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        In rodeo, anything in the arena and no longer confined

        in a chute or behind a gate is “out.”

      

      

      

      The loud buzzer rang down the cell block. All conversations stopped or were hushed.

      The loudspeaker echoed in the three tiers and ricocheted off the metal toilets and sinks in the cells. “Prisoner four-eight-two-seven-three-one… stand at your door.”

      She looked over to her cellmate of seven years. They mouthed their goodbyes.

      The rolling bell rattled as it buzzed—three heartbeats and then the hard silence.

      Every prisoner listened for the cold steel latch back and the metal roll of the wheels. Every ear waited, every heart skipped half a beat, every head lifted as the faces all wore looks of mixed emotions. The dull muted sound of the smaller buzzer on the processing door hummed through the steel and armored glass.

      The lock clicked, and the lower hinge complained softly. The foot wearing a size eighteen boot stepped out onto the steel decking. The man’s voice was more tired than soft.

      “Come ahead, Rocket.”

      She stepped out of the cell. She carried the tan jumpsuit, bedding, and the last of her toiletries on her two outstretched forearms. As she looked straightforward out through the high windows, her eyes slowly closed with a sigh. As her eyes opened, she finished with the dust-grayed scene of the wall outside. Cell block C had a nickname of cruel. The upper deck looked out and down at the front gate—the gate to freedom, covered by a dry bridge and two battle turrets. Two thousand, five hundred, fifty-six days—and the next hour would be the longest.

      One hundred and sixty-eight spoons, lightly tapping, chimed each of her steps on the cell doors.

      Seventeen steps brought her to within arm’s reach of the big man’s throat. A half step more, and he would be within shiv range. He never moved. She stopped. Her arms outstretched from the elbows. Her hands held the jumpsuit folded and flat, just the way they had seven years before.

      “Jeb.”

      His voice was soft but dispassionate. “Is this the last time I’m going to see you, Rocket?”

      Her lower lip rolled as she thought. “I hope so… but probably—”

      He shook his head in resolution as he turned. The buzzer sounded in the door as it began to roll open.

      He had first met the woman the week he returned from the first Iraq war—the short one. Every village, town, or small city had been scrambling to find something for their hometown heroes to do. They saw it as extravagant recognition for winning a war. Every returning service person recognized it for the same political bull manure the mass assault on the tiny country had been.

      Sergeant Jubal Johnson sat in the stands with his mother and her third husband, their three heads buried in worn Stetson hats. The rodeo was in their blood. The bull and bareback riders were short rides—for the most part—par for a local rodeo using almost pro stock for rides. The barrel racing was barely more exciting.

      Jeb wasn’t alone when he sat up for the first round of the tie-down roping. There was only one category for a rider, calf, and horse. There was only one young gal competing against twenty-three men. Nobody came close to her. Her lasso was in the first pass over her head when her body broke the chute. One more loop around and the rope shot out and hit the calf. Nobody could tell if she had leaped over her horse’s head or was already running. Her horse never needed a jerk-line to get him to back up to apply the tension—they were a longtime team.

      The judges had to look it up, but she had set a record. The new nickname of ‘Rocket’ followed her the next night onto the stage.

      Jeb was the honorary judge of five for the Rodeo Queen. They had asked he be in uniform. All the voting tallies went through him to the secretary. His math was fast enough to see the second runner-up wasn’t even in the hunt. Even the four-inch scar on the side of Rocket’s face, where a wild pig had nailed her while her long knife sliced the boar’s heart, had been more of an asset than a disfigurement. All the locals knew the boar was her first kill. She had asked her father to take her hunting for her sixteenth birthday.

      The day the other county beauty queens gathered for the state beauty pageant; she had told the officials she had other plans. While the other young women were parading the stage in evening gowns at the Miss California pageant, Rocket was shoulder-to-shoulder with her father—skinning and boning a large sow and its two suckling piglets. The two hunters were stripped to the waist and covered with steaming hot pig blood. A soaked shirt and jacket in the night’s frigid air could kill a person. Blood washed off. Death was permanent.

      She knew they would have to pack out the two hundred pounds of meat that night and return in the morning with the burro to pack out the rest. The burro had balked at the heavy load but soon followed as the two hunters packed out their own weight in meat.

      More scars would come later.

      She stood at the counter as Jeb handed her the yellow envelope of her personal effects. She opened the flap and poured out the few items. She knew the keys were useless. The apartment and truck would be long gone. She flipped open the thin men’s wallet.

      “Where’s my ID?”

      The man settled his weight on his left leg. “They took your driver’s license and security card shortly after you got here. I don’t think they are going to let you back in at the DOJ again. And, just so you know, I checked this morning—you’re still on the no-fly list.”

      She looked up at him through her eyebrows. Her shadowed eyes were like flinted steel. “What time does the bus get here?”

      “I can run you into town…”

      Her head never moved. “What time for the bus?”

      He ground his head around to look at the large clock. The longhand clicked right. He looked back. “About twenty minutes.”

      She studied his perfectly pressed uniform. She guessed the badge was placed exactly where it was supposed to be. He probably even uses a ruler.

      She looked up. “If I was Mary or Ogre, would you still be offering the ride?”

      The man was silent. His cheek twitched only once.

      “I thought so. I’ll take the bus.”
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        Before you can ride, walk into the arena, or risk getting hurt, there is always paperwork. Everybody hates it, but eventually, everybody needs it.

      

      

      

      Jolie had always hated the interiors of large buildings. Her anxiety increased with every floor level away from the ground. The offices of Macklin, Thomas, and Williams on the seventh floor were no exception. Even the leather on the overstuffed lounge chairs in the waiting room did nothing to make her feel comfortable.

      The original Jacob Macklin and Jedediah Thomas had been principals in the Union Pacific Railroad. When the final rails were laid between Pueblo de Los Angeles and Monterey, they had seen hundreds of homesteads, no longer along the new rail line, become valueless in most minds. Some of the mile square homesteads, they bought for less than a handful of Golden Eagles. Year-round water could double or triple the price. Those were bought by men more interested in ranching and getting dirty. Some men only wanted to possess and have others get dirty. Still others wanted to own, get dirty, and have someone else take care of the money and other concerns such holdings could irritatingly produce. So the two men quit running the business of the railroad and formed a partnership to run the business of landholdings.

      When Thomas’s daughter, who was sent back east to a proper girl’s school, returned to California married to a young accountant, knowledgeable in the ways of the land, they hired the young Williams. By the end of his second year of association, he had produced two heirs and doubled the business. The firm, feeling secure about the nature of the continuation for at least a second if not a third generation, tendered the young man an offer of a partner.

      The only original family left were all Williams. The other two produced no other heirs.

      “Ms. Richards?”

      Jolie looked up. The woman’s hair was snow-white, and since Jolie was a child, she had never seen a smile on the woman’s face that seemed genuine.

      “Mr. Williams will see you now.” As Jolie rose and approached, the woman swung the door open. She never offered to fetch anything so menial as coffee or water.

      The man at the desk glanced up but never rose. Jolie had initially thought it was out of rudeness until her father pointed out the tips of two canes protruding from under the desk.

      “Good morning, Mike. You’re in early. I would have thought you would take the opportunity and put in more time catching hard curls off Trestles or down off Rincon Point.” She dropped into the chair facing the desk as he finished signing some last documents. The smile to one side proved he was listening.

      Mike threw the few folders into the out basket and leaned back. Jolie felt his eyes examining her—her physical condition as well as how she was carrying herself. If nothing else, the man was highly perceptive. One year during high school, she had worked hard to draw a number for the state rodeo in Sacramento. She had a great horse named Launchpad. He was a sleek stallion cross between a Montana mustang and an Arabian. There was more chestnut than blond, but when they broke the trip wire at the end of the chute, the horse looked like flames rippling over the muscles. They had broken the trip wire more than a hundred times a day, every day, for over a month. Their time was a consistent winning single digit to the throw and not much more to the tie. They were primed and ready. Except, eight days before the rodeo, the man had looked her over and said she wasn’t ready. He had been right. Her times were some of the worst she had ever scored in competition. The next year, she practiced even harder. Their times were even faster. They went to every roundup, branding and small rodeo in four states.

      Nine days before the rodeo, she went to see him. She sat and said nothing. Finally, he swung his chair around and looked out the large window at the breakwater a mile away. When he turned back around, he told her to turn Launchpad out to pasture and for her to check into the spa by the sea for four or five days. He told her to get a massage in the morning and again in the evening. Eat on the patio overlooking the ocean. Go swimming, fall in love, and lie in the warm sand and get tan. She took his advice. On the drive up to Sacramento, she and Launchpad were both calm and relaxed. Even in the first chute, she could feel his calm. Primed and ready, but without the usual sidestepping or grinding of the bit. The calf released, and neither of them flinched until the millisecond before the trip line released them. They were the third fastest to hit the wire and the time to beat the rest of the rodeo.

      She studied the gray sweeps over his ears. When she last saw him, they had been only a fingerprint on each side. There as darkness lining around his eyes. He was only a couple of decades older than she was but now looked more like forty years older.

      “It doesn’t look like you got much surfing in these last seven years, Mike.”

      His eyes were slow to blink as he leaned back and steepled his fingers. “Other than the chemo and radiation, not much time for anything else.”

      Jolie felt foolish for joking. Hoping to get back on top, she tried at the positive. “At least you kept your hair.”

      He realized she had no idea. The communication through the prison was spotty at best and empty of anything with humanity. “Emma didn’t. She lost her Beach Betty badge the first round. It never came back.” He knew the two women had occasionally been friends and beach buddies. Surfing was something Jolie had only tried but ended back on the beach with Emma, watching the guys ride the water. It was nothing like riding horses. By their thirties, none of them were up for water time unless it involved a boat.

      He softened the news. “She finally let go on Good Friday. We scattered her ashes at the five-mile line. She wanted to be at Trestles or Rincon but couldn’t make up her mind. So now she’s at both.”

      He looked up. She could see the wet eyes. His head cocked gently as he continued to study her.

      “It looks like you cooked off some of that whiskey fat and built more muscle.”

      She snorted and was back on safe ground. “The food sucked. If it were a restaurant out here, it would receive an F and be shut down overnight. Most of what they slop out is carbs. They hope you’ll just get fat and slow, but the weights in the yard could make for a good burn.”

      “What about the gangs we hear so much about?”

      She thought about the breakdown of whom was in which area of the yard. “Arrangements can always be made.” After she had helped her cellmate fend off an attack, the Aryan Nation didn’t want to have anything to do with Jolie, and the blacks had disowned her cellmate long ago. The two had found common ground with speaking Spanish and their heritage of being from southern California.

      He leaned back toward the desk—opening a folder. “Speaking of arrangements… we’ve deposited enough in this checking account to pay bills and live on for a few months until you get your feet under you.” He flipped a checkbook toward her from the folder.

      “The day-to-day is your responsibility. The rest of the holdings and land tax, we will continue. The dogs are long gone, as are all the livestock. The early belief was you would end up serving the full twenty, or even worse, get in trouble and go for more.”

      “Even three-to-five is too long for livestock. You did the right thing.”

      He nodded at her acknowledgment. He shifted as he felt more comfortable with getting the basics out of the way. “I didn’t know what you would want to do, but just in case, I sent an inspector up to the cabin. We’ve had a crew resetting all the plumbing that had gone to hell. The electrical is fine, but they advised pulling in a better powerline or installing a large enough solar array to be off-grid or sell the extra back to Pacific Gas & Electric. With the solar, we can get an engineer to size the array and match it up for either being off the grid or to grid tie and sell the extra power. It’s the feeling of the concern to look at going commercial and getting credits to pay for all the grid tie and produce an income.”

      He shuffled through a few more reports. “The propane is all checked out up to the cabin. But the appliances are shot. So you’ll have to go shopping for hot water, stove, and if you want to do a propane fridge, then a fridge as well.” He looked up. “Personally, I’d hold off and get the power squared away and install efficient appliances throughout. We can make some recommendations, or we can take it over and just get it done for you. You don’t have to decide now… Let me know in a few days or so, and we’ll go from there.”

      “What about the well?”

      “It got its annual check about six months ago, and they replaced the sand screen almost all the way down. You have more than enough water for livestock and a large garden. But if you plan to build a water park larger than a slip and slide… we’ll need to talk.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Nope. I think everything is covered. When are you planning to go up?”

      “I need to find a truck. So probably in a few days.”

      “What kind of truck?”

      “Beat to crap, ugly as pig shit, but with both doors, glass, and runs dependably.”

      The man scratched at his face and then used both hands to rub his face. “What was it you used to call them… a double-doable or something?”

      “Double R. Rodeo-ready. Beat to shit and run all day, with dogs in the back you can leave it overnight at the rodeo and nobody will touch it.”

      The man snorted a soft chuckle. “Right. Where are you going to look?”

      “I figured I’d risk a few bumper stickers about grapes or rapes and go troll the underbelly of Ojai or Santa Paula. If I get desperate, I’ll head out toward Point Mugu and bribe a few pickers for their short truck.” She stood with her palm out at the man with his hands on the arms of his chair. “Don’t get up. It ruins the fantasy of you still being tall and handsome. I’ll call before I head up the hill.”

      “What are you doing for a phone?”

      She scratched behind her ear. “I suppose the phone line is still good up to the cabin… Why?”

      The man leaned over, and his hand hovered over his large console desk phone. “It’s probably long gone dead or turned to crap. It’s worth checking, but I was thinking more of a twenty-first century kind of phone.” Pushing a couple of buttons, the speakerphone was ringing. He sat back.

      “Logistics. Manual here.”

      “Manual, it’s Mike. Do we have any spare phones in stock?”

      They could hear the man lean away from the phone and rustle something in a shop. “I’ve got a couple of survey phones. Here, let me try one.”

      The small cell phone on Mike’s desk vibrated. He leaned over and looked. “Works perfect. Can you bring it and a matched charger up here please?”

      “On my way, boss. Anything else while I’m fetching?”

      “What do you have for hunting and homestead defense?”

      “If you don’t mind an eighty-year-old lever-action, we have a 30-30 nobody uses. I might even have a box of shells.”

      Mike looked at Jolie. She thought and nodded.

      “That’ll work… Thanks.”

      Jolie half-sat on the back of the chair. “If I get caught with it… I go back. No questions asked.” Her face was stone.

      The man rocked back in his chair. “I figure you being back will stir up something sure as hell. When they found your knife, they never thought about looking for anybody else. Whoever used it will come looking for you. If I had a knife, I would have offered it too. But I know your daddy had it custom-made. I’ve been hankerin’ for one just like it. If you know where it was made, I think I might take up pig hunting.”

      “Tim Jostell, down in the Burbank or Glendale area. I’d have to go down and see if I can find him.”

      The man took in a deep sigh as there was a light tap on the door. “Let me know if you find him. I’ve got an itch for fresh wild pork chops. How are you getting around now?”

      “I borrowed a car from a friend of a friend on the inside, so I could take the driving test and get around. But he’ll probably need it back soon—therefore, finding a truck.”

      The door swung open, and a stocky young Latino with tattoos crawling up his neck sauntered in. The rifle he carried like he was born with it. In his hands were a box of shells and two other boxes.

      He placed the boxes on the desk, and without preamble, tried to explain. “This is the state-of-the-art satellite phone. Normally, you use it just like this. The shell is completely waterproof, just don’t take it surfing without a tether. With it like this, it looks like a regular phone and will still slip in your back pocket. But, if you don’t have a cell tower, flip this up, and it activates the satellite receiver… Just make sure you’re on Earth. They found out these don’t work good on the moon. It was the same with the restaurant they built at Tranquility Base—relaxing view, but the atmosphere sucked. Charge it and standby will take you for a few days. If you need a solar charger, just let me know. I can get one to you in a few days. I’m the speed dial marked Q… just like James Bond.” He looked up. “Any questions?”

      Jolie smiled at the mix of business and smartass. “If I need anything, I’ll call. Thanks, Manual.”

      He started to turn and then pointed at the rifle. “The barrel and pin have been dragged. So it doesn’t exist. Please don’t do anything to make me have to destroy it. The iron sights are set for about fifty yards. But if you put the base of the sight on the target, you’re good for the full field goal.”

      Mike cleared his throat. “Do we have any survey vehicles we can spare for a few weeks?”

      “I can find something. Auto or stick?”

      “I don’t care. Just so it runs all day.”

      “Easy-peasy. Check with me tomorrow, and I’ll short a crew.”

      “Thanks.”

      “De nada, Chica.” He two-finger-saluted Mike and was gone.

      She looked at the man behind the desk. He shrugged his face. “If you need to call him—I don’t want to know. But you probably met a few of his connections in the last seven years. We like him, and we don’t want him to be transferred back.”
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        Nobody rides rodeo because it’s a cool sexy job. Most are seriously injured before they’re thirty. It’s more than a calling… It’s the fire in the gut. Riding is the only way to get it out.

      

      

      

      Few vehicles moved in the heat of the afternoon. Main Street could have been used as a target range. The sole pedestrian was slow enough, crossing the hot asphalt to almost qualify as a stationary target. The lone dog chasing something was only given away by the slow twitch of its left front paw. The mouth was split, and the tongue lay on the shaded sidewalk.

      Siesta is a necessary convention. When the heat drugs the entire town, convention is thrown under the bed to be revived at four in the afternoon. Even the birds refused to do anything but hunker down in the shade on cooler grass.

      Her time-battered boots ground on the small grains of sand in front of the door. She turned to examine the town she had grown up in—but then betrayed by.

      The bar was as if time had stood still. Somewhere in the previous sixty years, the beer, whiskey, sweat, bar-fight blood, and the combined smell of a thousand hot, horny, and drunk youth in a cow and horse town, had reached a retch-inducing stench—and then froze. The smell had never gotten worse or less. The bodies changed, but the rest was always the same.

      She watched the broad shoulders spreading out to fill and stretch the T-shirt. With each twist of the hands, the muscles in the back rippled like fish in a full creel. The belt rode a little higher than it had the last time she watched it, but the jeans had the same sag from the flat butt they always had. She rose slightly to look at his boots. The back of the boots pushed hard into the rubber duckboard pad. The slanted back cut on the heels was half buried but still there. Once a roper—always a roper.

      Her voice was a low snarl but ricocheted off the walls as if it were a fire shot from a large pistol. “Hey, goat roper, give me some rocket fuel.”

      The man’s shoulders flinched, and then the body froze. He pivoted on his heels as he slowly ground his way around. His face drained of color, and his eyes were wide with fear.

      His voice was little more than a breath. “Rocket.”

      He looked around, even though he knew they were alone. Three nervous steps and his hands, still wadded in the towel around a glass, rested on the edge of the bar. He leaned forward slightly, still whispering.

      “What are you doing here… I mean, you can’t be here. Things—”

      Her boots slammed down at the sides of the stool as she burst forward. Her hands wound into his shirt. Stretching the fabric as she pulled him half over the bar. Both of their eyes crossed as their noses came within an inch of the other.

      Her growl was more air than noise. “Who did you fuck in the back of your uncle’s Bronco when she was fifteen?”

      He swallowed. His mouth made the word but no noise. “You…”

      “Who taught you how to fuck on the back of a horse at full gallop?”

      “You.”

      “Who did you go to the prom with?”

      “Celeste.”

      “Who did you fuck in the coach’s office during the prom?”

      “You.”

      “Who did you fuck the night before you married Celeste.”

      “You.”

      “Who have you fucked other than your wife since you got married?”

      He was silent as his eyes bounced from her left eye to her right and back.

      “Don’t make me get my knife out, asshole.”

      He squeaked and then cleared his throat. “Nobody.”

      She backed him up two inches until their eyes straightened. Her eyes never twitched.

      “Nobody. I swear, Rocket. You and she are the only ones… ever.”

      Jolie pulled him back in an inch. Her growl was hot on his open mouth. “When do you want me to tell her about us?”

      He swallowed hard. “Why…why would you do that?”

      “When are you planning to cross me?”

      “Never. Never, Rocket… I would rather cut my own balls off before I’d—”

      “Save it, Randy. You already did. You married Celeste. She was taking balls off the professional bull riders before you ever shook your willie at her.” She gently pushed him back. “Now get my bottle down.”

      He glanced up at the back bar. “Rocket… You know how you get when you—”

      “Get. It.”

      His eyes rolled as he turned. The rodeo had never broken the ranch body. If anything, it had layered on more solid muscle. Jolie assessed the middle. There might have been only an added layer of ten married pounds. He pulled out the step stool to get the bottle from the top shelf. Everyone knew the handblown bottle. The dark red glass made flames reaching up into the orange and yellow. The bone-white skull and crossed bones covered most of one side. A 1950s cartoonish rocket ship took off on the other side. Nobody opened or drank from Rocket’s private stock—but a few could testify to the 160-proof mix of whiskey, rum, and moonshine. A couple could even certify to how fast it could strip the paint off the hood of a truck. The flames were only for show.

      He reached for a bucket of small rocks glasses. She shook her head. “Pour it out.”

      He hesitated.

      “Randy… I said, pour it out.”

      He turned to the sink and pulled the glass stopper. The familiar smell hit her like a remembered punch. She had forgotten how much she liked the blend. But the blend had also gotten her in trouble.

      He turned as he slowly inserted the stopper. He placed it on the bar in front of her. She reached her hand out, stopped, and then touched it. The cool glass… She didn’t have to look… Her fingers knew the way, every bump or fold or dip. It had been her birthday present when she turned twenty-one. Randy’s father was behind the bar back then. It had started innocent enough. He had filled it with Jack. Then came the rum, and a few years later, the raw moonshine. She had told herself it was either drink or become addicted to hardcore pain pills from too many falls, too many bad horses, or too many of the wrong things. She told herself she could quit any time, and in prison, she figured out she could have… but she had no place else to go in those days. She worked hard, she rode hard, she drank hard. Everyone in the valley knew she was just drunk-working until it was bar time.

      She sighed and looked up at one of her oldest friends.

      He shrugged. “What happens now?”

      Her large toothy smile pulled back tight as a jerk-line on her right side. Her large teeth could look friendly or downright scary. Randy weighed in on the latter instead of the former.

      She leaned her head as she slid her hat off and gently rested it on the seat next to her. “I go back to being the town drunk… and maybe the town slut as well.” She pushed at the underside of her breasts. “I still got great tits…”

      Randy nodded toward the bottle. He had experienced this treacherous side of the Rocket before. He picked up the bottle and hefted it to show it was empty. His face was a hardhanded question.

      “Got any tea?”

      He nodded.

      “Now here is the real question. What booze gives a person the worst bar breath? And how little can I get away with and still smell drunk?”

      He thought a moment. Reaching out, he grabbed a shot glass. Three splashes later he placed half an ounce in front of her. “Mix a half cup of this in the bottle full of tea, and nobody will want to kiss you until they are horny enough to fuck the Sheriff’s drug dog.”

      She took a sip and screwed up her face. Her body shook, and her head cocked to the side as she adjusted her face. Three more shudders and she drew a deep breath through her nose. “Perfect.” Her vocal cords were rusted and frozen. They both laughed.

      Half an hour later, Randy poured her a drink over ice in a large rocks glass. The kind of glass the hard-drinking town drunk had used before. She held the glass up to the light and then sipped.

      Putting it down, she shuddered. “Good god, that shit is nasty.”

      He chuckled. “But it looks right. Take a big swig and swish it around in your mouth so I can smell your breath.”

      He leaned forward as she swallowed. She smiled and gave him a breathy line. “Kiss me, sailor.”

      His face folded in on itself as he backed up. “Oh, fuck no. Jeez… You’re never getting laid again.”

      She held up and turned the glass as she contemplated the ichor. “It actually tastes worse.”

      “And you think the killer is someone you know, and they come in here?”

      She jerked a twisted head. “It’s all I’ve been trying to figure out for seven years. Someone set me up. They knew me well enough to know when I was here or on the road or off hunting. Any time I spent on the road with rodeos, I was around people all the time. Most of the time, I bunked with others. So I would always have had an alibi. If I was just pig hunting, the most I was gone was a day. Most of the time, I was home by late night. Only a big pig I had to pack out with the burro would take me longer.”

      “What about the dogs? I mean, fuck. I wouldn’t have gone up to your place with all those killer dogs hanging out. I mean, what did they do for food?”

      “If they weren’t with me, they ate from the auto feeder. The water also refilled automatically. They had a month’s worth of food between the three feeders, and the water was never off. Anybody up there snooping around who shouldn’t be—they were just extra protein.”

      He leaned against the back bar and crossed his long legs at the boots. He stared at the duckboards as he slowly drew the bar towel through his left hand. “So why did you threaten to tell Celeste about us?”

      “I didn’t… I only asked. I wanted to know if I could still trust you with all my secrets and my life. You’re the only person I have left. I went to prison for someone else’s lie. I got in fights, but I never killed anyone—not even in self-defense. I’ve lived longer than maybe I should have, but I tried to do the right thing when I could. Down deep, I think I’m a good person, but society now looks at me the way you did when I sat down. Killer first. Trail beaten stock hand second. Or maybe ex-convict second then cowpuncher. But honest woman isn’t even on the list. Those glory days where people chanted my name when I was roping”—she fluttered her fingers through the air—“gone.”

      She looked up. Her eyes had no tears, simply hard, stone-cold piercing blue. “I need to get my house in order. If you’re junk, you will go in the heap. I’m packing light for the long ride.”

      “What about Celeste?”

      “What about her?”

      “She was your best friend.”

      “I fucked you on the eve of your wedding. I would have fucked you at the reception, but there was nowhere to get private enough.”

      “But you still let me marry her. Or her me.”

      She shot him with her left finger and thumb as she sipped more of the drink. Her face wadded up and turned dark. Her tongue oozed out of her tortured lips. “Shit. Pure shit. This is going to take some time to get used to.”

      Randy cocked his jaw toward his right shoulder. “It’s why I’m here at ten in the morning… just in case a town drunk stumbles in. Don’t forget to leave a good tip.”

      “Can I just fuck you instead?”

      He gave her a hard stare of silence. Their eyes never twitched.

      His voice sounded like a breeze coming down a long dry canyon. “Do you think it was easy for us these last seven years?”

      She snorted dryly. “Who was the one locked up?”

      An angry growl edged his voice. “All three of us.”
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        There is no soft, cushy grass in a rodeo arena. If you wanted to work where it’s clean, you would have stayed at the Boot Barn riding the shoe-dog’s pony, helping city folk try on gaudy boots that almost look like real shit-kickers.

      

      

      

      “Give me a break, Norm. I was the best horse breaker in California before, and I’m the same person now. For seven years, I ate, slept, dreamed, and thought about nothing but horses. I can tell you the quirk of every horse I saddle broke for you or anyone else.”

      The man gripped the top of his ballcap and wiped it from the top of his bald head. The wispy cloud of gray stubble stood out on his walnut-colored head. “Rocket, you know I want to help, but I’ve got a stable to run, and there are folks who come here now…” He looked up for her blessing to not say what he meant.

      “What? Because they drive fancy cars and pay you fancy money to shack out their precious pony so miss Suzie Too Good can come act like she knows horses. Prancing around your lily-white painted riding arena and thinking they are riding? Norm, I thought I knew you. Your father busted his balls from Del Mar to Bay Meadows just to buy this land and put you through school. Those hard years broke him. In those days, as a black man, he knew he was never going to rise above a groom. But he worked hard at being the best groom on the west coast. He could have gone back to the Bluegrass, but his heart and you were here. He destroyed his health so one day you could be on top of the horse, not standing in the shit. And now… I see he and I were wrong. You’re not only standing in the shit, but you are standing with your hands cupped under the ass—ready to catch those rich folk’s shit and still ask for more.”

      He jammed the pitchfork into the pile of manure—burying it past the tines. He spun on her. His anger was a great thunderstorm on his face, and his eyes had gone from a shadow of brown to coal pits of hell.

      His nose stopped inches from her face. “You don’t know shit. The times have changed, and you weren’t here to know it.”

      Her hand reached out and rested on his chest as she eased him back upright. She stepped in and kept their closeness. Her voice was low and quiet but not soft. The hard steel edge was still there. “No, no, I didn’t. I have driven around. I’ve seen the change. The city came to the valley, and the stench is worse than an open sewer. But you’ve changed. You got a taste of the Cadillac life and then dove right in. You can dress it up any way you like, Norm. But the bottom line here is you sold out. I bet you don’t have a single green in that fancy barn. Hell, you probably don’t have any stock with a wild twitch left. You’re not rodeo anymore. You’re just a pussy ride in them fancy pants.”

      She leaned over and spit. “Hell, I was going to break your first two for free. But now… shit. I can see I came to the wrong farm.” She turned and headed for her truck. “Sorry I dirtied up your fetchin’ farm. Send me the cleaning bill.”

      The man stood and grabbed at the pitchfork. “Fuck. You lost your balls, Rocket. Your father must be rolling over in his grave right now.”

      She stopped mid-step and slowly turned around. Her face was in the deep shadow under the wide brim storm hat she had always favored.

      “The old Rocket I used to know would have already found out about the second farm out near the grape yards.”

      The large smile took time to stretch. It wasn’t much more than a slash mark across her face. “You have what looks like seven Montana or Wyoming mustangs. Down on the back pasture with the cattle. You have John’s old paint calming some new wild monkeys. They’re twitchy as hell, and you won’t have a rope on them before next fall. In the far field in among the oaks, you have old stock mixed with some chestnuts that look like they would make some good rodeo ponies, but there’s also a stallion. My guess is you’re holding out hope he’s going to be a good bareback or saddle bronc. Move the peach and the sand mustangs into the small pasture on the north side of the barn. Let them get used to the fence and ground. They’ll need hay. I’ll come see them in about a week.”

      He flipped his hat back on his head. “You still a drunk?”

      She walked back to within arm’s reach. “And a slut if anyone will touch a forty-six-year-old ex-con.” She pushed her hat back enough to lighten her face. “But I’ll make you a promise.”

      She waited for his nod. The facts and cards were on the manure pile.

      “Any day I come out to work on your stock, I’ll let you smell my breath.” She gently moved the brim lower. “I never did, nor will I ever, drink before the day’s work is done and done right.”
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        A longe line (pronounced lunge), is a thirty-foot rope used to exercise a horse in circles. The time is spent teaching the horse to respond to voice commands and get the horse used to its new reality.

      

      

      

      Jolie slit open another envelope and pulled out the bill. The charge was only a maintenance fee, but it was still there… just another bur under the saddle blanket. She set the envelope on the pile and slid the bill and return envelope into the spiral slinky-dog mail holder. This was the part of life she had never liked. She could always pay the bills; it was just the doing she hated.

      The holding company had taken over the day-to-day when she went away. But, with her back, they returned the pedestrian day-to-day of the cabin and homestead to her. The real holdings were beyond her reach, and they had other shareholders to answer to, as well.

      Her head rocked over as she looked out the dirty window. I need to clean.

      The window reminded her of the large window across the open atrium from her cell. In prison, the window was a torturous taunt—freedom, and everything good was on the other side of the dirty glass. The scary world was on the inside. Here, the rolls were mockingly reversed. It was the open freedom that was the scary unknown. Hiding in the cabin was where safety was—behind the door her grandfather had built.

      Buried somewhere in the thick wood of the door was a thumb-sized ball of lead. Her grandfather had fired it from a Sharp’s seventy caliber rifle. To make sure, the man had also shot two clips of fully jacketed rounds from his M-1 rifle. Nothing even dimpled the paper on the inside.

      What the man hadn’t known was his trusting young wife had sat feet from the door. She held the smaller iron skillet in front of her face and cradled the large cast-iron soup pot on her lap—protecting their soon-to-be son. Thankfully, the pot never had to protect her heart. Decades later, when she shared the story with a young Jolie, the girl had placed her hand between the pot and the pan. As her open palm came to rest over the woman’s heart, she asked, ‘What about protection for your heart?’ The woman nodded as she turned white from the realization. ‘Honey, I suppose that was in the hands of your granddaddy and the good man upstairs.’”

      The noise of boiling water drew Jolie’s attention. She swept her legs and boots off the time-scarred table. She stepped to the stove and turned off the flame on the only working fire ring. Wrapping the towel around the handle of the pot, she carried it out the back door.

      What the child Jolie had called the submarine, stood about thirty feet from the house. The patches of yellow paint and outlines of the windows and door were only a shadow of the submarine she had tried to match as a freshman in high school. Most of the propane tank remained the age-dulled snow-white.

      She threw the scalding water on the upper side of the tank. It ran down the side, but just below the halfway mark, the water turned funky and tried to freeze—showing the level propane left in the tank. She grumbled. “A couple of months or more.” She also remembered the propane was cheaper when all it was used for was cooking or heating water. In the fall, the price would go up. Her lips tightened as she gently patted the heel of her hand on the tank—her mind picturing another envelope in the slinky-dog.

      The pan hung from her hand as she turned. Another errand to run when in town. The movement caught her eye. She could count on her one hand the number of cars she had ever seen make the drive up her half a mile of bad road. In truth, it was only the first hundred yards they didn’t maintain. Her father used to say it was to keep the city folk from looking for a picnic area.

      The blue jeep slowed around the large tree. The sign her father had placed on the tree was still there. Few took the warning to heart. Most laughed at the ‘You are now in rifle range’ sign. Her father had only shot out the windshield of one vehicle—his own brother’s. Years later, as his brother lay dying in the hospital from cancer, he had scooted him over and climbed in the bed. The two brothers laughed and told stories about growing up on the homestead until morning. By late in the evening, there was only one brother left.

      The jeep rolled to a stop. The woman took off her dark glasses and folded them on the narrow metal dashboard. She sat eyeing Jolie and the large pan. “If I get out… are you going to brain me with the stupid pan?”

      Jolie took a deep breath. Even as best of friends, some of their meetings were contentious or at least got off on the wrong foot.

      She turned and headed back into the cabin. “If you had any balls, you’d come in and find out, ya chicken shit. The beer is warm, but it’s only seven years old.” She stepped over the threshold but left the door open. The low groaning of the jeep’s door was shortly followed by the soft sound of tennis shoes on the porch boards.

      As the brunette stepped into the dim interior, a dusty throw pillow hit her face. The giggles started a half-second later.

      “You’re an asshole. You’ve been in town for four weeks and haven’t come over. You fucking stopped to see Randy, but your best friend—the one who taught you how to masturbate, the one who taught you how to give a great blowjob, and the one who
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