.


Some
of the neighbors milled around for a while after the sheriff and his deputy
drove off. A funereal atmosphere had settled over the place, and people were
talking to


Pete
as if a family member had died, offering condolences and encouragements that
somehow things would get better. "You still got your yearlings," said
Jess Willingham, knowing that Pete's spirits had been crushed, and he needed to
be reminded that Cooksin had not been the only iron he had in the fire. But now
Pete and Jess' business arrangement was off: there was no reason now for him to
be delivering cattle. The fulcrum for Pete's reentry into the cattle community
was gone, and there was no ignoring that. The yearling herd would never
generate enough income for Pete to again afford to buy a registered bull, the
likes of which he had in Cooksin. Everyone, especially Pete, knew that. Little
by little they all shook his hand and patted him on the back, and then left.


About
two o'clock that afternoon the rendering truck showed up, pulling into the
yard, bringing with it the putrescent odor
that followed it wherever it went, along with its entourage of flies, mostly
born amid the decay that was the truck's usual cargo. Maggots wriggled among
the cracks in the wooden bed and side panels. Henry Fuchs, whose job it was to
drive the countryside, collecting dead stock, backed the truck into the corral,
and then raised its bed so that the back end nearly reached the ground. He had
a wench at the front end of the bed, which was geared so that one man could run
the hand-crank and drag even a two-thousand pound animal up into the truck. He
wrapped a chain around Cooksin's hind legs and, in turn, hooked that into the
chain that ran to the wench.


Pete
watched as Henry went about his work, unbothered by its unpleasant nature.


The
carcass collector carried on a steady stream of insignificant small-talk as he
went about his business, most of which Pete just ignored. He just stared as
Henry unceremoniously pushed his prized bull over on its side, and secured its
legs. Then there was a sharp tug as the chain wrenched tight, and Cooksin’s
body was dragged without dignity across the ground, his head trailing
gruesomely, angling oddly as his tongue lolled from his mouth and furrowed a
path through the dirt. The animal was drawn up onto the bed of the truck, and
then Henry lowered the box to level, and went about closing the gates at the
back, concealing the carcass inside.


"Thanks,
Pete – appreciate the business," Henry said, with a bon vivant that seemed
entirely inappropriate, and certainly oblivious to the mood of those who
watched him finish up his work. Then he crawled into the cab of his truck,
cranked the engine, and drove Cooksin off the property, heading toward the
plant, where the huge white bull would be melted down in huge vats, reduced to
oil, fat and bleached bone. It was an ignominious end for a
great and powerful creature. Cooksin was gone before ever having once fulfilled
the purpose for which he had been created. There would be no line, descended
from his loins, no Charolais-Hereford crossbreeds, brought to auction by Parker
Ranch. All the hopes and plans that had swirled around him were gone, and in
their absence a huge depression descended over Pete and the others. The
flagship had sunk into the sea of despair, taking all their hopes down with it.
















 












CHAPTER 30 – Frank Conversations


 


"I
want you to book into different hotels – I mean right away."


Wynn
Frye let out a groan. "Oh, come on. I'm finally getting comfortable
here."


Pico
wasn't kidding around. "That's the problem. We've been here too long
already. Different hotels, different names. You got it?" Frye and his
partner, Tom Larson, nodded that they understood. "I'm going back east,
first thing in the morning."


"What's
up?" asked Larson. Something he saw in Pico's behavior put him on alert.
He'd been jumpy since receiving Jake's telegram, but today it had gotten worse.


Every
Wednesday a Denver newsstand supplied Pico with a fresh issue of that week's Longmont
Observer. He had opened this morning's edition to find a story about the
shooting on Parker Ranch, about as fresh a piece of news as the little weekly
had ever carried. The headline read: RARE BULL FOUND DEAD. Contained in the
story was a brief quote from none other than Jake Jobbs, who was identified as
"a ranch employee, who lives on the property," and "who said he
had no idea who would do such a thing." Pico saw the story and immediately
thought it
smelled
funny, like something Jake might've somehow manufactured. It'd be just like
him. Pico wondered if it wasn't a trick, a maneuver of some kind, on Jake's
part, to leverage his way out of their deal.


Maybe
he was trying to raise his visibility and make himself a still greater
liability to their partnership. Pico was neurotic, especially where Jake was
concerned, always suspecting that Jake thought he was just
a brainless thug, whom he could eventually outsmart. Was this a ruse? Pico
wondered, because somehow it seemed like the whole sting was gradually going
wrong, developing dangerous tics. First there was Jake's fallout with Frank
Walker, which had taken him out of position to handle his part of the
operation. Now he was on the front page of the local paper. Jake was a shifty
bastard, that's all Pico could think. He wondered if Jake hadn't shot the
animal himself, just to create an incident.


Pico
had quickly developed a new plan of action. He wanted to keep Frye and Larson
in Denver to coordinate the chop-shop and distribution activities. He needed
some cushion for himself – some distance from the heat – and determined that it
was best for him to return to Cincinnati. He maintained a residence there, as
he did in St. Louis and Kansas City. It was the coolest of his possible
retreats, the one least recently visited. Before going, however, he had a few
stops to make. The first one was down south, in Louisiana.


* * * * *


Ben
Miller pulled his car to a stop out on County Road 6, driving half-way down the
side of the drainage ditch that ran parallel to the road. The dirt route was
narrow and frequently traveled by large trucks and tractors, pulling farm
implements, so he wanted to leave plenty of room, expecting that he would be
some time away from the vehicle. He got out and walked down into the ditch,
then bent over and edged his way through the four-strand barbed wire fence that
marked the perimeter of Frank Walker's western-most pasture land.


In the distance he
could see another fence, at the far side of the quarter, which fronted the
access road connecting Walker and Parker ranches. In between the two barriers
about two hundred Hereford steers grazed on the grass, burned golden from the
summer heat, now growing in patches. He looked up at the afternoon sun, blazing
in the cloudless sky, and he raised his forearm to his face, using his shirt to
wipe the sweat from his forehead. It was going to be a long walk, but he wanted
to have a look at that access road, and he didn't really want to go through
Walker Ranch to do it.


It
took him nearly thirty minutes to reach the interior road and the spot where he
figured the gunman would have likely parked his getaway vehicle. He could see
the back side of Parker Ranch, including the hay barn, the windmill, the
windbreak rising up behind the house, and several other out buildings. He could
even make out the high railed corral, where the bull had been confined – and
shot. Using his mind's eye, he tried to imagine the movements of the gunman,
moving in the moonlight to his position in the killing zone. All the while he
walked up and down the field road, bordered on the east side by Pete Parker's
fence, and by Frank Walker's on the west. He was looking for anything that
might indicate activity as recent as last night.


Not
too far from where he expected to find it, Sheriff Miller found an area where
the weeds and grass on both sides of the road had apparently been matted flat
under the tires of a truck, or car. The ground in that area was hard and dry,
but as he walked the road to the north, following it toward Walker Ranch, he
found an area where the ground was more powdery. There, already slightly
obliterated by the shifting sands, were tire tracks that appeared fresh enough
to be suspicious. He continued following the road, looking for where the tracks
might lead, until finally he was within a half-mile of Walker Ranch. He looked
back toward Pete Parker's property, trying to get a fix on their relative
locations, and proximity, but Parker Ranch was now out of sight, beyond a rise
that was so gentle he had not realized it was there as he traversed it.


Sheriff
Miller continued walking, paying close attention to the dirt path beneath his
feet, occasionally coming upon another patch of soft dirt, where once again he
would recognize the tread he was tracking.


About
a quarter mile from the back entry to Walker Ranch, he came upon a find of
interest. There was a turn-off from the field road that opened to a fence-gate.
The tracks he had been following went right through that section of fence. Sheriff
Miller undid the top and bottom wire loops that tied the gate upright and let
himself into the pasture, closing the gate behind him. He began walking across
the pasture land, toward Walker Ranch.


He
didn't go far before the contour of the countryside changed from flat pasture
to deep ravine. At the bottom of the draw, sitting beneath a small grove of
cottonwood trees, he found an old, rusted-out pickup truck – one of several
such vehicles Frank Walker called his "field trucks," which were used
to haul fencing materials and the like around the ranch. Frank
tended to assign these old vehicles to the various quadrants they were intended
to serve, and to leave them positioned at outposts remote from the main
residence. That way all the cowboys on the ranch had access to them and could
use them as needed.


Sheriff
Miller crawled down the bank of the ravine to get to the old pickup, thinking
as he did that there must have been an easier way to reach the bottom.


Obviously
the driver had somehow gotten the vehicle down here. When he reached the pickup
he saw that there was a washed out section of the ravine that, though sharply
angled, appeared to have been regularly used as a vehicle path. He squatted
down behind the truck, examining the tire tracks, which he had no doubt were
the same ones he saw out on the field road.


Ben
Miller stood upright and shook his head, not really happy with his find.


Frank
Walker was the only suspect he had in the shooting of Pete Parker's animal – the
only person whom he could identify as having a motive. And now these tire
tracks: they weren't conclusive of anything, but at least there was
circumstantial evidence that this truck, owned by his main suspect, was on the
field road leading to Pete Parker's property in a time period that may coincide
with the killing. It wasn't admissible evidence Miller wasn't even legally on
Walker property – but it would be something he would keep in the back of his
mind when he questioned Frank. He planned on asking Frank's permission to have
a look around his property as part of the investigation, partly just to see how
the rancher would react. Then the sheriff could come up with a reason to look
into the possibility that this truck was used in the execution of a crime.


As
he began retracing his steps, heading back across the pasture toward the spot
where he had left his vehicle, Miller wondered about Frank Walker, and how far
he might carry a vendetta against a neighbor.


* * * * *


"G'd
afternoon, Frank. I'm sorry to drop in on you like this, but I was hoping to
have a word with you. It's about something that happened over a Pete Parker's
place."


"Come
on in, Ben," Frank Walker said, pulling the front door open wide, so the
Sheriff could enter.


"Thanks,
Frank," Miller said, as he removed his hat and stepped into the Walker
home. "I don't know if
you've
heard, but Pete's Charolais bull was shot last night."


Frank
frowned concern and shook his head. "Arnell Jordan was over this morning
and told me about it. That poor damned Pete . . ." Frank left the thought
open for Miller to fill in the condolences.


Ben
Miller was being careful not to let it be seen, but he was watching Frank's
expression for anything that might give him away, or indicate complicity of any
kind. It didn't seem to be there, at least not in any way obvious.


"Can
I get you an iced tea?" Frank asked, leading Miller into the kitchen.
"Sounds good – thanks," the Sheriff said. "It's hot as hell out
there today." "Yeah seems like summer just doesn't want to end this
year." Frank produced a pitcher of tea from his ice box and poured a glass
for Miller. "That ought to hit the spot," Frank said. "Rosa
brews this in jars out in the sun – and, brother, it is good."


Miller
took a drink and nodded his approval. "Sugar?" he asked. "Oh,
yeah sure," said Frank, opening a cabinet and getting a small, silver
server down. "I'll get you a spoon to stir that with," and he went
about rummaging through a drawer to find one.


While
Frank was retrieving a stirrer, Ben Miller glanced around the house. It
was
in perfect order, spotlessly clean, the cabinetry and paneling shined to a high
gloss. He could see into the dining room, and noted the huge table, with eight
chairs tucked neatly around it, a square Navajo cloth under a centerpiece of
lacquered soap weed. The whole scene seemed remarkably pristine and unlined in,
all a testimony to Frank's control.


As
Frank handed him a spoon, Sheriff Miller nodded his appreciation, then asked – "Frank,
I'm wondering about that field road that runs between you and Pete's property.
I know it runs into the back of your spread here, but is there any other way to
access it?"


"Why
do you ask?" Frank wondered.


"Well,
it's just speculation but it looks like whoever shot that animal may have come
onto Pete's property by that back way. Is there a way to get to that road other
than to go right through your yard here." As an after-thought, Miller
asked – "You didn't hear any activity out there last night, did you?"


Frank
shook his head. "No, I didn't hear a thing – and you couldn't drive through
here at night without me hearing it. I sleep up on the second floor at the
front of the house, so I hear everything that goes on out here. As for other
access to that road, well . . . let me see. There used to be a way to get to it
from County Road 7 – there was a road across Jess Willingham's property – but
that's been plowed under for quite a long time. If you knew where it used to be, you
might still be able to get through there. We could go have a look, if it'd be
of help."


Sheriff
Miller raised his eyebrows. "If
you
wouldn't mind. It might be of some help."


* * * * *


"There
it is – but there hasn't been anyone through there lately." Frank looked
out to the place where the field road ended, and where a tilled field began.
This stretch of land was owned by Jess Willingham, and he would be putting it
in wheat this fall. Frank pointed to the horizon. "If you
look right over there, you can see the county road. A guy could just drive
right across here, I suppose. All this area here. . ." Frank pointed to a
swath of tall weeds between the field and the access road. "This is open,
really. A person could drive right through there, though obviously no one
has."


Ben
Miller looked out toward the far road, then back up the access road, toward
Walker Ranch. "That's a pretty good stretch over there. How far is it to
the next crossroad to the north?"


"Three
miles, from that road there," Frank said.


"I
didn't really realize that before, that these sections are joined like they are
for such a stretch."


"Well,
see, Pete Parker and I share a parcel here that's three miles long and two
miles wide. Some of it's farmed, like this section right here, but mostly it's
either Walker or Parker ranch property. It's mostly pasture."


Miller
was thinking about the general layout of the countryside, and after a moment he
started doing so out loud. "So, a guy could conceivably park his car over
there on that county road, and hike back in here to this access road, and then
on over to Pete's place."


"I
suppose it could be done – but in the black of night? Across that clod
field?" asked Frank. "He'd have to know this section of land pretty
well and want to do it pretty bad. Personally, I doubt it. It's been years
since this was open through here all the way to the road. I can't imagine anyone
other than Jess Willingham, and Pete himself, ever knowing it was here."
Frank allowed Ben Miller a few more minutes to imagine the movements of the
killer, and then asked – "Have you seen enough?"


"Yeah,
I guess so," Ben said.


Frank
turned his car around on the field road, and started slowly back toward his
ranch. Within a few minutes they had reached the place where they could see the
back side of Parker Ranch. Ben rode silently, looking out the window, thinking
about the tire tracks he had seen, which were being destroyed as he and Frank
drove over them, but he said nothing. He hadn't confronted Frank directly with
his suspicions. Instead, he had been waiting to see if there was some crack in
Frank's facade of innocence, something he might do or say that would cause him
to reveal himself. After all, Frank was the only one with a motive, that
assuming that this was, in fact, a crime, and not a freak accident. But Frank
revealed nothing. He seemed sincerely sympathetic to Pete's loss, and
completely innocent to any knowledge of how to explain what had happened.


As
they reached the place on the road where Ben had earlier discovered the fence
gate that opened to the pasture, and where he had found the field truck, he
asked Frank to stop. "What about this, Frank? Where does this go?"


"To
this pasture land right here," Frank said.


"Stop
a second, will you?" the Sheriff asked, and Frank brought the car to a
stop.


Ben
looked out into the pasture, gazing toward the draw, the uppermost parts of
which were visible in the distance. He was acting as if he were thinking, and
as if he had never seen the place before. "This is fenced pasture?"
he asked, and Frank nodded that it was. "Is there another way in and
out?"


"Well,
yeah – this runs right up to the back of the ranch," Frank explained.
"It meets up with a trap we've set up just south of the barn there."
He pointed off in the direction of his buildings. "You can probably see it
there. See that bare dirt, this side of the barn? That's the trap. You can
enter there, and there's another fence gate about fifty yards on west of that,
which is right off the equipment yard. I don't think you can see that one from
here."


"And
that's it?" Ben asked. "Just this gate here and the two over at the
ranch?" "That's right."


"So
. . . I'm just thinkin' out loud here . . ." Ben Miller furled his brow as
he tested his scenario. "A fella could gain access to this backroad by
driving across this pasture here, but the only way into the pasture is through
your yard?"


"That's
right – and that didn't happen, because I was home and would have heard
it," Frank said. Again, his attitude betrayed nothing. Ben Miller watched
and listened, but as far as he could see, Frank was telling the truth.


Ben
Miller didn't say it, but there was one other possible alternative: the only
one that made sense, given the circumstances. It had to do with the field
truck, hidden away in the ravine, among the trees. He tried to find a way to
introduce the vehicle into the conversation. "So, when you come out here
to fix fence, or whatever, you enter right from the ranch yard?"


Frank
didn't understand what Ben was getting at, but he answered – "Yeah, that's
right. Usually we ride this pasture, because it's pretty rough in spots. I keep
an old field truck down in the ravine there for hauling things."


"How
far is that from the house?" Ben asked. "About a mile," Frank
said. "Why do you ask?"


"Just
thinkin’," Ben said. He looked out across the pasture and at the distance
between the Walker Ranch buildings and the tops of the trees, barely visible
from the ravine where the field truck was kept. "You wouldn't be able to
hear that, would you? I mean, if somebody came out here and started that truck
at night, you wouldn't hear it from the house, would you?"


Frank
nodded, frowning. "No, I doubt it."


"Hmmm
. . ." Ben stroked his chin, ruminating on the utility of this
information. "What are you getting at, Ben?"


"Who
has access to that truck? Are the keys left in it?"


Frank
shook his head. "Yeah – we leave the keys in it. Everybody on the ranch
has access to it, I guess. We've got trucks scattered all over at various
locations, just to make things easy. I still don't get what you're
saying."


"Oh,
probably nothing," Ben said, but then he asked – "You don't have
anyone in your employ that would have any reason to do this, do you?"


"To
shoot Pete Parker's animal? Hell no!" Frank said, with certainty.
"You'd be hard pressed to find a person in Weld County who would have
anything against Pete Parker."


"There's
one out here someplace," Ben said cryptically.


* * * * *


As
Ben Miller drove away from Walker Ranch he was thinking about his conversation
with Frank, and about what he had seen on that back road. His sense was that
Frank was telling him the truth: that he knew nothing about the incident. Ben
hadn't really been able to conceive of Frank doing such a thing. It just didn't
add up, not given Frank's financial and political influence. He didn't have to
resort to such tactics to get what he wanted. It was common knowledge that what
Frank wanted from Pete Parker was his pasture land. Frank was far more likely
to just keep upping his offer, until finally Pete could no longer say no. Frank
bought people, he didn't shoot them, figuratively or otherwise. Still, as the
Sheriff drove back toward Longmont, he couldn't stop thinking about the
logistics of the crime. Somebody had moved at least two miles through the
darkness of night. It
seemed
unlikely to Ben that they had done it on foot, and that brought him back to
that truck parked in the trees, in the bottom of that ravine, far from Frank's
house. Ben couldn't stop thinking that somehow that truck had figured in to what
had happened. In his heart he felt that the killer
was among those who knew that truck was out there, that the keys were in it,
and that in the dead of night, no one would hear its engine. The crime was just
over twelve hours old, and already Ben Miller sensed that he had a lasso around
his perpetrator. Next was the hard part: cutting the killer from the herd and
dragging him to justice.
















 












CHAPTER 31 – Loss


 


The
next day started poorly for Pete. He awoke at his usual time – 6:30 a.m. – and
he set about his usual routine. First he went out behind the house, wearing
only his union suit, to undergo his customary dowsing. He had started most
every day this way since Tory had returned home.


Pete
had suspended a tank eight feet up on the backside of the house, which filled
with water drawn by windmill power from the main well. A yank on the chain
triggered an instantaneous release of all seven and one-half gallons of water
that the tank held when it was full. It was bone
chilling cold and, though the others had each tried it
– once
– Pete was the only one who used it regularly. He found that it shocked out of
mind any tendencies to focus on anything but the most immediate concerns, and
late in life he had discovered it was a way of thinking that he should have
been working at all along. He had even poured a small slab of cement beneath
the tank, grading it so that the water washed away into the grass in the yard.
He had considered improving the delivery system, filtering the falling water
into the form of a nice shower, but he decided to discard the idea. He spent at
least an hour a day soaking in the tank, and sometimes took a bath at night, so
he had no need to prolong the experience by expanding its purpose. It wasn't
about getting clean, it was about getting focused. This morning, however, it
didn't
work.


Pete
positioned himself under the tank and pulled the chain. The trap door above him
opened and the water washed down over him in a single wave, drenching him head to
foot. But somehow, this day, it wasn't enough. Pete stood there, his straggly
gray hair plastered down over his head, his union suit weighted to bagginess
from the soaking, but nothing had changed. Usually Pete took his dowsing, then
dried himself off as best he could and proceeded on to the kitchen for
breakfast. This morning he just stood there, dripping water, his hair down in
his eyes. He seemed locked in a stare, fixed on the some point in eternity that
held nothing, other than his attention. Perhaps it was disappointment,
realization that the normal routine was not working this time. He had taken his
shock treatment, but instead of finding himself vitalized or refreshed, he
found himself in despair. It hit him like a second wave after the water, and a
terror rose up in him such as he had not felt in a long time, not since he'd
had Tory home again. He just stood there, devastated by its realization. All he
could think was that there was no reason to continue. He had taken his water
bath and now . . . now there was nothing else to do. All the usual things – feeding
the pigs, the chickens, checking the stock, joining the others for breakfast – seemed
not so much routine as horrible hoax. It didn't seem to matter now, for somehow
the excitement and joy had gone out of the normal fare. He stood there soaked,
wondering what there had ever been in it that had given him peace and
contentment. The mundane mocked him, and he found himself not wanting to face
it. All that he felt was despair.


Pete
patted himself dry with a towel he had carried with him from his room, and
slowly made his way around the side of the house and to the back door. In the
kitchen he found Jake and Py, already at the kitchen table, and Tory already
starting to fry up a breakfast of bacon and eggs. They seemed to know the
minute they saw him that something was wrong. Jake and Py said nothing, looking
at him like a couple children rendered silent by their father's odd behavior,
and by a sense of inadequacy to deal with torment in one whose usual role was
to assuage their own.


"Good
morning, Dad," Tory said, from her place at the stove. Pete stood just
inside the back door, giving them all an unconvincing and atypically slight
smile, saying nothing. "Pete," Jake finally said, by way of a
salutation. "I'll have some bacon and eggs for you pretty quick,"
Tory said. She was still in her nightgown and housecoat.


Pete
used both hands to push his still wet hair back straight over his head, so that
the long straggles curled into ringlets behind his ears and at the back of his
neck. He started to go on into the kitchen, to take his customary seat at the
table, but for some reason he couldn't. He looked at Py, looking like a
frightened little boy, and at Jake, who glumly sipped at a cup
of black coffee. Pete wanted to step forward, to address their obvious gloom
and tell them that there was no need for feeling so bad, that all they had to
do was charge positively onward into the day. But in Tory's face he could see
that she was feeling some loss that felt to him far greater than just the
sorrow over what had happened to Cooksin. She glanced at him only fleetingly,
trying to affect a smile, but then went back to moving bacon around in her
skillet. Pete could handle a lot of blues, but not that which he saw in his
daughter. Somehow, head bowed over the bacon grease, she seemed a slave to
despair. She hadn't brushed out her hair this morning, which was usually
something she awoke early for, a ritual grooming that started her every day.
Pete noticed and he knew she hadn't the heart to do it. Instead, her dark waves
fell without form down upon her shoulders and veiled her eyes from those
around, as if somehow it was better that way for her today. He noticed the tip
of her nose, and how it seemed red and raw from wiping, and her chin, which
somehow seemed to have lost its line and receded in its profile.


Pete
started to take another step toward the kitchen table, but he couldn't.


Somehow
he didn't want to be with them this morning – not with them or anyone. He
didn't trust himself to hold up his end of the conversation, or to do the
things only he could do to protect their spirits.


Tory
noticed that he was standing oddly distant, as if for some reason he had become
an outsider in their presence. "What's wrong, dad?" she said.
"Come on in and I'll pour you some coffee." But Pete couldn't move.
He could only look at them, from one to the next, and somehow it seemed to
overwhelm him. Despair seemed to radiate off of them in waves so noxious that
it confused him and made him unwilling to trust his own intuition. He wondered
if it wasn't his own depression that was affecting them, and the thought made
him want to excise himself from their presence, to spare them his deleterious
influence. He tried to conjure up some voice that wouldn't betray him, to find
some vocal ruse that would deflect attention so that he wouldn't have to
explain why the standard routine wasn't what he wanted this morning. "You
know, honey –  I don't believe I want any breakfast this morning," he
said, but the crack in his voice gave him away, revealing that his was no
desultory variance from the norm, but was, instead, avoidance.


Tory
picked up on it immediately and looked up from what she was doing. "Dad – are
you okay?" she asked, with apparent concern.


Again,
Pete tried to wedge in a smile, but it was not convincing. "I'm
fine," he said. "I'll just get some clothes on and start in on
chores."


As
Pete went on to his room to dress in his standard work clothes, Tory and Jake
exchanged a long, meaningful look. Py watched the two, needing no translation
of the information carried in the exchange. They were both concerned, as was Py
himself. Pete's good humor was the one constant on Parker Ranch. Tory, Jake – they
both had their dark periods when they were best left to themselves. Even Py
needed his own kind of solitude, usually spent in service to his stray tom, and
his ongoing effort to domesticate the untamable. But Pete was always happy, at
least for the most part. He had the occasional grumpiness of a father, grown
impatient with his unruly brood, but unhappiness was something else again, and
neither Py nor Jake had ever witnessed it in him. Even Tory, who had known him her
whole life, could not recall her father being sad – worried, even without hope,
but never sad. He had always loved life too much to feel that way for any
prolonged period of time. Seeing the sadness in him now was unsettling to them
all, and they had no real notion of what to do about it.


When
Pete re-emerged from his room, dressed in his standard cotton work shirt and
jeans, Tory went over to him and gave him a hug. "I love you, Dad,"
she said, but it only seemed to fluster him, drawing unwanted attention to his
failed deception. "Oh! No sense gettin' all mushed-up and
everything," he complained, separating himself from her overture.
"Just 'cause I ain't having breakfast . . ." He let the thought rest,
then awkwardly excused himself and went back outside, leaving by the back door.


Somehow
everything seemed weathered and gray. Pete looked at the barn, at Cooksin's now
empty pen, and the high timbers surrounding it, and he thought how dilapidated
every now seemed. It was as if overnight the place had lost its luster, and now
the thought of restoring it to what it had once been seemed daunting, perhaps
implausible. Had he been fooling himself? Had he been seeing Parker Ranch
through some sort of absurd lens of delusion? Who was he, anyway, at his age
thinking that somehow he could once again breathe life into this old run-down,
ramshackle of a spread? The windmill moaned and creaked with a weariness he had
not heard before. He looked at the house, and all the improvements Tory had
made to the yard, and he wondered – why? It seemed to him she could work for
another ten years on it, and have Jake and Py help her the whole way, and still
all she'd have was an old dump on a ranch that wasn’t good
for anything. Now the holes in the outside walls and the roof of the barn,
which hadn't before seemed worth the trouble to fix, looked like a cancer on
his possessions, like time had chewed huge holes in this part of the fabric of
his life, and now nothing could be done to put it right. Pete's two pigs
hurried over to see him and in their enthusiasm they darted into his path,
almost tripping him, and Pete cursed and kicked at them. Damned pigs, anyway,
he thought. What does a person need with them, anyway? Maybe he ought to just
stop feeding them. Maybe they'd realize they weren't wanted on Parker Ranch
anymore and go off and scrounge off somebody else, probably someone with enough
sense to turn them into bacon. Old Crooner, Pete's privileged red rooster,
puffed out his chest and let out a hearty crow, which Pete responded to by
picking up a small rock and bouncing it off the bird's side, sending it into a
dignity-diffusing turmoil of flying feathers and alarmed chicken-squawks.
"Keep your damned beak shut," Pete grumped, as the rooster collected
itself, re-gathering its composure. "You ain't too damned old to eat, you
know," Pete told him, as he walked on across the yard to the barn.


In
the distance, his yearling stock bawled stupidly and without purpose, and Pete
resented them, murmuring under his breath as he made his way toward the
building where he kept their feed.


Pete
opened the barn door, stepped inside the dark, cavernous structure, and closed
it behind him. The air inside was cool, smelling of musty hay and dust,
accented with the deep, rich odor of cow manure. The only light was that which
came as rays of sun that poured through the dilapidated sections of the
structure. They were enough to allow Pete to find his way to the backside of
the main room, where Pete kept his veterinary supplies and burlap sacks of grain
sorghum, salt licks, and alfalfa hay, some baled and some loose. None of those
things were what Pete was after. That was secreted in a small, hidden
compartment behind the medicine chest. He went to this place, reached far back
into the wall, and felt for that which he had concealed there. A tiny gray-brown
field mouse, hiding among others in that wall space, ran up Pete's arm and he
non-chalantly knocked it off onto the ground, where it landed and scurried for
safety. In the loft overhead there were the sounds of other tiny, scampering
feet, as well as the chirping of baby swallows, alerted to a presence that they
hoped might be delivering a meal.


Pete
finally felt the object for which he reached and, unlodging it from its secret
mooring, pulled it from the wall. It was a fifth of Old Granddad bourbon
whiskey, the seal broken, but the bottle still mostly full. He examined it,
holding it up before him, then blew the dust off it and wiped it
clean against the front of his shirt. Then he uncapped it and threw back a big
slug, shaking his head as the liquor warmed his esophagus and flamed-up in his
stomach. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, took another admiring
look at the contents of the bottle, and then tipped it up once more. The
libation jolted him in just the way his water dowsing had failed to do earlier,
his larger fears and concerns beginning to give way to the experience of the
moment. Pete looked around the barn, as if checking to make certain that he was
still alone. Finding that he was, he crawled back up onto a pile of hay in the
dark corner of the barn, and he took another drink. All he could think was that
he didn't want Tory catching him at it this early. It wasn't even 7:30 a.m.
yet. He took another drink. Of course, it wouldn't matter, soon, whether she
caught him or not. By 8:00 a.m. he wouldn't know one way or the other.


* * * * *


"Dad
. . . Dad . . . wake up, Pop."


Tory
nudged her father, trying to bring him to, but it wasn't working. Pete had
fallen to sleep between two stacks of bales, and as she prodded him he looked
at her with one bleary eye open, the other sealed shut with sebaceous residue.


"Dad
– are you okay?" Tory asked, her voice reflecting deep concern. "He's
okay," Jake said, he and Py looking over her shoulder and down on their


prostrate
old friend. "He's just drunk."


Py
found the empty bottle of Old Granddad and picked it
up,
examining the evidence. "Holy Moses," he said, "was this
full?"


Tory
shook her head. "I don't even know where it came from." She had systematically
ridded the ranch of bottles, save for those she kept locked up in a liquor
cabinet in the living room. It had been one of her first projects upon
returning from California. It seemed her father had taken to stashing them all
over the property, so he was never far away from a shot – or two. Pete had been
so embarrassed by the whole thing that he hadn't put up any resistance, in some
ways grateful that his daughter cared enough about him to save him from
himself. There was a time when Pete had been fairly critical of some of the
other drunks he knew, all of whom had a proclivity for stashing bottles at
numerous secret locations. That he had become one of them . . . well, it wasn't
something he had been proud of. Tory thought he had been honest with her when
he supplied his list of locations. Now it was apparent that he had not been
completely forthcoming.


Pete
complained stertorously, not awake but sufficiently conscious to make labored
snoring sounds. "Dad . . . Dad . . . ," Tory said, trying to bring
him to.


"It's
no good," Jake said. "He's snockered." He directed Py to get
around behind him while he grabbed the old man's ankles.


"What
are you doing?" Tory asked, as Jake pushed her out of the way.


"You
want him sobered up?" he asked, to which she nodded in the affirmative.
"Okay then – Py, grab him under the arms and we'll haul him out to the
tank."


Py
looked at Jake apprehensively, but Jake insisted – "Go on, pick him up!
Let's get him out of here."


Pete
smelled like a distillery, which was upsetting to Tory, but worse was the way
he looked – like an old drunk. His unfocused eyes were beet-red and he drooled
from the corners of his mouth. His several day old growth of beard seemed pure
white against his sun-leathered skin, though around the eyes he seemed sunken
and sallow, old and poisoned with booze.


"Be
careful with him," Tory said, as Jake and Py hoisted him off the ground
and struggled to carry him out of the barn. He sagged between them like a game
deer being packed out of the woods for slaughter, his head hanging straight
back, throat exposed, as if his neck muscles no longer cared to support his
skull. A dead weight, he was a chore to carry, even for a couple strapping guys
like Jake and Py, and his rear end occasionally dragged along the ground as
they moved him toward the water tank. "Don't hurt him," Tory pleaded
as they went.


"We
ain't hurtin' him none," Jake assured her.


After
a good deal of struggling, they got Pete out to where they intended to sober
him up. He seemed to come to, realizing what was happening, as Jake and Py
swung him over the side of the tank. He started to protest, albeit absently,
but then his handlers let him go and he landed with a huge splash in the middle
of the tank, submerging for a moment, then coming up kicking and spitting.


Pete's
Pigs had noticed their master being unceremoniously carried toward this
dunking, and one of them stood up on his back feet, with his front feet up on
the side of the metal pool, to see how Pete was taking it. When Pete came to
and started in with a round of cursing the pigs were startled and fled the
scene amid a chorus of grunting complaints that seemed roughly to harmonize
with Pete's own.


"Ball
fire and tarnations!" Pete cried out, spitting water and coughing.
"What are you doin' – tryin' to drown me? I ain't some kind of a goll-darn
fish, you know! I ain't doin' nothin' to no one!"


"Dad
– I'll get you a towel and some aspirin," Tory said, rushing toward the
house to retrieve the needed things, happy to have a reason not to have to see
her father and this cruel and abrupt dowsing.


"Sorry,
Pete," Jake said. "Just tryin' to get you straightened out."


Py
stood back from the tank, a little nervous at his complicity in this instant
rehabilitation. He didn't really think it was his place to be handling a senior
in this way. He also wasn't too nuts about being on hand to witness Pete's
humiliation. The old guy had been his mentor – a person he was happy to look up
to. He took no pleasure in seeing Pete's dignity violated.


Pete
splashed madly for a moment, starting to stand once, then slipping on the slimy
bottom of the tank and resubmerging momentarily. Then he began to calm down as
he began to fully regain consciousness, and after a moment he laid back and
rested peacefully, sitting in the middle of the tank with the water up to his
shoulders.


"Looks
like he's comin' to a little now," Jake said to Py, talking about Pete as
if he didn’t 't imagine the old guy was yet able to comprehend what he was
saying.


Py
didn't say a thing, but looked on nervously.


Pete
opened his eyes wide, pushed his straggly hair back out of his face, and looked
around him, trying to get his bearings. His temples throbbed with pain and his
own spit tasted like acid.


Tory
came running from the back door of the house carrying pain killers, a glass of
water, and a towel. "Here, Dad – take these," she said, handing him
the aspirin.


Pete
didn't argue. He took the pills and put them on his tongue, then threw back the
glass of water. The minute the combination landed on his roiling stomach he
became sick, and he quickly positioned his head over the side of the tank so he
could vomit on the ground.


"Oh
Dad . . ." Tory said piteously, as he heaved.


"That
didn't work too good," Jake said, looking at her in all seriousness.


Pete's
round of regurgitation ended quickly and then he wiped his mouth and once again
settled back into the water. "Well – what's everybody lookin' at!” he
said, noticing the way the others stood around, sadly staring.


Py
became non-chalant, turning his gaze out toward the distant horizon, as if it
were pure coincidence that he had happened to be here to see this.


"Are
you okay, Dad?" Tory asked sweetly, concerned.


Pete
groused. "I'm okay – just a little water in my windpipe," he said.
"Holy bejeezus – you don't have to drown a guy."


"He's
okay," Jake said. "Py, why don't you and I go tend to those yearling.
I'm sure Tory can do the rest."


Tory
half-smiled. "Thanks," she said, as the two hired men went on about
their business.


After
they were out of ear-shot she said – "Well, Pop, I guess you really tied
one on." There was no sympathy in her voice, but not much judgment,
either. She knew her old man was in real pain over what had happened with
Cooksin and it was hard to be too critical.


"I
guess I did," Pete said, somewhat distantly. "I'm sorry, honey, I
really am." Tory sat down on the edge of the tank and dangled her fingers
in the water.


"Are
you through being sick?" she asked.


"Maybe
for today," Pete said, sounding defeated.


"I
guess we didn't do as well getting rid of the bottles as I thought. Are there
any more?" she asked.


Pete
looked at her and curled one side of his mouth. "There's another out in
the Quonset," he said.


"Shall
we go get it, or were you planning on drinking that one tomorrow?" "I
planned on drinking it today," Pete said. "I just didn't get to
it."


Tory
smiled and shook her head. "Dad – what are we going to do with you?"


"I'd
appreciate it if you'd just shoot me," Pete said. "Put me out've my
damned misery."


"Is
that it, Pop? Are you pretty miserable?"


Pete
just shook his head in defeat. "I am, honey. I'm about as miserable as a
man can be."


"Over
Cooksin?" Tory asked, though she knew.


Pete
looked at the heavens, indicating the breadth of his despair. "I just
don't understand it, honey. I just don't understand why a man would want to
step on another man's dreams – especially when they're so close he can almost
taste 'em. You know, I actually had myself believing that finally somethin' was
gonna go right around here – that somehow that big white bull was gonna change
everything for us. It wasn't gonna be just for me. I thought, if things worked
out, that not only would Parker Ranch survive, but that there'd be a future in
it for all of us – you, Jake, young Py." Pete shook his head and looked as
if he might start to cry. "It's all gone, now – all gone."


Tory's
face seemed sorrowful. "We can get through this, Dad. We've still got the
yearling herd. They'll bring in a little money."


"A
little money is right," Pete said, pushing at the surface of the water.
"We'll never have what we had. I'm a God-damned fool, puttin' everything
into one dumb animal. You'd think an old man like me would know better. Hell,
I've only been makin' these kinds of mistakes for sixty years. An intelligent
man might've learned a little somethin'."


"You're
being too hard on yourself," Tory said. "What happened wasn't your
fault."


"Well
then who's fault was it?"


"I
don't know," Tory said. "I suppose it belongs to whoever pulled that
trigger.


It's
all I can think. All you're guilty of was getting your hopes up."


"See
– that's another thing an old fart like me ought to know better about!"
"Oh Dad, don't be ridiculous. Besides, I liked you that way – better than
I like you the way you are right now, I might add," Tory said. "You
seemed happy."


"There's
another mistake," Pete said. "There ain't no future in 'happy!' I
don't think God ever come up with a cheaper emotion."


Tory
smiled. "It ain't that cheap," she said. "You obviously can't
afford it."


Before
he could offer an argument, she splashed water in his face, sending him into a
blinking fit.


"Why
don't you get out and dry yourself off," she said. "I'll go make you
something to put on your stomach that isn't distilled or fermented."
















 












CHAPTER 32 – Accusations


 


"How's
Pete?" Jake asked, as Tory came into the kitchen.


"I
just got him into bed," she answered, avoiding his eyes. She opened the
icebox, looking for the pitcher of freshly brewed iced tea that she kept filled
from spring through the end of summer. "He's beginning to feel his
mistake." Then she added, cryptically – "I guess we all are."


"What
do you mean by that?"


"I
guess he can be forgiven for falling off the wagon," she responded.
"I guess we all could, given what's happened."


"Even
me?" Jake asked.


Tory
didn't answer, preferring to focus her attentions on getting some ice into a
glass, and spooning out a couple of teaspoons of sugar.


"Well
. . ." Jake prompted. "I suppose you're still mad at me."


Tory
slammed the icebox shut and then stirred her tea vigorously. She kept her back
turned to Jake, who leaned up against the sink counter, watching her avoid him.


"Well,
are you?"


Tory
turned and faced him, her eyes flashing in a way that revealed exactly how she
felt – and if there was forgiveness for her father, there certainly wasn't any
for Jake. "Jake – do you know anything about who shot Dad's bull?"


Jake's
eyes widened in disbelief. "What are you talking about?"


Tory
looked serious as death. "I can't help thinking you know more about what
happened than you're letting on. Do you?"


Jake
was flabbergasted. "I think Frank Walker did it," he said, without
certainty. "Well, he'd have plenty of reason to, wouldn't he?" Tory
was terse, pulling no punches. She left out the specifics in her incrimination,
but Jake knew what she was driving at.


"Are
you saying Frank Walker shot that animal to get back at me?"


Tory
glared. "It
would make sense, wouldn't it? It sort of kills two birds with one stone. He
gets even with you for getting involved with his daughter – who, by the way,
you're twenty years too old for – and it makes it more likely that Dad will
give up his land, if he doesn't have any more need for it."


"So
you're saying all this is my fault?"


"I
want you to tell me," she said. "You add it all up and tell me how it
comes out."


Jake
had never heard this tone in Tory's voice before – pure vindictiveness.


He
hadn't imagined she was over being mad at him over his ongoing affair with
Lily, and yet somehow her venom today blind-sided him. It was more than the
cheating, more than the murder of Cooksin. She seemed now to be blaming him for
her father's having fallen back into the bottle. Though it
had
never been discussed, Jake could sense that this was the real back-breaker, the
hurt that went all the way to raw nerve and made her despise him. There was
family propriety there that he felt unable to counter, that made him feel, for
the first time, a real outsider on Parker Ranch. It was clear that if it came
down to it, Tory would always choose her father over him. And if it was Jake's
fault that Pete had fallen off the wagon, he may never be forgiven. As far as
Tory was concerned, next to her father's happiness and well-being, everything
else was insignificant – Jake, Cooksin, the ranch – everything! .


Jake
looked at her, confused and bewildered, and he felt impotent to handle her
fire. He felt small, inadequate. And worse than that, he felt guilty. Of some
offenses, there was no doubt: the liaisons with Lily, the wrath it incited in
her father. Maybe it was his fault that Pete was in the next room asleep in an
alcoholic stupor, and maybe it was his fault that prospects for Parker Ranch
now felt dead. Maybe, in some convoluted way, he was responsible for Cooksin's
shooting. After all, he didn't really believe that it was Frank Walker who
pulled the trigger. He couldn’t 't admit it, but he thought it was Lorenzo
Pico's pressure man, driving home a point – making it clear that people were
going to get hurt unless he followed through with the plan. It was a hopeless
situation.


People
were going to get hurt one way or the other – that was clear now. It was either
going to be Frank Walker and the other cattlemen who were on the hit list, or
it was going to be Jake and the people he cared about: Pete, Tory and Py. Maybe
Lily, as well.


Now
the one person in the world whom he could have sought refuge with, and
understanding from, was herself a victim of his rotten circumstance. He looked
into Tory's eyes, and all he could feel was shame. Jake couldn't handle the
weight of the emotion, and he lowered his gaze to the floor.


"Maybe
it is all my fault," Jake said quietly, weighing the evidence, finding it
against him.


Tory
looked at him cold and hard. "So, then, what are you going to do about
it?" she asked, challengingly.


"What
do you want me to do about it?" Jake asked.


"I
want you to be a man," Tory said. "I want you to face-up to whatever
it is you've got to do to keep this unhappiness from spreading any further. I
don't know how to tell you to do it. I don't know if it means going to Frank
Walker and making peace, or calling him out, or what. I just don't know. I know
that you've got to bring to a stop anything that you've got going with Lily.
And I know you 've got to quit lying to me, because I won't stand by and watch
everything that we have – you and I, Dad and Py I won't let it be destroyed
just because you're too much of a coward to face up to yourself and your own
responsibilities. I want something more out of life than what you can give me if
you
don't."


With
that, Tory took her tea and went out the back door, leaving Jake alone in the
kitchen to consider what to do next.


* * * * *


"Jake
– what are you doin '? Are you goin' somewheres?" Py asked.


Jake
didn't stop his packing, but instead went about what he was doing, avoiding eye
contact with his young friend. "I'm gettin' my things together," was
all he said.


Py's
expression drained from his face. "You ain't leavin', are you Jake?"


Jake
glanced at him for a moment, registering the kid's shock and surprise, and then
went right back to what he was doing.


"You
ain't leavin' the ranch, are you Jake?" "Yeah, I reckon I am."


Py
couldn't believe what he was seeing and hearing. He stood there helpless to
comprehend what was happening. "Why, Jake? Where are you going?"


"Don't
rightly know," Jake answered laconically.


"Are
you comin' back?" Py asked, his voice sounding the incomprehensibleness of
what was happening.


"I
don't expect to," Jake said.


Py
was open-mouthed stunned. "Why?" he asked pleadingly. "I got my
reasons, Py. That's all you need to know."


Py
shook his head, as if it were all a bad dream. "But what about Pete and
the ranch? What about Tory? Is she goin' with you?"


"Nope,"
Jake said.


Py
just stood there watching Jake pack his few possessions, desperate for it not
to be happening, but now knowing what to say. He couldn't understand Jake
giving him the cold shoulder. It had never happened before. The thing that had
sealed his devotion had been Jake's willingness to accept him, a common
laborer, into his fold. But as he watched Jake methodically going about his
preparation, it occurred to him that Jake had
walked unannounced from his life once before, when he had gotten into trouble
on Walker Ranch. There was a pattern that Py was unwilling to see. It wasn't
how he wanted Jake to be. He didn't want to think of him as anything other than
a tower of strength, an icon of something Py hoped that one day he himself
could be.


"Where
will you go?" he asked, groping for some way to communicate his feelings,
to reestablish his link with Jake, but Jake seemed in no mood for it. "I
told you, Py – I don't know for sure!"


"Well,
have you talked to Pete? What does Tory say about it?" "I ain't
talked to Pete," Jake said.


"And
Tory?"


"She
ain't too happy about it," Jake said, like
it had no bearing on his decision.


"I
just don't understand, Jake. I thought we was gonna build somethin' here,"
Py said, his words strained to breaking, as he squeezed them past the lump in
his throat.


Jake
looked hard at Py. "Well, things change, Py. The sooner you get wise to
that, the better. You can't count on nothin' or no one – not in this
life."


Py
wasn't used to Jake talking to him that way, and tears swelled up in his eyes.
"It ain't because of Frank Walker, is it Jake? You ain't lettin' him run
you off, are you?"


"Maybe
I am, maybe I'm not," Jake said, without emotion.


"But
what about everything we were gonna do? The ranch, the new herd – don't it mean
nothin'?"


Jake
shook his head. "Me leavin' don't change any of that. You and Pete can
still do it."


Py
felt a pain like an arrow through his heart – the pain of knowing that Jake
wasn't telling the truth, and he knew it. "We can't, Jake! We can't do it
without you! I ain't no cowboy, not yet anyways. You was gonna teach me!"


"I
ain't now cowboy either," Jake allowed.


"I
don't know nothin' about buildin' a ranch. And Pete – Pete's old, Jake! He and
I – we can't do it by ourselves! We need you, Jake! We can't do it without
you!"


Jake
had just put the last piece in his valise, and for a moment he straightened up
and looked at Py, his expression for a fleeting moment indicating that maybe
his mind wasn't made up, and that it could be changed. But then he let his
expression drop back into a determined indifference. "Well, you're gonna
have to," he said, and then he pushed his way past Py and walked on out of
the little bunkhouse.


Py
followed him out into the yard. "But Jake . . ." he said, water
filling his eyes. "I don't want you to go. I . . . I . . ." Py had to
gulp back the tears. "I love you," he finally said, but Jake didn't
seem to want to hear it. With valise in one hand, his denim jacket in the
other, he walked on past the house, and on out to the county road.
















 












CHAPTER 33 – Backroads


 


Jake
walked south down County Road 14, kicking through the dust for a little more than
one mile before reaching the intersection of County Road 7, which took him on
west. He was nearly seven miles from Longmont and hoped that he would be able
to hitch a ride when he reached the more heavily traveled County Road 16. Weld
County citizens were pretty good about helping travelers in need. Jake himself
had stopped on occasion to pick-up other pedestrians, usually migrant labor
types who were more than happy to accept a bumpy, dirty ride in the back of
Pete's pickup. Sometimes they wouldn't be laborers, but would instead be
cowboys or farmers, stranded in the countryside when their vehicles ran out of
gas, or suffered some mechanical breakdown. Some of the dirt farmers, like old
Billy Fugate, routinely walked miles between their homes and fields, leaving
their tractors rigged in the field to whatever implement they were using at a
given time of year. They were often accompanied by a dog or two, who ran
enthusiastically out ahead and sniffed the sides of the road for rattlers and
other varmints, clearing the way for their master's safe passage. No one in
this part of the country gave any thought at all to accommodating a sweat-soaked
traveler with a slobbery dog.


It
took Jake more than twenty minutes to reach the first intersection, and all
along the way he looked out upon Parker Ranch land and thought about all that
had transpired. All the four-strand barbed wire fence that bordered the road to
his right was fence that he and Py had repaired. In the distance he could see
Pete's small herd of yearling, standing out in the middle of the pasture,
unanimated, almost still-life, in the noonday sun. Further away from the ranch
itself, Jake could see the tops of the elms, just visible from where they grew
in the deep south canyon, where the pond was, and where Jake and Py had worked
for days to revitalize the old windmill that supplied the cattle with water
those years when the pond went dry. What had it all come to? All the work and
the high hopes? He looked back toward the ranch, now well in the distance, and
thought about the white picket fence around the house, and all the work Tory
had done to pretty-up the yard and make it more
livable. He thought about the work he and Py had done on Cooksin's corral, of
the heavy labor involved in repairing the huge timbers, and that involved with
refurbishing the main windmill, which had delivered drinking water to the white
bull, and shower water to Pete's homemade dowsing tank. And then, too – what
had that all been for? Jake wanted to think about it – to relive it all –
but, then again, he didn't. What had been joy was beginning to feel like pain.
It seemed his whole life had been planting seeds that wouldn't grow. Parker
Ranch, and all his history with it, now seemed to fall into that category. The
whole experience now seemed both a nightmare and an idyll.


Jake
had planned his departure to coincide with a trip Pete and Tory had taken to
Fort Lupton, to buy clothing. There was a dry goods there that beat Longmont's
for prices, so this is where Pete routinely bought his duds. Tory had insisted
they go, partly because Pete was in need of new britches, and primarily because
Tory wanted to divert him from thinking about his blues. Jake knew the
backroads they took to get there, and when they were unlikely to happen upon
his slow escape. He figured to be at the bus depot in Longmont before they ever
got back to the ranch.


Jake
turned to the west when he reached the first intersection and now had another
two miles over to the main road into Longmont. He'd skirt Parker property for
about half that distance, then Willingham farmland for another quarter mile.
The last stretch would border Walker Ranch property, until finally he'd reach
the next big four way intersect.


There
he encountered still more memories, as he passed the tree where he and Lily
left their rendezvous messages. That corner of the section was unfenced. Frank
Walker had given it over to the public need for shade and joined his corner
fence lines to the inside of the tiny grove. Jake couldn't walk past without
taking one last trip over to the tree. He stepped through the tall weeds,
brittle golden from the summer sun, to pay one last respect to the spot around
which the late summer of his youth had struggled to survive.


In
the crook of the tree he found a small flat rock, with the number
"68" etched on in pencil. It was a new entry, encoded with the
special language of he and Lily's surreptitious affair. She would be expecting
to meet him Saturday night at eight o'clock, and he knew she would be there,
even though he wouldn't. They had always made their dates with the knowledge
that they may be impossible to keep. On several occasions one or the other had
been stood up, and yet somehow the uncertainty about what was possible had
added a layer of sensitivity to the proceedings. Both respected that the other
had a life without them that would sometimes intercede and make it impossible
for each to have what they really wanted. It made each successful rendezvous
stronger, more intense.


Nothing
had ever been taken for granted.


Jake
fingered the rock, rubbing it like a rosary, using it as a charm to conjure up
a divine vision. Then he carefully placed it back in the spot where he found
it. It was better this way, for to remove it would have signaled to Lily that
her message had been received and he intended to be there, which he did not. He
intended to be miles away, starting over someplace else, in a way he never had
before. His past, his very name – all had to be replaced, so that perhaps he
could melt into the anonymity of everyday life somewhere, and hopefully leave
behind forever the darkness that had trailed him. It depressed him to
think that to escape the dark he had also to give up the light, but few were
his options. For some reason his path had been strewn with such paradoxes, and
he envied those normal, dull people who grew up in a community with friends,
married a sweet wife, had babies and, in short, had what normal people had. It
just wasn't that way for him, though exactly why he did not know. He put the
rock back as if it were something he couldn't have, perhaps didn't deserve.


Lost
in his thoughts, he hadn't noticed the approaching vehicle, northbound along 16
– a black 1942 Buick Y- Job, the likes of which there was only one in all Weld
County. It was the exotic convertible driven by Lily Walker.


Without
seeing Jake, standing next to the message tree, Lily slowed the car and brought
it to a stop on the shoulder of the road, just past the intersection. She
jumped out and hurried around the back, then went hopping through the weeds,
looking rather like a deer as she artfully transcended the rough terrain. She
was going to check the tree to see if Jake had gotten her message and was
surprised when she got to the spot to find Jake standing there.


"Jake!"
she said, shocked but delighted to see him.


He
started to respond to her, but she darted into his arms and locked her lips on
his in an enthusiastic kiss. "Imagine finding you here!" she said.
"Did you get my message? Can you make it?"


Jake
had instinctively caught her, wrapping his arms around her long, lithe frame,
but he pulled away, letting her go at the question, his inner voice telling him
that his new life had already begun, and it certainly wasn't going to include
this. He became a little clumsy, looking for a way out. "Yeah, I got
it," he said, his eyes searching her face, then the ground, for some way
to smooth things over.


"Eight
o'clock?" Lily asked. "Will it be okay? I can't hardly wait to see
you."


Jake
tried to tell her straight out – No, it wasn't okay. It wouldn't work at all,
but the words just didn't come. "I . . . the thing is . . ."


"What's
wrong, Jake?" Lily suddenly realized that he had withdrawn and was no
longer holding her, and that a strange sense of the distance had grown between
them. She turned and looked in the crook of the tree and saw that the rock was
still there. She reached in and picked it up. "You saw this?" she
asked. "What's wrong, Jake? Why didn't you take it out?"


Again,
he started to speak, but the words still failed him. In looking around for
help, his eyes rested for a moment upon his valise and coat, lying on the
ground not far from where they stood. Lily noticed what he was looking at and
asked – "What's that?" She took a few steps in the direction of
Jake's things, confirming that she was accurate in what she thought she was
seeing. "What are you doing? Are you going somewhere?" She looked at
him earnestly, half fearful of his answer.


Jake
took a deep breath, and then said it straight as he could. "I'm leavin',
Lily," he told her. "I'm not workin' Parker Ranch anymore. My job's
over and I'm movin' on."


Lily's
expression fell, the shock registering across her face. "You're
leaving?" she said, as if the possibility had never occurred to her. Jake
shook his head that 'yes,' she understood correctly. "Where to?" she
asked. "Where are you going?"


"I
don't really know," Jake said, knowing as he said it that his lack of firm
direction was incriminating, saying something about his character, and who he
was in this life. "I figure maybe I'll move on west, maybe out toward
California. Or I was thinking about maybe trying things in Arizona. I don't
really know."


"Why,
Jake? Did something happen?"


Jake
hadn't thought to use Cooksin's shooting as an excuse, but it dawned on him
that it
could
work. "Well, yeah, I guess you could say that. I guess you heard about
Pete's bull?" Lily nodded that she had. "Pete don't need me no more,
now that all he has is the stock herd. He and Py can handle it."


Lily
listened open-mouthed. "I don't believe it," she
said. "You're leaving today? Right now? What about me? Weren't you going
to tell me?"


"I
thought it might be better this way," Jake said. "Besides, I ain't no
good at good-byes."


Lily
looked dumb struck. "I can't believe what you're telling me?" She
looked from Jake to his things, then back at Jake again. "Why do you have
to leave? Why can't you find work around here?"


Jake
shook his head. "I can't Lily. It just won't work that way."


"Why
not?" A thought suddenly occurred to her – one that would explain Jake's
sudden departure. "Are you in some kind of trouble?" she asked.


Jake
started to shake the question off, but his eyes met hers before he could do it,
and before he could think better he decided not to lie. He paused for a moment,
looking all the time into their deep blue beauty. "Yes, I am," he
told her.


"What
is it?"


"I
can't tell you," Jake said. "It's better for you if you don't know,
and it's better for everybody if I'm not around."


Lily's
eyes widened and pooled. "You can't just walk out of my life! You
can't!"


Her
getting emotional was the last thing Jake wanted. It was part of the reason he
wanted to leave as he had, without the hang-ups of having people know about it,
and asking questions that he had no way to answer. He reached out and grabbed
her by the shoulders, straightening her up, as if to keep her from losing
control. "Don't get yourself all upset," he said. "I don't know,
maybe I can contact you as soon as I've put down stakes somewheres. I don't
know . . ."


"Take
me with you, Jake," Lily blurted. "Take me with you. We can start out
new someplace together. I could look after you and you could find a job.
Wouldn't that be better? Wouldn't that be better than going off alone?"


"Sure,
it'd be better for me," Jake said. "But we can't be thinkin' that
way.


You're
a young girl. You haven't even finished school yet. You got to stay here and do
that, maybe even grow up a little more. Goin' off with me, it wouldn't be no
good for you. It'd just screw you up, and I don't want to be a part of that any
more than I already have been."


Lily
was shaking her head, rejecting everything he was saying. It was wrong. Wrong!
None of it fit with her girl's sense of how things could – should! – be. Jake
was everything she thought of and dreamed about. He was the only real man she
had ever had, and from what she had seen there were none like him waiting in
the wings. She didn't want to imagine her life without him. It just seemed like
a black void to her, completely empty of romance and excitement. She had
imagined how she and Jake could be together, building a home, with a family,
doing work they could both be proud of, and growing old together. The pictures
had been so sweet that she couldn't conceive of letting them inhabit her
thoughts were he not actually to be there. It would lead to insanity, would drive
her right over the edge. She had always wondered how it happened to women whose
sensibilities seemed so right, whose needs and desires were so grounded and
ordinary, but now she knew. It was the result of knowing what it was like to
have things be perfect, and then to have the sensation somehow stolen, kept out
of reach. She couldn't live with the thought of her life going that way. She
couldn't live with the thought of not having Jake.


"But
Jake – I thought you loved me?" she cried.


Jake
started instinctively to pull her close to his chest, but suddenly thought
better and pushed her away just a little roughly. Lily seemed surprised by the
rejection and stepped away from him, stunned by the rebuff. "I do love
you, Lily – I've told you that, and I mean it. But it's just not right, this thing
we have between us. I'd be doin' you wrong to tell you any other way. I'd only
mess up your life, honey, the way I seem to mess things up for everybody I care
for. I can't explain it – it's like a curse – but its better this way."
Jake walked over and picked up his things, then looked back at Lily. "I
know you don't understand this now, but someday you will – someday when you're
older. You run across times in life when you just don't get the things you
want. Most of livin' is findin' ways to deal with that. It ain't no fun, it
never is, but it's all there is. It's all there is and there ain't nothin'
anybody can ever do about it. I'm sorry, Lily, but I've got to be go."


Jake
turned to walk back out to the road, but once more Lily stopped him. "What
about Tory?" she said. "Why isn't she going with you?"


Jake
turned slowly back toward her and said – "It's the same with her, girl. I
care too much about her to mess up her life, too!"


"That's
crap, Jake! That's crap!" Lily blurted. "You're walkin' out on all
the people who care about you because . . . what, you think your being here
makes things worse for everybody? It's crap, Jake! It's a lie! You're just
running away! You're just finding some excuse for not letting anybody into your
life! Some people want to be there. I do! I'm one of them! I'm willing to take
a chance on you. I bet Tory is, too."


Jake
looked at her, moved for a moment by her pleaful honesty, though in his heart
he knew it wouldn't be enough. "I guess maybe it's me who ain't willing to
take the chance," he said solemnly.


A
car was approaching from the north, headed in the direction of Longmont, and
when Jake saw it he immediately ran out to the road and flagged it down.
"Can I get a lift?" Jake asked the driver, as he pulled to a stop.
"Sure – hop in," he said.


Jake ran around to the side of
the car and opened the door, but before he got in he took one more look at
young Lily, standing like an angel over near their tree, watching him depart
her life. He still could hardly believe her beauty. He breathed it in one last
time, and then ducked into the front seat, along beside the Good Samaritan, and
the two of them hurried on up the road to Longmont, leaving Lily alone with her
broken heart.
















 












CHAPTER 34 – Gone


 


Tory
sensed that something was wrong the moment she and Pete drove into the yard. It
was a woman's intuition. Somehow the wind seemed listless, the breeze blowing
in an odd peripatetic fashion, pushing the tail of the windmill this way and
that, as if it were acting on innate impulses, but
purposes that had grown obsolete.


Pete
seemed to sense it too, and as Tory brought the car to a stop the two of them
just sat for a moment, looking out into the yard. The emptiness of the bullpen
still seemed profound, the absence of the big white bull still hanging over the
lot like an apparition, a wraith foretelling losses yet to come. The barn was
buttoned up so that it looked abandoned, as if never again would there be any
need to push open the imposing, sliding doors. There even seemed to be an odor
permeating the air – a mix of stagnate water and molding hay that lured swarms
of flies, now hovering in senseless clouds, accommodated by the deadened air.


Tory
and Pete glanced at one another, sharing some silent communication, and then
they opened the doors and stepped out of the car. In the distance, the yearling
cattle bawled their meaningless litany. "You see Py or Jake
anyplace?" Pete asked, and Tory nodded that she didn't. "I think I'll
wander out yonder and check on those cattle." "Give me your things
and I'll take them in for you," Tory said. "Oh – if you find Jake,
tell him I've got a little project I could use some help with." "Will
do, honey," Pete said, as he ambled off toward the livestock.


Tory
opened the gate to the picket fence and went on to the front of the house, all
the while feeling that something just wasn't right on Parker Ranch, though her
intuition couldn't quite let her know what it was. There was something, though –
she could just feel it. She opened the screen door and entered the house,
intending to head first to her dad's bedroom to hang up his new work shirts and
britches. She hadn't taken two steps in that direction, though, when out of the
corner of her eye she noticed Py, sitting on the bed in his room, his back to
her.


Tory
set the packages she carried down on a chair and went to his open door to look
in on him. It seemed strange, she thought. Py appeared to be lost in his own
world, apparently not even having noticed her and Pete's return.


"Py,"
she said, speaking his name softly, careful not to startle him. "We're
home."


Py
turned to look at her, and as he did she could see that he was upset – that he
had tears running down his cheeks.


"Py
– what's wrong?"


He
looked at her with the expression of one emotionally spent. "It's
Jake," he said. Tory felt her energy drain as she heard the words.
"He's gone."


"What
do you mean?" she asked, leaning against the door jamb for support.
"He left," Py said. "He took his things and left, and he isn't
comin' back."


Tory
seemed to go pale. She took a deep breath, instinctively trying to recover
sufficient energy to keep her upright. "Why?" she asked.


Py
shook his head. "He's in some kind of trouble, Tory," he said.
"I don't know what it is.' I think he's runnin' from somethin'." And
as he said it, his voice cracked and he began to cry.


Tory
rushed to his side, sitting down beside him on the bed and pulling him to her
breast. Py clung to her as a young child would his mother, sobbing on her
shoulder. "I can't believe he's gone," he cried. "I can't
believe he'd just up and go."


"When
did he leave?" she asked, trying to remain calm herself, to avoid letting
her own panic sound in her voice.


"About
an hour ago," Py sobbed. "Did he say where he was going?"


"Not
really," Py said. "He just took off walkin'. I think he was goin' to
the bus depot."


Tory
held the boy tightly, stroking the back of his head, trying to comfort him.
"Why, Py? Did he say?"


"He's
in trouble, Tory. He didn't want me to tell you, but he's in some kind've
trouble. The other day, while you and Pete was gone to town, a man came. He had
a gun and he was threatening Jake."


"Threatening?"
Tory asked, alarmed.


"He
even took a shot at him, tryin' to scare him. Jake tried to make like he didn't
know what it was about, but he wasn't tellin' the truth. He scared Jake real
bad. I heard him say Jake had to do somethin' or some people was gonna get
hurt."


"Do
what?" Tory asked, pushing Py away so she could look into his eyes.


"I
don't know," Py said. "I just heard him say Jake had made a deal, and
that he had no choice but to hold up his end. It was real scary, Tory. I thought
he was gonna shoot him."


Tory
seemed to think for a moment, then she said to Py – "Are you
alright?" Py nodded that he was, though the tears still flowed. "So
you think Jake was headed for the bus depot in Longmont?"


"I
think so," Py said.


Tory
suddenly let go of Py and jumped up from the bed. "Tell dad I'm going to
town," she said, hurrying for the door.


"To
get Jake?" Py asked, hopefully.


"If I
can," she said, charging out the front door.


From
the pasture west of the house, Pete heard the engine of his old Dodge start up
and he turned to see Tory behind the wheel, cranking the car so that it
fishtailed and threw up a cloud of dust as she turned a sharp U-turn in the
yard and charged up onto the county road, heading south.


* * * * *


Tory
drove as if a life depended on it. Maybe it did. Maybe a lot of lives did:
hers, Pete's, Py's . . . maybe even Jake's. She didn't know what it was, the
trouble Py had talked about. She knew that Jake was a mystery and that there
were aspects to his nature she had never fully understood. As she barreled down
the road to Longmont she tried to scan the inventory of their time together,
tried to recall some conversation that held some truth that had gone unnoticed
at the moment it was communicated – but it just wasn't there for her. She had
known that Jake was haunted, not because of anything he had ever said, but
because she could feel it about him. Something unseen hovered over him and kept
him in a shadow of true despair, unwilling to open himself to the possibility
of real happiness, unable to risk any significant expectation. The two of them
had never once discussed a permanent relationship, though Tory couldn't imagine
that any two people had ever been closer. Their souls had seemed to meet on
some spiritual plain that was beyond the restrictions of time and space and
conformed not to mortal expectations, like decrees of church and state, but to
higher natural laws. There had seemed to be an unspoken understanding that the
rest of time existed for them, that it sprung from their union and pulsated
with life only because they had come together.


Still,
Tory had never been so naive as to believe that the spell couldn’t be broken. She
had
only hoped, and that was all. For her part, she knew that Jake could be the
fulfillment of her needs and dreams, and she had thought that she, too, could
be the same for him. But she had not ignored his darkness and had not under-estimated
its strength. She had only hoped that over time they could face it down
together, and hoped only that Jake would not give in to his fear and flee
before the opportunity at last presented itself.


But
now it appeared that Jake had done just that, sneaking out on their chance for
life while she attended to her father. Somehow the forces of darkness had
waited until he was alone to confront him. Like a coward, he had fled.


* * * * *


Tory
wanted, more than anything she had ever wanted in her life, to stop him and
make him face himself before it was too late. In her lover's heart-of-hearts,
she knew that, whatever this evil was that could make him walk away from the
love of his life, the two of them could face it down. They could look it in the
eyes and banish it back to whatever hell it was that it had traveled forth
from. Tory knew that together they had that strength, if
only
somehow she could make Jake know it too.


* * * * *


Jake
had waited nervously in the bus depot, working his ticket between his fingers,
eyeing the clock and trying to will the Greyhound in from the north, where it
was coming from Fort Collins on its way toward Denver. The clock on the wall
seemed to have frozen, and with it Jake's jaw and neck, as his muscles
tightened to painful knots, sending trails of agony shooting across his face.
An old lady seated on a bench across from him seemed to notice his condition – seemed
to think that he was a nice looking man who was nervous and upset. Something
about him seemed to make her want to mother him, to offer encouragement.
"It's a nice day for a bus ride," she said ever so gently, offering a
sweet smile, which Jake tried to return, but found that his clenched jaws made
the courtesy impossible. He tried instead to return a polite nod, but he felt
his eyes begin to twitch under the weight of the obligation. His mouth went
dry. He looked back up at the clock to find that it hadn't moved. Suddenly a
young boy, not more than four or five years of age, wearing a cowboy hat and a
holster, jumped before him and fired a toy pistol a couple times into his face.
"Bang! Bang! You're a bad man!" he said, before his mother came out
of nowhere to pull him away. "Leave the nice man alone," she
admonished, as she pulled the struggling youngster away with an urgency that
made it seem she wasn't really at all that sure that Jake was the nice man she
said he was. He looked to his right, where an attractive, thirtyish-looking
woman stopped applying her makeup long enough to give him a dirty look, as if
his kind was beneath her. Jake quickly looked down at his valise, on the floor
between his feet, and he took a deep breath. Too dry to spit. His heart pounded
in his chest, and the tic that had been working at his eyes now moved to his
cheek. "I'm on my way to Colorado Springs to see my grandchildren,"
the elderly lady said, still trying to engage him in some sort of conversation,
as if all he needed to relax was to get his mind off whatever it was that was
bothering him. "Have you ever been? To Colorado Springs, I mean?" she
asked, but Jake couldn't seem to part his lips to answer. He tried another
pleasant nod, indicating that he hadn't been to Colorado Springs, though it was
a lie. He offered it graciously, fearing that the truth may necessitate
elucidation.


Jake
just wanted to be gone – to get on the bus and have it over with. He knew the
longer he had to wait, the greater were his chances that Tory, Pete, or someone
would show up and make him face-up to why it was that all he could think to do
was run. And he knew he wouldn’t be able to handle that – that it would require
a look at him that would be harder than anything he had the guts to do. He
could almost feel the confrontation approaching, riding in out of the dust like
a vengeful tormentor, unwilling to accept his defeatist thinking and his
convoluted rationale. He was at stand time, and he knew it. He had reached that
point in his life where it was going to hurt no matter what he did, and so all
he could think to do was fall back on that which he had always done take the
easy way out, but this time be so slick that somehow none of the usual scars
would stick. His plan was to leap into the void, to lose himself. It had always
been the last resort, the one sure-fire solution once he'd reached the point
where all hope had finally been exhausted, and when expectations were too
expensive to keep. He would become a nowhere man – a "real cowboy,"
in a sense, which was the closest he ever figured to get to owning that title
in this life anyway. He'd ride the range of vanquished emotion, and settle for
less. He'd swear off love and hope and a regular life and stay out there far
from human interaction, riding the ridge beyond the fray. He'd just be alone, and
learn to live with it. There would be no more feelings to hurt and there'd be
no need for happiness, only days in the saddle and starry nights; only private
recollections without lost or lonely dreams.


Through
the front window of the depot, Jake saw the Greyhound pulling to a stop, and he
quickly jumped up, grabbed his things and headed for the door. The man at the
ticket counter announced its arrival, but Jake was out the front door before
his announcement was even finished. As the door to the bus swung open, Jake
started up the steps, but the driver stopped him before he could get on.
"Hold on, cowboy," he said, putting a hand on his chest, pushing him
back out the door. "We got to get some people off before boarding anyone
new," he said. The driver seemed disdainful of Jake, and pleased with his
authority to make him wait.


Jake
stood off to the side while several passengers disembarked and the driver
opened up the side baggage compartment and pulled out their suitcases and other
things. Then he climbed back onto the bus and said to those inside, "We're
gonna be here about five minutes, in case any of you need to get off and use
the restroom. But we leave for Denver at exactly 3:30 p.m., so don't be late
getting back." Then he stepped off the bus once again and hollered – "Okay,
Denver-bound passengers can board!" Jake quickly handed him his ticket and
scrambled up the steps into the bus. "You get that luggage under the seat
and out of the way," the driver said sternly, and Jake nodded that he
would.


The
guy seemed to hate him on sight, but Jake didn't care. He figured bus drivers
were as low a breed as cowboys, maybe worse, and he moved on up the aisle and
found a window seat at the back and didn't give the guy any more thought. Jake
had seen a lot of lonely, tough men where he'd been, and now he figured to see
a lot more.


The
bus sat idling for what seemed to Jake to be an eternity. It was fairly
crowded, though the seat next to Jake went unoccupied. Most of the passengers
either napped or quietly read newspapers or magazines, while a few other
Longmont boarders stepped aboard and searched up and down the aisle for an open
seat.


Jake
tapped his foot nervously, eager for the bully driver to pull the door shut and
get back behind the wheel, where he belonged. The young woman who had given
Jake a condescending look in the depot boarded and walked to the rear of the
bus, taking a seat across the aisle from him. She once again gave him a look
that seemed to tell him she recognized his kind and hated him on principle.


Jake
looked to the front of the bus and saw the driver climb the steps and stand
like Moses at the head of his flock. Using both hands, like a preacher, he
counted heads, and Jake noticed that he cast a long look at the girl across the
aisle, who seemed happy to make eye contact, but shot Jake another resentful
glance for having noticed. The driver took his seat behind the wheel and
quickly scribbled something on his travel log, then glanced once in his rear-view
mirror before pulling the lever that closed the door.


The
bus shuddered as the driver ground the transmission into first gear, and just
as the bus finally began to move Jake saw Pete's old Dodge come to a stop out
front of the depot, and he saw Tory jump out and walk quickly toward the bus.
As it picked up speed, she walked right along beside it, checking each window,
until finally she saw Jake, and their eyes met. The driver shifted into second
gear, as the Greyhound headed up Main Street, still not so fast that Tory
couldn’t walk right alongside it, staring at Jake. She wanted him to know that
she could see what he was doing – riding out of her life like a coward on coach
fare. Jake looked down at her, barely able to breath, watching her pace the
bus, bumping once into the back of a parked car as she walked without concern
for obstacles, moving around it undeterred, continuing to walk alongside the
departing bus, staring Jake in the face. She wanted to make clear how she felt,
for him to see the desertion in her eyes, to know that he couldn't just ride
out of the lives of people who loved him without feeling responsibility for the
pain that he left behind. The driver shifted the bus into third and Tory fell
back a little, though she continued to walk in a deliberate manner, as fast as
she could without running. Jake shifted in his seat so he could look back at
her, then as she was left behind he got out of his seat and moved to the rear
of the bus, leaning across passengers seated there to look at her out the back
window.


"Hey!
Sit down back there!" barked the driver, viewing the scene in his rear
view mirror. Jake held his ground, staring out the back window as Tory finally
stopped following and stood there on Longmont's main street, watching the man
she loved ride out of her life.
















 












CHAPTER 35 – French Quarter


New
Orleans' French Quarter was bustling with activity: visitors from every corner
of the globe, come to hear the music and take in the night life; draymen making
their deliveries, stocking the bars and shelves of the merchants who made their
living on the foot traffic; poor blacks from Plaquemines County, across the
river, wandered into the city in search of slave labor; prostitutes, settling
in for the night; beat cops, making small talk with street vendors,
transferring wages to bookies; children dancing on the sidewalks for tips;
musicians, shuttling their instruments from bar to bar, working the regular
circuit.


Lorenz
Pico took a seat in a booth in Little Larry's, a seedy restaurant-bar that
entered from an alley off Bourbon Street. Larry's was an old establishment in
the Quarter, a known hangout for racketeers and crooked cops. There was no
"Little Larry" anymore – he had been killed in a knife fight back in
the thirties, caught up in a feud over a whore called "Little Louise."
He had laid claimed to her, based on his firm belief that their similar
sobriquets indicated that theirs was a relationship written in the stars, but a
regular of hers, a less colorfully named Maurice Gueydan, had taken exception
to Larry's advances and slashed him outside of his bar late one night. Larry
bled to death there in the dark alley, even as patrons stepped past him as he
sprawled there in the gutter. It wasn't that unusual to see him there, drunk as
he usually was, and apparently no one noticed the deep black arterial blood
emptying into the storm sewer under where he lay, so he died, drained of the
only thing he ever had to offer in this life, other than the bistro that bore
his name. That was taken over by his chief bar maid, a lady named Chantal
Robeline, who retained the establishment's name, figuring that to change would
jeopardize jinxing the long-running success the place had enjoyed. So, Little
Larry's continued its illustrious tradition of providing a home base for the
gangsters and thugs of the Big Easy.


Pico
ordered a Wild Turkey straight up and melted into the shadows, waiting for the
man he was here to meet, another gangster named Ray Pierot. Pierot was well-known
to Louisiana police, a mob hit man who had done time in Federal Prison at Terre
Haute, Indiana. He had plea bargained his way out of a murder conviction,
accepting ten years on lesser felony charges in return for
"information" used to convict an Indianapolis businessman of having a
competitor killed. It
was
well-known to insiders that Pierot's sentence had been light: he had done the
deed – offed a rival wholesaler – and taken the loot, but somehow the hardware
man got the shelf time. Pierot got out of prison several years ago, and had
been lurking in the dark corners of New Orleans ever since, accept when he made
brief visits to New York or Chicago on "business." Usually someone,
somewhere, died. Then Pierot was back in the Bayou practicing his one known
occupation, which was gator poaching. Somehow the local authorities turned a
blind eye to that, too.


Pico
didn't have to wait long before Ray Pierot arrived. He walked into Larry's and
was greeted warmly by the barkeep and a couple swarthy patrons, seated near the
entrance. Larry’s was customer friendly and always had a couple lookouts posted
near the door to signal noted regulars should someone enter who appeared
"untrustworthy," in the vernacular of the place. Pierot was
recognized as a friend of the establishment and its clientele. He had a few
words with the guys at the door, who told him where, in the darkened booths
near the back, he could find Lorenz Pico.


"Lorenzo,"
Pierot said, approaching Pico's booth, offering a handshake. "Hello,
Ray," Pico said, greeting him with a firm grip.


"You
waitin' long?" Pierot asked in his Louisiana drawl. "I shaw hope I
didn' inconvenience ya none."


Pico
shook his head. "Don't worry about it. Have a seat," he said, and
Pierot sat down in the booth across the table from him.


Ray
Pierot was a big man, well over six feet and nearly two hundred fifty pounds.


He
had the sun-leathered skin of a Bayou fisherman, and the thick, stubby fingers
of a shrimper, a testimony to his delta ancestry. His family emigrated from
Europe in the eighteenth century and, originally, had made their living as fur
trappers. Only in the last few generations had they become fisherman, which the
family viewed as certain evidence of decline. When young Ray got involved with
local gangsters it was warmly endorsed by his father and uncles. It meant that
the Pierot's once again got the respect that had alluded previous generations,
an atavistic right that was long overdue. These, after all, were the
descendants of men who had fought alongside Jean Lafitte to make this country
livable.


"I
got a problem with someone who's working for me," Pico said, getting right
to the business. "It's making me real nervous."


"Employees
do test managemen', don' they?" Pierot said, offering a stain-toothed
grin.


"It's
a guy named Jake Jobbs," Pico said. "I got him on a job in Colorado –
Longmont."


"Never
heard of it."


"It's
a pissant farm community, north of Denver about fifty, sixty miles," Pico
said. "I got an operation going there – livestock, trucks, tractors, farm
implements. It's a big thing. There's a ranch owned by a guy named Walker – rich
guy, safe on property, cash, jewelry. He's the big pigeon in all of this. We're
going to hit dumb-fuck farmers all around the area, starting tomorrow night – that's
all set and ready to go – but this guy Walker's the main bite."


"I
always have 'mired ya 'thusiasms, Lorenzo." Pierot chuckled, but he was
sincere. These guys who could think up these things and make them pay – hell,
yes, he admired them. Nothing he had personally contrived had ever paid a cent.


"This
guy Jobbs is going weird on me," Pico said. "He's the mole on this
thing.


He's
done it before and been fine in the past, but something's gone wrong with this.
He's causing trouble, attracting attention."


"Why's
that?"


"He's
involved with some local women," Pico said. He went on to detail for
Pierot how Jake had gotten himself fired from Walker Ranch, and how he
suspected Jake had shot an animal owned by his new employer, probably to raise
community awareness of him to a level where Pico's own security could be
jeopardized by their continued association. The key to the sting was, as
always, anonymity, he told Pierot. Jake Jobbs was doing everything he could to
go public.


"Why'd
he try that, ya s'pose?" Pierot asked.


"He's
trying to get out of a deal we made," Pico said. "He got in trouble
with some syndicate guys in Chicago a few years back."


"Dem
boys'll bite," Pierot noted.


"I
bought out his obligation. He's done some jobs to work down his debt, but he
ain't through – not yet. He's got this one left to finish."


"What's
he owe?"


"Four
thousand dollars," Pico said.


"Four
gran ', is that all?" Pierot said. "Not a lotta money."


Pico
shook his head. "He's a loser, Ray. He can't even pay off a stinking four
thousand dollar nut. I tell you – I am not going to go down for a nickel and
dimer."


Pierot
nodded. "I understan'. So what ya want me t'do?
How's it
I
can be've service?"


"I
want rid of this guy," Pico said, leaning forward across the table.
"I want him dead, and it seems to me that the best opportunity is to do it
when he's on the job site.


Jobbs
is doing the ranch house himself. I want him hit that night, like something
went wrong while he was burglarizing the place. I want him dead the way cheap
hoods get dead – being stupid," Pico said. "I want it to look like he
got killed in a disagreement with another guy."


"Who's
t'other guy?" Pierot asked.


"A
guy I got in Colorado watching Jobbs." Pico noticed question marks in Ray
Pierot's eyes. "It's no one you know," he assured.


Pierot
leaned forward across the table, so that he and Pico' s noses were almost
touching and they could talk in private tones, under the background noise of
the jukebox. "Tell me more," Pierot said.


"You
don't need to know his name," Pico said. "It's an outside guy – no
one from the organization. I hired him cheap, out of Kansas. He's been in
Longmont for weeks, staying in contact with Jobbs, keeping an eye on him. He's
a mean fuck, but I don't think he's dangerous. There's no way to trace him to
either one of us."


"Does
he 'spect he's a sacrifice?" Pierot asked.


"No,"
Pico said. "He's expecting me to pay him off and ride into the sunset.
It's an open-ended deal, though. The guy's looking for regular work."


Pierot
straightened back up in the booth. He was getting more and more choosy about
the jobs he took, and now required assurances that he wasn’t walking into a set-up
himself. In this
case, the danger seemed all too real, since "set-ups" were what
Lorenz Pico was all about. "Lemme aks somethin'," Pierot said,
leaning back in. "What keeps this Jobbs fella from goin' to the law and
turnin' ya all in?"


"He's
been warned that people he cares about die if he does that" Pico said.
"There's a little blonde girl, and there's this woman he's shacked up
with, an old man, a boy. Jake knows I'll kill'em all, if he don't do his part. We've
done a lot of work together, and he knows what'll happen.
Besides, he also knows he's only days away from freedom, so long as he does
what he said he would. It's a pretty strong incentive."


"What
you figure on gettin ' outta that house?" Pierot asked.


Pico's
eyes narrowed like a wolf 's as he talked about his plan. "We stand to do
better than ten thousand dollars out of the house alone – much more than we
originally expected. That provides security for you. Jake won't figure me to
jeopardize a take that big. He won't be expecting trouble. It's also enough of
a prize for two men to fight over, if you know what I mean."


"You
don' mind losin' out on that?" Pierot asked. "I mean, it seems to me
that if two men are gonna end up dead over burgled items, they better have 'em
in their possession when someone finds 'em."


"I
don't give a damn about it," Pico said. "It's worth it to get rid of
this guy. This bastard is going to talk, I just know it. If not now, later.
I want him dead before he does, and this job provides us with a cover. It may
even throw investigators off track."


"Sounds
risky to me," Pierot said.


"Not
for you, though – for me. It's risky for me if Jobbs stays alive," Pico
said. Pierot shook his head slowly. "I think somebody's got you a little
scared."


Pico
shook his head. "Just nervous. We've been setting this job up for months.


You
know Tom Larsen and Wynn Frye?" Pierot nodded that he did. "They’ve
been working out of Denver to set up all the distribution stops. They got
slaughter sites, chop shops, paint shops – everything! They got it down to a
science, man. This is a big buck thing, and I am not going to let it
get
screwed up."


"When's
all this scheduled t'happen?"


"October
first," Pico said. "There's a diversion – some big event all the
hicks go to."


"That'd
be nex' week," Pierot said, raising his eyes for a moment, mulling over
his schedule. "That's fine fo' me. I still ain't real easy with it,
though. All these farmers bein' stung on the same night, an' these guys showin'
up dead. People are gonna draw connections."


"People
are going to draw connections anyway – it don't mean nothing," Pico said.
"It's two less guys to talk to authorities."


"What're
ya puttin' up to make all this happen?" Pierot asked.


Pico
reached into his coat pocket and took out a stack of bills, tightly wrapped in
plain brown paper. "There's seventy-five hundred dollars right
there," he said, sliding the package across the table to Pierot.
"Another seventy-five hundred when it’s done – and I'll throw in a whole
beef."


Pierot
grinned. "I shaw have enjoyed yo' beef in the past," he said. Then he
reached across the table and the two men shook hands.


* * * * *


As
the bus purred along down Highway 287, southbound for Denver, Jake sat thinking
about what he had done. He could not get that last picture of Tory out of his
mind – of her standing on Main Street in Longmont, looking after the Greyhound,
rolling on out of town, taking him with it. And where was he going? There was
no mental picture there at all, nothing to imagine that he could look forward
to. Rather, there was the fact of what he was leaving behind, and the raft of
images, all brutal and ugly. It was more than just the thought of never seeing
Tory and Py and Pete again – and Lily, whom he could not seem to deny himself
from missing. Pretty Lily, whom he had no right to miss, but yet could not
avoid thinking about. He had tricked himself into believing that if he just
left that somehow everything would be better for everyone. Now he realized it
had been pure panic. He had deluded himself into thinking that if he left that
Pico, too, would panic, and call off his hit on Walker Ranch, but in his heart
he knew better than that. Pico wasn't the type to call off anything. Now Jake
couldn't quell the terror in his heart that Pico and his pressure man would
follow through with their threats against Lily and Tory,
and maybe others. What could he have been thinking? Was it only of himself?
Jake knew that his alternatives were few. He could carry out his plan, rob from
Lily and her father, and all the other farmers around Longmont, some of whom he
had gotten to know to be good people. Maybe then he would be clear of his debt
with Pico, but he doubted it. He didn't trust Lorenz Pico for a second – a man
whom he knew to be more than just a thief, but a murderer. Or, there was his
other alternative. He could go to the police and spill his guts, maybe plea
bargain a lighter sentence for himself. There would be no easy way out for him,
so deeply involved had he been with Pico’s evil empire. Hell, Jake was guilty
as sin, and he knew it. There'd be no way of excising himself from punishment
and blame. And prison? Jake wasn't so sure that he could survive it. Pico's
tentacles extended to every maximum security facility in the nation, and Jake
didn't like his chances of surviving incarceration. He had been in prison
before and he knew how it worked. In a sea of hostility, someone would befriend
him and win his trust, perhaps provide him with supplies and favors. Then one
night they'd be sitting in his cell talking, and out of nowhere his
"friend" would pull a knife and open up his jugular. The cons he had
known knew just where to cut, right into the carotid artery, that carries blood
to the brain. A man doesn't scream when that happens, because he can't. Maybe
they take the windpipe, too. Whatever, he bleeds to death fast, while the
assassin quickly returns to his own cell to clean up, maybe getting rid of the
weapon somehow along the way. Or maybe he just leaves the shiv there in his
neck, to pulsate in rhythm with the pumping blood, like a monument to a hit
well handled. No, Jake didn’t like his odds. He could do the right thing and
take his chances of dying in that brutal way, or do the wrong thing and
separate good, honest people from their hard-earned pay. Either way he was
likely to get innocent people hurt. Even now he wondered, how Tory and Lily and
the others were faring back in Longmont, where a man with a gun would no doubt
soon discover that the coward Jake Jobbs had turned his back on everyone and
lit out like a scared rabbit. He couldn't live with it. He couldn't live with
the jeopardy he had placed them all in, and more than anything else he couldn’t
live with knowing that he'd never again be with Tory and the people he loved. His
heart ached like it was going to burst. It was wrong, wrong! He had to go back,
and he knew it. He had to go back and face the humiliation he had brought upon
himself by running, no matter how much it was going to hurt. He had to go back
and look Tory in the eyes and beg her forgiveness.


And
after that, he didn't know. He'd work it out when he got there. He'd spend a
little time thinking about it and then . . . then – God damn it! – he'd do the
right thing for once in his life! Maybe it would mean
dying in Leavenworth with a knife dancing in his neck. He didn't care. He
couldn't! He'd made this mess of his life and now he knew he had to fix it.


Jake
got up from his chair, pulling his little suitcase from beneath his seat and
gathering up his jacket. He accidentally brushed against the woman seated
across the aisle, and she gave him another disdainful look, but he didn't care.
He started walking up the aisle toward the driver, trying to find his sea legs
as the bus wobbled on down the road.


"Hey,
you! Sit down back there!" hollered the bus driver, seeing Jake
approaching in his rearview mirror.


"I
want to get off," Jake said. The other passengers in the bus craned their
necks to look at the cowboy, walking on unsteady legs up the aisle.


"I
said sit down!" the bus driver said sternly.


"I
want you to pull over – I've got to get off this bus," Jake said, as he
reached the driver's side.


"Look,
buddy – this bus don't stop again until we reach the terminal in Denver,"
the driver said. "Now I ain't gonna tell you again, sit down!" Some
of those in the rear of the bus stood up at their seats, sensing a
confrontation. "If
you
want to go back where you came from you'll have to purchase a return ticket
from Denver," the driver said, speaking with authority.


Jake
looked at him hard. "I'm gonna ask you once more," he said. "I
want you to pull this bus over and let me off. I want out of here."


The
driver looked up at him menacingly. "If
I
pull this bus over it'll be to put your butt back in that seat."


Suddenly
Jake dropped his valise to the floor, balled his fist, and fired a right hand
as hard as he could, striking the driver on the side of the face and bouncing
his head against the side window. The other passengers sounded their alarm at
the sight, and a lady in the back screamed as the driver slumped unconscious
behind the wheel and the bus lurched to the side of the road. "It's okay, everybody,"
Jake said, and he pushed the driver over and slipped in behind the wheel
himself, depressing the clutch and shifting the bus into neutral. Then he
applied the brakes and brought the bus to a stop on the shoulder of the
highway.


Jake
set the emergency brake, leaving the bus to idle, then got up from behind the
wheel and pulled the lever that opened the door. He gathered up his things,
then looked back at the other passengers and said, "I'm real sorry about
this, everyone. Sorry to inconvenience you. I'm sure he'll be awake in a minute
or two and then you can be back on your way. Good day, now," he said,
doffing his hat, and then Jake stepped off the bus and started walking back up
the highway toward Longmont.
















 












CHAPTER 36 – Coming Home


 


"It's
Jake!"


Py
had been working around the ranch all day as if he had cement bags tied to his
heart. Last night had been hard, as he and Pete and Tory dined in silence, each
unable or unwilling to put into words what was on each of their minds, though
they were of a single mind. They were all thinking it was going to be hard to
carry on now, with Jake having apparently decided that none of what they were
doing was worth the time. Aside from what his departure had meant to each of
them personally, his leaving had been criminal in its impact on their joint
optimism. It had set up a spiritual vacuum that none of the three had been able
to rise above. Last night they had all found reasons to turn in early, each
silently aware that Jake was not bunking in his little hut, out under the
pines, but for reasons known only to himself had chosen to depart. It played to
the fears in each of them: the fear of abandonment, the fear that what they
were attempting to do was just no damned good. They each went to their beds
wondering about it, and the cogitation had only made them feel a little sick.
Py was especially shaken, for this was the second time Jake had ditched him,
and he wasn't finding this any easier than the first. There was something about
that damned Jake: wherever he stayed, events just seemed to take place, and
when he was gone, things seemed to come to a stop. Py didn't understand it, but
he could see it and feel it. Tory had used the word "vortex" to
describe Jake and, after looking it up in the dictionary Tory kept in a cabinet
in the living room, Py thought it was a pretty good word.


Each
of the three had secretly and bravely dedicated themselves to the notion that
they owed it to one another to keep a stiff upper lip, however troubling their
situation. Py completely abandoned the pretense when he looked up from his work
to see Jake walking along the county road, coat over his shoulder, valise in
hand, making his way back to Parker Ranch, and to those who had missed him so
completely.


Tory
had been working in the kitchen, cleaning dinner plates she no longer cared
about and trying to avoid thinking about the rest of her life. How she heard
Py's exhortation was hard to imagine, but somehow his hollering out Jake's name
cut through the dull thickness in her mind and brought her to the front porch
to see what it was he saluted.


It was Jake,
walking up the dirt road like a man using his last ounces of strength to drag
himself back to that place he now knew he belonged. He had walked the entire
distance back to the ranch, nearly forty miles from the place he had let
himself off the bus. No one would stop to give him a ride, as he thumbed along
the highway, and in his own mind he figured it was the world's way of telling
him that he had made a dumb mistake, and now there was going to be some pain
along the way to redemption. Life doesn't make it easy. He spent last night in
a ditch at the side of the road, waiting for the morning's sunrise, when he
could resume his determined journey back to the new world. And now there he
was, out of strength, in need of a bath and a shave, limping ahead on blistered
feet, but working his way on up the road.


Pete
had been working in the barn, and he came out into the yard to see what it was
Py was raising such a ruckus about. "Look, its Jake!" Py yelled,
dropping what he was doing to hurry out to the road and intercept his wayward
companion.


"Hey,
Py," Jake said, as the two met on the road.


"I
knew you'd be back," Py said, rushing to him. The two met in an awkward
embrace, hugging each other warmly, and then pulling apart, self-conscious over
being too overt in their display of reunion enthusiasm.


"Well
I'll be a son-of-a-bitch," Pete said to himself, joining Tory at the fence
around the front yard. He looked at his daughter, who was saying nothing, watching
the two men up on the road, her eyes slightly pooled, only partially revealing
the feelings she stoically attempted to hide. It wasn't really like her, he
thought, to hold her feelings in. Tory had never been mysterious in that
regard, and that she was being this way now confirmed for Pete how unsettling
Jake's unexpected departure had been. Now here he was back. Pete wondered if
she would have him.


"Hello
Jake," Pete said, as Jake and Py walked on into the yard.


"Pete,"
Jake said, returning the salutation. He looked at Tory, seemingly uncertain as
to what to say, and she just looked back, offering no clue as to what she might
find appropriate on his part. Py looked from one to the other, wishing one of
them would do something to let the other know they wanted to be back together.


"You
look a little worse for the wear," Pete said, noticing Jake's
dishevelment. "I could use some cleanin' up," Jake said, still
looking at Tory.


"The
dowsing tank's all filled with water, if you'd care to use it," Pete said.


"I
am a little dry . . ." Jake started to make a request, then cut himself
short, as if uncertain that he had any right to ask anything of anyone.


Pete
looked at Tory, as if urging her to offer something. "We've got some tea
in the ice box," she said.


"That
sounds real good," Jake said humbly.


Pete
and Py glanced at one another, and then each looked back and forth, from Jake
to Tory. "Why don't you come in and wet your whistle, then you can get
yourself cleaned up and put on a fresh set of clothes," Pete said.


Jake
glanced at Pete and nodded that the idea suited him, but then he immediately
looked back at Tory, waiting for her approval. She said nothing, but instead
turned and walked back to the front door and went inside. Hesitantly, like a
trio of nervous adolescents, the three men followed.


In
the kitchen, Tory produced a clean glass from a cabinet and a pitcher from the
ice box. Filling the glass, she handed it to Jake, who thanked her and then
raised the glass to his lips, draining it of its contents in a single draught.
He handed the glass back to Tory, who asked if he wanted another. "That'd
be real good," Jake said, still cautious about seeming to make himself too
much at home. "I guess I'm pretty thirsty." Tory refilled his glass
and handed it back to him, and he took another drink, less
gluttonous than the first. "This sure is good," Jake said, and Pete
and Py seemed grateful to hear that he was pleased. They each looked at Tory,
each a little desperate in their encouragement to show some enthusiasm for
having Jake back in the house again, but she ignored them.


Pete
seemed suddenly to realize that what was needed was a quick return to normalcy.
"I tell you what, I'll go check the tank, just to make sure it's ready for
you," he said. "Py, why don't you get on with what you were doin',
and we'll let Jake have a little time to get himself re-situated. How's that
sound?"


Py
seemed a little reluctant to end the reunion festivities so quickly, but he
gave in, slapping Jake on the shoulder and telling him it was good to have him
back. Then he went on out the back door, his enthusiasm renewed for the mundane
tasks ahead.


Pete
smiled politely at Jake and Tory and then he, too, left by the back door,
heading out around the back of the house to check the suspended tank, leaving
the two lovers alone.


Standing
in the kitchen, just the two of them, Jake made the first move at fence
mending. "It's good bein' back," he said, careful about speaking too
boldly.


Tory
seemed to start to say something, then she turned her back on him and went to
stand in front of the kitchen sink, where she started to busy herself with what
dishes were still soaking there, waiting to be washed.


Jake
stood for a moment, watching her, uncertain what to do. Then he said, "I
guess I'll go out and get cleaned up," to which Tory offered no response.
Jake waited for an awkward moment and then started toward the back door, but
then he stopped. He turned and looked back at Tory, who put down the dish she
was washing and turned to look at him. "Are you back for good?" she
asked.


Jake
dropped his coat and case to the floor and rushed to her side, grabbing her up
in his arms, lifting her off the floor, embracing her with a passionate kiss,
to which she responded fully. "I'm back for good," he said, pulling
her to him tightly.


Watching
through the screen on the back door, careful not to be seen, Pete grinned and
punched at the air, silently celebrating their coupling. Then he turned around
and looked at Py, who was standing out in the yard, watching him spy and
wondering what it was he was seeing. Pete grinned and gave Py the thumbs up, and
then Py jumped in the air and shouted – "Yahoo!"


Inside,
Jake and Tory heard the shout, but they didn't care. They stayed locked in
their long embrace and kiss.
















 












CHAPTER 37 – Coming Clean


 


The
afternoon passed quickly, as the Parker Ranch cowboys did their best to get
life back to normal by pretending that nothing strange had happened. Something
strange had happened, though – something so strange that it had knocked
the lingering despair over their financial prospects right into the emotional
hinterlands. All that seemed important now was that the "family" was
back together, after a recess.


Jake
had disappeared, for a time, into his little bunkhouse, then after a while he
reappeared, naked, but for a towel he had wrapped around his waist. Pete and Py
each went about their work around the barn, occasionally casting furtive
glances over toward the house, just to see how things were progressing. They
saw Jake disappear around the back, where the dowsing tank was located, then
after a while he reappeared, soaking wet, his water-logged towel tied tightly
back around him. Tory had come to the back screen door as he made his return
trip across the yard, heading for his bunk, and they had exchanged friendly
words, though both Pete and Py were too far away to hear exactly what was said.
They were mostly watching for attitude, and what they noticed of that had
seemed fine. Jake was still on his best behavior. Tory seemed to be enjoying
his contriteness and remained mildly aloof just to work it as long as she
could. She seemed sweet about it, though, so Pete stopped worrying about a
lasting rift. He hadn't lived sixty-plus years not to be able to recognize a
mating dance when he saw one. He figured that if Jake was comfortable enough to
parade around semi-nude, everything was going to be fine between them. He knew
Jake wouldn't have felt that comfortable if Tory weren't making it possible.


After
his shower, Jake went into his bunkhouse and didn't come back out for some
time. Pete found an excuse to mosey past, just to see what Jake was doing in
there, and he found him asleep on his bed, apparently having passed out the
moment he returned from the spa. He lay flat on his back, stark naked but for a
cover he had pulled over his privates. Apparently he was exhausted from his
long trek and was literally as tired as he looked. Pete didn't give a thought
to rousting him. He had never known Jake to sleep in the daytime, and figured
this nap was probably involuntary.


That
evening Jake showed up at the dinner table and apologized to everyone for not
doing his part with the afternoon chores, and sleeping instead. Pete told him
it didn't matter, that he must've needed the rest, and nobody cared that he had
taken the day off. They were all still contented with the feeling that the
planets were back in their orbits, and life was going to continue, much as it
had before.


Dinner
conversation was easy and unimportant. Py was especially cheery and talked at
length about a variety of dull subjects, chief among them being his hopes for
the yearling herd, and his sighting today of the elusive black tom. Pete
offered some conversation regarding the cattle, but mostly he let Py hold
forth. He satisfied himself, for the most part, watching the subtle exchanges
between Jake and Tory. He watched the way Tory handed Jake the bowl of mashed
potatoes and the shelled peas, and the way he took them, as if somehow the
transfer was grounded in ancient, primal ritual, with every movement a tribute
to some long ago agreement, made between a man and a woman that even now was
binding. Tory was still exercising her woman's right to indecision. She was
bewitching, providing for Jake, then retreating into herself, inviting him with
her eyes, and then ignoring him. Pete watched her with a kind of pride that he
had never allowed himself before: the pride of a father for his accomplished
daughter, a fully blossomed womanhood who had once been his little girl, but
now transcended those limitations. Pete looked at her with loving eyes,
genuinely respectful of her dignity, which honored them both.


Looking
at Jake, Tory was herself under an influence of sorts. It was the influence of
beauty. The rest had done him well. Now, clean shaven and hair combed back in
the manner of a gentleman, he looked uncommonly handsome to her, though she had
always thought him to be a good-looking man. He wore his age well – well enough
that high school girls noticed him, and more, she thought – with his nicely
chiseled nose and square-blocked jaw. His eyes still sparkled with
a youthful energy, and somehow it blended seductively with the deep wrinkles
that bordered them and gave them a distinctive strength. There was an element
of country about him that made it impossible to imagine that he could ever be
completely at ease in a business uniform. Jake was work clothes suited. He was
sun and wind and raw winter weather. The elements had burned a permanent glow
into his complexion that only added to his power. All sense of naiveté and
innocence had been burned from him, and yet it only added wattage to his kind
smile. Tory fought to keep it from showing, but this night she thought Jake
looked as good as any man she had ever seen.


Even
as the quartet feted themselves on the nourishment of reunion, a dark cloud of
mystery overlay the proceedings. There were questions about what had happened,
why Jake had gotten cold feet and disappeared, and why he was now back, trying
to earn their forgiveness. When dinner was done, he wasted no time in providing
them with answers.


"There's
somethin' I need to talk to you all about," Jake said, pushing his chair
back away from the table. Tory glanced nervously at him, then got up from the
table and began clearing dishes, walking them in small loads over to the sink,
for washing. Pete watched her, looking for clues as to what Jake might be about
to say, wondering if he had secretly shared something with her earlier in the
day. Py, too, appeared nervous.


"I
know you're wonderin' why I left yesterday." Jake spoke in slow, measured
tones, that bespoke his humility over what had transpired. "Py knows a
little bit about it. Tory saw me leavin' on the bus . . ."


Pete
glanced at Py, noticing his discomfort, and for some reason he thought of the
conversation he'd had with Jake several weeks ago, when Jake alluded to
troubles in his past. He wondered how Py would react, should Jake say something
that would challenge his idolatry.


Jake
continued – "I've got some things I need to tell you about. It's somethin'
that keeps comin' up out of my past and just keeps doggin' me, and I can't get
away from it. It scared me so bad yesterday I run off. I ain't proud of myself
and I want you to know that I'm sorry."


Py
sat stiff as a board, only his eyes moving, as he looked from Jake to Pete to
Tory, wishing all this wasn't happening, that somehow someone would say something
to snap him out of this awful dream. He wanted everything to be back to normal,
the way things had been.


"Py
– I feel especially bad about the way I treated you," Jake said, looking
him in the eyes. "I had no call, and I apologize."


Py
just blinked as he looked back at Jake, unable to coalesce a coherent response.
Jake looked down at the floor for a moment, apparently gathering his strength, then
he looked up and said, flatly – "Maybe Py told you, there was a man here
the other day – just a couple days before Cooksin was shot."


Tory,
standing near the kitchen sink, turned around and looked at Jake, tension drawn
across her face. "Py told me he threatened you with a gun, Jake. He said
he shot at you."


Pete's
draw dropped. "What?" he asked. "What's this about?"


"I
think it
was
the fella responsible for shootin' your animal, Pete," Jake said
sorrowfully. "I think he did it to
scare me, and it worked pretty good."


"Who
is this guy?" Pete asked.


"A
guy who works for some people I know – people who I've worked for myself,"
Jake said.


Pete
glanced at Py, now having some idea about what Jake had to say. He recalled a
previous conversation. "Who are these people, Jake?" Pete asked,
inviting the truth.


"Criminals,"
Jake said factually.


Py's
eyes widened at the word – one he had long heard associated with Jake, but
which he had not wanted to comprehend.


"What
do they want with you?" Tory asked.


Jake
looked up at Tory and then slowly got up out of his chair and moved across the
room, leaning against the far wall. He pushed his fingers into his two front
jean pockets and slumped. "I can't come up with no other way to say this.
I been thinkin' about it all night and all day, and the best I can think to do
is just tell you the truth and . . . and let the cards fall where they
will." Jake pulled his hands from his pockets and cupped his face, then
smoothed his hair back over his head. He looked miserable, as if this were the
worst moment of his life. He began – "I come here to work for Frank Walker
because I'm involved with a bunch of people who plan to rob him – him and bunch
of other people around here."


Pete
seemed jolted by the admission. He had believed Jake when he told him that his
associations with "bad people," as he called them, were in the past.
But Jake had lied. Pete instinctively looked toward Tory to see that his
daughter was okay. She seemed to go pale and to fall back against the counter
around the sink, crossing her arms up before her. Py immediately looked down,
so as not to make eye contact with anyone. His head began to spin and he felt
nauseous.


"I'm
in debt to a man," Jake said. "It's probably better if you don't know
his name. He bailed me out of some trouble I got into . . . God, how long? . .
. five or six years ago. He targets rich guys, like Walker, and it's been my
job to get employed by them and work up plans to take whatever they got:
trucks, tractors, farm implements, money . . . anything, even beef. I've done
one of these each year since just after the war ended. Frank Walker's was
supposed to be my last job, then I'd be free and clear. At least that's what I
was told."


Py
looked up. "Is that why Walker fired you? Because he found out?" he
asked.


Jake
shook his head. "No, that wasn't it," Jake said. "Frank still
don't know nothin' about it." Jake looked over at Tory. "Somehow I
screwed it all up. I started to get attached to people – which never happened
before – and things snow-balled from there." He shook his head in self-disgust.
"I think I must be gettin' old or somethin'."


Tory
turned away from him, bending forward over the sink, her arms still crossed
before her.


"Well
where's all this goin'?" Pete asked. "What's supposed to happen
now?" "Next Saturday night I'm supposed to go get things from Walker
Ranch. There's money, jewelry, silver, guns, riding tack – all kinds of
stuff." Jake reported his mission with strange detachment, as if he had
gone over it in his mind so often that the list repeated in his dreams.
"There's a truck there that we're supposed to drive away."


"We
are?"
Tory asked.


"The
guy you’ve seen around here in the red pickup. That's the guy Py saw here the
other day," Jake said.


"With
the gun?" Tory asked, and Jake nodded affirmatively.


"I
don't like this a bit," Pete said. "Are you meeting this guy there,
or . . ." "He's picking me up," Jake said. "We do the job
and then he drives the truck off to a distribution center. I take his pickup,
make one other stop . . ." "Where?" Tory asked.


"The
Wilkerson farm," Jake said. "Same thing – cash, jewelry. Then I meet
the guy at the distribution place, drop off the stuff, and he drops me off back
here."


Tory
looked sick. "And then?" she asked.


"Then
its over," Jake said. "Then my debts are paid and . . . then it's
over and we just go on." His voice sounded doubtful.


"There
must be a way out of this," Pete said. "Do you trust these people to
do you like they say?"


Jake
shook his head – "No, I don't. I been tryin' every way I can think to get
out of it. That trip to Denver a few weeks back? I met with the boss of this
whole thing and told him I wanted out, but he's got a lot in it. The guy in the
red pickup – he was sent to keep an eye on me, to make sure I go through with
it."


"Go
to the police," Tory said forcefully. "Tell them everything before
it's too late."


"It
ain't that easy!" Jake said. "They've been makin' threats – against
everybody! It'd put everybody in danger. These are bad people, Tory. Shootin'
that bull – that was just a hint, a little reminder."


"You
can't go through with it, whatever the case," Pete said. "You said it
yourself. You can't rob people, knowin' 'em like you do. How could you live
with them after that?"


"That's
assuming you're planning on staying around here," Tory said, suspicious.


"Well,
how could you live with yourself, for that matter?" Pete asked, skirting
the issue. "What if you got caught?"


"What
do you plan to do, Jake?" Tory asked, still stuck on Jake's long-term
plan.


Jake
rubbed his forehead, trying to formulate an answer, as Py sat at the table,
looking stricken. It seemed hopeless to Py, like there was no way any of them
could win. There wasn't going to be any return to normalcy. It had always been
just an illusion he could see that now – and it frightened him to look honestly
at what the future held.


"I'm
worried for you, Jake," Pete said. "I don't mean to scare anybody . .
." He glanced around at Tory and Py. ". . . but I don't like the
notion of you goin' off with this guy. We know he's got a gun and he'll use it.
I'm scared that soon you'll be of no value to these people, but you'll be
dangerous to them. I'm scared for you, Jake. I don't think you got any choice
but to go to the law."


"Ben
Miller – go talk to him, Jake," Tory said sternly.


"She's
right," Pete said. "Ben Miller's a good man, and he likes you. He'll
help you out." He watched Jake agonize over his situation, squeezing his
forehead as if there were devils playing there that he could almost pressure
out. "I'd also advise that you bring Frank Walker in on this. It'd be a
good place to start mendin' fence."


"Please,
Jake," Tory said. "Dad's right."


Jake
bit his bottom lip and shook head. "I know," he said. "I
know."


* * * * *


"Py!
Come here, Py! I want to talk to you!"


Py
had bolted from the kitchen as soon as it was agreed that Jake would go confess
everything to the Sheriff. He ran out into the yard and the black of night,
with Jake chasing after him, trying to catch up.


"Come
on, Py – stop and let me talk to you," Jake said.


Py
charged out through the fence gate, slamming it shut behind him, and then went
off across the equipment yard, headed for the place where the pickup sat
parked. He reached it, yanked open the door, and then crawled in behind the
steering wheel.


Jake
grabbed the door before Py could close it, shutting
himself inside. "Damn it, Py, hold on a second! I want to talk to
you!" Jake said.


"You
already told me everything I need to hear!" Py said.


"Shit,
Py! Give me a chance! Let me explain a few things," Jake said.


Py
put both hands on the wheel, as if grabbing on to something for support, and he
stared resolutely out the windshield at the dark surrounding countryside.
"What are you gonna explain – yourself?"


Jake
looked disgusted. "You mean justify, don't you? I won't try to do that.


Before
you go gettin' all judgmental and disappointed, though, I do want to explain a
few things about life." Py gave him a sidelong glance, as if he found the
conceit unearned. "I don't want you gettin' hard over this, that's how it
starts. You get your head up about something, then you get let down, and after
that you don't get head up about nothin' any more. I know, Py! That's how it
was with me! I don't want you doin' that, now."


Py
looked at Jake, skeptical. "I never doubted you, Jake. Even when everybody
else was sayin' 'that Jake, he's a no good,' I was stickin' up for you."


"And
I let you down," Jake said, showing Py he understood the thought.
"You sure did," Py said bluntly.


"Well,
I told you I'm sorry about that," Jake said impatiently. "I'll be a
whole lot more sorry if you do somethin' stupid now like gettin' cynical about
things."


"What
do you mean?"


"I
mean gettin' to where you think the worst about everything, just because
somebody let you down once," Jake said. "You get that way and only
bad things come from it. You start doin' things that you wouldn't do, the way
you are now."


"How
am I now?" Py said, on the cusp of being offended.


Jake
seemed staggered for a moment, stuck for an answer. "You're a nice
guy," he finally said, voicing the words in an acidulous way. "It's
not the worst thing you could be."


"You
mean I'm stupid, don't you?" Py countered. "You think I'm dumb and
that's just fine for who I am. That's what you think."


"I
think you're a little naive, is all," Jake said. "I like that about
you. It don't
mean you're dumb. It just means you haven't got layer after layer of bad
experiences weighin' down on you. That's a blessing, Py. You ought to not curse
it."


Py
went back to stare out the windshield, pouting behind the wheel, while Jake
stood in the open door, resting one foot on the running board and looking in at
him. They held their positions silently for a moment, allowing each other time
to let all that was happening sink in.


"Let
me tell you somethin', Py," Jake said. "I don't want to bore you with
bullshit, but I got somethin' I want you to know. When I was quite a little
younger than you, I got face-to-face with what you're goin' through now. It was
a different situation, nobody lied to me or nothin', but it
affected
me the same. I found out that my parents . . . my natural parents, not the ones
I mostly lived with . . . well, they didn't really want me anymore. I think
there's doubt they ever did. I tried not to let it show that it bothered me,
and I went off to live with these other people – a real fine couple. They was
childless. I didn't let nothin' show about how it felt to be in that strange
house with those nice old people. I just shut off from lettin' anything show,
and . . ." Jake shook his head, as if trying to dislodge a nasty thought
that repeated itself in his brain, over and over. "It twists you, Py. It keeps you apart
from people, and the next thing you know it don't make no difference to you how
you treat 'em. You figure they don't care about you, they just got an angle
somehow, and everybody's just part of some big scam. Before you know it, them's
the only kind of people you know – and then life becomes hell, Py. And it's all
because of how you react to the disappointments." Jake stopped and let his
words sink in for a moment, then he stepped down away from the truck.
"That's all I have to say, Py. I hope you can find it in yourself to
forgive me for lettin' you down." Jake then turned and walked on back to
the house.


"How
is he?" Tory asked, when Jake came back inside. "He's sensitive,''
Jake said, piteously. "You know . . ."


"Well,
that's a good way to be and a hard way to go,'' Pete said, nodding his head
understandingly. He stood up from his chair and smiled. "I guess we've had
quite a night," he said, with ironic cheerfulness. "I think I'll be
goin' on to bed. Goodnight everyone." He offered a little wave, and then
went off to his bedroom, shutting the door behind him. Then, almost as soon as
it shut, he opened it back up again and stuck his head out. "You goin' to
see Ben Miller tomorrow?" he asked.


Jake
nodded that he was, and Pete smiled and disappeared back into his room. "I
guess now maybe it's your turn," he said to Tory, once the two of them
were alone in the living room. "I've already told you how sorry I am. Have
you got anything you want to say to me?" Jake asked meekly, apparently
willing to accept any punishment she might deem appropriate.


Tory
looked and sounded tired. "I don't have anything to say," she said.
"I'll admit that I'm surprised – even shocked – and I'm disappointed. This
is going to destroy everything we had . . . I had planned. Still,
somehow, it seems like I should have seen it coming, maybe not in this way, but
. . . somehow." She seemed utterly defeated. "It seems like I have a
knack for getting involved with people who are . . ." – she seemed lost
for a word – or the strength to deal with those that were appropriate – "complicated,
I guess. I do this whole romance thing wrong."


Jake
looked at the ceiling, exasperated with God. "Oh, quit it!" he said,
impatient with Tory. "I just went through this whole thing with Py! Now
you're not going to get all morbid on me too, are you?"


"What
do you expect?" Tory said in amazement.


"The
worst – that's my problem!" Jake said. "I was hopin' that somehow we
could ride this out, together I mean. You're talkin' like the roof's all caved in
and
we'll never laugh again, and the birds have stopped singin' . . ."


"Who
are you to
be so bon vivant?" Tory said, incredulous. "Don't you see what a
disaster you've made of everything?"


Jake
looked pained. "Yeah, I see that I've screwed everything up, hurt people's
feelings, and let 'em down. I see that I am probably gonna be goin' to jail. I
see all that, and I know there's a lot yet to come. It's gonna be hard, but
somehow I feel better about all of it."


Tory
looked astonished. "What'd you mean when you said you got attached to
people over at Walker Ranch? Are you talking about Lily?"


"Yeah,
maybe I am, but not only her." Jake seemed to use his eyes to search the
room for words that would help him explain his thinking. "You know, Tory –
in some ways I feel like this has been the best year of my life." He
seemed astonished by his own sensations. "Somethin' happened to me, and I
don't know what it was. Py had somethin' to do with it. Lily, too. She's a nice
kid, but she wasn't the main thing. Somethin' clicked in my head and it was
like, for the first time in a long time, there seemed to be hope – you know,
for the future. Maybe it was gettin' near the end of payin' my debt to . . .
that guy, whose name I don't want you to know. Maybe I had a sense that I was
gonna be gettin' my life back, or havin' a second chance. It was like I started
openin' up again, havin ' feelin’s I ain't had for a long time. Maybe it was
all just gettin' me ready for you."


Tory
looked distrustfully at him. "Yeah?"


Jake
seemed to be late in getting the impact of what he had just said.
"Yeah," he said, after he considered how he had boxed himself in.
"It hit me yesterday, when I was on that bus, and when all the sudden I
was lookin ' at the future – and it was without you." Jake just shook his
head. "It wasn't no good, Tory. It was like I had a moment there where the
dam just burst and I realized that – come hell or high water – I was gonna have
to come back here and face whatever' s gonna happen. Hell, I had to punch out the
driver just to get off the bus."


"You
have to find a better way to solve your problems," Tory said.


"Well,
when you've got a lot of 'em you look for simple solutions," Jake said,
matter of fact. "I don’t plan on havin ' so many in the future."


"I
just hope you've got a future," Tory said sarcastically.


"I
do," Jake said, smiling assuredly at her. "I surely do."
















 












CHAPTER 38 – Blood Soaked


 


Jake
looked from Sheriff Miller to Frank Walker, who stood over near his fireplace
mantle, churlish over having this meeting imposed upon him. Frank leaned with
one elbow against the stone, smoke curling up from the stubby cigar he held in
his right hand, pinched between his thumb and forefinger. He wasn't giving Jake
the respect of eye contact. Seated in Frank's large oaken office chair, Ben
Miller leaned forward on his elbows, with his hands clasped before him on the
desk, posturing the patience of a Saint. He imagined responsibility for
decorum.


Jake
had contacted Sheriff Miller this morning, telling him he had something
important to say and insisting that he arrange a meeting at Frank Walker's
house this afternoon. With the Walker Ranch job was only days away, Jake was
certain that he was being watched and he wasn't about to be seen anywhere near
the Sheriff’s office. He had something to talk about that Frank Walker needed
to hear, and Walker Ranch was the one place he could get to easily without
having to use public roads. The Sheriff had quickly arranged the meeting, and
now the three were gathered in Frank's downstairs office.


"Okay,
Jake – you got us all here, now what's this about?" Ben Miller asked.


Jake
was seated across the desk from the Sheriff, self-consciously perched on the
chair people came to sit in when they had to do business with Walker Ranch. It
felt big to Jake, heavy and unpadded. He glanced over at Frank, who was more or
less standing with his back to him, only occasionally shifting his trunk so
that he could site him over his left shoulder. Jake thought it looked
combative, like a boxing tactic that both protected the head and concealed a
cocked overhand right. He decided to speak directly to the Sheriff. "I
don't know any other way to say this but straight." Jake spoke clearly and
forcefully. "I'm mixed up in a plan to rip-off Frank, here – to take
equipment, cattle, valuables, practically everything that isn't nailed
down."


Frank
Walker turned to face him and his posture tightened. "You son-of-a-bitch
..." he started to say, but Jake cut him off. "If you'll
just listen it may save you a lot of pain. There's this guy named Lorenz Pico.
He's a crook and a murderer – got a record as long as your arm – and I'm into
him for a lot of money, or at least a lot more than I've got to give. I've been
working jobs for him, like Frank's, to pay it back. The whole thing's been a
set-up. It was my job to get work at Walker Ranch, survey the assets, map out
their locations, and set-up a heist. We've done this all over the country. It's
part of a network. Everything on the list to take has already been sold."


Ben
Miller had expected a bombshell after Jake had been so insistent on the phone.
The call had been placed from Jess Willingham's home, and Miller figured Jake
had something serious to say if it was worth enough to him to go to a neighbors
and place a sensitive call. Now, however, he sat behind Frank's desk flat-out
flabbergasted, and also a little disappointed. He knew of suspicions about
Jake, but he had hoped they were unwarranted. He half expected this whole thing
today was somehow going to be about young Lily, who was, to Miller's way of
thinking, the lingering connection between Jake and Frank. The rumors about her
and "some older farmhand" had become common conversation around town.
He had imagined a confession, possibly an accord of some kind, but not this. He
certainly didn't expect to have to record an ersatz deposition.


"Jake
– I think I'd better be taking this down," he said, measuring his words so
as not to reveal how caught off guard he was. "Hold on just a moment. I
need something to write on."


"There's
a writing tablet and some pens in that desk," Frank said, the edge to his
voice indicating his ardor for bringing Jake to justice. While the Sheriff
rifled through the drawer, Frank glared at the confessor. "What's your
angle?" he asked Jake. "Why are you talking about this?"


Miller
looked up from his search. "You know that what you are saying could put
you behind bars – probably for some time," he said.


Jake
seemed to shuffle some thoughts, which took him a moment. "It's something
I've got to do," he finally said, giving the information short form.
"Some things have happened. I just can't go on with it." Jake seemed
to wilt. "What's happened, Jake?" Sheriff Miller asked, not really
for the record, but more because he was struck by Jake's words and behavior. As
soon as he asked, however, Jake regained control of himself and sat up straight
in his chair. "Look, I'll testify that Lorenz Pico master-minded the whole
thing," Jake said flatly, re-focusing the conversation. "I'll tell a
grand jury about my part in the operation and I'll give 'em names and dates.
I'll bring the whole bunch of 'em down – Pico and everybody. I'll do whatever
it takes."


Frank
Walker had stood staring at Jake, beholding him with an odd mixture of hate and
even appreciation. "When is all this supposed to take place?" he
asked.


"The
night of the Cow-Cutters' Ball – Saturday," Jake said.


Frank
Walker looked, with alarm, at the Sheriff. "That doesn't leave much time,
Ben. My guess is we need to bring the FBI in on this and start making some
arrests."


"Wait!
That'd be a mistake," Jake said, waving off the idea. "Maybe you do
need the feds' help, but if I were you I'd set up a plan to catch 'em in the
act, with Frank's property in their possession."


"Now
wait a minute." Frank chafed. "If
we
can get these guys behind bars before they do any damage, I don't see why we
wouldn't . . ."


"No,
Jake's right," interrupted Ben Miller. "It sounds like a lot of
people are involved."


"Maybe
fifty in all, just in this part of the operation," Jake said.
"Truckers, butchers, painters, mechanics . . . a whole string of people.
That don't include the businessmen on the receiving end. And they may lead to
others."


"Others?"
Miller asked.


"I
don't know anything about it," Jake said, "but Pico's got connections
with syndicate types. Chicago, Cincinnati, St. Louis . . . All over the
country. Who knows what's there."


Miller
looked up at Frank Walker. "See, if we start making arrests, based on what
Jake has told us, my guess is most of these guys get tipped off and we lose the
biggest part of our case. I think Jake's right: we need to let this play out a
little."


"I
don't know nothin' about those guys. Okay?" Jake said. "I don't want
it gettin' out that I gave you information about mobsters. I only know about
Pico."


Sheriff
Miller indicated that he understood, then asked for more details on the nature
of Pico's operation, and Jake laid it all
out for him: information about the distribution network, the chop shops, the
paint locations – everything. "Is there anything tangible you can show us
right now?" Miller asked. "I think Frank's right about bringing the
FBI in, but I'd feel a hell of a lot more comfortable with it if we had some
hard evidence that what you're saying is true."


"I
can give you some evidence," Jake said. "I'll give you evidence
that'll tum your stomach."


* * * * *


Jake
didn't tell Frank and Ben Miller where they were headed, only asking that they
assemble once again at Walker Ranch around eight o'clock that night. Jake liked
the meeting place, because he could get to Walker Ranch through the back
pastures, thereby avoiding the main roads, where he stood a chance of being
seen. Somewhere out there was Pico's pressure man, the guy whom he was
convinced had shot Pete's bull, and whose job it was to make sure Jake didn't
do anything stupid, like go to the authorities. Jake was still kicking himself
for being so dumb a couple days earlier, showing up at the Longmont bus station
for all the world to see. He had been so intent upon getting himself out of
town, he'd been temporarily blinded to what he was leaving behind, including
the repercussions of his actions for people he cared about. Now he was praying
that his activities had not been witnessed and reported to
Lorenz Pico. He sure as hell couldn't be seen riding in a car with the County
Sheriff.


Jake
arrived early for the rendezvous, and Frank had Rosa Villaman show him to the
living room to wait for Ben Miller's arrival. It was already dark outside.
Frank Walker, unwilling or unable to wait in the same room with Jake, for whom
he could not muster less than contempt, stayed up in his den, on the second
floor, watching out the window for the Sheriff 's car lights before going down
to meet him.


Jake
sat in Frank's capacious and richly adorned living room, surrounded by leather-covered
chairs and sofas, polished wood cabinetry and huge overhead beams that seemed
capable of buttressing the Walker home against any kind of invasion, natural or
otherwise. It all made him nervous, conscious of the fact that this kind of
wealth was a world apart from anything he had ever known, or was likely ever to
know, in this life. A part of him felt resentment. Frank's good fortune seemed,
to Jake, so undeserved. It didn't make any difference to him that Frank had
built his empire from scratch, working long, arduous hours as both a manager
and a laborer. All Jake could see was that, wherever he had been, Frank was now
a feudal lord, pompous and mean-spirited, and a real part of him was sympathetic
to those who would make Frank a target, and rest from him his surfeit
belongings. It seemed criminal, to Jake, that a man could have so much.


It
seemed garish.


Jake
heard the sounds of footsteps on the stairs and immediately got up from the
sofa before anyone could come in and find him in repose, among surroundings so
unnatural to him. He felt every inch the intruder.


Lily
Walker came bounding down the stairs and was shocked to find Jake standing in
her living room, hat in hand. "Jake!" she said, not even trying to
hide her surprise. "What are you doing here?" Only two days earlier
she had talked to him as he was on his way out of town, departing without
warning, bound for points unknown. The impact on her of his sudden decision to
leave had not seemed to matter at all to him, and Lily had been pulverized by
rejection. She was used to it – had come to expect it! – from her father.
Coming from Jake, it was unbearable. She hadn't even gone to school yesterday,
barricading herself in her room, where she stayed all day, declaring that she
had the flu. She had been miserable with heartache, even vomiting once, which
seemed to support her self-diagnosis. Now her first instinct at seeing Jake in
her own home – a place he knew to be dangerous enemy territory – was to believe
that he had come back for her.


"Hello,
Lily," Jake said, speaking quietly, nervous over the possibility of his
voice bouncing throughout the hardwood corridors of the house and being
overheard by her father.


"I
thought you were gone," Lily said, apparently delighted to be wrong.


Jake
shuffled in place, like a nervous caller. "I decided I had to come
back."


Lily's
eyes seemed to brighten. She moved to the bottom of the stairs, still touching
one hand upon the rail, wanting to move to his side, but remaining hesitant.
"Why, Jake? Why did you have to come back?" She moved away from the
stair case, slowly entering the huge living room, moving around him in a wide
arc.


"I
made a mistake," he said. "I left some important things undone."
"Here?" Lily asked hopefully.


Jake
could see the eager expectation in her eyes, and he didn’t want her misled. "It's
with your father, Lily."


Lily's
smile evaporated. "With my father?" she repeated slowly. "You're
not here to cause trouble, are you Jake?"


"No,
ma'am," he said. "You might say I'm here to head it off."
"What do you mean?"


Jake
shook his head. "Maybe it's something your father can talk to you about,
someday."


Lily
didn't like Jake's words, the child's status they conferred upon her. It wasn't
the way she wanted him to think of her. She continued moving around the living
room, skirting the perimeter in a way that kept obstacles between her and Jake.
"I didn't think I'd ever see you again," she said, a little hurt.


"I
guess I could say the same."


Lily
worked up a sweet expression, but it dropped as suddenly as it had appeared.
She could feel the distance between them, and that Jake wasn't going to make
any effort to bridge it. If
he
wasn't here to be with her, she reasoned, then there was only one other
possibility. "Are you back out at Mr. Parker's place . . . with
Tory?"


Jake
gave an uncomfortable nod, indicating that he was. "For good?" Lily
asked.


Jake
averted his eyes at the question, then meekly looked at her and said, "I
guess I hope I am."


Lily
stood on the other side of a table, face lighted by the lamp that sat thereon,
bathing her in a soft yellow glow. She looked almost ghostly, which matched the
feeling she had that she and Jake were dimensions apart, separated in some way
they had never been before, and that she couldn't understand. She wanted to run
to his arms, as she had a hundred previous times, because somehow it had been
easy to be that way with him.


He
had been like a huge stuffed animal to her, willing to hold and shelter her as
she faced fear and doubt about her coming adulthood. Even their lovemaking had
been gentle, a safe passage along the way in her voyage from girl to womanhood.
He had been a covered bridge, somehow providing proof that in years ahead there
could be other such men, who were gentle and kind, sensitive to her in ways she
had never known as a child. It
had given her strength to believe that the future could be better than the
past. Being with Jake had done that for her. Now she felt this gulf between
them, and she recognized that from this man she had one final lesson to learn:
that things happen in their time, and times pass.


"I
miss you Jake," Lily said. "It seems like that's all I ever
say."


Jake
looked into her eyes. They were beautiful, clear and fresh, and looking into
them almost made him reach out to her, but Jake knew that now she was no longer
in reach.
He could never be with her again. "I'm gonna miss you too, Lily," he
said softly, easing both of them to an understanding.


The
sounds of heavy footsteps were heard on the staircase, and both Jake and Lily
turned to see Frank coming down the steps. He paused about half-way down, when
he saw the two of them, standing not too far apart. "Ben Miller's
here," he said gruffly, then he walked the rest of the way down the
staircase.


Lily
turned and looked again at Jake, their eyes meeting in a silent communication
that was both sincere and desperate. Frank saw the way they were looking at
each other and stopped at the bottom of the stairs, saying nothing.


Suddenly
Lily burst into tears and ran from the living room, racing past her father and
on up the stairs to the second floor, stopping once along the way to cast one
more glance at Jake – the last time she ever expected to see him in her home.


Frank
saw the look and the hair rose at the back of his neck. He glanced back at
Jake, who looked lost and vulnerable as he watched Lily disappear to the second
floor. Frank wanted to say something, to ask what violation Jake had committed
against his daughter now, but Ben Miller's loud knock upon the front door
interrupted the impulse.


* * * * *


"I
think if you dig down a little right there, you'll find what you're looking
for," Jake said.


"What
the hell is this?" Ben Miller asked, confounded. "It feels like I'm
walking on Jell-O."


Jake,
Sheriff Miller and Frank Walker had driven for more than an hour on back roads,
until finally they had reached a desolate strip of land thirty miles to the
west of Longmont. "What are we looking for?" Frank had asked along
the way, but Jake had just said, "You'll see." It
was well after nine o'clock when they reached the site.


The
night was pitch black and there was a trace chill in the air. A high cloud
cover partially blocked the light of the moon, as the temperature hovered in
the mid-forties. Jake had instructed the others to bring flashlights and
shovels, and then steered them to this isolated spot in the countryside. They
parked out on the county road, outside a fence gate, then hiked a good half-mile
in to private property, making their way along a little-used field road. Along
the way, Jake had shown his flashlight on the trail, occasionally noting fresh
tire tracks. "These are from last night," he told them, an
observation based not on his skills as a tracker, but on arcane knowledge of
"the plan." "It's already begun," he said.


They
were on property owned by Ferrel Edmunds, a Weld County native who ran a medium-sized
stocker operation. This was his pasture land, situated more than ten miles away
from his house, where he kept nearly two hundred head of Hereford steers. It
was exactly the type of situation favored by Pico and his mobile slaughter
operation: remote not only from the owner's house, but from all other heavily
trafficked routes as well. Jake had spotted the site himself, learning of
Edmund's operation early in his employment at Walker Ranch. He and Py had
worked in this area one day, picking up bales of first cut hay, which Frank
Walker had purchased from a neighbor with property in the area. Jake had seen
the Edmunds herd, grazing on gently sloping hills that, at one place, dropped
off into a steep canyon. He had stopped his fully loaded flatbed along the road
on a return trip to Walker Ranch. Py had been napping in the cab, exhausted
from having loaded seven tiers of early season green bales, and hadn't given
two hoots when Jake told him he was just stopping to "take a piss."
He'd been gone thirty minutes, but Py was still sleeping like a babe when he
returned, completely unaware of what had transpired. In that time, Jake
had gathered all the information he needed to relay to Pico's planners about
the site: the access, the best out-of-sight spot to set up portable pens and a
makeshift abattoir, and the best route for driving steers into the holding
area. It was perfect in every aspect. Jake figured they could take forty head
in one night, and it might be a week before the lone-cowboy Edmunds realized he
had cattle missing.


"See
this?" Jake had said, stopping along the way as they walked back in to
Edmunds' property. He had shined his flashlight on deep tire tracks in soft
dirt. "The truck that made these tracks carried a small caterpillar.
There's a gypsy dirt moving outfit calling themselves Durst Construction
working out of Lyons who uses small cats. Check it out."


Frank
had looked at Ben Miller, shining his flashlight in his face. "What the
hell is going on here?" he'd asked, growing more and more impatient.
"You'll see," Jake said, answering on the Sheriff's behalf.
"Come on," he'd instructed, and the men had continued on their trek.


Now
they stood on dirt that seemed dry, yet moved beneath their feet as if they
were walking on a bladder. "Put a spade in here," Jake said.
"You'll find what you're lookin' for."


Frank
looked questioningly at Ben Miller, who glanced once at Jake before punching
his shovel into the ground, using one foot to drive it deep into the oozing
soil. He removed one spade full, then a second and a third, and then Frank,
shining his flashlight on the developing hole, noticed something strange.
"What in the hell . . ." The bottom of the hole seemed to slowly fill
with a deep black sledge and steam rose up out of the ground. "Take a
little more dirt," Jake instructed, and the Sheriff dug down a little
farther, as a sickening, thick odor wafted up from the excavation. Then the
Sheriff removed a shovel full that came out in a greasy glob that clung to his
spade and connected, in some way, to whatever lie beneath that spongy terrain.


Frank
Walker shined his flashlight into the hole to see what Ben Miller had, and what
he saw was deep red and slimy. "What the hell is it?" he said,
putting one finger under his nostrils to protect against the putrid smell.


"Entrails,"
Jake said. "Cattle were slaughtered here, just last night."
















 












CHAPTER 39 – Setting the Trap


 


Ben
Miller decided that it was best that they not
talk to Ferrell Edmunds about what they had found on his property. He was busy
arranging a net around Lorenz Pico's entire operation and he didn't want word
to get out that might jeopardize the sting. It wasn't an easy decision to make,
because he now had proof that what Jake was saying was true, and that meant
that every night this week another area rancher was going to be losing
livestock. Jake supplied the list of locations, and for the next three nights Ben
Miller and Art Fowler, his senior deputy, set up surveillance of the
clandestine slaughter operations. What they witnessed astonished them both.


Hiking
back into remote sites, the Sheriff and his deputy watched as Pico's crews
worked under cover of night, using a small caterpillar, which they brought in
on a large paneled truck, to dig a shallow pit. They would then set up portable
panels, into which men on foot would herd up to fifty bawling cattle. Ben
Miller had served in the war, and he could only compare what he was seeing to a
covert military operation. Light standards were erected around the slaughter
pit, but before the powerful lamps were lit a black, opaque canvas was arranged
like a tent over the entire arena. When the lights, powered by portable
generators, were turned on, they illuminated the abattoir from four sides, yet
spilled no light whatsoever into the surrounding area. There wasn't even a glow
around what they were doing. A passerby, using the county road, a quarter mile
in the distance, would never know anyone was out there, working cattle. The
operation was efficient and incredibly silent, save for the bawling of the
animals, which was not so extreme that it would likely be heard, or raise
suspicions. Even the generators were housed, so that the sound
of their gas powered engines amounted to not more than a background hum. The
Sheriff watched as, one by one, steers were led stupidly into the pit, stunned
with a sledge hammer, hoisted and bled, and then dismembered with alarming
speed. "These guys are good," was all he could say, whispering to his
compatriot, as they lay on their bellies, on the ridge above the site, looking
down upon the operation. "Damned good," the deputy said.


At
one point, the lawmen had to retreat from their surveillance when several of
Pico's operatives walked the ridge around the site, apparently patrolling to
make certain their work was not being observed. They appeared to be carrying
high powered rifles, and when Miller and his fellow law officer saw one of them
headed their direction, they began crawling backwards on their bellies, moving
as quickly as they could away from the scene. Retreating in the dark they came
upon a rattlesnake, surprised by their intrusion as it went about its nocturnal
hunt for food. They never saw the reptile, but knew that it was close, for they
could hear its anxious tale rattling as they lay in the darkness, keeping as
still as they could. Pico’s guard appeared on the ridge before them, not forty
feet from where they were, and they were relieved when his appearance seemed to
divert the snake. It ceased its rattling and slinked away into the darkness,
moving away from the gun-toting man, who appeared only as a dark silhouette
against the night sky. Miller's deputy tried to spot the serpent, so he could
avoid coming within its striking range should further retreat be required, but
he never did actually see it. It
was
nerve-racking, just knowing it was out there somewhere, but when it became safe
to leave their position, Miller and his deputy did so, sneaking back to the
ridge for one last look before withdrawing to the county road. They had decided
not to raid the slaughter sites, determining that to do so would jeopardize the
larger operation. They had a vague sense, from what Jake had told them, of
where the carcasses were being taken. What they didn't know they hoped to find
out from confiscating records of the ring leaders at the time of the mass
arrests. They had hoped to at least get license plate numbers from the vehicles
involved in the slaughter operation, but at this they were unsuccessful. The
best they could record was descriptions.


On
Wednesday, prior to the scheduled assault on Walker Ranch, Sheriff Miller
contacted the FBI's regional office in Denver and filed a report on what he had
learned thus far, and what he expected to take place on the weekend. He told
them he had a volunteer informant and he proposed a plan for springing a trap
on the perpetrators for the upcoming Saturday night.


Miller's
plan was to maintain a low profile, avoiding any activities that might tip off
Pico's men about what the authorities were planning. Jake was supposed to
continue his regular routine at Parker Ranch, maintaining whatever contact was
expected of him with Pico's man on-site, whose name was still unknown to him.
The equipment heists and the burglary of Walker property, was scheduled to
coincide with the Cow-Cutter's Ball, when Walker's cowboys were all expected to
be attending festivities in Longmont. Jake had already shown Sheriff Miller the
locations of the mechanics and paint shops, which would be used to quickly
transform the stolen vehicles and equipment into distributable items. These
activities were mostly taking place in large, remote Quonset buildings in the
Fort Morgan area. There were three such sites, two leased from area farmers who
were under the impression they were going to be used for equipment storage
sheds. Arrangements for those had been made through a heavy equipment
contractor, who had won a legitimate bid to do road work in the area, and
expected to have implements in the county for most of the next year. There was
a third site, on an abandoned farm less than a mile from Longmont, which had
been leased from a guy named Verle Dent. He was a nefarious character, known to
astonishingly few Longmont residents, with a long record of trouble with the
law. He didn't live on the property, residing instead in a boarding house in
town, and when he was approached with a lease offer, in a Longmont pool hall,
he didn't ask questions about what his buildings were going to be used for. It
was a short-term deal that promised immediate cash money, and that's all he
cared about.


On
Thursday, Ben Miller drove to Denver to meet with federal agents. He disclosed
what he had discovered about operations in Weld County, and at that point the
investigation and planned sting were ceded to the federal authorities. "We
know all about Mr. Pico," Agent Thomas Bickering told Sheriff Miller. The
FBI had an extensive file on him and, because Pico was involved in interstate
activities, Ben Miller was informed that the investigation was a federal
matter. The agents also informed Miller that they knew all about Jake Jobbs,
and they gave him some background information on his informant.


Miller
sat stunned as he listened to the list of offenses committed by the man who had
blown the whistle on Lorenz Pico's empire. "I'm sorry to hear about all
this," he said. "I kinda like the guy." "Well, as an
informant for the federal government, he'll get some consideration when he
comes up for sentencing," Agent Bickering told him. "He's going to do
time, though. I don't think there's any doubt about that. We've been watching
Pico for a while, and from what you've told us this guy Jobbs may by tied into
another half-dozen grand felonies, from Ohio to Texas." Bickering asked
Ben Miller what he thought the chances were that Jake would get cold feet and
run before Saturday night. "Zero," Miller told them. "He says Pico
has a man in the area who has threatened revenge on people in the Longmont area
should Jake not go through with the plan. Jake's involved with a real nice
family in Longmont, and I don't see him doing anything that could cause them
harm. I think he sees a chance to turn his life around. I think he's resigned
to some pain over all this, but I don't see him blowing what may be a chance
for him to start over clean." "So you trust him?" Bickering
asked. "I trust him," Ben Miller told him.


Sheriff
Miller's assurances weren't enough for the FBI. They wanted to talk to Jake
directly, and the following day Agent Bickering showed up at Parker Ranch,
driving a battered old Ford pickup and dressed as a farmer. Ben Miller
contacted Jake, forewarning him of the visit. When Bickering showed up, Jake
was waiting for him. "Is there someplace we can talk in private?" he
asked. "We can talk here," Jake said, inviting him into the living
room.


Tory
had gone to Longmont, to pick up supplies, and Pete and Py were both tending to
the yearling herd. Jake and Bickering had the house to themselves.


"Jake,
I want you to know that the government appreciates your coming forth with the
information you've given us thus far," said Bickering, seated on the
couch, wearing a pair of properly aged overalls, a plaid work shirt, and round-toed
boots. With his Midwestern looks, he made a reasonable facsimile of a farm boy.
"I also want to thank you for the help you've provided in setting things
up for Saturday night. It'll all be considered when your case goes before the
courts." Jake sat before him, head tilted down, like a guilty man facing
sentencing. "I would like to have you answer some questions, for our
records." "That's fine," Jake said. "And I'd like to
discuss how we are going to handle this on Saturday."


The
plan was simple. Pico's heists were going to be allowed to happen. Agents from
the FBI would be positioned around the three sites where stolen vehicles and
equipment and other items were scheduled to be "processed." Once the
stolen property was delivered to those sites – which was expected to take place
by midnight on Saturday – the agents would launch coordinated raids. For his
part, Jake was expected to be onsite at Frank Walker's home, carrying out his
assignment, emptying the safe of valuables – primarily cash and jewelry – and
collecting several other targeted items. Frank's gun collection
was already spoken for, as were some top-of-the-line oriental rugs and several
pieces of fine silver. He was scheduled to deliver these to the buildings
leased from Verle Dent, arriving on schedule as if everything was proceeding as
planned. He would be among those taken into custody when the FBI dropped their
net over the operation. It was understood that Jake would testify as a
government informant, but for his protection the agency wanted to avoid any
activity that might blow his cover prior to the Saturday night sting. Jake had
also given them information on Thomas Larsen and Wynn Frye, Pico's
"managers" in Denver. The FBI had checked with the Glenwood Crest,
the small Denver hotel that was their last known place of residence, and
discovered that Danny Votalo and William Holts, the aliases they were
registered under, were no longer in residence.


Agent
Bickering had been with Jake for about an hour and was just leaving when Tory
returned from Longmont. "Who was that?" she asked Jake.


"An
FBI agent," he told her.


"Is
everything okay?" she asked.


Jake
stammered. "I guess . . . it's not what I . . . We're gonna go through
with it, Tory, just like nothin' was wrong."


Tory's
expression fell. "But Jake . . ."


"It was
my idea," he said. "Most of the people involved in the heists won't
even be in position until Saturday. A lot of them will be arriving in trucks,
and they figure to wait until the day of the festivities in town, when they'll
be a load of traffic on the roads. If
the
feds start making arrests now, they’ll get only a few of them, and they'll have
no evidence to use against the rest. It's better this way."


"It's
dangerous," Tory said. "Did you tell them about the guy who came here
the other day?"


"I
did," Jake said. "That's why Agent Bickering was dressed like he was.
I figure the guy's out there somewhere – watching us."


Tory
looked stricken. "I don't like it, Jake. I'm afraid for you to be alone
with that man on Saturday night."


Jake
seemed paled by the thought as well. "I don’t have any choice, Tory. I got
myself into this, and I've just got to go through with it." Knowing there
was no other way didn't assuage their joint fears in any way.


On
Friday morning a rancher named Dwayne Gertz reported to Sheriff Miller that he
had nearly fifty head of prime beef cattle missing – steers he had been
planning to take to market the next week. He'd been out prowling his pastures,
checking pasture conditions and counting heads, and discovered the loss.
"There's something else," he told Miller. "I found a place out
there where the ground's been torn up." The Sheriff drove out to his
property to look at the site, not telling Gertz anything about what he knew had
taken place, though Gertz' cattle had been on the list Jake had provided of targeted
herds. "I'd appreciate it if you would
keep this quiet, just for a few days," Miller told the rancher. He said
that he had received other reports about rustling operations taking place in
the county, and a general alert to area ranchers may interfere with
investigations currently taking place. Gertz didn't go along with it for a
second. "I'll be God-damned if I'm going to keep from warning my neighbors
about this," he said. "I can't stand by and let my friends get robbed
blind." It took some talking, but Miller finally got Gertz to agree to
give him a few days before going public with it. It was a hollow agreement,
though. Gertz talked to his nearest neighbor, and closest friend, who also ran
cattle in the area, and by Friday afternoon there was a hot rumor racing around
Weld County that there was a band of cattle rustlers at work. Sheriff Miller
talked with Agent Bickering about it, saying, "I hope to God this doesn't
foul up our operation." Gertz had been the last rancher scheduled to be
robbed, according to the timetable Jake had provided, so both lawmen agreed it
was an unfortunate development that they were going to have to live with. The
cattle rustling phase of Pico's operation was complete. If farmers and
ranchers were going to grow paranoid now, it was their trucks, tractors and
farm implements they’d better be watching out for. Miller figured it would give
them something to talk about, when they all got together Saturday night for the
big bash. "By then it'll be over with anyway," Miller told Bickering.
















 












CHAPTER 40 – Dance Partner


 


Frank
groused about all Thursday, stewing over what was going to happen Saturday
night. He only grudgingly accepted Ben Miller's assertion that the only way to
proceed was to allow his property to be confiscated. "It's to protect Jake
Jobbs," the Sheriff had told him, but what did Frank care about that? He
owed nothing to Jake. "If
he
was going to be acting alone, maybe we could use decoys in some way – but he's
not," Miller said, stating fact. The idea was to protect Jake as best they
could, arresting him when they arrested all the others, so as not to tip-off
his cooperation with the authorities. He could turn state's evidence later, as
the justice system called for it, and when
security arrangements could be made for him. "I know this is tough, Frank,
but you've simply got to go along with it," the
Sheriff told him.


Frank's
other major concern was making certain that none of his crew got tangled up
with the thieves. He told Jarvis Lang that he wanted everybody to attend the
dance on Saturday night, and made Jarvis responsible for passing on the order.
There was to be no one left behind at Walker Ranch. "What are your plans for
that night?" Frank asked Jarvis.


Jarvis
just shook his head. "None, really," he said. "I thought I'd go
to the dance that night. A bunch of the boys are wanting time off to go to the
rodeo in the afternoon."


"That's
fine," Frank said. "Tell 'em all to have a good time and stay out
late." He repeated his order that no one was to be left home at Walker
Ranch Saturday night, which struck Jarvis as odd. He asked Frank about it,
but
Frank just told him it was the way he wanted. "You make sure about it now,
Jarvis," Frank said. "I don't want to come back to the ranch and find
anybody here. The boys have all been workin' hard. Tell 'em I said they need to
take a break, they’ll be plenty've hard work ahead." As an afterthought,
Frank said – "And tell 'em I want to get together tomorrow night for a
little smoker of our own. We'll have a little Walker Ranch celebration."


"Okay,"
Jarvis said, though he questioned his boss' insistence.


"One
other thing," Frank said. "I wonder if you'll do something for me
Saturday night."


"What's
that?"


Frank
cocked an eyebrow and looked Jarvis up and down, considering what he was about
to request. "I'd like you to take Lily to the dance Saturday night."


Jarvis
seemed knocked off balance a little. "Well . . . I . . ."


"She
doesn't seem to have any plans and I don’t want her out on her own," Frank
said sternly.


"What
does she say about?" Jarvis asked. "Goin' with me, I mean."


"She'll
be fine with it," Frank said. "I want her with someone I can trust
who will keep an eye on her. Okay?"


"Okay,"
Jarvis said, but he was pretty uncertain. He and Lily weren't exactly friends,
though he had always wished it were different.


"One
last thing," Frank said. "Don't tell her I asked you to do
this."


* * * * *


"Lily
– ma'am – I wanted to ask you something. That is, if you've got a moment."


Lily
had been grooming Star, her quarter horse, lost in her thoughts, and she was
startled by Jarvis' interruption. "Jesus! Scare me to death!" she
said scoldingly.


"Sorry,"
Jarvis said. He appeared nervous, holding his hat before him, over his heart,
like he was offering condolences to a new widow. "I sure didn't mean to
startle you."


"What
are you doing?" Lily asked, noticing his oddly passive stance, strange for
a guy who seemed to spend most of his time trying to convince others how tough
he was.


"I
had something I wanted to ask you." "Had?" Lily asked. "Did
you get over it?" "No ma'am," Jarvis said. "I still have
it."


Lily
waited for him to continue. "Well – what is it?"


Jarvis
seemed to gird himself. "Well, I was just wondering, if you aren't going
to the dance Saturday night with anyone . . . I wondered if you might care to
go with me?"


Lily
looked at him suspiciously, then turned around and resumed grooming her mare.
"I don't even think I'll go to the stupid dance," she said.


Jarvis
frowned, like what she was saying didn't make sense. "Everybody's
going," he said.


"Not
everybody," Lily said.


"Is
it
just that you don't want to go with me?" Jarvis asked.


"No
– it's not just that I don't want to go with you," Lily said irritably.
"Besides, I don't think my dad would let me go to a dance with his
foreman."


"I
could ask him," volunteered Jarvis.


"No!"
Lily said, "I don't want you to ask him.
I think I'll just stay home, or maybe go someplace with some friends or
something."


"Can't
we be friends?" Jarvis asked.


"Why
would we be friends?" Lily questioned.


"Gosh,
Lily – I've known you since we was kids . . ." "Since you were
eighteen," corrected Lily.


"Well,
that's right," Jarvis said. "I've known you goin' on seven years.
It's not like I'm just some stranger."


"My
dad doesn't like me socializing with people outside my own age group."


"He's
talkin' about Jake Jobbs, for Christ's sake – he ain't talkin' about me!"
Jarvis said, frustrated.


Lily
stopped her grooming and turned to look at him. "What makes you so certain
of that?"


"He
does!"


"My
father?" Lily asked, appalled.


"He
wants me to take you out. He practically told me he did!" Jarvis said.
Lily's jaw dropped. "What?"


"He
didn't ask me to ask you out, or anything like that," Jarvis said. "I
can just tell. He thinks it'd be a good thing."


Lily
eyes widened in disbelief, and then suddenly she tossed her grooming brush back
into an open locker, startling her horse a little as it banged against the
cabinet. "Well I choose who I go out with," Lily said, "not my
father! And I am not going to go out with you, Jarvis Lang! I don't care what
he says!" Then she stomped past him and left the barn, leaving him behind
to stand wondering what he had said that was wrong.


* * * * *


"Daddy
– did you ask Jarvis Lang to ask me to the dance Saturday night?" Lily
burst into her father's office and confronted him with the question.


Frank
thought for a moment, and then decided to look innocent. "What would make
you think that, honey?" he asked.


"He
just told me you did," Lily said.


"He
what?" Frank asked in disbelief. He had warned Jarvis to avoid that very
thing.


"He
told me you thought it would be a good idea for the two of us to go out – together,"
Lily said.


Frank
searched the room with his eyes, trying to find an angle. "I just thought
. . . you like Jarvis, don't you?"


Lily
pouted. "He's okay. He's just a dumb cowboy." "I thought, bein'
as how you don't have a date . . ."


"Daddy
– that's no concern of yours!" Lily shrieked. "I can find dates just
fine, if I want one. I just don't want one for Saturday night."


"That's
ridiculous," Frank said. "This is one of the biggest celebrations of
the year. Everybody is going to go to this thing. Damn it, you should to!"
His intonation was just a little more authoritative than he had intended.


Lily
looked at him wide-eyed with amazement. "Are you telling me I have to go
with Jarvis?"


Frank
tried to come up with a softer approach, but he wasn't in the mood for games in
this instance. "Yes, Lily – I'm telling you I want you to go to the dance
with Jarvis."


Lily's
bottom jaw dropped. "Daddy – that's not fair! You can't order me to go out
with someone!"


"The
hell I can't!" Frank said, finally dropping all pretense of sensitivity.
"I want you to be escorted to that dance by Jarvis, and I don't want to
hear any argument about it. I'm not going to have you out on Saturday night,
with everything that's going to be going on, without some kind of a
chaperone."


"A
chaperone!" Lily said, appalled.


"What's
wrong with that?" Frank asked, not really caring to hear an answer.


"I
won't go!" Lily said, stamping her foot once hard on the floor. "I
won't be told who I go out with!"


"You
sure as hell will!" Frank said, raising his voice, completely at the end
of his patience. "Now God-damn it, Lily – I don't want to hear any more
about this. I'll tell Jarvis myself that he's to pick you up here at the house,
eight o'clock Saturday night."


Lily
was speechless, red with anger.


"You'll
be ready, too, young lady," Frank said, the veins of his forehead and neck
now bulging. "You be ready or I'll carry you out and put you in with
Jarvis myself, ready or not."


Lily
tried to imagine a response, but she couldn't think through her abhorrence.
Finally she exhaled hotly, turned and ran to her bedroom, slamming the door
behind her.
















 












CHAPTER 41 – Strangers


 


Tory,
Pete and Py had done their level best to carry out their routine chores as they
got closer to the end of the week, and to the night which they secretly
expected to be their last with Jake, probably for a good long while. They tried
to remain cheerful, to pretend that there were no dark clouds hanging over
them, and to envelope these final days in a protective shell that preserved
their special affinity. It was a facade, however. Pete found himself working
his cattle, distracted, often drifting off into thoughts that stole from his
work day and left only a feeling of ennui. It was the same for Py, who just
seemed sad, resigned over Jake's broken trust, but rueful. It seemed to him
like they were all waiting for something terrible to transpire, that was
inevitable and that would detract from the quality of all their lives. A part
of him still wished he could be angry with Jake, but a larger part had started
to believe that it wasn't really Jake's fault at all, but that one way or
another they had all just been unfortunate victims, and that his time would be
better spent appreciating the best part of what they had all had together. Life
seemed cruel for some, and for those fate-afflicted it seemed unalterable,
merciless in its power to pile misery on top of misery, while others received
bountiful joy. All Py could think of was the luck of the draw. Jake had pulled
low card, and now it seemed to Py that he had, as well.


The
thing none of them wanted to talk about was the fear they had for Jake's
safety. He had become a pawn in a chess game, an expendable piece who had
placed himself in harm's way and now had no choice but to face up to it. The
trio found themselves praying that Jake lived to go to prison, which they had
all accepted as his certain future. The paradox of their emotions made it
impossible to conceal their feelings, and when any of them tried to converse
with Jake their agony showed through. Again, it stole from their final days.
They couldn't face him without feeling that they were contributing to his
despair, that they felt they were a part of a death watch, and it showed in
their faces. The sense of impending doom was palpable. The best of all possible
alternatives was equal to the worst any of them had ever hoped for anyone. Jake
was going to have to pay for his crimes, and they prayed it wouldn't be with
his life.


* * * * *


"Hi,
Victoria. What're you doin '?"


Tory
looked up from her house cleaning, glancing at Jake, who had come in the back
door and leaned against the door frame to the kitchen. He called her
"Victoria" occasionally – the only person, other than her father, who
ever had – and it struck her as a uniquely personal endearment. She would miss
hearing it when he was no longer around. "I'm just straightening up a
little around here," she said, trying to sound casual. "It gets so
dusty out here, I can’t keep anything clean."


"It
seems like things are rushin' up on us kind've fast, doesn't it?" Jake
said, a little meekly, like a little boy who didn't want summer vacation to
end.


"It
wouldn't break my heart if we never saw tomorrow," Tory said honestly.


Jake
offered a wan smile. "I don't think I'd want today to last forever,"
he said gloomily. "It don't feel that good."


"Are
you scared, Jake?" Tory asked kindly, looking up at him.


He
nodded affirmatively. "Yeah, I guess I am. It's all come down to doin'
somethin' I don't want to do. I guess it always does, eventually."


Tory
bit her lip and looked away, moving her dust rag over the surfaces of some
shelves. "I can't say its how I want it to be, but I just keep telling
myself that it's for the best in the long run. I think what you're doing is
very brave. I admire you for it, Jake."


He
seemed to sit on the thought for a second. "I'd give anything to have had
things work out different for us. I don't know why it is that things are like
they are. It seems like, after all this time, I finally got somethin' I want
and . . . I don't know, I can't have it." Jake shook his head in disgust.
"I guess maybe I don't deserve it."


"Don't
deserve what, Jake?" Tory asked, looking at him, eyes filled with sadness.


"You,"
Jake said flatly. "You, your dad, Py, this ranch – anything. Happiness. I
guess maybe I was supposed to be gettin' ready for it all along, and I just did
all the wrong things."


"No
Jake, that isn't really the way it is," Tory said. "Life's so much
more complicated than that. Think, it was your doing 'all the wrong things,' as
you say, that brought you to this point. Now I think – if you see what it is
you want – you've just got to start right now, doing the right things to hold
onto it."


"I
see what I want," Jake said, looking into Tory's eyes.


She
dropped her dust rag and melted into his arms, kissing him desperately, trying
in vain to exorcise all their shared pain and heart-break. "I love
you," Jake said, and Tory replied – "I love you, too." She
kissed him again and again and squeezed him tightly, as if every moment
together now was possibly their last. "It's going to be hard without you
here. There'll be a lot to go through, but I'll be waiting for you to come
home, Jake. Everybody will. We all love you."


Jake
held onto her as if his very life depended upon her, as if his soul might fly
off into the ether if he didn't clutch her tightly to his breast. He held her
so that she couldn't see the tears that filled his eyes, and threatened to
bulge to running streams down his cheeks. He couldn't allow that, it wasn't in
his code. A man doesn't cry, that's what he'd always believed. His mother had
drilled it into his head when he was a boy, and he had listened. Besides, he
hadn't earned the right. Any tears were all his own doing, the result
of his life of mistakes and miscalculations. Any sympathy he got from anyone
was all their own compassion, and testified to their character and moral
rightness. As he held her, Jake felt humbled by her sincerity and kindness. And
her forgiveness. He raised his eyes to the heavens and wondered what he had
done to deserve this redemption.


* * * * *


"You
had a visitor yesterday, Jake. Who was it?"


Jake
was startled by the voice, coming from a darkened comer of his bunkhouse.


He
had just returned from the dinner table, coming out to change into a clean
shirt, planning to then go back inside for a few rounds of drinks with Tory,
Pete and Py. They were all planning to make the most out of their last night
together.


The
voice was unmistakable. It was Pico's man on the scene – the guy responsible
for making sure that Jake held up his end of the deal. He stepped forward a
little from the shadows, so that Jake could see that he was holding a gun.


"It
was nobody," Jake said. "A farmer, interested in Pete's bull."
"A shame about that animal," the man said.


"Yeah
– a real shame," Jake said angrily.


"So
are you ready for tomorrow night? You're not thinking about doing anything
stupid, are you?"


"No,
nothing stupid," Jake said.


"You
got a lot of people counting on you. And think, Jakey – you're only twenty-four
hours from having your accounts all paid up. You can almost see the light at
the end of the tunnel. All you got to do is play it right."


"Can
you guarantee that?" Jake said.


"That
your account will be settled? Sure I can guarantee that," the stranger
said. "How about that you won't be pullin' a trigger on me, once everything
is done?"


"You
have my word on that, too," the stranger said. Jake couldn't make out his
features, but he could vaguely see the whiteness of his teeth, which told him
he was smiling. "All you got to do is follow through with the plan. You do
the job, deliver the goods, and you're on easy street."


"That's
my plan," Jake said tersely.


"Good,"
the stranger said. "That's a good plan. I'll be here at ten-thirty
tomorrow night to pick you up, and we'll go and get it done. Now, just back
away from that door and I'll be on my way." Jake did as he was instructed,
giving the shadowy figure a wide berth to the door. "One other thing. I'll
be watching you every minute, between now and tomorrow night, just to be
sure," the stranger said, as he walked cautiously past Jake, his revolver
still pointed at him.


"It
won't be necessary," Jake said.


"I
hope not," the stranger said, as he reached the open door. Jake could see
his outline in the light of the moon, bluish rays glinting off the black metal
of his gun. "The thing I've learned about you, Jake, is you don't always
do the things you're expected to. Shooting that bull, for instance." The
stranger chuckled. "Pico didn't find much humor in that."


"What
do you mean?" Jake said.


"He
could see what you were up to, trying to get too hot to handle. You raised
suspicions, all right, but only about yourself," the stranger said.


"What
are you talking about?" Jake said. "I didn't shoot that animal, and
you know it! You did it to scare me into goin'
through with Pico's plan."


"Is
that what you think?" the stranger asked, sounding incredulous.
"Well, I guess if it worked, then fine.
Just for your information, though, I didn't shoot no bull. I like animals. I
couldn't do a thing like that."


Jake
squinted with disbelief. "Are you telling me the truth? You didn't shoot
the bull?"


"I
didn't shoot no fuckin' bull," the stranger said. Then he chuckled again.
"Christ, Jake – your problems are even bigger than I thought they
were." Then he disappeared from the doorway and out of sight.


Jake
rushed from the bunkhouse to see where he went, assuming he had headed into the
cover of the windbreak. He rushed around the side of the little hut, hoping to
catch him to find out what he was saying about Pete's bull, but he was nowhere
to be found. Jake ran through the trees, looking left and right, racing to
catch up with him. Then suddenly he reached the far side of the break, and
stood at the edge of an open field.


The
stranger seemed to have disappeared. He was out there somewhere, but in the dark
of night Jake could only imagine where.


* * * * *


Jake
charged back into the house, wearing the clean shirt he had donned out in
his
bunk.


"There
you are," Pete said happily. He was at the dining room table, dealing
playing cards to himself, Tory and Py, tossing a fourth pile before an empty
seat, which was meant for Jake. "Just settin' up to play a little gin.
Tory's got a drink waitin' there for ya."


Jake?"


Tory
looked up at Jake and she could tell something was wrong. "What is it?


"I've
got something I've got to do," he said. "Pete – I need to borrow your
pickup."


"Can't
it wait until tomorrow?" Pete said. "We're all ready to play,
here." "No – it can't wait," Jake said urgently. "I'll be
back in a while."


"Jake
– what is it?" Tory said, getting up from her chair, moving toward him.


He
warned her off. "I can't tell you right now. It's something I've got to
do.


You
sit back down and go on with what you're doing." He looked at Py. "I
could use a little help with the pasture gate."


"Sure,
Jake," Py said, jumping up to help.


"Don't
worry about anything," Jake said to the others. "I won't be gone
long." "What do you suppose he's up to?" Tory looked at her
father and asked.


"I
don't know," he said, "but if he's goin' through the pasture it must
have somethin' to do with Frank Walker."


Both
Pete and Tory rushed to the front porch. They looked out into the equipment
yard to see Jake start the pickup, turn on its lights, and drive out south of
the barn, where Py was folding back the fence gate that allowed him to enter
the pasture.


Jake
drove quickly through the aperture and on into the black of night, while Py
struggled to close the fence gate back up behind him.


"I
don't like the looks of this," Tory said. "I don't either,"
agreed Pete.
















 












CHAPTER 42 – Confession


 


It
took Jake less than fifteen minutes to reach Walker Ranch. He drove into the
yard to find Frank and all his boys out in the barn, two of them wearing boxing
gloves and exchanging shots. When they heard Jake's truck come rumbling into
the yard, they stopped what they were doing and rushed out to see what was
happening.


Jake
saw Frank, opened the door to the pickup, and jumped out before bringing the
vehicle to a complete stop. It rolled ahead, coming to rest against a big
truck, fitted with wheat panels.


"What
the hell are you doing?" Frank Walker said, charging in Jake's direction. "You
son-of-a-bitch!" Jake said. "You shot Pete's bull!" Then he
fired a punch that Frank never saw coming and that landed him on the seat of
his pants. Jake jumped on top of the fallen rancher and hit him three or four
more times in the face, before several of Walker's cowboys grabbed him by the
arms and pulled him free. "I should've known it was you!" Jake said,
spitting mad. "I should've known it'd take a bastard like you to do
somethin' like that!"


Frank,
still lying on the ground, propped himself up on one elbow, wiping his bloody
mouth with his other hand. He was dazed from the attack. "I don't know
what the hell you're talkin' about, Jobbs."


"Liar!"
yelled Jake. "You fuckin' liar! You did it, didn't you? You saw old Pete
had somethin' you couldn't have, so you killed it!"


"I
did no such thing," Frank said, slowly getting up off the ground. The
other cowboys stood around him, a little afraid to lean in and lend him a hand,
knowing that Frank would find the assistance humiliating.


Jake
seemed to calm down for a moment, just as Frank got to his feet, and the cowboys
that were holding him made the mistake of relaxing their grip. Jake suddenly
tore himself loose and again smashed Frank in the face, knocking him back down
into the dirt. He jumped back onto him and launched a vicious assault, striking
him repeatedly, half-a-dozen hard shots landing on Frank's head and shoulders
before suddenly Wayne Morrison, Frank's oldest hand, came out of the crowd and
kicked Jake in the face, laying him out in the dirt, beside his boss.


"Stop
it, damn it! Stop it!" Morrison yelled. "He didn't shoot that animal!
I did!


I
shot him!"


Both
Frank and Jake looked up at Morrison, standing above them, face red as a beet.
"What did you say?" Frank said, his lips split and swelling, blood
oozing from several wounds around his mouth and eyes.


"I
did it, boss," Morrison said.


Jake
looked at him through eyes that he could hardly focus, groggy from the boot he
had taken.


"Damn
it, somebody had to do it!" Morrison said. He looked around at the other
cowboys, who looked at him with disbelief, and he focused in on Jarvis Lang,
who was as shocked as anyone. "Jarvis should have done it. Everybody could
see what was happening. Pete Parker was finished, until he got that damned
bull. Walker Ranch needs that land! He had to be stopped. It was just going to
drag things out."


"That's
not your decision," Frank said, back up on one elbow.


"It
should've been," Morrison said, repeating, "It should've been. It
shouldn't have been left to some boy, here." He glanced at Jarvis, who
looked down at Frank with astonishment. "Foreman is serious business,
Frank. I got twenty- five years with you, workin ' this spread. I've given you
everything I ever had to give. My sweat and blood – my youth went into building
this ranch! It ain't right that you give the job to him. He doesn't know
anything about any of it!" He suddenly walked over to Jarvis and stood
chin to chin with him. "You weren't man enough to shoot the goddamned
bull!" he shouted.


"Back
off, Wayne!" Frank yelled, suddenly finding the energy to get to his feet.
Morrison swiveled around to face his boss, and Jarvis just stood looking shell-shocked.
"I don't know where it comes from, the way you’re thinkin', but I'm
tellin' you you've got it all wrong," Frank said.


"Wrong?"
Morrison asked. "Years could go by, Frank? I know as well as you do that
there's oil in that ground. There's money to be made off it and – God damn it! –
I deserve some part of it. It's just an animal, Frank! It's the only reason
Pete Parker wouldn't sell!"


Frank
looked at his old hand and shook his head. "You got until tomorrow morning
to gather up your things," he said soberly. "I'll have a check for
you. It'll include a little severance to help you get started with another
crew."


"You're
firing me?" Morrison asked in disbelief. "I'm afraid so, Wayne,"
Frank said.


"You’re
lettin' me go?" Morrison asked, a little louder. "Twenty-five years,
Frank!"


"Good
years," Frank said. He looked into Morrison's eyes, almost pleading.
"Don't mess up the last of it," he said.


Morrison's
expression sagged instantly, pausing a few times between desperation and shame.
A few of the other cowboys moved toward him, to help him understand that the
only thing he could do was go to the bunk and pack his things. It was going to
take him
all night. He had been a boy of twenty-two when he hooked on with Frank. His
area of the bunkhouse had been most of whatever he had ever known as
"home," and he had cluttered it up
pretty good with artifacts of life. He turned to walk through the other hands
and ran directly into Jarvis, who had recaptured his composure. If there was going
to be a problem in getting Wayne Morrison to leave, dealing with it would've
fallen on the foreman's shoulders. The two men seemed to think about that for a
moment, as they stared at one another, then the older man pushed his way past
and walked on back to the bunkhouse.


As
the cowboys started to disperse, Frank Walker reached down and grabbed Jake's
hand, helping him to his feet. "You satisfied with what you heard?"
Frank asked.


Jake
spit blood from a cut on the inside of his mouth. "I'm satisfied," he
then said.


"Twenty-five
years is a long time," Frank said wistfully, looking toward the bunkhouse,
where most of the cowboys were now headed, walking in pairs and trios. There
was little doubt what each of them was talking about, but they were too far
distant to hear. "You lose a prize bull, I lose a top hand and a loyal
friend. I'd say that just about balances out."


Jake
was bent over at the waist, too dizzy to want to chance standing straight up.
"I'd say you got a way of balancin' things out that always leaves you with
the money," he said, wincing from the pain of moving his jaw. Jake looked
up, squinting to see Frank's face. "That is, unless what Morrison said
about oil is true. Is there oil on Pete's land?"


"Nobody
knows," Frank said. "There was a geological survey team out here a
few years ago that did some testing. They drew a map of a guess, and their
guess was that there's an oil field around us here, a lot of which may be on
Pete's land. He knows all about it."


"What?"
Jake asked. "Pete knows he's got oil on his land?"


"He
knows about the survey," Frank said. "Nobody knows nothin' about
where the oil's at, if there is any. You'd have to spend money to sink some
wells. Pete ain't got the money to do that."


"You
do," Jake said. "Yeah, I suppose."


"So
what's stoppin' ya?" Jake asked.


Frank
looked annoyed at him. "I'm a cattleman, and I'm making a pretty good
living at it. It's what I like to do." He sounded bothered at the thought
of doing anything else. "If
there's
oil down there, it ain't goin' nowhere. Cattle ranchin' is goin' somewhere.
It's goin' away, at least in the way I've always known it. I want to do it
while
I still can."


"What
about Pete's property?"


"I'd
like to have it," Frank said. "I've made
him twenty good offers. It's the best pasture land in the county."


"But
not for the oil?" Jake said, confirming his understanding. "Fuck the
oil," Frank said. "I like cows."


* * * * *


"My
God, what's happened now?"


That
was Tory's response when Jake returned to the ranch, after having rushed over
to confront Frank Walker with the new information he had about Cooksin's
shooting. The right side of his face was bruised purple from the boot he had
taken from


Wayne
Morrison, and it had swollen dramatically by the time he returned home.
"It don't matter," he told her. "I found out who shot your bull,
Pete," he said, as Tory pressed an ice cube against his cheek.


"Who?"
Py asked, before Pete could get to the word.


"Wayne
Morrison," Jake said.


"Wayne
Morrison," Pete said in disbelief. "Why?"


"I
don't know exactly." Jake winced as Tory pressed the ice against his
cheek. "I went over there convinced that Frank had done it himself. I
knocked him down . . ."


"Oh
my God," Tory murmured.


"Morrison
stepped in and confessed that it was him," Jake said. "I guess he was
tryin' to win favor with Frank, but it didn't work – he fired him."


"Frank
fired Wayne Morrison?" Pete said, shaking his head. "My God, what's
happening around here? Wayne had to have been the first hand Frank ever hired,
they go that far back. I remember when it was just the two of them workin' that
spread."


"I
guess Morrison thought he should've got foreman, instead of Jarvis Lang,"
Jake said, information he remembered having heard while lying face down in the
dirt, Walker's cowboys standing over him.


Pete
shook his head, like he was hearing bad luck. "Well, he should've,"
he said soberly. "I think Frank's probably tried to make a son out of that
Lang kid."


"Morrison
had it in his head that he was doin' Frank a favor, shootin' your bull,"
Jake said. "He thought if the Charolais was dead, you'd go ahead and sell
out to him."


Pete
raised his eyebrows, as if the logic carried a certain resonance – as if it
could still happen.


Jake
saw Pete's response and quickly countered – "Walker says there might be
oil on your land. Did you know that?"


Tory
and Py registered surprise and both looked at Pete for his answer. "Yeah,
I know it," he said. He had never mentioned a word about it before, not
even to Tory.


"Dad!
You never have told me anything about this!" Tory gasped.


"Oh,
it ain't nothin’," Pete said. "Every farmer and rancher around here's
been told he might be sitting ' on an oil field. Ain't none of 'em drilled any
holes – it's too damned expensive! One-in-ten – that's what a geologist told me
my chances were of strikin' oil with any one well, and one's more than I can
afford to gamble on."


Tory
looked at Jake, astonished by what she was hearing, and then back at her
father. How could he sit on information like that? Especially when things had
seemed so desperate, how could he? It could be the answer to all of their
troubles.


Py
wasn't interested in oil. He was thinking about the shooting. "What are
you gonna do about it, Pete?" he asked. "About Wayne Morrison, I
mean."


Pete
just looked sad. "I've known Wayne a long time. We weren't friends, but we
never had no trouble with each other. I reckon if Frank's fired him, that's
probably all the trouble he can handle."


"What
about damages, Pete?" Jake said. "He ought to do what he can to make
up your loss."


Pete
shook his head. "He’s just a cowboy," he said. "He don't have no
money." "What about Frank Walker?" Tory said. "Isn't he
responsible in some way?" "I don't want money out of a dead bull, not
from anybody," Pete said. "If
Wayne's
half the man I think he is, I expect he'll come and tell me about what he's
done, and make an offer of some kind – probably labor, since that's all he's
got to give. I don't want nothin' bad for the guy."


"You're
a more understanding man than most would be," Jake said, grimacing at the
discomfort of having the compress at his cheek.


Pete
grumbled. "I'm just old," he said. "It gets to where a man just
gets tired of fightin' over things all the time."


Tory
looked down at Jake, who caught her meaning. "I guess I got somethin' to
look forward to," he said.


"I
told you so," Tory said sarcastically.
















 












CHAPTER 43 – Hadley Barrett


 


Saturday
morning seemed to catch all of Weld County in a state of transition.


Downtown
Longmont was buzzing with activity, especially around the armory building,
where decorators were putting the finishing touches on for the night's ball.
Hadley Barrett, and his twelve piece band, were setting up on the main stage,
while a second, smaller stage was being assembled lower to the dance floor for
the annual awards ceremonies. Plaques were to be presented to those residents
whose families had farmed or ranched in Weld County for twenty-five, fifty or
seventy-five years. There were community and citizenship awards, and a slew of
ribbons to be presented to winners of cooking and baking competitions. The
crowning of Queen of the Cow-Cutter's would be a lower platform event, because
tradition called for the band to strike up a waltz, as soon as the queen's
white Stetson was placed upon the winner's head, at which point she was to
proceed straight to dance floor to take a spin with the year's honored
dignitary. This year it was going to be a trick roper named Kelly Colorado, who
was to entertain at the day’s rodeo, spinning his magic from atop a huge
Palomino stud, named Winder. While the ceremony probably merited the main
stage, problems around negotiating the four foot drop to the dance floor made
it an implausible choice.


Outside
the armory, food tents were being erected, as were long tables to be used for
crafts competitions: mostly wood and leather work of various kinds. Main Street
had been blocked off between Third and Fourth Streets to accommodate a
traveling carnival, primarily offering children's rides and side show games. On
the street out in front of the Farmer's National Bank people were gathering
around a huge square-cut cedar post, into which ranchers from all around the county
were burning their livestock brands. The post would be spiked into the ground,
out in front of the armory, after everyone had made their mark, and standing
ten feet high it would serve as the spiritual centerpiece for the festivities.
As was the case every year, things were expected to get rowdy.


Downtown
businesses were busy by seven-thirty a.m., with people arriving from the
countryside with plans to do all their "town errands" in a single
day. That provided a steady stream of customers for the clothing, grocery and
hardware stores, not to mention the barber and beauty shops. Young bucks,
wearing bright blue denims, creased hats and polished boots, gathered on every
corner. Fresh-faced young women giggled and squealed as they raced from shop to
shop, and allowed themselves the day. Everyone knew the Cow-Cutter's annual
bash was the high energy center of Weld County's universe, bigger even than the
4-H and County fairs, and it was anybody’s best chance at a memorable time in
any given year. An extension of a practice begun in the 1850s, it was
essentially about cowboys celebrating the fall season, when stockers go to
auction, and new herds of heifers are started. The idea was to get drunk and
have all the fun they could have, because the snow season would soon start in
earnest and the grind of winter feeding would begin. That spirit had drifted
down from a group of men, so all these years later, long after women had tamed
the west, this annual event had the feeling of a slightly pagan, adult ritual. It
added a palpable lust to the air that made young girls squirmy, and young boys
behave like undersized "men."


A
parade was scheduled to begin at noon, which would start at the baseball
diamond, wind down through the middle of town, and end out at the fairgrounds.
As was the case every year, the Longmont High School Marching Band would be at
the first part of the march, providing cadence. Directly following them would
be the queen candidates and other dignitaries, mostly elected officials and
locally prominent members of the banking and legal professions, and sometimes
well-to-do businessmen. Frank Walker had ridden in the parade once, as a
dignitary. This was back when his wife was still alive, and when he was just
coming into prominence. He had hated the conceit, posing as someone who
everybody else should look at, and swore never to do it again. It was to the
chagrin of Viola Walker, who knew Frank's contumacy would one day cost him
socially.


Following
the dignitaries would come the floats, mostly sponsored by business and church
groups. The Shriners would always march, wearing their magic lantern shoes,
their tasseled fezzes, and their scimitars. Following them would usually be a
number of proud equestrian riders, decked out in their show garb, followed by
families of plain old cowboys, who always seemed a little drab after all the
glitz. Somewhere among all that, the Longmont and Weld County fire departments
usually paraded a pumper or two, and the sheriff and town marshals would each
usually send a squad car. The VFW presented the American flag, and walked at
the head of everything.


Out
at the fairground, rodeo officials were registering contestants and organizing
the stock barns, filled to capacity with animals trucked in for the cowboy
competitions. There would be calf-roping and barrel riding, as well as bronc
and bull riding competitions, all featuring professional cowboys from the
regular circuit, along with adventurous local amateurs.


Clouds
of dust hovered over the surrounding county roads, as the families of area
ranchers and farmers made their way toward town. They criss-crossed the
hillsides and flats, some stopping along the way to pay brief calls on friends
and relatives, many of whom they hadn't seen since the last big event in town. None
of them thought anything about the profusion of cars and light trucks corning
in from the south, many carrying grim-faced strangers, come to Weld County not
for the parade, dance or rodeo, but to man secret out-posts in the countryside,
awaiting a signal to converge on other selected locations. Also traveling
anonymously through the countryside was a battered, red Chevrolet pickup. Its
driver was unknown to Weld County residents, other than Jake Jobbs, who knew
the face, but not the name.


* * * * *


Out
on the southern edge of town a man driving a late model Chrysler Royal coup
pulled to the shoulder of the highway. He reached over and yanked the handle
down on the glove box, rummaging inside for a county map. Parked less than a
mile outside of Longmont, he could clearly see the landmarks of the town: it's
white painted water tower, rising up from near city center; it's new electrical
station, providing a constant reassuring buzz and sending dark wires coiling
out in all directions; the park along the highway, a memorial to a long ago
city mayor; and the covered bleachers at the baseball diamond, standing out
among the trees like an open-air cathedral. He was thinking to himself that he
had to bypass this berg. Two cars flashed by on his left, both zipping along
toward town. Focusing his eyes, he could just about make out movement among the
little one and two story buildings up ahead, like watching ants in an ant farm.
He was hoping the map would tell him how to get to Walker Ranch without going
through all the hubbub.


Ray
Pierot didn't care much for northern folks, which, to him, included anyone
living north of Little Rock, Arkansas. They tended to be Germans and Swedes,
Irish and bland English, and "bohunks" of various kinds:
Czechoslovakians and Hungarians. "The dull races," was how he thought
of them, a judgment made largely on the food he'd known them to eat. Meat and
potatoes discouraged him, failing to sufficiently celebrate life, the way he
thought food should. He preferred comestibles that came from a shell and
offered a sense of clear difference between man and meat. He needed spices, too
– and more than just iodized salt and black pepper, which is what he was likely
to find in
these
parts. Northern folk seemed to him slavishly lugubrious, dedicated to abstinence
in all forms and the dull grind of mundane labor. Ray Pierot was just a little
bit scared of people who looked at life like that.


His
xenophobia was ironically countered by the other thing that bothered him about
this job, that being the scant size of the local population. Beyond not
providing the anonymity of a big city, like New York or Chicago, it translated
into vast distances between destination points. The isolation of Walker Ranch
would be an advantage, for the hit itself, but getting in and out of the area
worried him. There were a lot of open miles to cross and a high risk of chance
encounters of the type farm folk for some reason remember. His dress alone
would make him "stand out": his white short-sleeved shirt and his
suspenders, his light cotton slacks, and his Wellingtons. He'd given some thought
to sporting a cowboy hat, but he felt stupid in the things, so he wore his
usual straw, with its short up-turned brim partly hiding its vermilion band.
The strategy was based more on efficiency than stealth. He planned to be not
more than fourteen hours in the area. This afternoon he would locate the site
and plan his approach. He would spend a little time searching out a secluded
spot, then rest up all afternoon and early evening.


About
ten p.m., he would move into place, parking his car in a ditch off the main
road, about a quarter mile away from Frank Walker's house. Jake Jobbs and his
"handler" were scheduled to show up about eleven p.m., when it was
expected that all the ranch employees would have gone to town for the dance.
Somehow, by midnight, the two of them would become dead during the act of
robbing Frank Walker's home.


While
Pierot's job was to make death happen, he understood that Pico had hired him
more for his creativity than his willingness to pull a trigger. He had a
certain genius for camouflaging hits, a know-how when it came to masking a
professional job.


Pierot
would have one hour prior to Jake's arrival to come up with something clever.
His first best hope was to enter the house undetected and be waiting for them
when they got into Frank Walker's safe. He wanted to make it look like a
disastrous disagreement between thieves – one that ended in violence. Any
variation on that theme would do, as long as it allowed Pierot to do the job,
leave a "scene," and hit the road. He was carrying extra cans of
gasoline in his trunk, and a small bag of powder called
"methamphetamine," a gift from a narcoleptic friend who promised that
snorting it would give him sufficient energy to drive non-stop from Longmont to
New Orleans. His planned straight-through trip would put him back on Bourbon
Street by five o'clock Monday morning, making him available to callers during
business hours. He knew it was wise to hold unaccounted for time to a minimum,
and was grateful to advances in chemistry that helped him adhere to such
counsel. Besides, the sooner he got back to good food, the better.


* * * * *


Py
had awakened early, though he'd had a difficult, restless night. He couldn't
stop thinking about what was going to happen this evening: about how Jake's
rendezvous with uncertain destiny was growing closer and closer, which to Py
felt like a relentless trek to doom. It felt like time was running out,
propelled by incidents that occurred without warning and hastened the awful
end. Jake's impulse to rush over to confront Frank Walker about the murder of
Pete's bull had been a perfect example. Py had wanted to have one last night
with his best friend, but events intervened. Jake had been too battered, upon
his return, to want to do anything other than repair to his bed and mend. So,
their last night together had become another disappointment. Py lay on his bed
knowing it was over – that after tonight, Jake wouldn't be there for him
anymore.


He
had wanted to hold on to their last evening together, and it had slipped away.


Brimming
with surfeit anxious energy, Py had rolled out before the sunrise and made
himself a breakfast of toast and butter. Pete and Tory had stayed up late,
talking well into the night, and he looked in on both of them but found them
deep in their dreams, which he envied. He made a pot of terrible coffee, too
strong to enjoy, and washed down what he could with a couple large glasses of
milk. It was still before seven a.m. when he went out to the pasture to check
on the yearling. It was a trip he now wished he hadn't made.


Lined
up along the fence row behind the barn, Py saw a sight he had only seen once
before: the day Walt Vrbas died. It was a flock of vultures with naked red
heads, nearly twenty of them, sitting evenly spaced atop a row of fence posts,
facing the morning sun with their wings held out to their sides. The first time
he had seen this he had been taken with the religiosity he felt in their
identical posturing. They appeared to be at prayer, though exactly what deity
they worshipped Py did want to imagine. He could only think that it was Death,
because this was these bird's constant calling. It was what they lived for, and
what they breathed. They were here, at Parker Ranch, because something or
someone was about to die. It was all Py could think. These awful birds knew
something, and it was with this ritual that their part in whatever was
happening would all began. Something or someone was soon to be dead.


* * * * *


"I
want to post that property – around the house and along the field road over to
the Parker property. Something about this just doesn't sit."


Tom
Bickering paced back and forth before a map of Weld County which he had tacked
to the wall, and onto which he had outlined in red the area around Frank Walker
and Pete Parker's holdings. Several other agents, including Arkie Wheeler and
Glenn Tyler, sat around other desks in the cramped office, on the second floor
of a red-brick building in Denver's Laramer section. It was an annex location
of the FBI's regional office, which Bickering had requested because it kept him
away from the regional director, "the meddling bureaucrat," as he
called him.


Bickering
was nervous over the lack of preparation time for tonight's raid. Arrangements
had quickly been made to position agents around the "distribution
centers," as Jake called them. On Bickering's signal they would conduct
simultaneous assaults, expecting to catch the majority of the perpetrators with
stolen items in their possession. That part was relatively
easy, at least logistically. Bickering had commandeered nearly fifty agents for
the job, as well as adequate transportation and armaments. All of the time they
had to develop strategy had gone into safeguarding those men, the goal being to
launch a strike that was quick and decisive to the extent that Lorenz Pico's
people would not have a chance to start a fire fight. "Nobody gets
hurt," that was the directive. He wanted it clean
and efficient. He didn't want to worry about agents getting killed because his
department had rushed into something for which it had not adequate prepared.
Bickering felt confident about "the springing trap" part of the
operation, providing the information Jake Jobbs had given them, regarding
times, places and personnel strengths was accurate. He instincts about Jake
told him the information was good, but he had spent less than an hour with him,
and there was no putting out of mind the fact that Jake Jobbs was a con man who
was out to protect his own skin. Now it was a skin Bickering couldn’t help but
consider.


"What
are you thinking, boss?" Agent Wheeler asked.


Bickering
frowned and looked hard at the map, as if answers were contained there in the
cartography. "Jobbs told me something that's been bothering me ever
since," he said. "He told me that he had tried to get out of doing
this job – that he's been paying off a debt, that's just about done. He didn't
want to go through with this, and he told Pico about it."


"What's
that about," Agent Tyler asked. He was late getting involved with this
case and was still in the dark on several points. "Why'd he want
out."


"Classic
case of short-timer's sweats," Agent Wheeler said with certainty. "I
saw it in the war. Guys know they got a ticket home if they can just stay alive
a little longer and they get scared they ain't gonna make it. Sometimes they
desert."


Bickering
shook his head. "No, I don't think that's it in this case. I don't think
Jobbs is scared. I think he's unrealistically optimistic, but I don't think
he's scared."


"What
do you mean?" Tyler asked.


"I
think he's established some relationships in this town he's come to, and I
think he got side-tracked by them and doesn't want to give them up,"
Bickering said. "I think he convinced himself that he'd paid this debt to
Lorenz Pico down enough that he could buy himself out of the rest of it."


"Pretty
naive, I'd say," Wheeler said.


"I
think it's an aspect of this guy's personality," Bickering said. "He
struck me as a strange individual – not a criminal, though. Maybe a loser, but
not worse. Maybe not even that. The thing is, I think he grossly miscalculated
his dealing with Pico. I got this gut feeling that Jobbs is going to get
hit."


"It
would make sense," Tyler said. "I don't know a lot about the case,
but it appears to be a classic. Jobbs has outlived his usefulness and now he's
a liability."


"And
he's already raised enough stink to make the bad guys nervous," Wheeler
added.


"Maybe
I've got Jobbs all wrong," Bickering said. "Maybe he isn't as naive
as it may appear. Maybe he saw that he was coming to the end of the line with
Pico, and knew what might happen. That would explain why he blew his cover the
way he did – went public, as it were. Whatever the case, I'm afraid this guy
ain't gonna make our rendezvous tonight."


"What
are you thinking, Tom?" Wheeler asked.


"I'm
thinking about Lorenz Pico's reputation," Bickering said. "He's a
suspect in not less than twenty homicide cases currently under investigation.
This guy is cute – he doesn't seem to do the work himself, at least no one's
been able to prove anything to the contrary. People around him end up dead,
though, that's for certain."


"So
you're thinking tonight's his night?" Tyler asked. "That's why you
want the posts?"


"My
guess is, if you're Lorenz Pico, it comes down to not whether, but when to
do it," Bickering said. "Do you wait until the heist and collect all
your targeted merchandise, and then silence the informant? Or do you hit him
the night of the job, when you could conceivably build yourself a little
cover?"


"Either
way, doesn't a guy turning up dead kind've tie directly to the robberies?"
Tyler asked. "How many people get murdered in Longmont, Colorado in any
one year? And how many large scale robberies take place?"


"The
last murder there was in 1923," Wheeler said. "I looked it up."


"Obviously
the thefts will soon be discovered," Tyler continued. "Why wouldn't
Pico wait – you know, do the job, then some time in the future, when Jobbs
least expects it – bang!"


"I
don't think so," Wheeler said. "Jobbs has already been too noisy.
He's got people nervous. He's challenged Pico's authority and screwed up his
own part of their deal. If
I'm
Lorenz Pico, I take him out before he takes me out. I'm with Tom – I think
Jobbs is going down tonight."


"So
that's it, Tom?" Tyler asked. "That's why you want the posts – to
protect this guy?"


Bickering
nodded with uncertainty. "I'm not sure we can protect him," he
said. He pointed to the map. "Look at that topography: it's flat, open
countryside. I think we should post-up here, here, here and here," he
said, pointing out positions around Walker Ranch. "I don't see how we can
get closer than, what . . . four hundred yards? We can at least shadow Jobbs'
movements. He's the trigger for our sting; he's what we're timing everything
by." Bickering stopped for a moment and seemed to go into a deep thought.


"What
is it?" Wheeler asked, noticing his distraction.


"It
just occurred to me that there's another reason to watch Jake Jobbs,"
Bickering said. "Who knows for sure that he isn't gonna get nervous and
pull a trigger on Pica's handler, then disappear into the night himself?"


"Could
happen," Wheeler said, glancing over at Tyler.


"I
think we need to be there, whatever the case," Bickering concluded.
















 












CHAPTER 44 – Waste of Time


 


Jarvis
lay on his bunk in the corner, watching as the last of the hands finished
shaving and combing their hair in preparation for their return trip to town.
All he could think, watching them, was what a waste of time it all was.
For one thing, they'd come back from the fairgrounds, where they'd been
watching the rodeo all afternoon, and most of them were already half-drunk, and
looked it. Riding around on the back of Walker's flatbed truck, they'd been
dried out in the sun and wind and now, with bloodshot eyes, looked untamable.
Still they entertained wild notions that tonight each of them would somehow
attract women who wouldn't be put-off by their looks or occupations. "Waste
of time," is all Jarvis could think, watching as one-by-one they stood
in front of the mirror and poured on the Vitalis and Old Spice. However they
looked in front of that mirror, they were going to be covered in dust by the
time they got back off that flatbed. Jarvis was doubtful about their women
prospects.


"You
goin' with us?" someone asked, but Jarvis just said, "I'll see you in
town later." He hadn't told anyone about his "date" tonight with
Lily. One after the other, the cowboys shined their boots, pulled them on, and
went outside to climb onto the back of the truck. Finally only Harve Tate was
left, looking in that mirror, while outside the others called for him to hurry
up.


Harve
ran a comb through his hair a couple of times, and then seemed to freeze in
front of his own reflection. He was looking at the way his hairline receded and
how thin he was getting on top. He traced the outer ridges of his square
forehead down to his eyes, and then wondered through the surrounding lines.
Harve didn't look at himself all that often, but this had been a landmark day
and it required a review. The self-verdict was that he was looking older. Wayne
Morrison, his best friend, had left Walker Ranch this morning, gone in disgrace
after twenty-five years as a top hand. Now Harve was feeling mighty alone. He
was ten years older than any cowboy left on Walker Ranch, save for Frank Walker
himself, and as he counted the lines in his face he wondered how long he could
possibly have left in cowboy town.


Harve
heard the boys out on the truck, calling out for him to join them, and he
pulled his hat down over his head. As he turned to leave, he noticed Jarvis,
lying on his back, almost out of notice in the corner bunk. He was being
unusually quiet. "I guess we'll see you in town, huh Jarvis?" he
called out.


"Sure,
Harve," Jarvis called back strongly, but Harve thought the voice sounded
forced. He paused for a moment, and then walked over to Jarvis' bunk. "You
okay?" he asked.


Jarvis
looked up at Harve. "I'm okay," he said. "I guess I'm thinkin'
about what happened with Wayne." Jarvis knew that Harve and Wayne were
close.


Harve
shrugged. "Yeah, I guess we all have been."


"How
do the other guys feel?" Jarvis asked. "Do they feel like Wayne did?
I mean, about me bein' foreman?"


"No,"
Harve assured. "I think everybody thinks you're doin' a real good job."
"But Wayne was a top hand," Jarvis said. "He'd been here a lot
longer than I had.


Maybe
it wasn'
t right
that Frank gave me the job."


Harve
just shook his head. "Life's like that, it's not your fault."


"Maybe
it's like some people say – that it's because Frank lost his son, that I'm
gettin' treated special in his place," Jarvis said.


"Look,
Jarvis. Whatever anybody says, there's good reasons Frank made the choice he
did. Don't underestimate him, he's a smart man." Harve took a deep breath
and resettled himself on his feet, like what he had to say wasn't easy for him.
It was, after all, the truth about a cherished friend. "Frank made you
foreman because he saw somethin' in you. Maybe it was
good judgment. Whatever it was, he didn't see it in
Wayne, probably because it weren't there to see. His shootin' old Pete Parker's
bull tells you that. Wayne's a good man, but he's not smart." Harve looked
at Jarvis, sincere-like, as if to make him know that what he had to say needed
to be heard. "As far as that other thing you said, about Frank losin' his
son . . . I never been a father: it's one of the sorrows of my life. I can only
guess at what a man who gets to be a father, and then loses a child, must feel.
My guess is Frank's suffered a pretty strong loss, and if havin' you around
somehow makes it easier for him, I say so be it. I'd
also say you got nothing to be ashamed of, gettin' the benefits of that man's
affection. Any man who'd deny you gettin' a break like that is just jealous,
that's all. Frank made the right choice, Jarvis – at least as right as any
other. He could've given me the job." Harve grinned sheepishly at Jarvis,
as if he were just joshing. "He made a good choice."


Harve
nodded. "I'll see you in town," he said, then turned and started to
walk away. The cowboys out on the truck were impatient and could be heard
yelling for his attention.


"Thanks,
Harve," Jarvis said, as Harve left him alone in the bunk. Then Jarvis lay
there thinking about what had been said, as the shadows grew long on the wall,
and the light began to fade.


* * * * *


"Pete
– I saw somethin' this mornin', somethin' bad."


Pete,
bent over to pour some slop for his hogs, looked up at Py, hearing the nerves
in his voice.


"I
saw buzzards – a whole flock of 'em – sittin' on the fence row out south of the
barn," Py continued. "They were all facin' east, with their wings out
like . . ." He bent forward a little, posturing like
one of the big birds, and held his arms out so that his forearms were straight
up and down, like Dracula peeking out through his partially open cape.


"Is
that right?" Pete said. "Where was they?"


"Right
out there!" Py said, pointing to the other side of the barn. "It was
early this mornin', right around sun-up."


"I'll
be," Pete said, non-plussed. "What you suppose they were
<loin'?" "I don't know," Py said, befuddled. "I thought
you would."


Pete
shook his head. "I tell you, Py, I been out in these parts better'n sixty
years and I ain't never seen nothin' like that."


"I've
seen it once before," Py said, spooky-like. "It was the day Walt
Vrbas got killed."


Pete
frowned. "Oh balderdash! Now don't you be thinkin' that way. Don't you be
gettin' all superstitious on me."


"I'm
just tellin' you what I saw, Pete," Py said, undeterred. "The last
time I saw it, somebody died!"


Pete
went back to slopping his hogs. "Well don't get yourself all upset over
it. It's just a bunch've dumb birds. In fact, the dumbest birds there is, and
none of them things is any too smart anyhow. It's not like they know things
is gonna happen, if that's what you're drivin' at."


"They
know 'd it before," Py said.


Pete
spit on the ground. "Balderdash," he repeated.


Truth
was, Pete found the story unsettling, not because he placed any faith in the
prognostication abilities of carrion-eating birds, but because he was a little
unsteady on his pegs today, and anything was liable to upset him. Even turkey
buzzards. Last night had been as bittersweet as any he could remember in his
lifetime. Like Py, he had hoped for better. He too wanted Jake's last night on
Parker Ranch to be special. It seemed like there was a lot that needed to be
said and a ton of mixed feelings to work through. He had given much thought to
Jake and his situation, to his relationship with Tory, and about all that Jake
had done to help him breathe new life into Parker Ranch. Jake had somehow come
to feel like family to him, just as had Py. It hurt badly to imagine what the
future would be like, with Jake gone, and only Tory, Py and him to carry on.
Pete had so many things to say, not the least of which was that he believed in
Jake and was willing to stick by him, whatever was going to happen. But then
the evening got strange – stranger than expected. There was Wayne Morrison's
surprise confession, which cleared up the mystery around the death of the bull,
but somehow only made Pete feel worse.


What
was happening in this world? Pete had known Wayne Morrison for many years, and
never had a bad thing to say about him. He couldn't imagine how many games of
poker the two of them had played down at Snorty's pool hall, and how many times
they'd gotten drunk together. Even today, if Pete 'was to hear someone bad
mouth Wayne Morrison he'd be ready to lay 'em out in the dirt. What must have
happened to Wayne that he would do what he did? And Jake, having still another
set-to with Frank Walker.


Had
everyone gone mad? And that still wasn't the worst of it. That had come later,
after everyone had gone to bed, except for he and Tory.


Father
and daughter had stayed up talking until nearly 3 a.m. Pete couldn't recall a
time when he had seen her in such pain. "I'm scared, Dad," those were
the words that still resonated in his mind. "Not only about tomorrow
night, but about the future." It was completely unfamiliar territory for
Tory, whose most striking personal characteristic had always been her
fearlessness. It surfaced back in her childhood, when she was a tomboy and the
first among her friends to try anything. Pete recalled her walking along the
old dilapidated bridge that crossed Buford Canyon, so rickety and unsafe that
the county had condemned it, and the sheriff’s office had issued warnings to
families that children should be warned away from using it. Tory had shown-off
to friends, walking along the side-rail 2x4 like a high-wire walker, defying
the fifty foot drop below. She had made a sport of leaping onto the backs of
Pete's yearling steers, holding on for dear life while they bucked and kicked
and tried to dislodge her. During high school she and a group of friends scaled
the "Flatirons," above Boulder, a treacherous feat of sheer-face rock
climbing, and only Tory had made it clear to the top. She had to be rescued by
forest rangers, but she never got scared. Then, after high school, her trip out
to the west coast had been all about proving how independent and
capable she was, proving her mettle, as it were. She had never fretted over
"girlish" things, like break-ups with boyfriends and social
competitions. Her main thrust in life seemed to her father to be proving that
she could do anything she set her mind to – that she was unstoppable. And, in
most ways, she had succeeded. She had survived, if not flourished from, her
trip out west. She'd come back wiser, but not battered. In
fact,
Pete marveled at her self assurance and confidence and thought "what a
hell of a woman" she had become. But last night was disturbing to him.
Last night he had seen her weak and vulnerable side.


Tory
was in
love
with Jake, who most anyone would have categorized as "the wrong man."
She seemed crushed by the probability that he was slipping through her fingers –
that he would soon be gone, maybe forever – and that she could do nothing to
protect him. "Jake'll be alright," Pete had tried to tell her,
"he can take care of himself," but Tory was inconsolable. She cried
for nearly an hour, and during all that time all Pete could do was hold her and
think, "this is my little girl." He gave no thought to focusing anger
on Jake for what he had done to her, only to sharing his daughter's pain at
what had transpired and was yet to come. "I love him, daddy," is what
she had told him. Pete couldn't think of anything to say, other than, "I
know you do, honey. He loves you, too." But best wishes and affection
changed nothing. Jake was snared in a hopeless situation and he had dragged
them all into it with him. Nothing was left but to let it
play
out. And after that? It almost made Pete cry, too. Again in his life, they had
come too damned close to the happiness that they craved and that had largely eluded
them. It seemed
criminal, the way events always transpired to steal their hopes away.
















 












CHAPTER 45 – Big Night


 


"You
look mighty pretty, Lily," Jarvis said, holding the car door open, so Lily
could slide in behind
the steering wheel. He was as sincere as he'd ever been at any moment in his
life.


"Well,
you look like a stupid dirt farmer – and you smell, too," she responded
with a pout, plopping herself indelicately onto the driver's seat.


Jarvis
frowned, but then closed the door and ran around to the passenger side to let
himself in, before Lily could drive off and leave him behind. She had insisted
on driving her drop-top, though her father had offered Jarvis use of the family
car for the night. "If I have to go with you, then at least I can go in my
own car," she said.


Jarvis
was just barely starting to get the door on his side closed when Lily slammed
the car into gear and spun its tires, throwing dirt out behind as they lurched
out of the ranch yard, headed for the road and Longmont.


"It
seems to me like it'd be a lot more fun for both of us if you'd just try
to
be a little nicer about this," Jarvis pleaded, as the two of them shot up
the county road on their way to the dance.


"Look,
Jarvis Lang," Lily said, laying down the law. "I'm only here because
my father made me come with you. I don't have any intention of having fun. Not
with you, not with anyone!"


"Well
that's a fine attitude," Jarvis said, having to practically yell to be
heard above the noise, as Lily barreled down the dirt road at nearly sixty
miles an hour. "Most people look forward to the Cow-Cutter's Ball. I don't
see what harm it'd do you to be a little more like everybody else."


Lily
glared at him as if the idea were beneath her. "I don't want to be like
everybody else," she said, indifferently.


Jarvis
watched the road for a moment, half-frightened that Lily may steer them into a
ditch and kill them both. Then he looked at her and asked – "Did you mean
that? I mean, about me smellin'?" He raised his arms and sniffed at his
pits.


Lily
just rolled her eyes and shook her head, unable to comprehend his lack of
couth. "You '11 be fine once we get there," she said sarcastically.
"I'm sure a lot of people will have ridden in on horses."


Jarvis
looked exasperated. "Now why do you have to do that?" he asked.
"Why do you have to be so God-darn mean to me? You know you're daddy made
me do this. I'm in the same fix you are!"


Lily
shot him a hot glance. "Oh, is it a fix your in?" she asked,
offended. "Well there'll be a lot of other guys there – better than you, I
might add – who'd be happy to be where you are."


"You
mean – with you?" Jarvis asked dumbly.


"Yes!"
Lily said, as if his inability to comprehend that confirmed his membership in a
lower evolutionary order. "I don't know why that surprises you so."


"I
know that," Jarvis said. "I told you you look pretty. I don't know
what else you want."


"That
I
believe," Lily said curtly.


* * * * *


Dinner
passed quickly, without much being said. "I don't see why you guys don't
get yourselves up and go on in to town to the dance," Jake wondered, but
it was an unlikely expectation. The tension had grown throughout the day, as
the three Parker Ranch cowboys, and their one cowgirl, went about trying to
behave as if everything was normal. Pete had purchased a couple loads of hay
from a guy named Hendricks, who earlier in the week had brought the bales over
on two trucks from his farm west of town, and Jake and Py spent time in the
afternoon moving those into the barn, out of the weather. Several more loads
would be needed for winter feeding, and they spent an inordinate amount of time
trying to determine how best to stack those bales that had arrived, while
leaving room for those that were yet to come. Somehow neither Jake nor Py
seemed to want to rush the planning process, spending as long as they could
thinking forward in time, which helped them avoid the present. While they were
doing that, Pete doctored a couple yearlings, which had torn themselves up on
some broken barbed wire.


Tory
cleaned up around the yard, raking up the autumn leaves that now fell from the
trees in number. Py later saw his elusive tomcat, and spent time chasing it
around the windrow, trying to force it into domesticity, but without success.
Then the sun got low in the western sky, and Tory called them all in for an
early dinner. They tried to be chee1ful over the mashed potatoes, roast beef
and waxed beans, but everyone's timing seemed a little off. Having dinner at
six p.m. was partly responsible, since it was nearly two hours earlier than
they usually ate, and signaled that scheduling had been modified to allow for
something unusual. In this case, it was to give Jake time to get his few
possessions in order, fully expecting that he would be in federal custody later
this evening.


"Well,
I'm all packed," he said buoyantly, when he returned from his bunk.
"Good," Pete said, smiling kindly, his eyes vaguely pooled.
"It's still pretty nice out. Shall we go sit out on the porch for a
spell?"


"Sounds
good to me," Jake said, and Py indicated that he, too, was up for it.
"Go on out, you guys. I'll join you in a second," Tory said,
committing herself to the mess that was left in the kitchen.


"That
was sure a fine dinner, honey," Pete said, to which Py added – "It
sure was, Tory." "If
you'll
leave some of that, I'll be glad to clean her up myself after a bit."


"Thanks,
Dad. I'll work on it for a while," Tory
said, and the three men left her alone with the chore.


"So,
Py – we've come a long way together," Jake said, tapping the boy on the
shoulder as he sat down on the front porch next to him. "You feel any more
like a cowboy?"


"Maybe
I would if I had a horse," Py said, looking over at Pete.


"It
could be we need one," Pete said, "if we're gonna get any more
cattle."


"I
never seen a ranch that didn't have a horse and a dog," Jake said,
mockingly sarcastic.


"What
the hell you want with a dog when you got pigs?" Pete asked. "I
always thought they was a better animal."


"They
don’t watch over nothin'," Py said, working the devil's side.


"They
watch over stuff," Pete said defensively. "They just don't always
tell you about it at the time."


"Well,
I wish we had a dog," Py said.


"You’ll
get one someday, that's my bet," Jake said, abetting Py’s ambition.
"Maybe in the meantime you can catch that black cat."


Py
shook his head, out of ideas on the subject. "He don't seem to want
nothin' to do with me. I don't reckon he likes people."


"Well,
that's his loss," Pete said. "You don't get pigs actin' that
way." "What's this about pigs?" Tory asked, coming out onto the
porch.


"Oh,
Py here was just sayin' that he prefers pigs to women – says they're smarter
and got softer lips," Jake said, ribbing his young friend.


"I
didn't say that!" Py protested. "I said I like dogs!"


"I
know, Py – it's dad who likes pigs," Tory said, smiling. "Well I
do," Pete said, "and I ain't ashamed of it."


Tory
went over and sat beside her father on the porch swing, and she gazed off
toward the setting sun. It trailed down behind the continental divide, casting
a glow of deep red, turning to amber.


Jake
looked over at her and sighed to himself. She looked beautifully distracted and
a little wistful.


"So
what time you have to be ready?" Pete asked.


"I'm
pretty much ready now," Jake said. "I get picked up around ten."


Pete
looked off toward the sunset himself, inhaling deeply and then slowly, audibly,
letting it out.


"Pete,
I ain't tellin' you to expect trouble or anything, but you might want to
kind've keep an eye on the yard tonight," Jake said, and Pete nodded that
he understood. Tory, still looking away, put one hand to her mouth and began to
unconsciously massage her lips with her fingers as she sat with her thoughts.


"I
wonder what makes clouds," Py said, having now noticed the radiant sunset
himself, marveling at the way the colors reflected off the distant, pillowy
wisps.


"It's
water, suspended in the sky," Pete told him.


Py
shook his head in wonder. "I never knowed that," he said, then he
added, almost to himself – "What an incredible world we got here."


* * * * *


"Well
– I guess this is it," Jake said, coming into the living room through the
kitchen. "I got my stuff all bundled up in the corner of the bunk. If I have to send
for it, it
shouldn't
be much trouble gettin' it together. I guess I
don't really know how this'll work, and if I'll need it."


Py,
sitting on the sofa, looked up at Jake and felt a pressure in his chest. This
was it, it
was
almost over.


"I'm
sure sorry about . . . about everything," Jake said, doing his casual best
to take the edge off. "I wish you were all in town at the big dance,
havin' a good time."


"They'll
be other chances," Pete said, smiling sympathetically, "and other
dances."


"I
think I better wait alone, out in the bunk," Jake said. "I don't want
anybody seein' anything or knowin' any more than what you all know
already." Jake expelled a deep breath and shuffled a little on his feet.
He looked at Tory. "I guess this is it."


With
Pete and Py watching, Tory moved gently over to Jake's side and rested her head
on his chest, wrapping her arms around him. He held her and looked over at the
other two. They could see the water in his eyes, and each fought to hold theirs
back.


Tory
kept hers closed, but a trickle of tears fell visibly down her check, forming a
spot on the front of Jake's shirt. "Be careful, Jake," she said to
him, and he replied – "I will." Reluctantly she let loose her embrace
and stepped back away from him. He smiled at her, telling her with his eyes
that he loved her, apologizing a million times in that single moment for what
he had done to pull them apart. Then he looked over at Pete and Py and nodded,
as if to say that things would be alright. "We're with you all the way,"
Pete said quietly, assuredly, and Jake turned and went back outside, using the
backdoor that exited out of the kitchen.


Py
sat stupefied on the couch beside Pete. Tory stood in the middle of the room.
For a moment they all seemed frozen in time, then Py got up and walked quietly
to the back screen door. He looked out and could see Jake in the dim light of
the bunk, where he held a revolver in his left hand, while with his right he
placed bullets in the cylinder, one by one.
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CHAPTER 46 – Stakeout


 


"Tom-
Wheeler here."


Agent
Bickering winced at the crackle of the walkie-talkie, which seemed to shatter
the silence of the countryside. "Bickering – what've you got?"


"I'm
in position here about two hundred yards from the back of the Parker house.


Are
you copying, Glenn?"


Agent
Lawrence Riles, lying on the ground near the field road at the back of Frank
Walker's property, answered – "Copy, Ark .. I'm just off the field
road, about two hundred yards south of the big building – the barn, I guess it
is – at Walker Ranch."


Bickering
looked at Glenn Tyler, lying next to him on the ground. "Christ its quiet
out here. Can you hear Larry’s transmitter?"


"Yeah,
I think I can," Tyler said.


"Shit!"
Bickering said. Then, into his walkie-talkie – "This is Tom. Let's not use
these things any more than we have to. I can practically hear you guys
breathe."


"Copy,"
came
the reply from the other out-posts.


Bickering
and Tyler had set-up an observation point just under one quarter mile south of
Frank Walker's house, which they watched through binoculars. It was not the
vantage they had hoped for. They had expected to be able to set-up a
surveillance position just off County Road 16, where they would have quick
access to a car, should they need to close quickly in on Walker Ranch. What
they discovered when they arrived in the countryside was that the land south of
the ranch crested in a way that made it impossible to spy on the ranch property
from a position near the roadway. Instead, they had to set-up a position about
three hundred yards from the road, well out into the pasture, where they found
a position of high ground from which they could clearly see the ranch house and
surrounding structures. Worse yet, they found no suitable place near their
lookout where they could hide their car out of sight. All property on the west
side of the road was fenced, and the gated turnoffs into that property were
clearly visible and offered no cover from the road. Ditches six to eight feet
deep bordered the road on both sides, but they contained nothing other than low
lying brush and, once again, offered no ready concealment. They finally settled
on having an agent wait in the car, parked at the intersection of county roads
7 and 16, in the grove of trees where Jake Jobbs and Lily Walker had once made
rendezvous arrangements.


Another
car was parked on a field road one mile east of the same intersection, where
its driver waited after dropping off agents Wheeler and Riles. They had entered
on to Parker property by walking in from the south, crossing through Jess
Willingham's plowed field to take up positions between Parker and Walker
ranches. A fourth agent was located in a field about two hundred yards north of
Walker ranch, where he kept an eye on the windrow and the backside of the
house. A driver waited for him about three quarters of a mile to the north,
near the intersection of county roads 9 and 16, having pulled off into a ditch
there, where there was the cover of high weeds. All of the cars were much
further away than Bickering wanted, and he was deeply concerned about how
quickly anyone could respond should they need to suddenly converge on the crime
scene.


From
their four positions, the agents could monitor Jake from the time he left
Parker Ranch to when he entered onto Walker property. The plan was to shadow
him throughout the night, right up to when he would drop off his stolen goods
at the distribution point, when the trap would be sprung. Their primary mission
was to keep tabs on their informant, but Bickering had other reasons for the
stake-out. He couldn't get over the gnawing feeling that if a move were going
to be made against Jake, this would be the night. He had thought that, if they
could safeguard Jake and his testimony, they could improve their chances of
large scale arrests. Bickering had even imagined nabbing a second informant,
who could confirm Jake's charges against Lorenz Pico. It made his heart
palpitate to imagine where it all might lead, and what breaking a major crime
ring could mean to his career, that had seemed in crisis only two days earlier.


Now,
lying on the ground, far distant from the site, he was starting to get nervous,
estimating in his mind how many minutes it would take to signal his driver and
then get to the road to be picked up, should an emergency arise. He was
starting to doubt his ability to protect Jake, should a hit be attempted. Maybe
the best he could do was nab a killer on his way out.


Local
law enforcement officials were all in town at the dance. It had been agreed
that Sheriff Miller and his deputies were to avoid any actions that may raise
suspicions about the sting operation. People would be expecting to see the
deputies around the armory building, patrolling the dance, so that is where
they were positioned. Miller and his Chief Deputy, Art Fowler, were the only
ones in the Sheriff’s Department who had even been apprised of the action.
There were four deputy assistants, all of whom were part-timers, recruited from
Weld County's civilian population, and they were kept completely in the dark about
what was going on. Ben Miller felt that, under the circumstances, it was hard
enough for him to
behave in a way that wouldn't tip their hand, and he sure didn't trust the
assistant deputies to carry out the charade.


The
one other person who was similarly burdened was Frank Walker, whose temperament
hardly allowed him to display insouciance while someone burgled his home and
stole many of his most valued possessions. He arrived at the dance looking
utterly miserable, tending to hover around the Sheriff, and Ben Miller was
constantly having to warn him away for fear that his nervousness would blow
their cover. The FBI suspected that Pico's managers would have
"spotters" in the crowd, looking for signs of trouble.


Agent
Bickering had been particularly adamant that Frank Walker and Sheriff Miller
not be seen together.


The
party in town was living up to expectations. The Hadley Barrett band was doing
its level best to emulate the Harry James Orchestra, while also paying proper
tribute to top radio fiddle hits being heard on the King Biscuit Flour Hour, a
popular program broadcast from Louisiana. Longmont was flush with cowboys and
cowgirls, many drunk, many more soon to be, who showed a flair for dancing and
by eight o'clock had already started to steam up the armory pretty good. Fist
fights had been breaking out sporadically all evening, and Ben
Miller was happy to have his lower echelon deputies attend to them, indicating
that the authorities were focused on tactical concerns and had no idea of the
greater felonies taking place around the county. A pretty girl from Frederick,
named Elaine Swibel, was named "Queen of the Cow-Cutter's," and much
attention was focused on the obvious flirtation between her and the year's
honored guest, rope trickster Kelly Colorado, who seemed more inebriated than
probably a dignitary should.


Frank
Walker saw Lily and Jarvis, when they entered the armory, and he went over to
say hello, but Lily wouldn't have anything to do with him and stomped off to
hide in the crowd. "Is she giving you a hard time, Jarvis?" Frank
asked, and Jarvis answered, "No sir, she's <loin' just fine,"
which was, of course, a flat-out lie. She'd hardly spoken to him since they
left the ranch together, and when she did say something it was most often an
insult. "Well, good," Frank said. "I'm trusting you to keep an
eye on her – and to keep her out of trouble." He added – "I want you
two to close down this place, you hear? I don't want you taking her home until
the last dance is over."


* * * * *


"Did
you hear somethin'?" Py asked.


Pete
looked over at Tory, then got up off the couch and walked over to the front
window, looking out into the yard. The light of the lamp-post only illuminated
the area around the front of the house, and it was a dark night. Pete didn't
see anyone. He looked at Tory and shook his head, indicating that he saw
nothing. Tory sat tensed in a chair at the dining room table, and she felt a
frisson of fear as Py, who had been pacing back and forth in the living room,
walked hurriedly to the kitchen and the back door. Pete saw what he was doing and
said – "Py, don't go back there!" But he was too late.


Py
went to the back screen and looked out the doorway. No lamp-light shown into
the backyard, and the area around the bunkhouse and the windbreak was pitch
black.


Still,
he thought he could see dark shapes moving into the trees. His heart began to
pound hard and for a moment he stood at the screen, thinking there must be
something he should do – that was Jake out there, with a man who was carrying a
gun – but not knowing what. He suddenly realized that the dark
forms were no longer visible, that they had melted into the trees, and Py found
himself opening the back door and heading out into the night. He moved
cautiously, crouched slightly, as he tried to avoid piles of brittle leaves and
fallen twigs. He could hardly see his hand before him in the dark, but after a
moment he reached an opening on the back side of the windrow. He heard the
engine of a vehicle start up, and he looked at the county road to see head
lamps light up on the now familiar faded red pickup driven by Jake's
"handler." In the partially illuminated cab, Py could see the
outlines of two men, and the distinctive features of the one seated on the
passenger side left no doubt for Py that it was Jake. Slowly, quietly, the truck
began to move up the road away from the house.


Py
turned around and started back through the trees, picking his way among the low
branches until soon he reached the back porch. He charged up the steps and went
in the back door, hurrying to report to Pete and Tory that Jake had just been
picked up, and was gone.


When
he barged into the living room, excited, hardly able to breathe, he saw Pete
loading bullets into a long hunting rifle. Py stopped in his tracks, shocked.
"I didn't know you had a gun," he said.


Pete
grumped as he squeezed a couple more rounds into the magazine. "I don't
like the damned thing," he said. "But I suppose we better have it
handy."


* * * * *


"Tom,
this Wheeler. It looks like Jobbs has just been picked up and is heading your
way. We've got headlights moving north on Country Road 12. Over."


"I
copy that Ark," Bickering said into his walkie-talkie. "Over."
He glanced over at Glenn Tyler, a dark form beside him on the ground.
"Here we go," he said.


* * * * *


Jake
found his eyes drifting to his left as he and the heavy-set man bounced along
the road, though he tried to keep his nose pointed straight ahead. He was
noticing the guy's every move – exactly how he worked the foot pedals, how he
positioned his hands on the steering wheel, how he worked the gear shift, and
how he moved his weight in the seat – thinking any one of them could be a
pretext to aggression. Inside the man's blousing jacket he could see the handle
of a revolver, carried in a holster mounted under his left arm.


The
driver looked over at him. "What's a matter? You look a little
nervous."


Jake
glanced at him, and then again looked straight ahead. He was tight as a
pressure cooker. "Not really," he bluffed, unconvincingly.


"Relax,"
the driver said. "It'll all be over soon."


Jake
didn't like the sound of that. He gazed out the window on his side for a
moment, staring out into the dark, and then he looked over at the driver.
"So what are you gettin' outta this? I know you ain't regular with
Pico."


The
driver shrugged. "A paycheck," he said. "Beats workin’." He
looked over at Jake and offered a vaguely conspiratorial grin.


"You
got a name?" Jake asked.


"Yeah,
but you don't need to know it," the guy said bluntly. "You ain't ever
gonna see me again."


"Why
– you plan on usin' that gun you got in your coat there?"


The
guy looked at Jake, disappointed. "What is it with you and this 'are you
gonna shoot me thing?' Don't you trust people, Jake?" He shook his head.
"Look, if it'll make you feel better you can call me . . . Earl. How's that?"
he said.


"Earl?"


"Yeah,
don't you think I look like an Earl?"


Jake
glowered, then shook it off. "Okay – Earl," he said resignedly, then
he resumed his nervous watch on the road, as the driver slowed the truck enough
to make a left turn onto County Road 9 as they continued their progress toward
Walker Ranch.


"I'd
dance with you if you thought you wanted to," Jarvis said, trying to
imagine what he could do to break the ice between he and Lily. The ruckus in
the armory had reached a level din, with the boisterous partiers lending their
voices to the slightly overbearing rhythmic sensibilities of the Hadley Barrett
nine. "You might have a better time if you'd just loosen up a
little."


Lily
looked at him with obvious vexation. "Oh, would I?" she asked, unimpressed
by his counsel.


"I'm
not the worst dancer here tonight," Jarvis semi-boasted, hollering into
her ear. "You might be surprised."


Lily
leaned away from him, buckled by his roar. "I doubt it,"
she
said, grimacing. "I don't want to dance, leave me alone."


"Come
on, Lily! This is supposed to be a party!" Jarvis yelled, and two people
standing in the throng before them glanced back over their shoulders to see
what poor soul it was who was having
trouble understanding that.


Lily
rolled her eyes, mildly embarrassed, and charged off to another corner of the
hall. Jarvis, momentarily left standing alone in her wake, pursued her, walking
up on the balls of his feet, craning his neck this way and that, trying to see
where she had disappeared among the sea of Stetsons and big lacquered hair.
Lily prowled away through the crowd like a stalking "injun," bending
slightly to make herself even less observable, as she moved beneath the level
of male shoulders and feminine eyes.
















 












CHAPTER 47 – Coming to a Head


 


"Tom
– we've got a vehicle approaching from the north. It looks like this is our
guy. Over."


Agent
Bickering raised his binoculars to his eyes and looked in the direction of the
ranch. He could see the headlights of a vehicle approaching from the far side.
"This is Torn and we copy. Let's get quiet. Over."


* * * * *


"Pull
around over to the side of the house."


Earl
pulled slowly into the vehicle yard in front the Walker house, killing the
lights on the pickup as soon as they began to shine on the surrounding
structures. Frank had promised that the place would be deserted, to order all
his crew to attend the party in
town.
Still, as the truck made a slow sweep of the yard, Jake watched for lights in
windows or activity of any kind. He saw none. A yard light shown from the top
of a mast planted in the center of the yard, casting the entire scene in a blue
wash that seemed slightly inhuman. "Go on over around the far side of the
house, where it's dark," Jake said, motioning with his hand.


As
Earl slowed the truck to a crawl, bringing it to a stop under a huge
overhanging Elm, Jake looked at him and asked – "Are you coming in with
me?"


Earl
glanced over at Jake, and then reached down and shut off the engine.
"That's what I'm paid for," he said, with the depletion of a working
man.


Jake
stepped gingerly out of the truck, looking over toward the bunkhouse and
keeping one hand on the door, in case, for some reason, he had to quickly duck
back inside the cab. The habitation was dark, as were all the windows of the
Walker home. "Let's go around back," he told Earl, who was also quiet
about getting out of the truck. Both of them closed the doors carefully, so as
not to make a sound.


"Do
these people have a dog?" Earl asked.


"No
dog," Jake replied, just above a whisper. The question recalled his
comment to Pete earlier this evening, about how every ranch ought to have dog,
just to watch over things. The accidental irony of thing hit him as odd. In a
part of the country where dogs are large and common – even revered – it just so
happened that he had worked on the two spreads that didn't have one.


Jake
led Earl along the crowned picket fence that bordered the manicured garden and
lawn around the house, finally coming to a small gate that adjoined a sidewalk
leading to the back porch. He carefully reached over the fence, undid the
latch, and pushed open the little swinging door, which Earl carefully shut
behind him, once the two were inside the yard.


They
walked up the walkway, between nicely contoured shrubbery's that funneled them
toward the back door of the house, and then mounted the steps to the porch.
Jake tested the door, grabbing the handle and turning it gently, finding it
unlocked, as he suspected it would be. He gave a light push and door hinged
inward, seeming to beckon them inside as it slowly
and seductively swung open.


* * * * *


Py
was doing his best to keep it from showing, but as he sat on the couch,
preternaturally still, he thought that he might be about to explode. An awful,
surreal fugue state had settled over the place, with Pete, his chair positioned
in front of the radio console, rocking slowly back and forth, staring absent
and glassy-eyed into space, like a dead man in a limbo of bare perpetual
motion. Tory was a still life, frozen in her chair at the dining room table,
her gaze slightly elevated, as if she was receiving signals from a divine low
frequency transmitter. Playing low in the background, the radio broadcast
dreamy orchestral sounds from a fictional ballroom in a never visited city.
Leaning against the door, muzzle up, Pete's loaded rifle stood sentry, exuding
from its purposeful fo1m and design more personality than anything else in the
room. Py looked around, moving only his eyes, half expecting to see Death
reclining self-satisfied in the shadows.


* * * * *


"There
you are!"


Jarvis
reached out and grabbed Lily by the elbow, as she saw him and tried in vain to
duck back into the sea of boots and blouses. "Let go of me!" she
said, loud enough that a couple of the men around her turned to see what was
going on. "Come here so I can talk to you!" Jarvis said.


"Are
you okay, ma'am?" a tall cowboy asked, leaning in close to her so he could
hear her reply.


Jarvis
gave a look of frustration and disgust. He tapped the guy with the back of his
hand. "Her daddy asked me to keep an eye on her – and she keeps runnin'
off!" He said sternly, letting his voice rise a little, for effect. The
tall guy looked at him, then glanced back and Lily and turned his back on them
both, returning his attention to the dance floor, which was packed with
revelers. Jarvis leaned in close to Lily. "Okay, I don't mind if you don't
want to dance with me, but you can at least quit runnin' off. I'm tryin' to do
what I was told."


"Oh
– you mean you're trying to do your job," Lily said, indicting him through
a twist on his own words.


"No,
that's not what I meant," Jarvis said, equally put-out. "The thing
is, your daddy did tell me to stay with you – and I told him I would."


"I
don't need you to stay with me," Lily said.


"I
know," Jarvis reassured. "Just quit tryin' to make things so hard on
me."


Lily
thought about it for a second. "Okay, then if you're just going to be
hanging around me, make yourself useful. I'd like a soda."


Jarvis
winced. He looked over at the refreshment booth, which was packed. "From
over there?" he asked, hoping otherwise.


"Where
else?" Lily replied, like he was an idiot.


"Oh
God," Jarvis moaned. Then, pointing a warning finger at her – "You
stay right here, okay?"


Lily
wouldn't pledge verbally, but offered a single quick confirming nod, and Jarvis
grudgingly left her side and went to fight his way through the throng around
the soda dispenser. When he came back, drinks in hand, Lily had once again
disappeared.


* * * * *


"Tom-
our two guys have entered the back of the house. Copy. Do you want me to move
closer? Over."


"Copy
on that." Bickering sniffed and wiped at his nose, which was beginning to
tingle in the ever cooling night air. "Hold where you are, let's keep the
angle wide.


Over."


Glenn
Tyler was starting to wish something would happen so they could abandon their
post in the pasture. The moisture coming up out of the cold earth was starting
to seep into his clothing, and he wanted to at least stand up and move around.
"I would love to know what's going on in there right now," he said,
staring hopefully toward the house.


"What
time do you have?" Bickering asked.


Agent
Tyler set his binoculars down and picked up a flashlight, which he shined on
his wrist watch, careful not to aim the light so that it might be seen from the
house. "I've got . . . ten thirty-eight," he said.


"They
are right on schedule," Bickering said, appreciating their efficiency.


"Jobbs
estimated they'd be in the house twenty minutes, which would bring them out
just after eleven. Let's keep an eye on the time." He didn't have to tell
Tyler what he was thinking, that a delay may mean trouble of some kind,
necessitating a decision around whether or not to move in. The bald artifice
for such a divergence from what was planned would be to make arrest to
safeguard the property of an honorable citizen. They both knew the actual
impetus may be to save the life of one not so highly respected thief.


* * * * *


"There
are two safes. One is in an office on the first floor – down the hall there – and
the other is upstairs in a den." Jake spoke in low tones as he and Earl
moved quietly through the darkened house. "Let's do the den first. There's
a linen closet up there. We'll need some pillow cases . . ."


Earl
followed along, looking all around him at the cavernous interior, taking it all
in like a visitor to a museum. "Man, this guy has gone some juice,
huh?" he said, a little in wonder. Even in the dark he could see that he
was lost in a higher tax bracket.


"Walker
keeps the keys to his vehicles in the office," Jake said, continuing to
strategize. "I saw our truck out in the yard. We can get the key last
thing we do."


Jake
was being careful not to tip his hand. The hope was that he could go through
with this thing, with Earl watching, and never reveal that he was doing
anything less than living up to his end of his deal with Pico, Earl's boss.
He'd go into custody with everybody else, so even as the axe fell, Jake would
appear to be just another perpetrator caught in a police sting. It would
eventually be known that he was turning state's evidence – then he'd have to
worry about the repercussions of his actions – but supposedly then he would
have the protection of the authorities. The trick was getting to that safety.
Doing this job with Earl was the major minefield he had to cross along the way.
He had only to stay alive and deliver the goods. Then, perhaps, he could
finally put an end to the horror and start the process of getting out of life
what he wanted.


Jake
and Earl climbed the staircase to the second floor, still being careful not to
make a sound, though by now they were fairly well convinced that no one was
going to surprise them by being home. As they reached the second floor landing,
Jake motioned Earl to follow him as he crept along the wall until he came to
the first door on his right. There they entered the den.


Once
inside, Jake went over to the desk and switched on a little brass lamp that
cast just enough light to illuminate the writing surface. He then moved around
behind the desk and opened the middle drawer. The first thing he saw was
payroll checks and an open envelope, stuffed with greenbacks. Jake took the
money out and rifled through it once, as if
it
were a deck of playing cards.


"How
much you think?" Earl asked ingenuously, as if he'd never seen that kind
of cash before.


Jake
just shook his head. "The linen closet is just down the hall on the left.
Go get me some pillow cases," he said, but Earl shook his head. "No
way, Jakey. I ain't lettin' you out of my sight." Jake gave a disgusted
look, then pushed the cash back into the envelope and placed it down on the
desk top. He moved quickly out of the room and went down the hallway, leaving
Earl behind. When Jake came back, carrying several white linen pillow cases, he
saw Earl standing over by the desk, leafing through the money, and he quickly
went over and ripped the cash out of his hand, stuffing it, envelope and all,
inside one of the cases.


"I
was just lookin' at it," Earl said, none too happy with the treatment.


Jake
ignored him, walking back around the desk and again shuffling through various
other papers and things he found inside the drawer. He was looking for Frank's
ledger – the one in which he accounted for every piece of property in his life,
where Jake knew he would find the combinations to the safes. Not finding it in
the middle drawer, he closed it and opened a side drawer, searched through it,
and then opened and searched through another. Finally he found it.


"What's
that?" Earl asked.


"Keys
to the kingdom," Jake said, carrying the book over to the heavy steel
strongbox.
















 












CHAPTER 48 – Dangerous Complications


 


Frank
had been skirting the backside of the crowd, doing his best to avoid the
temptation to stay at the side of Sheriff Miller, who went to another side of
the room every time he saw Frank come near him. He ran into several neighbors
and greeted each of them as best he could, under the circumstances, trying his
best not to seem preoccupied. The conversation he was hearing wasn't helping
assuage his anxieties in the least. There was a rumor going around that cattle
thieves were at work in the area, and a nervous under-current was building in
intensity among the ranchers present, which included most every cattleman in
Weld County. Frank listened to the talk and played dumb, biting his bottom lip
to keep from spilling everything he knew about what was going on. He kept
moving so temptation, and nerves, didn't get the best of him, and finally he
saw Jarvis in the crowd.


"Where's
Lily?" Frank asked.


Jarvis,
standing with sodas in both hands, looked fretfully at his boss. "I don't
know," he said piteously. "I'm tryin' to find her. I got her a
soda."


Frank
looked nervously around for his daughter. He didn't see her, but he did notice
her best friend, Betty Wilkerson, standing beside a baby-faced high school kid
in a cowboy hat. Frank tapped her roughly on the shoulder, and she turned
around as if ready to protect herself. "Oh – Mr. Walker!" she said,
surprised to see who had been so discourteous.


"Have
you seen Lily?" he asked gruffly.


"I
saw her a few minutes ago," she told him, a little frightened by his
behavior. "Where?"


"Out
in the parking lot," she said. "Just now?" Frank asked,
anxiously.


"No,
maybe five minutes ago," Betty said. "I saw her drive off in her car.
She said she was going home."


Frank
seemed to stagger back at the news. He turned around and looked at Jarvis Lang.
"Shit, Jarvis!" he said, sweeping his hand so that he unintentionally
knocked one of the sodas out of Jarvis' hands, sending the bottle rolling
noisily out onto the cement dance floor and splattering several bystanders with
sticky cola. "Hey! You son-of-a-bitch!" a man said, but before he
could see who was responsible Frank was already charging through the crowd
toward Sheriff Miller, Jarvis in eager pursuit, pleading – "I tried to
hold onto her, Frank!"


* * * * *


"This
is Sheriff Miller. Tom, do you copy? Over."


"Christ!"
Agent Bickering grabbed the walkie-talkie, alarmed by how noisy it
sounded
in the still night. "This is Bickering. Over," he said, staring over
at the house for signs that the crackling transmitter might have been heard by
those they surveilled.


"We've
got a problem, Tom. Frank Walker’s daughter is on her way back to the ranch. Do
you copy? Over."


Glenn
Tyler looked over at Torn Bickering. "This is bad," he said, an
assessment completely unnecessary to Bickering's understanding. "What do
we do?"


Bickering
thumped the transmitter against his forehead, trying to free-up thought
processes that had suddenly become blocked, maybe in part punishing himself for
mishandling this whole thing. He hadn't liked any part of this operation – hadn't
felt comfortable with the preparation time – but he had seized the opportunity.
Now it was getting sticky. "Can you give me an estimate on when she should
be expected to arrive here? Over."


"She
left about ten minutes ago and probably isn't more than five minutes from your
location." There was a pause and then Ben Miller's
voice crackled through. "Tom, I've got her father here with me. He’s
pretty concerned. Over."


"We
can try to stop her, Torn," Glenn Tyler said, suggesting anything that
might help Bickering calm the fears of the guys on the other end of the
transmission.


Bickering
shook his head, acknowledging the thought. Into the walkie-talkie he said – "We'll
try to intercept her out on Country Road 16. Over."


"Good
luck. Over," came the reply.


"Can
you believe this?" Bickering said, pushing himself up off the ground and
getting to his feet. He brushed himself off and looked back to the south, in
the direction of Longmont. "Holy shit . . ." he started to say. Tyler
noticed a change in his voice, and he looked up from his prone position, and
saw where Bickering was looking. "Are those her headlights?"


Tyler
stood up and looked off toward the south. In the distance he could see two
lights corning their way, racing at high speed across the black countryside,
nearing the intersection where their driver waited. "I bet they are,"
Tyler said.


Bickering
grabbed his radio transmitter and called Agent Ben Franks, who sat in his car,
waiting for orders. "Come in Ben, this is Torn." "Copy, Tom.
Over," came the reply. "We've got an emergency situation
developing. There is a car approaching your position from the south. I want you
stop that car. Do you copy?"


"/
copy you, Tom. Over."


"Do
not use force. Repeat. Do not use force. The driver is a young girl – Frank
Walker's daughter," Bickering said. "We need to keep her from
proceeding on to the house. Over."


Franks
opened the door to his car and stepped one leg out, so that he could stand up
for a better vantage point, but he no sooner got up to where he could see the
oncoming car before it flashed past him through the intersection, traveling at
high speed toward the ranch.


Franks
ducked back into his car and radioed Bickering that she was already past his
position, but it wasn't necessary. Looking back in the direction of the
headlights, Bickering could see that it was already by the grove of trees where
he had hoped to stop it. A fear welled up in him – the thought of what might
happen if young Lily surprised the two men who were, at this moment,
burglarizing her home. He laid the walkie-talkie down on the ground and started
moving toward the road, watching the approaching lights as he walked,
considering what to do. Then a sudden jolt of panic went through him and he
took off on a dead run in a desperate effort to reach the road and intercept
the car.


Seeing
his boss and realizing what he was doing, Glenn Tyler joined in the chase, and
the two of them lit out across the countryside.


In
the dark of the night, running on uneven terrain potted with soap weed, the two
agents struggled to retain their balance, as the car grew closer and closer,
until they could begin to make out its form. Bickering tripped and skidded face
first along the ground, somehow continuing to run, pushing himself up and charging
on toward the roadway.


Tyler,
too, took a tumble, but jumped back up and dashed in a mad panic to stop the
girl. They had better than three hundred yards of ground to cover, and it was
going to be close.


On
the other side of Walker Ranch, Agent John Coverdal was desperately
transmitting messages through his walkie-talkie, trying to relay information to
the lead agents. "Tom, do you copy? This is
Coverdal. Can you hear me Tom?" he repeated.


"I've
got a visual on a large, heavy-set man, wearing dark-colored clothing. He's in
the windrow at the back of the house. Do you copy this Tom? Over."


Bickering
and Tyler ran side-by-side, huffing and puffing as they approached the road.
The headlights seemed large now. They could almost make out the grill work on
the car. Tyler caught his foot in a tiny ravine, where the rain had washed the
soil out about a foot deep, and he collapsed in a heap, landing hard on his
chest, knocking what wind he had left out of him. Bickering noticed Tyler's
fall, but the road appeared not that far distant now. Convinced that he might
yet be able to make it, he charged on, even as Lily's Buick tore through the
night, sending a cloud of dust up behind her that rose in the dark like
mushrooming black ink. He reached the four-strand barbed wire fence that
bordered the pasture and blocked him from the road. The car was practically
upon him now. Glenn Tyler could be heard, puffing up behind him, limping along
as fast as he could on an ankle that he was certain was now sprained. Bickering
grabbed a hold of the third wire up from the bottom of the fence, and pushed it
down so that he could bend himself between it and the top wire, which he tried
to push up with his other forearm, then quickly he was through. He righted
himself, having only a drainage ditch to cross to reach the road, and he
started down into it, finding it more steeply graded that he had imagined, then
reached the bottom and started up the minor escarpment.


Up
on the road, Lily drove with her mind on only one thing – getting home and
getting this evening behind her. She looked down at the clock mounted in the
dash, which read nearly eleven o'clock. Get home and crawl into bed, try to
forget the whole day – that's all she was thinking. Forget how angry she was at
her father, and at that idiotic Jarvis Lang.


Agent
Bickering fought through the weeds, pulling at them for leverage as he tried to
get through to the roadway. He reached the top just as Lily's car flashed by,
and then there he was standing on the road, drenched in sweat watching her
headlights move away from him, headed toward Walker Ranch, a quarter mile in
the distance.


Out
in the middle of the pasture, the anxious voice of Agent Coverdal continued to
crackle through the speaker on the wireless receiver. "Are
you copying this, Tom?


Repeating
that we have a large man in dark clothing. He’s in the windbreak north of the
house. Go ahead, Tom. Over."


"Shit!
Shit! Shit!" Bickering yelled, standing on the dark road, watching Lily
drive on toward the house. He clinched his fist and cursed at the air,
wondering what there was to do now. He imagined the worst, wondering what it
was
the young Walker girl was driving into, and he looked
over at Glenn Tyler, standing helplessly on the other side of the fence,
looking back at him. "Shit!" Bickering repeated. Neither one of them
could hear exactly what was being said, but from their surveillance position,
out in the middle of the dark pasture, they could hear something crackling
through on their receiver.


It
was Agent Coverdal, pleading into his radio transmitter. "Tom, are you
there? Come in, Tom. This is Coverdal, requesting direction. I can see a
heavyset man in dark clothing. He is entering the back door of the Walker
house. Do you copy? Are you there, Tom? He is in the house. We have an intruder
and he has just entered the house. Over."


* * * * *


Py
couldn't take it anymore. He got up and went to the window, looking out into
the yard, appearing nervous.


"What
is it?" Pete said. "You see somethin '?"


"Somethin'
don't feel right," Py said spookily. "I think Jake's in
trouble."


Tory
snapped out of her dream and stood up from her chair. "What do you
mean?"


Py
turned around and looked from her to Pete, a thousand looks of indecision
parading across his face. He looked over at the wall clock and saw that it was
almost eleven o'clock, and he knew in his mind that if Jake was in trouble at
Walker Ranch, it was happening right now. He looked down at Pete's rifle,
leaning barrel-up against the door. "I'm goin' over there," he said
resolutely, and he grabbed up the rifle and went out onto the front porch
before anyone could stop him.


"Py!
Where are you goin'?" Pete said, following after him, but Py was across
the yard and through the front gate before he could get outside. "Py!
Wait!" yelled Tory, coming with her father out onto the front porch,
calling after him to stop.


Py
wasn't about to listen. He jumped behind the wheel of the pickup and cranked
the engine, then spinning his tires drove to the fence gate on the south side
of the barn.


Leaving
the engine running, he jumped out and hurried to open the gate, as Pete and
Tory hurried across the yard, trying to catch up to him, but as soon as he got
the gate unlatched he let it drop to the ground, then he jumped back in the cab
and drove ride over the flattened fence. Pete and Tory reached the gate just as
Py drove off across the pasture, headed the back way to Walker Ranch. They
couldn't stop him.


Pete
picked up the fence and pulled it back into place, watching as the tail lights of
the pickup moved rapidly away from him, across the pasture. "Go get the
car," he said to Tory. "We better try to catch him."
















 












CHAPTER 49 – Safecracker


 


Jake
turned the knob to the right, to the first set of coordinates, and he heard the
tumblers fall, producing a barely audible click. Then he turned it back to the
left, to the second set of coordinates, and felt another slight vibration at
his fingertips. He turned the knob back to the right until he reached the third
set of numbers, and again the lock offered a subtle click. He grabbed the lever
and pulled it down, and the door to the safe swung open.


The
steel box was tri-leveled and on the top shelf he found a stack of greenbacks,
which he grabbed and stuffed into the pillow case, along with the cash from the
desk drawer. On the second shelf he found a small wooden box, which he opened
to reveal Frank Walker's war medals. He put them back where he found them, then
reached down and pulled out a sizable metal box, which he found on the lowest
shelf. Finding it unlocked, he opened it, revealing a treasure trove of
expensive jewelry: gold chains, necklaces and ear rings. There were emerald and
jade settings, and an array of diamonds set in silver and gold.


"Holy
Moses," drawled Earl, dazzled by their find. "I'd wager there's a
little money in those."


Neither
Jake nor Earl heard Ray Pierot slip into the room behind them, holding a 45
caliber handgun in his gloved right hand, until they heard the precise metal
sound of the gun's safety being disarmed. Both suddenly jerked around, jolted
by immediate recognition of the uniquely awful click, sending the
tray of jewelry flying, scattering expensive trinkets around the room.
"Don't do nothin' dumb, boys. Okay?" Pierot said coldly. He motioned
with his gun for them to move away from the safe. "Go over there, in the
light, where I can see you better," he said. "Keep your hands away
from your sides."


The
two men did as they were told, stepping away from the cash and jewels, moving
over toward the desk, and the little lamp that sat upon it. "You
Jake?" Pierot asked, but Jake wasn't volunteering information. He had a
pretty good hunch what the big man had come for. "Who wants to know?"
Jake asked.


Earl
had been looking at Pierot harder and harder, and all the sudden he glanced at
Jake, like he should know who this man was, then looked back at the gunman.
"I know you," Earl said. He again glanced nervously over at Jake, and
then looked back at Pierot, a little desperate at his recognition. "You're
Ray Pierot," Earl said respectfully. "I know you." He said it
like
Pierot was a celebrity of the kind Jake should recognize. "I've heard all
about you. I thought you was in prison, in Indiana some place. That's the last
I heard."


Jake
kept his eyes on Pierot, whom he had never seen nor heard of before, and Pierot
kept his eyes on him. "I suppose Pico sent you," Jake said grimly,
already certain of the answer.


Earl
looked nervously back and forth between the other two men, anxious to
disassociate with Jake and insinuate himself into Pierot's good graces.
"Is it Jake Jobbs you're looking for?" he asked, talking fast.
"This is him, right here. I work for Pico myself. It's my job to watch
him." He knew all about Ray Pierot, though apparently Pierot didn’t know
him. Earl knew all about how he had allegedly done more than a dozen mob hits,
and legend had it that there were others
besides; and how he was an acknowledged "master mechanic," who had
supposedly killed a man once by breaking his back over his knee. "Who you
here for, Ray?" Earl asked, nervous almost to the point of babbling.
"You here for Jake?"


Pierot
pointed his gun at Jake and asked Earl – "Is he armed?"


Earl
started to shake his head 'no,' but then looked over at Jake questioningly.
"Check him," Pierot said, and Earl, happy to be on his side, went
over and patted Jake down. Suddenly he froze and looked up at Jake, reaching
around and slowly retrieving the gun he discovered tucked into the waist band
at the back of his pants. He took it out and looked at it,
astonished
to realize that Jake, who had been so worried about his having a gun, was
packing himself. "Is it loaded?" Pierot asked, and Earl checked the
cylinder. "Yep, it sure is," he said.


"Hand
it
over,"
Pierot told him, and obediently Earl walked it over to him, handing it to him
so he could grab it by the handle.


As
Earl approached him, Pierot transferred his .45 from his right hand to his
left, and as soon as he accepted the weapon from Earl's hand he raised it
and
pulled the trigger.


The
muzzle flash of the .45 coincided with a bright flood of light that poured in
through the window from outside, as Lily brought her car to a stop in the front
yard. The bullet exploded out the back side of Earl's head, splattering blood
and matter, and he fell limp and lifeless to the floor, his eyes frozen into
permanent goofy compliance.


Jake
jumped at the sound of the blast, and looked in horror as Earl landed hard upon
the floor, then looked up at Pierot who, in that moment, glanced toward the
window as the car lights went off. Taking advantage of the split second of
opportunity, Jake knocked the reading lamp off the desk, causing the room to go
dark, and he jumped for cover, leaping out the door and into the hallway,
scrambling on toward the back of the house.


Pierot
looked back just as Jake knocked the lamp off the table, ducking back a bit as it
flew
through the air in his direction, snapping to a mid-air halt as the electrical
cord went taut, and falling to floor at his feet. The room went dark. He moved
quickly to the hall, looking to see where Jake had gone, and then suddenly,
standing at the head of the second floor landing, he heard a sound at the front
door, as the knob was being turned.


Quickly,
he ducked back around the comer and into the den.


Lily
Walker came in the front door and looked around. She didn’t like coming home to
a dark house, and tonight was eerie, with the entire ranch being evacuated. She
reached
for a wall plate and turned on the light to the entryway, then headed toward
the stairs and her second floor bedroom.


* * * * *


"Tom,
Wheeler here. We've got somebody approaching Walker Ranch from the back side,
from the Parker property. Do you copy? Over."


Agent
Bickering's walkie-talkie was squawking like a petulant parrot by the time he
returned to where he had left it lying on the
ground, at his surveillance position. He wasn't able to respond to Agent
Wheeler before another call came through from Agent Coverdal. "Come in
Tom. This is Coverdal. Do you read me? We've got a third party in the house. Come
in, please! Over."


"This
is Tom. What've you got, John?" Bickering said, through labored breathing,
into the transmitter.


"Where
have you guys been? We've got a third party, a big man dressed in dark clothing,
who has entered the back door of the house. Do you copy? Over."


"Copy,"
Bickering said, his voice edged with frustration. "We've got somebody else
who may also have entered from the front. It's the daughter of the owner.
Over." Then, to Arkie Wheeler, out in the field near Parker Ranch.
"Arkie, Tom here. I see headlights coming from your direction. Advise.
Over."


"Wheeler
here. It’s a pickup that is coming in the back way. Over."


Then,
from the agent stationed along the back road – "Riles here. He’s coming
by my position right now, headed at a pretty good clip. Looks like a single
passenger.


Advise.
Over."


Bickering
looked over at Glenn Tyler, sitting on the ground now, still over near the road,
unable to move further on his swollen ankle. John Coverdal crackled through from
his position at the back side of Walker Ranch. "Coverdal
here. Please advise, Tom. This looks bad to me. Shall we move in? Over."


"Tom
here. I'm bringing my car up. Prepare to close, but wait for my go ahead.
Riles, Wheeler – come in behind the pickup, but proceed with caution. Post up
at the back of the barn and await my signal. Coverdal, hold your position and
keep your eyes on the back of that property. Over."


"Copy,"
came
the reply, and the transmitters went quiet. Bickering, walkie-talkie in hand,
began running back across the field, calling for his car and headed for the
road as he went. He was simultaneously doing calculations in his head, trying
to deduce how many minutes it would take for him and the others to assemble at
Walker Ranch. They had to all go in together, that's what he was thinking: he
didn't want any agent going into that house alone. He looked back toward the
intersection and saw car lights go on in the trees, and he saw his driver
starting his way.


Beyond
those, another set of headlights appeared on the road, closing the distance at
high speed, coming out of the south, from Longmont.


* * * * *


As
Lily reached the top of the stairs she looked down the hallway and noticed that
the door to the linen closet was open. Then, reaching the door to Frank's den,
she noticed that her father's desk lamp was knocked off onto the floor.
"Hello," she said meekly, suddenly growing nervous.


"Lily!
Go back!"


Jake
heard her voice and hollered out from his hiding place in the bedroom at the
far end of the long hall, but it was too late. Just as she was startled by
Jake's voice, Pierot reached out from the doorway and grabbed her, wrapping his
hand over her mouth and pulling her into the den. She kicked at whoever it was
who had her, trying in vain to scream through his hold, but all she could feel
was his overpowering strength, which was impossible for her to combat. Pierot
held her so tightly that he lifted her feet completely off
the ground, and then he came walking out into the hallway, backlit by rays
flooding up from the first floor. He held Lily like a shield before him, one
powerful hand wrapped over her nose and mouth, so that only her frightened eyes
were exposed, draping her before him like a bib over his ample belly.


"Come
on out, Jobbs," Pierot said calmly. "I got a little girl here. You
don' want her to get hurt."


Jake
listened from his hiding place behind a huge oak dresser in the back bedroom,
where he huddled, breathing heavily, like a scared rabbit. He could hear the
sounds of Lily's struggles, powerless to work herself free, and he looked
around the room, hoping he might see something – anything – that could be used
as a weapon. There was nothing.


"Come
out, Jobbs," Pierot repeated. "I got a little girl here."


Jake
knew Pierot wouldn't hesitate to kill Lily any more than he hesitated at
killing Earl. The big man had come to do a job on him, and he knew he wouldn't
let anything stand in his way.


* * * * *


Arkie
Wheeler ran as fast as he could across the open back pasture, traversing
terrain that was dark and treacherous, trying to get to the back of the Walker
property. Agent Riles was closer, trailing the pickup which he watched pass by
the livestock pens at the rear of the ranch grounds, and then turn on into the
yard.


Well
to the south of the ranch, Tom Bickering waved his arms frantically, trying to
announce his position to his driver, who drove the road in
search
of him. Glancing back toward the ranch, he saw the pickup approach from the
east, rumble past the huge barn, and then drive right up to the front of the
house.


Py
brought the truck to a skidding stop, grabbing Pete's rifle and jumping out of
the cab. He saw Lily Walker's sporty Buick Y, parked out in front of the house,
and to the side he saw the faded red pickup driven by the guy Jake called
'Earl.' Without hesitation, he ran to the front door, hollering Jake's name.


* * * * *


Jake
had no good alternatives. He could hear Lily's painful struggles, and he
couldn't stand it, he had to do something – anything! "Don't hurt
her!" he yelled out. "Let her go and I'll come out."


"You
come out and I'll let her go," Pierot said, in no mood to negotiate.


Jake
was in no position to bargain. He took a deep breath, then stood up and walked
slowly to the bedroom door, pausing there to look down the hallway. Pierot
stood like a huge, black form at the top of the stairs, holding Lily so roughly
that Jake feared he may squeeze the life from her. "I'm comin' out,"
he said. "I'm unarmed."


He
walked out into the open and stood at the other end of the hallway, facing
Pierot and Lily. "Let her go now," Jake pleaded. "Please. She's
just a kid. She's got nothin' to do with this."


"Move
toward me," Pierot said, motioning with his gun, aimed in Jake's
direction. He had pocketed Jake's .45 – the one he had used to kill Earl – and
now carried his own. "Come on, now – don' make this dif 'cult."


Jake
began to slowly move up the hallway toward him, his eyes fixed on Lily's, which
were filled with terror and seemed to be losing strength. She no longer
struggled, but rather draped down the big man's front like a rag doll, her feet
still suspended above the floor.


"That's
it," Pierot said, encouraging him. "Come on now."


Jake
was about halfway down the hall when suddenly the front door opened and Py
burst in, yelling – "Jake! Jake!"


Without
hesitation, Pierot swiveled around, still holding Lily like loose laundry, and
fired two shots down the staircase.


The
first one slammed harmlessly into the wall, but the second bit into Py’s
midsection and he let out a painful yelp as he collapsed to the floor.


Hearing
that, Jake leaped at Pierot, and suddenly the three of them, Lily in tow, went
rolling down the hardwood stairs in a cavalcade of free flying legs and elbows.


When
they reached the bottom, Lily rolled free and desperately kicked away from the
two men, entangled at the foot of the stairs. Jake and Pierot struggled against
each other, Jake clinching his fists and taking a swing that caught the big man
squarely on the jaw, knocking him back, but Pierot held tight to his gun. He
raised it and pulled the trigger, and the bullet ripped into Jake's shoulder,
knocking him back to the wall. Pierot immediately moved in for the killing
shot, standing over Jake with the revolver pointed at his head, but as he
pulled the trigger Lily leaped from behind and shattered his aim, causing the
bullet to smash into the wall next to where Jake had crumbled.


Lily
wrestled for the gun, struggling to pry it from the big man's right hand, but
Pierot shook her loose and tossed her free. Dispatching her, he then looked
back toward Jake just in time to catch another flying fist in the face, but
this one didn't carry much steam. Pierot raised his hand and struck Jake across
the face with his pistol, knocking him back to the floor, but as he once again
took aim to deliver the fatal shot, Lily jumped onto his back, tearing at his
eyes with her fingernails. He let out an angry moan and, with a lunge of his
elbow, once again threw her off. Furious, he turned on her, fully intending to
finish her, but as he put the gun to her forehead the front door burst open and
a split second later a shot rang out.


Pierot
blanched and did a quarter turn away from the shooter. Frank Walker stood in
the doorway, Jarvis at his side, the barrel of his revolver still smoking.
Pierot looked at him and started to raise his weapon to return fire when Frank
squeezed off another round, and the big man from the bayou fell backwards, dead
onto the floor.


Lily,
bruised and beaten, a trickle of blood coming from a gash on her forehead,
looked at Ray Pierot, who lay with his open eyes staring lifelessly at her. She
began to shake, then looked at her father and cried – "Daddy!"


Frank
ran to her side, kneeling down next to her and pulling her to his chest,
desperately stroking the back of her head. "It's okay, honey – it's all
over."


Jarvis,
standing stunned in the open doorway, took a couple halting steps into the
foyer and noticed Jake lying against the wall to his right, then walking in a
little further noticed Py crumpled against the front wall. "Holy
shit," he muttered.


"FBI
– freeze!"


Jarvis
jolted as he looked up to see Agent Coverdal standing at the end of the
downstairs hall, his gun drawn and pointed at him.


"Hold
it!" Frank yelled gruffly. "I'm Frank Walker – it's all over, put
your gun away!"


Coverdal
had heard the gun shots and made his own decision to rush the house. Now he
lowered his gun and moved on up the hallway and into the entry, looking first
at Pierot, deep black blood oozing from the two huge holes Frank had blown into
his chest, then at Jake and Py.


Jake
had lapsed into a semi-consciousness, but then he seemed to regain himself
enough to move over to where Py was lying. "Py – can you hear me? Are you
okay?" he asked, barely able to speak the words. Py looked like he was in
shock, looking at Jake with eyes that seemed focused on infinity. He didn't
respond to what Jake was saying. "Hold on, Py," Jake pleaded,
propping him up so that he could cradle his head in his arms. "Get some
help!" Jake cried out to anyone who could hear. "We need some help
here!"


At
that moment the front of the house seemed to light up, and the sound of car
doors could be heard opening and closing. Agent Bickering came running up the
front walk and came quickly into the entry way. Right behind him were Pete and
Tory.


"Jake!"
Tory cried, seeing him on the floor, holding Py, whose shirt-front was now
drenched in bright blood. "Py!" She and Pete rushed to their sides, kneeling
down to offer help.


"What
have we got?" Bickering asked Agent Coverdal.


"This
one's dead," he said, nodding toward Pierot. "These two both need
medical attention – and fast."


"There's
another one upstairs," Jake told Bickering, then added – "He's dead."
"What are you doing here?" Jake asked Tory. "Py thought
something was wrong," she told him.


At
that moment Agents Riles and Wheeler came running, exhausted and out of breath,
up the front porch steps. They barged in, saw the blood and fallen men, and
looked pathetically at Agent Bickering. "Holy Christ, what happened?"
Wheeler said.


"Help
us get these men into the car," Bickering ordered, wasting no time.
"Call Miller and have him alert the hospital that we're bringing two
wounded . . ."


"I
want the Doc to look at her, too," Frank ordered, holding Lily
protectively.


".
. . three wounded," Bickering said, adding – "We have two gunshot
wounds." "I can take this one in my car," Pete said, referring
to Py. "We can just lay him out in the back. Victoria can ride along with
me and help." "I'll drive Lily in myself," Frank said.


"Okay,"
Bickering directed, "let's get 'em out of here."


* * * * *


Tom
Larsen and Wynn Frye were moving quickly around the Quonset, giving orders and
trying to expedite the process of preparing their stolen goods for
distribution, when the door to the hut opened and Jake walked in. The front of
his shirt was covered with blood. There were a dozen workers
in the room, and when they saw him enter they stopped what they were doing and
stood agape.


Both
Larsen and Frye seemed shocked to see him. Larsen looked around at the work
crews, all staring, frozen in their places. "Get back to work!" he
yelled, and the sounds of hammering and cutting metal resumed, though at a
halting pace, as the workers continued to watch Jake.


Jake
walked slowly over to where Frye and Larsen stood, dragging along a once white
linen pillow case, now stained with the blood that ran down his arm from the
wound on his shoulder. "What's wrong, boys. You look surprised to see
me," he said weakly.


Frye
looked at Jake as if he were looking at a ghost, then he looked over at Larsen,
to see how he was reacting. "What the hell happened to you?" Larsen
asked Jake.


Jake
looked grimly at him. "Don't you know?" he asked, his voice hardly
above a whisper. "Somebody tried to hit me."


Frye
and Larsen exchanged looks. "I don't know what you're talking about,"
Wynn Frye said, eyeing him closely.


"I
think you do," Jake said, challenging, and then wincing from pain. Jake
held the pillow case he carried out before him in his left hand.


"You're
hurt," Larsen said. "Sit down – let's see what we can do for
you," he said, feigning concern.


"What's
in the bag?" Frye asked flatly.


"What
you wanted," Jake said. He seemed to go pale as a bolt of pain twisted his
torso. Then he stared at them, expressionless and cold.


"You
got into the safe okay?" Frye asked.


Jake
just nodded affirmatively.


"Let's
see what you got," Larsen said, reaching forward to take the bag.


Jake
held it out to him, but when Larsen grabbed it Jake held on for a moment, so
Larsen couldn't easily pull it away. When he was finally able to, Larsen stood
looking suspiciously at him. He peered inside, and then turned and emptied the
contents out onto a nearby table. Out fell several stacks of cash, wrapped
tightly in rubber bands, plus some of the contents of Frank Walker's safe,
including an array of expensive jewelry, several show pieces from the estate of
the late Viola Walker, some silver settings, and several top quality hand guns.


Larsen
looked up at Jake and nodded his approval. "Is this everything?" he
asked. "There was supposed to be other stuff."


"It's
all I could get," Jake said, staring into his eyes. "What about the
truck?" Frye asked. "Did you get it?"


"Where's
your partner?" Larsen said, wondering if Jake had shown up solo.
"Couldn't make it," Jake said, grimacing, looking sick.


Frye
looked nervously at him, than glanced at his partner Larsen. "Are you
shot?" he asked Jake.


"Yeah,
shot," Jake said, shaking his head.


"Who
was it?" Larsen asked, certain that Jake understood that it had been a
set-up.


"I
don't know – but he's dead."


Hearing
that, several of the workers stopped what they were doing and looked nervously
at one another. One of them dropped his tool and said – "I'm gettin' out
of here."


At
that moment doors at the front and back of the building suddenly burst open and
armed men entered the room, yelling – "FBI! Everybody down on the floor!


Now!"


Jake,
seemingly ready to faint, looked at Larsen and Frye, who raised their hands
high, showing that they carried no weapons, and started to get down on the
floor in compliance with the order, shocked by the intrusion. "Let's call
us even," he said.
















 












CHAPTER 50 – Cat Call


 


"Hello."


Lily
looked out the front screen door with a mixed expression of surprised
recognition and circumspect delight. "Hi," she said, seemingly
uncertain as to what the greeting might invite. Tory Parker wasn't the last
person she expected to find at her front door, but she would have been close.


"I'm
sorry to just drop by like this," Tory said, appearing thoughtful as she
stood on the porch, using both hands to hold a white envelope, as if it were a
credential to be on the grounds.


Lily
opened the door and stepped out onto the porch. She seemed to brighten.
"No, please – it's okay. I'm just surprised to see you. How are you?"
She asked in a way that made it seem she had been curious.


Tory's
eyebrows arched at what she considered a wrong-sided question. "I'm fine,"
she said. "But what about you?"


Though
it had been a month, Lily still had a nasty wound on the side of her face, near
her left eye. The swelling was only a memory, but the butt of Ray Pierot's gun
had put a pretty deep gash in her skin and closing it had required stitches.
They had since been removed, but the wound still showed as a purple quarter
moon, accenting her left cheek bone. "Oh, I'm fine," she said,
briefly unable to stop her gaze from lowering to her feet. She quickly looked
up, smiling, recommitting herself to her new plan, which was to appear buoyant
at all costs.


"I
have something for you that I thought you might appreciate getting," Tory
said. "She held out the envelope. “It’s a letter to you – from Jake."


Lily
looked at her, rocked a little by the news. "For me?" she asked.


"It
came in a letter to me," Tory explained. "He wrote that he didn't
feel he could write to you directly. I think he wants to avoid causing problems
for you with your father."


Lily
took the envelope from her hand and examined it, then turned and looked back
into the house, nervous to be seen talking with her surprise visitor.
"Come on," she said, ushering Tory off the porch. "Let's go over
here where we can talk," and she led the way around the side of the house,
where there was a large expanse of lawn interspersed with shrubbery's and
flower gardens, and finally a patio with chairs.


"What
does it say?" Lily asked, when she was comfortable that they were
sufficiently removed from the presence of her father to talk freely.


"I
don't know – open it
and
read it! I don't open other people's mail," Tory said, though she was
curious enough about this particular piece that she had considered breaking her
rule.


Lily
looked at the sealed envelope, then up at Tory, who could see that she felt
better about opening it
in
privacy. "When you’re by yourself," Tory said, approving.


"Maybe
that would be better."


"If you
don't mind," Lily said, cautiously. Then a serious expression came over
her face. "How is he – Jake, I mean?"


Tory
seemed off guard a little, and let a touch of depression show. She was always
like that where Jake was concerned, empathetic to a degree that she couldn't
talk about him without sharing his feelings. "He's doing okay, I
guess," she said. "You can judge for yourself, but . . . he's got a
lot to go through."


Lily
seemed a little heart sick. "My father says he's likely to be in there for
at least five years."


Tory's
sad expression seemed to concur. "I guess it could be worse, but it's a
long time."


"What
are you going to do?" Lily asked.


Tory
shrugged. "What I do. Take care of my father, help him with the ranch, try
to make sure he doesn't go broke. And there's Py now, too, and he needs plenty
of attention."


"How
is he?" Lily asked.


"He's
doing better," Tory said. "We were pretty worried about him. The
Doctors say he was lucky that the bullet didn't do worse than it did, but it's
going to take a long time for him to get better. He can't really do much."
She smiled and shook her head, thinking about his situation. "But, you
know how he is. He keeps his spirits up." She paused for a moment, her
thoughts of her own father making her wonder about Lily and hers. "How are
things over here?" she asked. "How has your dad taken all of
this?"


Lily
sagged a little in ennui. "He's so angry all the time," she said,
shaking her head. "He hates Jake and says he plans to lobby for him to get
the maximum sentence, but he knows Jake won't get that. He's just upset that
someone came into his home and
took
from him – that's what he says all the time – and
he wasn’t 't able to stop it. He's such a macho shit." Lily and Tory
looked at each other and laughed, briefly conspiratorial.


"How
are you and him getting along?"


"Better,
in some ways. Especially right after it happened. He was spending a lot of time
with me, taking care of me. He actually gave Rosa some time off, to go visit
relatives, and while she was gone he didn't do anything but look after me. He
even cooked! I missed a week of school, so we were around the house together – and
we talked."


Tory
seemed pleased. "That all sounds pretty good, then."


Lily
shrugged. "It's changing back a little now. I think it's partly
this." She reached up and touched the mark on her face. "It's like
his seeing that it's not going away reminds him of everything that's happened,
and lately he's been bad again. He makes lists, you know. He makes lists of
things he's lost, and now I'm there under 'damaged properties."'


Tory
shook her head sympathetically. "That's ridiculous. You are a beautiful
girl, Lily. If your
father can't see that . . ."


"He
says that's what happens when you associate with people like Jake – that one
way or another, they take from you," Lily said. Then she looked wide-eyed
at Tory, a little spooked. "Do you remember that day I met you – outside
of the drug store? You said the same thing. You said Jake would steal from
me." Her observation betrayed her maturity and the facade shattered,
leaving her a wounded ingénue, yearning for counter information that would
renew her previously blissful understanding.


Tory
seemed thoughtful, considering the intersection of her and Frank Walker's
thoughts. Then she said – "I remember saying that. I still think it's
mostly true, but I had my motives at the time. You're pretty stiff
competition."


Lily
smiled kindly.


"It
wasn't the whole truth, though." Tory looked serious and a little wistful.
"I sort of think that people don't really take from you so much as they
trade out part of you for part of them. It's up to you to decide what to do
with what you're left with." She added – "I bet, if you think about
it, you've grown in some ways – because of Jake, I mean."


Lily
looked at Tory for a moment, trying to get her meaning, and then she looked
down at the envelope Tory had given her. "Are you going to wait for
him?" she asked.


Tory
looked out at the countryside, at the huge dome of blue sky overhead and the
high, thin clouds, moving imperceptibly to the east, a trailing brush stroke of
suspended inspiration. "I think so," she said.


* * * * *


"Mr.
Mulvane, I'm glad to meet you. I've read all about you in the paper."
Doyle Baumgarten leaned across his desk and warmly shook Py's hand. "Thank
you, sir glad to meet you, too," Py said.


"I'm
glad to see you getting around so well. It hasn't even been a month, has
it?" the banker asked.


"About
a month," Py said.


"Well,
I just want you to know that everyone here at the bank has been wishing the
best for you," Baumgarten said. "You certainly are a lucky young man.
Good Lord, to survive something like that, though I guess it was touch and go
there for a while."


"Yes
sir, it was," Py said.


"Just
quite a thing . . ." Baumgarten stood looking at Py, admiring him for a
moment. "Take a seat, Mr. Mulvane," he then said, motioning to the
wooden chair located in front of his desk. "I'm sure you are wondering why
I asked you to come in." He seated himself behind his desk, placed a pair
of reading glasses on his nose, and pulled his chair forward, into the
configuration he preferred when handling serious business.


"I
received a cable from a law office in Denver – from a fella named Early McKeever.
Apparently he is with the attorney general's office and is providing legal
assistance to your friend, Mr. Jobbs."


"I've
heard Mr. McKeever's name," Py said.


"Apparently,
Mr. Jobbs has authorized, through Mr. McKeever's office, a transfer of funds
which he wants to have deposited into an account in this bank," Baumgarten
said. "Apparently he wants an account opened in your name."


Py
looked perplexed. "In my name?"


"Yes,
that's right. It's a fairly sizable amount of money and it's all been cleared
by the attorney general's office."


"Jake
is sending money to me?" Py asked.


"That's
right," the banker said. "Here is the transaction slip right
here." He leaned across the desk, showing the paper to Py. "There's
the amount right there – six hundred and seventy three dollars." Py stared
at the figure, unable to comprehend such an unexpected windfall. Baumgarten
noticed his stupefaction. "I can see that this comes as a surprise to you.
Perhaps this will help explain. Along with the cable I received a note that Mr.
Jobbs wanted me to see that you got." He handed a folded piece of
stationery to Py, who opened it and began to read to himself.


Dear
Py,


Greetings
from your friend, Jake. If you are reading this then I guess you must have got
my cable. Mr. McKeever said he would take care of it for me.


I
told you once that I had some money put away. I had always thought one day I
would give it back to the people who took me in, back when I was a kid. I
thought I could repay them for some of what they did for me. Now I believe it
would be better if it went to you. It’s
not much, and they don’t need it. Maybe it could help you get started with
something of your own, or maybe help you out at Parker Ranch. I know that don't
pay good. You do what you want with it. I' m sorry I can’t send more.


Things
here ain't that bad, and when it’s over I'll
get
a start fresh.


That’s
what I think of always, then /'ll be back to you all, if
you
still want me. You are a fine man, Py. I wish you the best of luck.


Best
Regards, Jake


"Mr. Mulvane
– are you okay?" Doyle Baumgarten looked concerned by Py's response to the
note. He appeared to have melted in his chair. "Is everything
alright?"


Py
just nodded, unable to find adequate words.


"It's
a very nice thing that Mr.
Jobbs
has done for you," the banker said. Again, all Py could do was nod his
agreement.


* * * * *


"Hi,
Pete."


Pete
opened the door, surprised to see who it was who had come calling, but not at
all hesitant to offer a firm, welcoming handshake. It was Wayne Morrison,
standing on his front porch, hat in hand.


"Hello,
Wayne," Pete said, shaking the cowboy's hand.


"Mighty
sorry to be showin' up at your door like this," Wayne said. "I 'spect
I'm about the last person you'd be wantin' to see."


Pete
shook his head. "No, Wayne, I'm glad to see you. How've you been?"


Wayne
seemed a little vulnerable. A big man with strong, callused hands and dark
skin, burned leathery by the sun, he shifted his weight from one foot to the
next like a repentant schoolboy, called to the principal's office. "I been
. . . well, I been better," he said.


Pete
looked at Wayne's chapped lips and it occurred to him that he might be a little
dry. "Why don't you come in and I'll get you something to drink," he
said.


"Don't
mind if I do," Wayne said humbly.


"I
just made myself some hot chocolate," Pete said, as the two men wandered
on into the kitchen. "Would that suit you?"


"That'd
be just fine. Thank you," Wayne said.


"Go
ahead and sit yourself down there," Pete said, gesturing toward the
kitchen table. "It'll just take me a minute here."


Wayne
quietly pulled out a chair and seated himself next to the little winged table.


He
seemed entirely too large for the kitchenette.


"So
what have you been doin' with yourself?" Pete asked.


"I
been tryin' to find work," Wayne said, "but I ain't had any luck. I
guess people are kind've afraid to get involved with me, after what happened.
Nobody much wants to rile Frank."


"Frank?"
Pete asked. "What's he got to do with it?"


"Oh,
you know – he slings a lot of weight, and I think people figure he's got bad
feelin' toward me, and they don't want to do nothin' that'd set him against
'em."


"That's
too bad," Pete said, pouring the hot drink into a mug. He carried it over to
Wayne and handed it to him. "That's hot," he warned. "I'd blow
on it a bit. You want some saltines?"


Wayne
took a sip of the chocolate and nodded. "No thanks," he said
politely. "So you been outta work since partin' ways with Frank?"
Pete asked, trying to understand Wayne's situation.


"Yeah,
I sure have," he said. "I been stayin' in town, at the hotel, but . .
. it's not workin' out very well. People are kind've nervous about havin' me
around."


Pete
sat down across the table, his own mug in hand, and he regarded Wayne
sympathetically. "I'm just real sorry to hear about that, Wayne. It never
occurred to me that people would be that way."


"I
understand it," Wayne said. "It was a pretty stupid thing I
done." "What are your plans? Do you plan on stayin' around
here?"


Wayne
kept his face close to his mug, apparently happy to let the steam rising off
the hot chocolate rise up into his nostrils. "I'd like to. I don't really
have no place else to go," he said, taking a sip. He swallowed and let the
liquid warm his belly, enjoying the sensation, then said – "This here in
Weld County, it's been the only place I've known since I come here back when I
was a kid. It was in nineteen twenty-one, a long time ago."


Pete
took a sip and thought for a moment. "Nineteen twenty-one," he said,
trying to recall. "My God, that was a long while back now. My daughter
would've just been five years old then." Pete tended to mark time by the
age of his only child. "It's a different world now, I'd say. A lot has
happened."


Wayne
leaned forward, setting his coffee mug on the table before him, resting his
weight on his elbows. "Pete, I got somethin' to say to you. It's the
reason I come here."


Pete
looked at Wayne with an expression that seemed open and inviting, and he
settled himself in his chair.


"I
want to tell you how sorry I am about what I done to your bull," Wayne
said. "I can’t hardly live with it. It's caused me more pain that I've
ever had at any other time in my life, and I still don't know why I did it."


"Wayne,
it's okay," Pete started to say. "You don't need to . . ." but
Wayne cut him off.


"No,
hear me out Pete, please. I always respected you and thought you was a real
fine man," Wayne continued solemnly. "I know you had some bad breaks,
and I always figured that if any man deserved better, it was you. I feel mighty
ashamed to have made things worse for you, and I'd do
anything to set it back straight. I can't tell you how sorry I am."


Pete
had a soft heart that hardly allowed him to see another person hurting without
the water swelling up in his own eyes. He looked at Wayne Morrison and thought
the man he was seeing was totally crushed, and he wished he could relieve him
of his burden. "Thank you, Wayne," Pete said sincerely. "I never
thought that what happened was anything other than a bad mistake. I ve known
you a long time, and I know what kind've a person you are."


Wayne
seemed to twist a little, as if the impact of Pete's forgiveness landed like a
gentle sledge against some hardened place deep within his torso. "I'm not
sure I would be as forgiving, if the shoe was on the other foot."


"Well,
maybe someday it will be," Pete said.


"I
come to see if there was a way I could make it up to you," Wayne said, re-girding
himself and sitting back upright in his chair. "I don't have the money to
pay back what you had in that bull, but I'd like to do what I can."


Pete
looked curious at Wayne, listening to his proposition.


"I
got about eleven hundred dollars in cash," Wayne said. "It's my
savings and I'd like to give it to you to pay back, in part, what I took."


"No,
Wayne," Pete protested. "That isn't . . ."


"Hear
me out, Pete, this is important to me. I heard it said you paid five grand for
that animal, so I know eleven hundred don't mean much. The thing is, I'd be
willing to work off as much as I could of the rest. I know you got a yearling
herd started, and Py can't be that much help to you, hurt like he is, and
Jake's gone. If you
had some place around here where you could bunk me – I'd sleep in the barn, if
that's all you got then I'd cover my own meals and work without pay, and help
you get that herd goin'.


Maybe
you could even use that eleven hundred right away to get more yearlings for
this winter. Stan Bixx has got some nice lookin' young Herefords to sell – and
he'd give you a fair price."


Pete
leaned back in his chair, considering the possibilities. "We do have a
little building out back, big enough for one man," he said, conjecturing
aloud.


"I
do have a horse that I need to pasture, and it'd be nice to keep him corralled
from time to time," Wayne said, as if he knew this was a catch. "He's
a hell of a stock horse, though. He'd come in handy, and I also have my own
pickup truck. And you know me, Pete – I'm a good hand."


"I
know you are," Pete said, allowing his dignity. "I think it's a real
fine offer, Wayne. Of course, I'd have to talk it over with my daughter, and
see what she thinks of it. Py, too – I'll talk to him. We just got a little
place here, and it's become kind of a family."


"I
understand," Wayne said, sort of pitifully, as if it were impossible that
such a unit would ever invite him in.


"I
sure think it's a fine thing you're proposing, though," Pete said. "I
think it's mighty honorable. Of course, we'd have to work out some kind've
arrangements with the pay. I wouldn't want it to be where it felt like we was
takin' advantage."


"I
know you wouldn't do a guy that way," Wayne said. "I ain't worried
about that."


"What
do you think?" Pete asked Tory later that night, after he'd had a chance
to mull it over himself for a while.


"What's
Wayne Morrison like?" she asked.


"He's
about like any other cowboy you'd ever know," Pete said, and then it
occurred to him that there was a generation gap to cross. "By that, I mean
he's a real cowboy.


He's
rough, you know, a workin' man. He don't cotton much to anything other than
bringin' young animals into the world, and growin' and sellin' 'em. He hates to
be told what to do and he don't respect but only his betters. He ain't much for
conversation and his humor's kind’ve dry, but I'd feel like you were safe if he
was around here, and I had to leave for somewheres." Pete thought about it
for a minute. "He'd be good for Py.


He'd
be able to teach him a lot, and he's got a horse. Py's been pissin' and moanin'
about gettin' a horse."


"Would
this guy let Py ride?"


"I'm
sure he would," Pete said. "I think right now he's open to about
anything." "Well, why don't you bring him around and introduce
us," Tory said. "It might just be a good thing. Besides, we could use
the money . . ." "And the help," Pete added.


"And
the help," Tory agreed. "Just getting eleven hundred dollars is
better than having a total loss. At least you get something back."


"It
might be just what we need in momentum," Pete said, knowing that their
renewal efforts had lost steam of late. He talked to Py, too, about Wayne's
offer, and Py had his own concerns. He had worked with Wayne at Walker Ranch
for nearly a year, and the older man had never paid any attention to him.
"I'm sure that wasn't nothin' personal," Pete told him. "You're
a lot younger than Wayne, and he ain't really the fatherin' type. I'm sure, if
you're around him regular, that you'll get along with him just fine. He'll
probably be the best real cowboy you'll ever meet in your life. If you're set on
bein' a cattleman, this may be your golden opportunity. Besides, he'll probably
let you ride his horse."


"Wayne's
got his own horse?"


Py
seemed to warm to the notion of someone moving in to the little bunkhouse that
had previously been occupied by Jake. He was a little disappointed to hear of
Wayne Morrison's offer of eleven hundred dollars, because he had rushed back to
the ranch with news of the money he now had in his name at the bank, and had
imagined becoming an invested partner in the Parker operation. Now Wayne
Morrison had rendered an offer that was nearly double what he had to give.
Still, he was happy for Pete. There was no replacing his dreams of a cow-calf
operation, but at least now there would be more seed money for stockers. It
would mean they could be in business, at least for a while. Pete was
right about the momentum the ranch needed. Wayne and Py's stakes were going to
mean a lot to everyone. Spirits were going to be lifted.


The
only remaining cold front hovered around Tory, as she stayed current on the
continuing investigation of Lorenz Pico’s organization, and waited for letters
from Jake, who wrote to her from his temporary residence on the south side of
Denver, at a federal facility for youthful offenders. He was being kept in
isolation there, and under tight security, awaiting trial and his chance to
offer testimony against Pico and the others. There was a federal warrant out
for Pico's arrest on multiple felony charges, plus conspiracy to commit murder,
but Pico had left the United States, and was in hiding somewhere in Mexico.
Agents of the U.S. government were getting little cooperation from Mexican
authorities, and optimism that he would be apprehended and extradited back to
the states was at virtual zero. The FBI worried for Jake's safety, should he be
exposed to a general prison population, so he was being kept in solitary at the
youth center, without bail, pending sentencing on lesser felony charges. He had
pleaded no contest at his hearing.


Tory
waited anxiously for his letters, one arriving about every third day. Jake
commented in them that he had never been much for writing, but his missives had
started to show a certain poetic flair. I can hardly imagine how the next
years will be here without you, and can hardly remember what life was like
before you were there he had written in one letter. Tory kept them all, but
that particular one she read over and over, and reviewed that particular line
on days when she was feeling especially dour. Still, she waited for the day
when one would come that carried the special words that she most wanted to
hear: the ones about how things would be when Jake was out, and how then their
time would be spent together. There was still time, she thought, they would
still have some youth left. Marriage, even children – it was not impossible.
Jake would be in his forties, and Tory would be not too far behind. She read
the letters, holding on to every word, trying hard not to think about precious
time, and how it was slipping by. She wondered if her father didn't hold the
key. Certainly these were among his precious last years as well, and she would
be with him to share them. It would pass as measured pain and eventually move
out behind, as part of the great landscape of her experienced life.


The
trick was to stay in the present, to be thankful for every intervening day, and
to care for those that were here for which to provide. She could do that. Tory
could put her suffering on hold, until a time when it could be mediated by
other more balancing graces from a reunited loved one.


Py
looked at her and thought he could see what she was thinking. "You miss
him, don't you?" he asked.


"Yeah,
I miss him," Tory said, summoning up a bluster that said it was no big
deal.


"Are
you gonna get married, once he's out?"


"I
don't know, Py," she said, a little embarrassed by his forthrightness.
"Does he ever write about it in his letters?" Py asked.


"Not
really," Tory said. "You know how Jake is. He talks about things, you
know, in the future."


Py
wasn't satisfied. "Well, I think he'd be a fool not to come right out and
ask you to marry him. I would, if I was him."


Tory
blushed. "Well – thank you, Py."


"I'd
be afraid if I didn't say somethin' that you'd run off with somebody
else."


Py
and Tory sat on the back porch, looking out into the yard, shadows growing long
as the autumn sun slowly sank in the western sky. An Indian Summer had come the
first week of October and lingered in a determined way through the rest of the
month, and even now the late afternoons remained warm and mild. Halloween had
come and gone and the trees had become largely barren of leaves, but still the
year wouldn't surrender to dormant winter. It had been a watershed sort of
season, which now lingered, seemingly encapsulating all it had touched in a
residual glow.


"Py
– look!" Tory said, suddenly tapping him on the leg and directing his
attention to the tall weeds near the edge of the windrow. The black tom, which
had not been seen in several days, appeared through a break in the undergrowth.
He licked his lips and stood in the distance, looking over at them like a small
panther at the edge of his territory.


"Go
away you stupid cat!" Py said, picking up a pebble, lying next to where he
sat, and tossing it in his direction to frighten him away.


"Wait!"
Tory said, though the cat hardly noticed the projectile. "Why are you
doing that?"


"I
give up on him," Py said. "I been tryin' for weeks to get that animal
to come to me. He just won't."


Tory
looked out at the cat, seemingly sizing up its disposition, then she got up off
the porch and walked over to the edge of the yard. She crouched down and patted
her hand a couple times on the ground before her.


"It
ain't no good," Py said, still sitting back on the porch.


"Come
here," Tory said to the cat, who had stopped licking itself and now stood
frozen near the weeds, looking at her as if he might be about to startle and
run. "Come on," she beckoned, slowly scratching the ground with her
fingernails.


The
cat looked at her, and then glanced nervously over toward Py. It took one step
in her direction, and Py leaned forward over on the porch, almost believing the
cat might just keep on coming.


"Come
on, boy," Tory said, scratching again at the ground.


The
cat took another cautious step forward, and then looked nervously around as it
left the cover of the undergrowth.


"Come
on – don't be afraid," Tory said, speaking softly, kindly.


The
black tom froze in its tracks for a moment, and then lowered his head and
sniffed at the ground, seemingly sizing up the area between him and Tory.
Apparently finding it safe, he took a few more steps forward, stopping again to
sniff the terrain. "That's it, come on," Tory said. The cat again
glanced nervously over at Py, and then took a few more hesitant steps forward.
A bird flew across the yard, overhead, and the cat ducked
down low to the ground, and watched it past, then it looked suspicious over at
Py once again, and then at Tory. "Don't be afraid," Tory said,
patting the ground gently, and the cat looked nervously around the yard, then
it seemed to relax, to stand up a little taller, and it took several quick
steps over to where Tory crouched, urging it to continue.


Py's
jaw dropped. "I don't believe it," he said.


The
tom pushed his chin against Tory's outstretched hand, and then walked past her,
brushing the sides of her legs with his body, then turned around and repeated
the process, marking her with his scent. "That's a good boy," Tory
said, in mothering tones, as she gently rubbed the palm of her hand over the cat's
head and down his back.


The
cat continued to a figure eight in front of her, brushing her legs just as she
stroked him. Then, when the cat seemed to have dropped its defenses, Tory
carefully placed her hands beneath it and lifted it into her arms, cradling it
to
her chest like a baby. She turned around and, walking slowly, carried the cat
back to the porch, where Py waited, dumbfounded.


"How
in the devil did you get him to come to you?" Py said, beholding the sight
in awe. Tory stood stroking the cat, which relaxed in her arms, and pushed his
head against her touch, encouraging the process. "I've spent weeks tryin' to get that animal
to come to me, and you walk right over there and pick it up, like it’s known
you all along."


Tory
smiled, as she cuddled the cat. "You know, I think the key to calling a
cat is to do it when you know the cat wants to come
to you," she said.


Py
looked up in wonder. He guessed she probably had a point – it had, after all
worked for her. It was just the knowing part that confounded him.


 


THE END











Author’s Note


The
world that I grew up in, as a Baby Boomer born in Illinois who was raised in
Nebraska, Colorado, and Kansas, was one narrated by Rex Allen, the Arizona
Cowboy. It was an adult voice, which recognized the difference between serious
business and tomfoolery, and parceled out only so much time for the latter. It
had a distinctly rural and masculine attitude that used a sort of patois
approach to verbal speech that kept words in their proper perspective by
clipping their endings and voicing them in shorthand versions. Sod busters and
cow hands don’t put a lot of stock in formal presentation, favoring instead a
plain-spoken honesty that uses mangled English to convey authenticity. Fancy
talkers are viewed with suspicion, as there are certain verbal cues that alert
listeners to honesty and others that call out a liar.


Cooksin is filled with colloquialisms.
They are just the kinds of things that get writing teachers and other well-educated
people upset, which has been the case since Samuel Clemens first started
capturing speech with near phonetic representations in Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn in 1885. In that, however, these colloquial forms
precisely parallel the reasons for the existence of these speech patterns in
the first place. American English, as it was spoken in the farmlands of the Western
United States in the 20th Century, was an act of rebellion against the
governance of outside influencers. It was the stuff used by the common man to
say, “We know who you are and we will not bow to your arbitrary rule of our
lives. We are going to speak with a simplicity that mirrors the truth of our values
and work ethic, for it is we who are the people of the land, not you. And the
land is everything.” Rural Americans have this certainty about themselves, that
they are inherently more real than people from anywhere else, and they express
it through their folksy manner of speech. It is the voice of a certain brand of
Republican.


Cooksin was inspired by my experience as
a boy, growing up the great grandson of a Nebraska homesteader, and part of a
large extended family, many of whom were farmers and ranchers. I was an
outsider to that, a city kid who had the privilege of spending summers visiting
families who really had, on a daily basis, those experiences that I could only
watch on Disney educational films, where often it was Rex Allen explaining things
like seasonal changes in the environment and its effects upon the denizens of
the wild. The patois of the west was intoxicating to me. I almost felt that the
people who I was hearing, speaking in this drawling, understated manner, were
like knights of another order; keepers of virtue within actual reach of the
average man. I would notice, once I was no longer surrounded by their
influence, that the rest of the world seemed populated by phonies by
comparison. Cooksin is very much in homage to those people: those plain-spoken
knights of the rural order.


It
is also in homage to the books and movies of the first half of the 20th
Century, and a blatant attempt to recreate the feeling one gets from watching
old black & white films on Turner Movie Classics. Those works, like the
common folks of the American West, were not nearly so paralyzed as those of
today are by the need to be ironic and removed, jaded and streetwise. Cooksin
intends to reveal itself in ways that are pretty straight forward, like a Frank
Capra film, piling on as much corn as may be needed to make the emotions really
work.


-         
RAR
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