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The
boy was cleaning a stall
in the barn when he heard a noise that grabbed his attention. He
turned his head to the side and listened…there it was again. He
came out to the door and looked around the yard and his eyes fell
on a horse and rider. The rider was slumped in the saddle and as
his horse stopped in front of the house he fell to the
ground.

“Ma! Ma! Come
quick.”

He ran
over to the man lying on his face as his mother came running out of
the house. They bent down over the man and saw the back of his
shirt was covered with blood. The woman gently took his arm and
rolled him over and saw that the front of his shirt was bloody as
well.

They each took
an arm and half dragged him into the house, where they laid him on
a cot in the kitchen. While the boy went for water his mother
started to take his shirt off. He moaned when she leaned him ahead
to get it fully off, she knew she was hurting him but she had to
get it off to check the wounds.

She managed to
go get the blood-soaked shirt off and then rolled him on his side
exposing the wound. She knew he had been shot and could see that
the bullet went clean through his left shoulder. The entry wound
was small and relatively clean, but the exit wound looked
ghastly.

She had
grown up with her father
in the army and she had seen and treated bullet wounds before. Both
of the wounds had clotted and stopped bleeding and although it
looked like a lot of blood on his shirt she knew that it didn’t
take too much blood to make it look that bad.

She was
aware that two things happened when a person was shot. The first
one was the bleeding and the second one was the shock that follows.
Since the bleeding seemed to be under control for the time being
she started treating him for the shock. She knew that shock was not
just from the impact and injury of the bullet, but also dehydration
and exhaustion.

As she
looked at him she knew he fell under both of those categories. When
her boy arrived with the water she had him put some on the stove to
heat up, but she kept some to try and get him to drink. As she
looked at him and was wondering how she was going to get him to
drink, he opened his eyes.

He was staring
directly at her and spoke weakly.

“Where am
I?”

“Don’t worry,
you are going to be all right. Here drink this.”

She held the
cup to his lips knowing she had to get as much water into him as
she could in case he passed out again.

As she
suspected he was thirsty and she got another cup which he drank
down too. She held off for more knowing that too much water at a
time was not good either. He looked over her shoulder to see the
boy standing there with a pistol in his hand. He instinctively felt
his gun belt and found that his was missing, and he knew that it
was his pistol being held over him.

At his
stare, the boy stepped
back a bit but still held the gun while his mother got up, got some
hot water and a basket, and sat down beside him again. She gently
began cleaning the wounds.

“You
were lucky, I don’t have to dig for the bullet…it went clean
through, but it left a nasty wound coming out.”

She wiped
the wounds carefully so he would not start the bleeding
again.

“I’m
going to have to do some stitching and it’s going to hurt
some.”

The water
seemed to bring him around some.

“Do what
you have to ma am, but
just don’t describe it to me.”

She took
a curved needle from her kit and started drawing the wound
together with stitches. He
closed his eyes and she thought he had passed out until she felt
him wince and saw his face turn into a grimace. She continued as
carefully and as quickly as she could and when she was finished she
put some salve on both the wounds and bandaged them up.

He opened
his eyes as she gently
rolled him on his back and covered him with a blanket and he
watched her as she moved quickly and surely to get him
settled.

“My name is
Gallagher, but you didn’t tell me yours or where I am.”

She leaned back
on the chair and held another cup of water to him.

“This is
the Bell farm, my name is Bell and this is my son
Chris.”

He
finished part of the third cup of water that she held to his lips
and looked at the boy who was still holding the gun. Then he looked back directly
at the woman who was nursing him so carefully.

“Missus Bell, I
ain’t running from the law, but there might be some men come
looking for me and I don’t want to bring trouble down on you folks.
The best thing you can do now is put me back on my horse and let me
ride out of here.”

She
looked at him lying weakly on the cot, barely able to hold his head
up to drink.

“Well,
Mister Gallagher you are not the boss here in this house…I am. You
are no condition to ride and you can rely on the fact that if you
are not running from the law then we will not let any harm come to
you while you are under this roof.”

He
saw the stubbornness in her
face. His mother used to have that look and he knew it
well.

“You
don’t understand Missus Bell, the men that might be coming are mean
and bad men.”

She got
up from the chair,
gathered the bandage material up, and took her basket.

“Well,
Mister Gallagher when you are well then I suggest you start keeping
better company.”

A smile
came on his face and he almost laughed and as he watched her walk
away he saw she had the start of a smile too. He looked back at the
boy who now sat with the gun laying on the table in front of
him.

“I don’t
blame you for being cautious son, but be careful that there
pistol has a
hair-trigger.”

Chris
just looked at him with a steady stare.

“Don’t
worry mister, my Pa
taught me how to handle guns.”

As he
looked into the boy’s eyes he didn’t see fear, but he did see worry.

“That’s fine
son, in this end of the country every boy should learn about guns.
Is your pa around?”

Chris didn’t
answer but looked toward his mother who was washing the blood from
her hands. She heard the question and came back to the cot where
Gallagher lay.

“Chris’s
Pa has been gone for two years now. It’s just me and my boy who run
the place.”

He leaned up a
bit, trying to get up.

“Then I
should be going now, I don’t want to bring trouble on the two of
you.”

She gently
pushed him back down.

“I told you
that you are in no condition to ride, so just lay back before you
start those wounds bleeding again.”

She just
finished putting the blanket around him again when Chris spoke.

“Riders
coming Ma!”

She
walked over to the window and looked out to see three men riding
slowly into the yard. She walked over to the door and picked up a
shotgun that was leaning against the wall. Without looking back she
spoke.

“Chris you take
the rifle and cover the window.”

Gallagher
watched as the boy ran to his place at the window. He struggled to
get up but the woman was already outside.

“What do you
men want?”

The man in
front spoke first.

“We want
Gallagher, we know he’s in there ‘cause we followed his blood all
across the countryside.”

She raised the
shotgun a little higher.

“Then you
wasted your time on a long ride. Gallagher is in there and he is
wounded, but he is under
our protection for now…so turn around and ride out.”

Any
pleasantness there was, left the man’s face.

“You’re a
mighty pretty woman and as soon as I finish with Gallagher you and
I are going to have some fun.”

She
raised the shotgun and pointed it directly at him.

“Mister, I’m
going to count to ten and then I am going to let fly with both
barrels.”

He smiled his
sneering smile again.

“I doubt
a little lady like you could even fire that thing. It would
probably knock you over.”

She cocked both
hammers and didn’t waver her aim.

“This gun
is loaded with double-ought buckshot, and you are right it will
probably knock me over…but you won’t be alive to see it.
One…two…three…four…five…six….”

She
hadn’t heard Gallagher making his way to the door. He picked up his
gun off the table on the way and now stood in the doorway leaning
against the door jamb for support.

“You
heard the lady Wilder!
Now ride on out of here. Your brother got what he deserved. He drew
and fired first, now ride off and let it lay, or I’m going to let
her finish the count.”

Wilder
just stared at him and now he noticed the rifle sticking out of the
firing port on the shuttered window and suddenly he realized the
tables had turned. Gallagher looked to one of the other men waiting
behind.

“Did you
ride along to help get it done Zeke?”

The young man
looked kind of sheepish.

“No Rube,
I just came along to make sure it was a fair fight, but I don’t
hold with drawing down of no woman.”

He turned
his horse and started to ride off and now, with the odds really
against him, Wilder wheeled his horse and started out. The woman
lowered her shotgun and yelled at him.

“Don’t
think about stopping anywhere out there because that rifle will
reach a lot further than this shotgun.”

Gallagher
looked at her and as he shook his head in wonder, he began to slide
to the ground. She dropped the gun and ran and grabbed him before
he fell. As she was helping him back to the cot the boy watched to
make sure that the men kept riding off.

“I thought I
told you not to move and get those wounds bleeding again.”

As he
smiled weakly at her he looked at her closely for the first time.
She was a beautiful woman and even after the situation she had just
gone through she appeared poised and calm.

“Yes Ma’am, but I
don’t want any woman to have to fight my fights.”

She covered him
up with the blanket again.

“You can
quit calling me Ma’am,
my name is Pees.”

She saw the
question in his eyes.

“Well my
real name is Phoebe Pearl, but my brother’s just called me Pees and
it stuck.”

Gallagher
looked at her with a start.

“That’s a
fine name, I had a sister named Phoebe Ann.”

She smiled down
at him.

“I heard
that man call you Rube, so I take it that is your name.”

He looked back
up at her lovely smile.

“Yes,
Gallagher is as Irish as you can get, but my Ma was a bible reading
woman and she gave me the Hebrew name Rueben. They never gave me a
middle name to fall back on so I am stuck with Rueben. It’s pretty
much been shortened to Rube now, but when I was younger a couple of
boys tried Ruby on me…but they only tried it once.”

She continued
to smile as he told the story.

“It would
appear then that you are a fighting man.”

He winced as he
turned more toward her.

“No
Ma…Missus Bell, I’m a peaceable man, but I just never got the hang
of turning the other cheek.”

As she
watched him she realized that there was gentleman enough in him
that he was having
trouble calling her by her first name, so she let it
drop.

“I’m going to
fix us something to eat and you should be good as new in a couple
of days.”

He
watched her while she moved around the kitchen getting the meal
ready and when he looked at the table again her boy Chris was
sitting there just staring at him.
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The
second day he was able to take his dinner meal at the table and
after the meal, she took him outside and sat him down to get some
fresh air. She sat quietly beside him as the evening waned and he
broke the silence.

“I suppose
you’re wondering how I come to get shot.”

Before he could
continue she spoke up.

“Well Rube,
that’s really none of my business.”

He looked
directly at her.

“After what you
did for me Missus Bell…Pees I think I owe you an explanation.”

She was
about to interrupt, but he stopped her.

“That
fellow that you heard call me Rube is my younger brother and I got
a letter from him telling me that he was in a deal to make some
money fast and that I should come and get in on it. When I read
about the fast money I knew that mostly the only way to make fast
money is against the law.”

He looked into
her eyes as she listened intently.

“When I
continued reading on to the part about him using the name Zeke
Glasgow, to protect the Gallagher name, I knew for sure it was
against the law, so I rode out to try and talk him out of whatever
it was. I found him with a group called the Harden Gang. They
wanted me to ride with them, but when I got the chance I pulled
Zeke aside to try and talk him into riding back with me, but he is
young and he is stubborn...I guess it’s a Gallagher
trait.”

She
smiled a little, thinking she had already seen some of
that.

“When I
was getting ready to ride off, that Wilder fellow’s brother braced
me and drew on me. I ain’t that quick with a gun, but when I do get
it out I usually hit what I aim at. He was fast, but his first shot
missed and I fired just as the second one hit me.”

He was
watching her face closely as the told her the story, wondering why her reaction was so
important to him. She sat silently for a minute after he finished,
wanting to form her words right.

“I don’t
hold with killing, but I believe a person has a right to protect
themselves, their family, and their property from harm by whatever
means are necessary.”

He felt
she was finished talking about it, so he waited for her to speak
again.

“What will you
do now Rube? Will you go back to Texas?”

He smiled at
her as he looked into her eyes.

“No, I’m
beginning to like this country so I think I’ll ride over to the
Hatfield Ranch and let them know what the Harden Gang is planning.
I can’t sit by when they are planning on stealing his herd and
possibly wiping him out. I’ll be riding over there tomorrow to see
if I can help”

He had
gained some of his strength back and was making it around pretty
good, so she knew there was no way she was going to talk him into
resting any longer.

“I know
Clarence Hatfield…I knew his wife Becky too before she passed. We
didn’t see much of them, but they would stop by occasionally on
their way to Timothy. That’s the town where we do our
business.”

She pointed to
the road winding past her place and disappearing in the
distance.

“That
road there leads directly to his place.”

As she
turned back to him she saw the determination on his face

“Well,
you be careful Reuben Gallagher and maybe you would ride back this
way sometime.”

He watched her
as she turned her head away so he wouldn’t see her eyes tear
up.

“You’re a
gentle and kind woman…not to speak of being a wonderful cook and I
would be happy to come by for another of your wonderful meals, but
I…”

He
stopped. He knew he had developed a deep feeling for this woman in
the two days he had been there, but he didn’t know if she had any
of the same feelings. He worried that if he went any further he
might lose her friendship and that was almost as important to him
as the way he felt about her…but he sucked in a deep breath and
took his chance.

“I’m just
a cowpuncher from Texas and don’t have anything but the horse I’m
riding, so my coming back could only be for another of your
wonderful suppers and a little more of your pleasurable company on
a lovely evening. I have nothing to offer a person even in payment
for that.”

She turned and
looked directly at him.

“You are
a kind man Rueben…maybe a little rough around the edges…but never
think that you have nothing to offer anyone. There is no price or
no amount of money that can buy the feeling that two people have
sitting together as the sun sets.

She paused and
took a deep breath.

“I was
fifteen when Harvey Bell came riding into the fort where my father
was stationed and when he rode out I was riding with him. I didn’t
really love him then, but anything was better than the life around
an army camp.

She
paused, this was the first time she had ever spoken about
this.

“Don’t
get me wrong he was a good man and a good father to Chris, but we
were just comfortable together and in all the years before he died
he never looked at me once the way you look at me. I’m not
embarrassed to tell you that because I’m certain that is the look
that every woman wants to see on her man.

Except
for having Chris, I have
been alone for these past two years and while there have been men
from town and around who have tried to court my attention I have
never felt lonely…that is until now.”

She turned her
face away trying to keep him from seeing the tears welling up.

“When I
think of you riding off tomorrow I am already feeling lonely, and
any time you would ride off I would get that feeling. I can’t
explain it any better and I’m not sure if I understand it myself,
but that is how I am feeling, and I would like you to come back so
we could finish this conversation.”

She
jumped up and ran into the house leaving him sitting alone with the
setting sun. He wasn’t sure but he thought he had his answer. He
was still just a poor cowpoke, but his pride would not let him move
into this situation without any contribution other than
himself.

The next
morning he rode slowly
away from the farm before Pees or Chris were up. He wasn’t aware
that she was lying awake listening to him getting ready to leave
and that she could not bring herself to get up and watch him leave.
He rode slowly, not only because he was sore, but because he hated
leaving the comfort of Pees and her home.

The trip
to the Hatfield ranch took him a few hours. He rode slowly doing a lot of thinking.
Having to leave his brother in the company of the Harden gang was
weighing heavy on his mind. He suspected Zeke was carrying the same
weight of the guilt that he himself had carried for years, and
still carried from time to time.

It had
become better with him because he worked on it, but he was worried
about Zeke. Their father had been a hard man, a good man but a hard
man, and when he left home at seventeen it was because he did not
want to be there when he finally reached the end of his
rope.

His
mother had died a few years before and he was sure that his father
was suffering from her death to the point that it changed him into
a bitter man. Zeke and Phoebe were younger than him and he felt bad
about leaving them behind, but it seemed like his only choice at
the time.

When Zeke
became of age he too left and things were going good for them both
for a while. He rode for a couple of different ranches before
signing on with the Texas Rangers. The Rangers was a job that
suited him because it kept him busy all the time. He was not a
drinking man and had only a passing interest in women and settling
down, but he did like the traveling and the challenge of the
hunt.

Zeke on the
other hand had continued as a ranch hand and had twice ridden with
a herd from Texas to Abilene. It was while he was on one of those
trips that some raiders had hit the Gallagher ranch and killed
their father and sister.

The news
hit him hard, he kept
thinking that he should have been there to help. The guilt rode
heavily on him and it took him a few years to realize that even if
he had been there the outcome would probably have been the same
because they were so outnumbered.

When the
rangers would not let him ride after the raiders, he quit and took
up the trail alone. He spent a year riding back and forth across
the country looking and listening for clues, until one day someone
let some information slip. He found two of the men he was told to
look for, but they both died with their guns in their hands before
they could talk.

He was
determined to continue the search but the letter from Zeke
interrupted that plan. Now he was beginning to realize how futile
it was to ride the revenge trail, and he had the meeting of the
woman he had just left to thank for that. Somehow now it didn’t
seem that it was necessary that he track every one of them down,
but he was determined not to let it happen to the Hatfield
family.

When he
rode up to the Hatfield ranch he was greeted by a young man holding
a rifle.

“Who are you
and what do you want?”

Gallagher never
liked a gun being pointed at him and although he understood that it
was probably necessary…it rankled him a bit.

“I need to talk
to Mister Hatfield.”

The young man
stood his ground.

“My name is
Hatfield, what do you want?”

Gallagher
turned his head to look carefully around the place and when he
turned back to the young man an older man had stepped out on the
porch and spoke to the boy with the gun.

“Easy son.”

Then he turned
to Gallagher.

“I’m
Clarence Hatfield, what can I do for you?”

Gallagher
sat on his horse knowing it was not polite, or in some cases safe,
to get down without an invite.

“My name
is Gallagher, I know you don’t know me and I mean you or yours no
harm, but I have some information that might save you a lot of
trouble”

Clarence looked
at him closer now.

“We’ve
already had some trouble, if you don’t mind hanging that gun belt
on your saddle horn you’re welcome to get down.”

Gallagher
carefully unbuckled his gun belt, did as he was asked, and stepped
down. He held on to the saddle for a minute as he was still a
little weak. The ride had taken a lot more out of him than he
expected, but he turned and held his hand out to the waiting
man.

“There’s
a gang of men riding with Lance Harden and they are planning on
stealing your cattle.”

Clarence looked
him up and down again.

“Well thanks
for telling me, but we have already lost some cattle to that bunch.
How come you know about this?”

Gallagher
liked the man standing in front of him and as he looked to the side
he saw his boy still holding his rifle on him.

“I left
my gun on my saddle like your father asked and although I
understand your troubles I don’t take kindly to someone pointing a
gun at me.”

Clarence turned
to the boy.

“It’s
alright boy, you can hold that rifle, but point it in some other
direction we don’t want to make Mister Gallagher
nervous.”

The boy did as
he was told and Gallagher turned back to Clarence.

“They might
have taken some of your cattle before, but now they are planning to
get the whole herd.”

Clarence
noticed how pale the man standing before him was, and that he was
leaning in the hitching post to steady himself.

“Come up on the
porch and sit and tell me how come you know this.”

Gallagher
slowly followed him up and was happy to be able to sit.

“I’m
still carrying the hurt from a bullet from one of his men. I never
rode with them but I had cause to go there to see one of his men. I
guess they figured I had heard things I shouldn’t have heard so
when I started to leave I had an altercation with one of his men
called Jim Wilder.”

Clarence looked
at him in shock.

“What
happened?”

Gallagher just
smiled.

“I’m here
ain’t I?”

Clarence
understood his meaning and let him continue.

“Do you
have some men who can bunch your herd and ride
protection?”

Clarence took a
deep breath.

“Our herd
is pretty much bunched now. We were getting ready to drive
them to Fort Clark for
sale to the army and the Indian Agency, but my two riders up and
quit so that just leaves me with my boy Simon and my girl Dolores,
Sonny, and Dolly to most folks.”

He
was about to explain about
Dolly when the door opened and a young girl stepped out.

“Here she
is now. Dolly, this is Mister Gallagher.”

The girl,
who looked to be about eighteen or nineteen, smiled pleasantly at
him and as he looked at her he marveled to himself that they sure
grow good-looking women in this country.

“Howdy Mister
Gallagher, can I get you a cool drink?”

He smiled
at the pleasant-looking girl.

“That
would be nice Miss Dolly.”

She turned and
went back inside and Gallagher turned back to Clarence.

“If you
have been bunching your cattle they are probably watching and
waiting until you are done and then they will strike. Is there any
way you can get some hands to help you drive them to the
army?”

As Clarence
watched him he saw his genuine concern.

“Well
Mister Gallagher, the truth is I’m flat busted and that is the
reason my hands left. I can’t blame a man for not wanting to work
for nothing, especially when there is a chance he can get shot
doing it. I’ll have the money when the herd reaches Fort Clark, but
that is looking less likely all the time”

Dolly came out
and he took the cool glass of water she handed him and he turned to
her father.

“I’m not
in my best
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