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For as many times as Wyatt Roundtree wished for his old man to pass on to end the suffering, he now felt an overwhelming sense of sorrow as he watched his father’s breathing grow slower and shallower by the minute.  Howard Roundtree had been coughing up blood for a year and given no hope for a recovery by the doctor.  His once strapping body had withered away to skin and bones, and his skin looked jaundiced.  In addition to all the offensive odors a human body was capable of producing, the room reeked of the smell of death.

The father and son weren’t particularly close, but twenty-one-year-old Wyatt had no other immediate family.  Wyatt’s late momma, Sandra, had often made a point of telling her son how different a man his pa had been before being conscripted to fight in the War of the Rebellion just before Wyatt’s birth.  Sometimes she sounded as if she were trying to convince herself that her memory wasn’t faulty.  She swore he had been kind, fun, and loving, but however he’d once been, Howard returned from that war a different man than the one that departed their home.  He walked with a pronounced limp from a shrapnel wound to a leg that ached constantly and caused him to drown out the pain with whiskey.  A sudden movement or an unexpected noise would cause him to take cover and reach for his revolver.  On two occasions, he’d shot out windows in their home.  His personality was as damaged as his leg – distant and without humor, at least around his family.  Wyatt sometimes thought his momma had died just to escape her miserable existence.  As Wyatt watched his pa dying, a panic came over the young man that tightened his chest to the point that it made it hard to breathe.  He’d long ago realized that his troublesome relationship with his father had left him sorely lacking in confidence and a belief in his own abilities.  Now doubts crept into his mind as to whether he was even capable of surviving on his own.  The notion came over him that he was as good as gone as his pa.

Howard made a loud snort as he gulped in his final breath of air.  His heart continued slowly beating for another couple of minutes before stopping like a rundown pocket watch.  As Wyatt watched his father’s chest grow still, he clutched his fists so tightly shut that his knuckles turned white and his fingernails dug into his palms.  When he worked up the nerve, he slowly reached over, and with a trembling hand, checked for a pulse.  He found none and bolted out of the house, running until he reached the orchard.  The sight of the still forming little green apples juxtaposed with the death he’d just witnessed.  In his entire life, he’d never felt so all alone in the world.  Wyatt dropped down onto his butt to stare at the grass and inhale the aroma of the ground.  His lanky body allowed him to pull his long legs up toward his chest until he could wrap his arms around them and rest his chin on his knees.  A mockingbird singing as it perched in the top of a cherry tree caught his attention.  The melody sounded as lonely as Wyatt felt.  He took in a big breath and closed his eyes to focus on only the things he could hear, smell, and touch.

Once some time had passed and Wyatt’s breathing had returned to normal, he marched to the barn and saddled his horse, Pegasus.  The flaxen chestnut was about the only thing for which Wyatt felt true affection.  The gelding was gentle, sure-footed, and fast.  Wyatt had named the horse Pegasus after watching him as a foal race around the pasture, deciding that the colt could fly.  With a final glance at the house where his pa now lay dead, Wyatt climbed onto the saddle to head for Gunnison, Colorado.

Gunnison had begun as a mining town after the discovery of gold in the area.  In the early days, mining proved a hazardous endeavor with the land still occupied with the Ute tribe.  Howard came to Gunnison in 1859 to make his fortune.  Having grown up on a ranch in Texas, he quickly decided that selling beef to the miners would be an easier and more profitable way to prosper.  He sent for his bride and started a small ranch that managed to survive by bribing the Ute with a few head of cattle every year.  As more white settlers came, the Utes were finally forced from their land, and with the threat from the Indians gone, the Denver & Rio Grande Western Railroad came in 1880.  Large ranches soon began forming that could ship the cattle out by railcar.  Due to Howard’s constant drinking and lack of imagination, he never managed to expand the ranch as other larger operations surrounded his prime property.  His failures were a constant source of agitation for him and led to even more drunken nights where Wyatt bore the brunt of his wrath after the death of Sandra.

As Wyatt rode toward town, he gazed at the mountain ranges around him.  He’d always taken comfort in the magnificent formations.  Even with seeing the peaks every day of his life, he still found them breathtaking in their grandeur.  During slow times around the ranch, he would often take his Winchester ‘73 and go camping for a couple of days to escape his home life.  Most times, he would kill a deer for food and to pack back home, but the real joy in the adventure for him was just being out in nature with its solitude and his own thoughts where he dreamed of a better life.  He wished he were up in the mountains now.

Looking in the direction of Gunnison, Wyatt’s mind jumped to a day back when he was six years old.  The annual fall festival had been taking place, and he and his parents had made the trip into town.  For once, his pa hadn’t touched the bottle that day and was in a jovial mood.  Howard fancied himself a pretty fair dart player and took the challenge to play a game at one of the booths.  Wyatt could still recall his pa’s booming laugh that day as he defeated his opponent.  Howard won a five-dollar gold piece that he gave to Wyatt.  To this day, the coin resided in Wyatt’s dresser drawer.  Despite his pa’s bad leg, he had hoisted his son on his shoulders and strutted away in victory through the midway.  The memory seemed as fresh to Wyatt as the day that it had transpired and caused him to wonder why he remembered the events from so long ago so vividly.

Wyatt arrived in town and rode up to the funeral parlor.  The cool early May day gave him a sudden chill and he pulled his jacket shut.  He sat on Pegasus for a good minute as he worked up the nerve to go inside the building.  His pa had told him on at least a dozen occasions that he’d made all the arrangements and that all Wyatt needed to do was let Mr. Price know that he’d passed.  With each retelling, Wyatt had become more convinced that his pa thought him a simpleton that could barely function on his own.  He climbed down from the horse and tied his mount to the hitching rail before walking into the parlor.  Mr. Price had an office off to the side of the foyer, and Wyatt could see the undertaker sitting at his desk.

“May I help you?” Mr. Price called out as he rose from his chair.

“Pa passed on this morning,” Wyatt quietly replied.

Mr. Price walked out of his office and vigorously shook hands with Wyatt.  “Young man, you have my sincere condolences.  Your pa was a fine man that did his best to make a good life for you and your mother despite having a leg injury that would have felled lesser men.  He certainly was a hero in my book for his sacrifices to save our beloved Union.”

Wyatt clenched his teeth and stared at the undertaker that continued to pump his hand.  He couldn’t recall ever seeing Mr. Price even smile, but now the mortician stood before him with a profound look of loss and tears welling in his eyes.  The sight caused a slow rage to begin to take hold in Wyatt and brought to the surface old grievances.  Back when Wyatt was ten years old, he’d had a revelation one day while he and his pa visited another rancher.  Howard Roundtree had the ability to make everybody admire him and think of him as a successful person.  The only two people that knew otherwise were the ones that actually lived with him.  And while everyone was well aware of his pa’s fondness for whiskey, Howard did a masterful job of hiding the extent of his consumption of the alcohol by evenly distributing his purchases of bottles of Old Forrester amongst the various saloons in Gunnison.

“What happens next?” Wyatt asked as he pulled his hand free from the undertaker’s grasp.

“My assistant and I will take the hearse out to your place to get your pa’s body.  There’s still time to get the obituary in tomorrow’s newspaper so we can have the funeral the following day.  You don’t have to worry about a thing.  Howard took care of everything so you wouldn’t be bothered.”

“So I’ve been told.  I think I’ll stay here in town until you return.”

“Yes, Wyatt, you do that.  I can see why a sensitive young man like yourself wouldn’t want to see your pa again in his current state.  I’ll do right by you.”

Mr. Price grabbed his derby from the hat rack and scurried away through a door leading to the back of the parlor.  As the undertaker disappeared from sight, Wyatt stood there a little shocked by the hasty departure.  A sense of being all alone came over him for the second time that day.  He could feel the grief from the loss of his father boiling up from his chest and the first tears spilled from his eyes.  The thought of going home caused him to shudder.  He had no one there or anywhere else for that matter.
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The funeral was a blur to Wyatt.  He returned home from his pa’s burial with barely a memory of what had transpired.  The only thing he felt sure of was that it seemed as if everybody in the county had been there, shaken his hand, and told him what a wonderful man his father had been.  Wyatt had no recollections of what the preacher had said or how long he’d talked.  He did recall a couple of ranchers mentioning to him as they pumped his hand what a fine eulogy Reverend Wolters had delivered.

Now that he was home and by himself, Wyatt stared at the dinner table covered in dishes that neighbors and others had brought to the house for him.  There would be no way he’d be able to eat even half of the food before it spoiled.  The sight of all of it overwhelmed his senses and made him acutely aware of how all alone he now was in the world.  He grabbed a fork and plopped down in his chair.  A peach pie caught his eye and he grabbed it.  With no one to share the dessert, he started eating from the center of the pan until he’d consumed the whole middle of the pie.  He hadn’t even been hungry, but found that cramming the treat into his mouth felt deeply satisfying as if he were nourishing some part of himself that starved for what he didn’t know.  By the time he stopped eating, he’d stuffed himself to the point he felt as if peach filling was backed up clear to his throat.

Wyatt got up from his chair and stepped outdoors.  The fresh air made him feel a little better and he walked to the barn to do the evening chores.  After feeding the horses and chickens, he let out a couple of thunderous belches while walking toward the house.  His stomach seemed a little more settled.  He went back in the home and spotted his pa’s last opened bottle of Old Forrester sitting near the cook stove.  Wyatt wasn’t much for whiskey, but decided to have a drink in honor of his father.  He poured about two shots’ worth into a glass and held it up to the light streaming in through the window.  The amber colored liquor looked harmless enough in the sunlight of late afternoon.

“Old man, we never had much in common, and I don’t think you ever liked me for some reason, but I loved you anyway.  I hope you’ve finally found some peace now,” Wyatt toasted.

He downed the whiskey in two gulps.  The alcohol hit the peach pie in his belly like a volcanic explosion.  He ran out of the house to the end of the porch to send projectile puke shooting through the air.  The retching finally stopped at about the time Wyatt felt sure his innards were going to fly out into the yard and allow him mercifully to die on the spot.  He collapsed into a ball on the roughhewn boards of the porch floor.  The notion came to him that he might die and nobody would find him for days.  Even in his current condition, he smiled at the irony of dying so soon after his pa’s passing, wondering if anyone would come to his funeral.  After lying on the floor a couple of hours waiting for what he thought must be certain death, he dropped to sleep.

Just before dawn, Wyatt awakened.  His body was so dehydrated that his arms wouldn’t function properly and his neck had a kink in it from sleeping on the hard boards.  He struggled to get to his feet before plodding through the dark into the house.  Attempts to strike matches proved useless when he couldn’t grip the sticks between his fingers and thumb.  After giving up in frustration at his attempts to light a lamp, he managed to pour himself a glass of water and drink all of it.  He poured a second glass and used both hands to carry it into the parlor where he took a seat to await the dawn.  As the first gray light entered through the window and made objects identifiable in the room, Wyatt downed the last of his glass of water.  His arms and hands began to work properly though he still felt like warmed over death.  The memory of his attempt to eat pie and drink whiskey together caused him to gag and almost get sick a second time.  He went into the kitchen and lit some kindling in the stove to warm water for a bath to wash away the smell of vomit that clung to him like stink on a cow paddy.  While he waited to bathe, Wyatt delicately consumed two slices of bread from a loaf that someone had brought him.  The food did wonders to settle his stomach.

After Wyatt had the bath ready, he climbed into the tub and wasted no time in scrubbing himself from head to toe.  He figured on having a busy day.  The herd needed to be checked on and he had an appointment with his pa’s lawyer, Mr. Ingram, to take care of any paperwork that needed signing.  Once he’d dried off, he put on clean clothes before walking outside to do chores.  He still felt puny, but better than he figured he had a right to expect.

The sight of a buggy coming up the road gave Wyatt pause.  He stood on the porch and awaited its arrival.  When he recognized the jowly cheeks and walrus mustache of the banker, Charles Reed, driving the carriage, Wyatt straightened his posture and sucked in air through his teeth.  Knowing that his pa had a loan at the bank, he couldn’t imagine anything good coming from the visit.

“Hello there, Wyatt,” Charles called out as he pulled the buggy to a stop.

“Hello, Mr. Reed.  What brings you out here?”

The banker climbed out of the carriage using his arms to lift his portly frame off the seat.  He labored up the steps leading to the porch and made a point to shake Wyatt’s hand before speaking.  “I know I told you at the funeral, but I wanted to let you know again how sorry I am about your pa’s passing.  He was a fine man.”

Mr. Reed’s avoidance of answering the question had Wyatt sure that the banker had bad news to deliver and was just working up his nerve before delivering it.  “Thank you for your kind words, but you didn’t come out here for that.”

Charles glanced down at his shoes before looking Wyatt in the eye.  “No, no I didn’t.  I’m sure you’re aware that your pa had a loan with us.  I wanted to give you plenty of time to find other financing since the bank will be calling in the loan and they won’t extend credit to you.”

Wyatt winced as if he’d been slapped in the face.  “What do you mean ‘they’?  You’re the president of the bank.  You could transfer the loan to me and you know it.  I’m a lot less risk than Pa was.  I’m young and healthy, and I certainly know how to run this ranch.  There is no other bank or anybody else to give me a loan and you know that, too.”

“Running a bank is all about risk assessment, and to be frank, I just don’t think you have what it takes to run this ranch.  You’re of a weak generation.  We coddled you all too much.”

Wyatt squared his shoulders and glared at the banker.  “I’d like to know the time that Howard Roundtree ever coddled me.  Was it Douglas Kemp or Freddy Chesterfield that paid you off to call in the loan?”

The banker’s face colored and he puffed up as if he might explode.  “I will not stand for an assassination of my good character.  I came out here as a friend of your father’s to give you fair warning of what would be happening.”

“You didn’t answer the question.  I guess I’ll know in short order anyway, but I’m betting on Freddy.  It seems more his style.  I really don’t know how you can live with yourself.  Pa would have killed you, and I should, too.”

“Well, the one thing we know for sure is that you sure in hell aren’t your pa.”

“Get off my property before I do shoot you.”

Charles spun on his heels and bolted for the buggy the best he could considering his girth.  Despite his size, he all but jumped onto the wagon seat, and with a crack of the whip, the carriage made a U-turn in the yard and headed down the drive at a brisk pace.
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Wyatt walked out of the lawyer’s office with his shoulders slumped and feeling as if the weight of the world made them so.  Mr. Ingram offered up no remedies to the bank’s calling in the loan.  His only suggestion had been to hold an auction before the bank foreclosed on the property.

As Wyatt rode back toward the ranch, the truth hit him that he would soon be losing the only place he’d ever lived in his entire life.  In his mind, the ranch represented as much or more pain and disappointment as it did happy times, but at the end of the day, it remained his home.  It seemed obvious that his pa had badly miscalculated the loyalty of his friends once he’d passed on from this world.  Howard Roundtree might not have been much of a father, but he’d be rolling over in his grave if he knew that the ranch would be stolen out from under his son.  Wyatt looked out at the mountains, but didn’t find the solace he usually felt when viewing them.  The peaks were as distant as his loneliness was near at hand.

When Wyatt rounded a bend so that the Roundtree house came into view, he was surprised to see three horses grazing in the yard.  He hadn’t expected the culprit behind his bank troubles to show his face just yet.  As he neared his home, he recognized Freddy Chesterfield and two of his ranch hands sitting on his porch as if they owned the place.  In spite of his troubles, Wyatt smiled at having correctly guessed the source of his problems.

“Glad to see you made yourself at home,” Wyatt called out as he climbed down from Pegasus.

Everything about Freddy Chesterfield’s appearance could be described as ordinary.  From his height to the shape of his nose, all of his features gave the impression that God had selected each trait halfway between exceptional and homely.  Even his age resided somewhere between young and old.  His dogged determination to own the largest ranch around Gunnison proved to be his only extraordinary characteristic.  Freddy smiled at Wyatt while the two ranch hands looked on with dour expressions.

“I knew you wouldn’t mind,” Freddy replied.

Wyatt climbed the steps to the porch, and when Freddy stood and offered his hand, the young man ignored the rancher’s gesture.

“We both know why you’re here.  Let’s just dispense with the niceties and tell me what you want.”

“Very well.  That suits me just fine.  I’ve never been one to beat around the bush anyway.”  Freddy slid his hand under his coat and retrieved some papers.  “I’ve had the contract drawn up to buy your place and your herd.  Being the generous sort that I am, I’m giving you two hundred dollars over what you owe the bank.”

Wyatt narrowed his eyes and squeezed his lips tightly shut as if in pain from stubbing a toe.  He hadn’t had any idea what to expect, but the proposition seemed worse than whatever he could have ever imagined it to be.  “How much did you have to pay Reed to call in the note?” he asked.

Freddy grinned and raked the papers across his chin.  “That cost me another five hundred.”

“That’s precious that you paid the banker more than you’re willing to pay me and I own the place.”

With a laugh that sounded as if it escaped the devil’s mouth, Freddy said, “I had to pay him enough so that he forgot his conscience.  You know how greedy those bank bastards are.”

“Seems to me you’re the greedy one and want a bargain.  This place with the herd is worth at least twice what Pa owed the bank.”

“I always say it’s better to buy at a discount than pay full price.”

“I’m going to have an auction.  If you want this place that much, you’ll have to take your chances then.  I doubt Douglas Kemp or a couple of the other ranchers will let you have it that cheaply.”

Freddy relaxed his shoulders and nodded his head as if contemplating the situation before speaking.  “Wyatt, if I have to buy this place on auction, it’s going to be to settle your estate.  Sign the papers or you’re a dead man that will never be seen from again.  How much do you value living?”

Wyatt had known Freddy all his life and was well aware how ruthless the rancher could be, but the threat of death surprised him and sent his heart racing.  “You and Pa were friends.  Are you really going to steal his land from me?”

“That’s right, I was friends with Howard, but not you.  I never have liked you from the first time Howard started bringing your snotty little nose around me.  Hell, Howard didn’t even like you and you were his son.  You’re weak and without purpose.  Sometimes I have a hard time believing you sprouted from his loins.  I think being raised by a woman that first year while your pa fought in a war must have ruined you.”

The words managed to crush and enflame Wyatt all at the same time.  Freddy’s opinions only served to reinforce what Wyatt already believed about himself.  The thought crossed his mind that in his entire life he’d never tried to do anyone harm or any other vile thing, but he’d still managed to make people hate him nonetheless.  “You can go straight to Hell,” he shouted.

Freddy smiled and nodded his head as if he were agreeing with Wyatt.  “Did you know that in Old English the name Wyatt means brave in war?  I’ve always had an appreciation for irony.  Your name is about as ironic as it gets.  Just to show you I’m a reasonable man, I’m going to let you come work for me and continue to live here as long as you keep the place repaired.  Who knows, you might amount to something yet.”

“This is still my place.  Now get out of here.”

The swiftness with which Freddy delivered a right hook took Wyatt totally by surprise.  The blow caught him on the jaw and knocked him back a step.  Before he could recover, the ranch hands sprang off their seats and latched on to each of his arms.  He watched Freddy draw his arm back low but managed to tighten his muscles before the fist landed a blow to his stomach.  The violence of the punch still managed to knock the air out of him.  His knees buckled and he flopped forward in an attempt to double over, but the men’s vice-like grips prevented his toppling.  A left hook landed on the other side of his jaw.  As his vision went dark around the edges, he vainly tried to breathe.

“Let him go,” Freddy ordered.

The ranch hands released their hold on Wyatt.  He dropped to the porch as if lifeless, landing on his knees with his ass up in the air and his face against the wood boards of the porch floor.  A kick to the ribs sent him sprawling over where he curled up in the fetal position, thinking he must be about to die from the lack of air in his burning lungs.

“Wyatt, you’re no good to me dead.  Killing you is the last thing I want to do.  Just sign the damn papers.  I’m going to beat you until you sign them or until I give up and kill you.  Save yourself the torture,” Freddy warned before delivering another kick to the abdomen.

What little air Wyatt had managed to get into his lungs was quickly knocked back out.  The darkness that had been in the periphery of his vision began closing in until everything went dark and he lost consciousness.  A bucket of cold water delivered to the face had him jumping up and trying to get his wits about him.  The sight of Freddy standing there with the bucket in hand brought him to his senses.  At that moment, he realized that he had a choice to make – either die a torturous death or sign away the ranch.  He decided to sign the papers – not because he had any great desire to live to fight another day, but because he was too scared to die.

“I’ll sign,” Wyatt mumbled.

Freddy smiled and set down the bucket.  “You made a wise choice.  This way you won’t lose the place down the road anyway.”

One of the ranch hands scurried into the house before returning with a pen and the family Bible to use as a pad to sign the papers.  Wyatt strained to scoot to a sitting position with his back to the wall.  His jaw ached every time he moved his mouth and his stomach muscles were sore as if he’d been coughing continuously.  He figured using the Bible to sign away the ranch must have been some symbolic act perpetrated upon him by the world for a little extra humiliation.  With a shaky hand, he signed the two copies of the contract.

“You won,” Wyatt said as handed the papers to Freddy.

“Yes, I did, but you made a wise choice.  You’re young and have a lot of living left to do.  There was no call to die today.”  Freddy checked the signatures before returning one copy of the papers to his pocket.  He procured a check and handed it along with the other contract to Wyatt.  “Don’t spend it all in one place.  Come on over to my ranch when you’re ready to start working.  Take your time.  There’s no hurry.”

Freddy and the ranch hands sauntered off the porch as if they were leaving after a friendly social visit.

As Wyatt watched the men ride away, he sucked in a deep breath and winced from the pain it brought.  The chill from his wet clothes caused him to shudder.  In his life, he’d known a lot of bad days, but except for the day his momma died, this one had to be the worst.  He wished he’d had the courage to die.  Death seemed to be the only honorable exit from the shambles of the life he lived.

After a few minutes of feeling sorry for himself, Wyatt got to his feet and stepped off the porch.  As he walked to retrieve Pegasus, he felt better physically than he expected he would.  His jaw pained him, but seemed to be working just fine and the knots in his stomach muscles were beginning to relax.  He led his horse to the barn and unsaddled him.  After brushing the gelding, he gave him an extra scoop of oats, figuring that at least his horse could have a good day.

“Pegasus, let’s hope tomorrow is a better than this one,” Wyatt said as he rubbed the horse’s nose.  “I don’t know what we’re going to do, but Hell will freeze over before I go to work for Freddy Chesterfield.”
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The night seemed to last forever.  Wyatt slept fitfully.  In desperation, he got up in the middle of the night and took a couple of swigs from the whiskey bottle despite having sworn off ever touching the alcohol or peach pie again.  The whiskey managed to relax him a little.  He finally fell into a sound sleep only to dream for what felt like hours of his momma and he taking a walk and getting lost in a haunted forest.  At the first sign of dawn, he got up and fixed a breakfast of eggs and salted pork.  His jaw felt swollen to the touch and it hurt to chew, but he managed to eat the food that he washed down with a pot of coffee in hopes of getting himself to feeling alert.

By the time Wyatt set his dirty dish and coffee cup in the sink, he knew what he must do even though he really hadn’t thought about his future much that morning.  What he needed was a fresh start in life and it would never happen in Gunnison where he’d always be viewed as Howard Roundtree’s weak son.  Trouble was, he’d never been anywhere in his life and had no idea where he’d go.  He figured his only choice was to travel until he found a place that felt right to make a new life.

Wyatt packed two changes of clothes, some food, the family Bible, the five-dollar gold piece his pa had won him, and as many other things as his saddlebags would hold.  He didn’t own a revolver and contemplated taking his pa’s old Colt Navy, but decided against bringing the antiquated gun with its paper cartridges.  Truth be told, he wasn’t much of a shot with a handgun anyway.  He figured if the need arose, he’d get a Colt revolver that used the same cartridges as his prized Winchester ‘73.  One of his fondest memories of his pa happened when his father patiently taught him how to shoot the rifle until he became a good shot.  The lessons had been one of the few times that Wyatt could recall his pa actually seeming to enjoy spending time with him.

Once Wyatt had his belongings packed, he went to the barn to turn his pa’s horse and the wagon team out to pasture before saddling Pegasus.  He walked the gelding outside and stopped to study the house.  The notion came to him to burn everything down to avenge Freddy’s forcing him to sell the place.  He couldn’t bring himself to do it though.  A lifetime of memories, both good and bad, prevented him from torching his home.  Before mounting up and heading to town, he took a final look around, figuring he’d never again see the place.

The ride to Gunnison gave Wyatt time to look longingly at the mountains.  He would be seeing plenty of new mountain ranges in the coming days, but these here felt like his very own.  He had the rock formations memorized and had named many of them.  Over there was Buffalo Head, with its twisted skull and flaring nostrils ready to hook its enemy with deadly horns.  Beside it sat the Old Woman.  She looked to be perpetually laughing at the absurdity of the world.  And to the east was Wild Stallion, running free and unencumbered by bank loans and greedy ranchers.  He had named most of the peaks as a child when they had stirred his imagination.  The idea crossed his mind that he was abandoning his friends.  He looked away and tried to concentrate on the job at hand.

Wyatt arrived in Gunnison and found the town looking nearly deserted.  The boardwalks were void of people and just a couple of horses were tied at the hitching rails.  A couple of men throwing feed sacks into a buckboard wagon were the only signs of life in the town.  Wyatt tied his horse in front of the bank and marched inside the building.  Charles Reed sat in his office hunched over his desk as he added up columns in a ledger.  Wyatt didn’t bother to ask a clerk to see the bank president, but instead stormed into the office and slammed the sale papers and the check down on the desk.

“Freddy beat me up and was going to kill me if I didn’t sell him the ranch.  I hope the five hundred dollars he bribed you with was worth it.  Give me the two hundred dollars I have coming so I never have to see your face again as long as I live,” Wyatt shouted.

“Lower your voice.  Somebody might hear you.  Freddy always did have a big mouth.  You might not care, but I had no idea that he would threaten your life or be so cheap.  Sit right here and I’ll go get the money,” Charles grumbled.  He used the arms of the chair to lift his huge body out of the seat and waddled out of the room.

“Yeah, you do that,” Wyatt hollered out the door just to feel as if he still had some control over his life.

After a few minutes, Charles returned carrying a piece of paper and ten double eagle gold coins that he gently set down on the desk.  “Sign the deed to the ranch right there,” he said and pointed.

Wyatt grabbed a pen from the holder on the desk and dunked it into the inkwell.  He didn’t bother to tap off the excess ink, but instead scrawled his name onto the document.  The ink ran and made his name barely legible.  “It’s all Freddy’s place now.”

“You can’t even sign your name properly.  Look at the mess you made.  I don’t know how Howard produced a son like you.”

The chastisement caused Wyatt to straighten his posture and look Charles over as if he just saw the banker for the first time.  It felt to him as if somebody had been belittling him his whole life.  Charles Reed just happened to be the final straw.  Wyatt reared his arm way back before driving his fist with all his might into Charles’s nose.  The blow staggered the banker and he took a step backward to regain his balance.  Blood began to gush from his nose, causing Charles to try to stymie the flow with a handkerchief he hastily pulled from his jacket.

“You hit me,” Charles cried out, his voice sounding as if he were more astonished than angry.

“And if you ever talk down to me again, you’ll get more of the same,” Wyatt warned.

The look of shock and fear on Charles’s face gave Wyatt a moment of satisfaction.  For once, somebody at least feared him.  He’d never punched anyone before now in his entire life.  It felt good to finally stand up for himself.  He picked up the gold coins and shook them in both hands, taking pleasure in the sound of the money clanking together.

“I should summon the marshal,” Charles threatened.

“We both know you’re not going to do that on the off chance that the marshal might actually believe the story I’d have to tell him.  A busted nose is a small price to pay for five hundred dollars.”

Wyatt slid the coins into his pocket and walked out of the bank.  Just as he had done at his home, he gave Gunnison a good look over.  The town didn’t cause a wave of emotions as the ranch had done.  He didn’t belong here any longer.  After climbing onto his horse, he started slowly riding down the street.  “Pegasus, let’s go find out where we belong in this world,” he mused.
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Chapter 5
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Two days of travel had put Wyatt in the Monarch Mountain area.  From Gunnison, he’d followed Tomichi Creek to the southeast until the main trail veered to the northeast to eventually run along Agate Creek before the stream veered away from the trail.  The first day of the trip had been through bleak scrubland with little vegetation.  Even the mountains in the distance thrust out of the land as naked rock looking as lonely as Wyatt felt.  By the time the trail changed directions, the landscape began to change too.  The mountains were blanketed in pine that gave the vistas a friendlier appearance.  Wyatt’s spirit improved the farther he got away from his home.  He didn’t have a friend in the world, but at least he wasn’t living in the shadow of his father’s reputation any longer.  His life could now be whatever he chose to make it.  A feeling of optimism came over him that better days were ahead.

Wyatt talked constantly to Pegasus.  He realized that if anyone saw him, they’d think he was crazy, but he didn’t care.  Silence made him think about the past too much so he rambled on about any subject that came to mind except his earlier life.  His horse didn’t seem to mind and kept his ears perked up as if listening intently.

The trail made a big bend where it followed a change of directions of the South Arkansas River.  As Wyatt rounded













































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





