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Dedication

 


To Joe Bob James, a cowboy’s cowboy. I
never told him he was a hero to me. To Chris Svendsen, the
visionary behind Sapphire Books. I learned my lesson. I’ll tell her
now that she’s a hero to me.


Prologue

 


Judy was a rancher, pure and simple.
From the time she drew her first breath, country air gave her lungs
the power they needed to cry her proclamation that she was now a
living, breathing member of the human race. Her first memory was of
sitting in the saddle in front of her mother as they rode, the
whole family doing their part in the annual gathering of the
yearlings. That memory included her mother’s gentle hand, holding
her in place. Judy was barely old enough to be out of her
crib.

Judy was a rancher; her parents and
grandparents had been ranchers. Her great-grandfather and
great-great-grandfather had been among those who first gathered the
wild Longhorns from the Texas Hill Country, part of the very
founders of the modern cattle industry, an industry they followed
north from South Texas into the Panhandle where they found their
own land and made their ranching tradition.

Like most country kids, she’d tried to
leave, but for Judy, it wasn’t because she longed to leave for a
bigger world. For Judy, it was because she longed to be her true
self, a self she believed would never be welcome on the land and
among the people in her ranch home, her ranch roots. A woman who
loved women…well…the country preacher in their little rural church
certainly made clear the sinfulness of homosexuality. College
brought Judy her first experiences of the truth she’d secretly
known about herself from the time she was thirteen.

A short-lived career as a graphic
artist took her to city life, and it was there she found Sandy and
the joy of true love. A joy that, in time, she thought she’d have
to give up forever. When a car wreck took her parents, Judy had to
make a choice – to continue life with Sandy and watch the family
ranch sold and parceled out to modern-day hobby ranchers, or to go
home to continue the family tradition. Her love for Sandy could not
outweigh her love for the land, for the life that was in her
blood.

She chose the land. She chose
solitude. She chose loneliness, or so she thought, until Kathleen
Romero arrived unexpectedly, a woman whose love of writing brought
her to a lonely ranch where they both found unexpected gifts in
each other and in a shared love for the land. As time passed, it
just got better and better.


Chapter One

 


From Heaven to Hell

 


The bed felt good, damn good, but not
as good as the woman lying beside her. Judy woke slowly, enjoying
the little piece of heaven that was now the start of all her days.
Two years, it had been. Two years since Kathleen walked into her
solitary life, totally unexpected, like a gift from the Universe.
Judy snuggled close, spooning beside her lover, burying her face in
the vanilla scent of Kathleen’s hair.

Chores awaited. Judy knew the horses
were probably already snorting in the corrals, waiting for
breakfast, and there were chickens to feed and eggs to gather, a
new development that Kathleen had insisted they add to their
country life. Judy didn’t mind the extra work. Fresh eggs were well
worth a few minutes work each morning, and Judy had a growing
affection for Cogburn, their bantam rooster. The morning ritual of
the nose to beak greeting between Cogburn and her dog, Useless, was
a joy she had grown to count on as she watched the depth of this
non-traditional friendship.

Very soon, Judy would put on her
boots, jeans, and worn denim shirt and head outside, but not yet.
Now she was warm and comfortable and holding the woman she loved
more than she ever thought she could love anyone.

“Ummmmm,” Kathleen
said.

“You awake?” Judy
whispered into Kathleen’s hair.

“Reluctantly,” Kathleen
mumbled into the pillow.

Judy nibbled playfully where
Kathleen’s neck conjoined with her shoulder.

“Okay, not so reluctantly
now,” Kathleen said as she rolled over, her arm raised, until, with
well-practiced synchronicity, they achieved a final position with
Kathleen’s arm around Judy and Judy’s head resting on Kathleen’s
shoulder. Judy raised slightly, positioning herself for a gentle
and deep kiss. Kathleen put her hand playfully over her
mouth.

“I have morning breath,”
she mumbled behind her hand.

Judy nuzzled at the hand barrier. “I
love your morning breath,” she said.

The kiss was gentle but deep, as much
loving familiarity as passion. Judy finally pulled back,
positioning herself half atop and half beside her lover.

“I love you,” she
whispered into her lover’s face.

Kathleen’s eyes widened, one eyebrow
raising in mild disdain. Judy rolled slightly to the side and put
her hand over her own mouth.

“Sorry. Guess it’s the
onions from last night’s enchiladas,” she said.

Kathleen laughed softly, and reached
to brush a whisper of hair from her lover’s face. “I love you too,
Judy Proctor, morning breath and all.” She nestled her face between
Judy’s breasts and inhaled deeply. “The rest of you smells
absolutely wonderful.”

Judy smiled and chuckled, inhaling
deeply to enjoy the combined scents of their sleepy bodies.
Mid-breath, she stopped, sitting up abruptly.

“I thought you liked my
morning breath,” Kathleen said

“Smell,” Judy said
harshly.

“What? The onions aren’t
that bad,” Kathleen answered.

“Smell,” Judy demanded
again.

Kathleen sat up and inhaled deeply.
Her face registered surprise and concern. They looked at each other
with shared urgency.

“Smoke,” they said in
unison.

The leisurely morning evaporated. In
minutes, they were both in clothes and boots and heading out the
front door. Both dogs, Useless and Somegood, crawled from their
summer beds beneath the porch, greeting their mistresses, but
neither woman took time for the usual pet and scratch behind the
ears. Instead, their attention was focused on a wall of smoke not a
mile south of their home and ranch headquarters. Prairie
fire!

“Call the fire
department,” Judy yelled as she started for the barn.

“Call 911?” Kathleen
asked.

“No, the fire department
number posted on the refrigerator. The 911 number doesn’t work
here,” Judy answered, pausing to turn and look at
Kathleen.

“It will take them an hour
to get here,” Kathleen said.

“Call anyway. Then call
the Kentons,” Judy yelled as she ran toward the barn. The thought
of the Kentons gave her more comfort than the distant fire
department in the town of Dulson. They were neighbors, friends, and
a second family. She felt she could face almost anything with a
Kenton by her side. For three generations, the Proctors and the
Kentons had watched each other’s backs.

“What will we do?”
Kathleen yelled.

Judy barely paused, pivoting briefly
back toward Kathleen. “Fight it! Shut Somegood and Useless in the
house,” she said.

At a dead run, Judy half climbed, half
jumped over the fence to the horse pasture behind the barn. She ran
to the far end and opened the wire gate leading to the far larger
cattle pasture behind the house. The horses were agitated in the
corrals, troubled by the smoke. She opened the corral gate, and her
horse, Jackson, Kathleen’s gelding, Dancer, and her late father’s
horse, Big Tom, thundered past, glad to be free of the
corrals.

“Stay free of the fire,
boys. That’s all the help I can give you,” Judy said, her heart
twisted in fear for the horses she loved.

Badly winded, Judy forced
herself to slow her pace as she headed back to the barn. A broken
ankle from a wild run would make her useless as the community
gathered to fight the fire. Judy grabbed a stack of gunnysacks from
the feed room and a wide scoop shovel from the small metal silo
where they stored oats for the horses. Judy knew that the sacks and
the shovel had the wide surface area so helpful in beating down the
flames of a grass fire. She hoped they’d still work. In her life,
she’d fought two prairie fires, both small. As she trotted back to
the house where her truck was parked, she looked south to the
billows of smoke, knowing exactly where the fire was. It was a
field where her father had planted winter wheat for decades. For
five years, that field had been part of the federal Crop Reduction
Program (CRP), planted back to grass and left untouched. The grass
was higher and thicker than any she’d ever seen on her semi-arid
prairie. She prayed the methods she knew would work. She thought
about the brief thunderstorm she and Kathleen had driven through
the night before while coming home from dinner in town.
Lightning, Judy
thought. Lightning had to have started
it.

Kathleen stood by the truck, holding a
shovel from the garden and a gallon milk jug of drinking
water.

“Can I use this?” Kathleen
asked, holding up the shovel.

“Perfect,” Judy
answered.

“Fire department is on the
way. Julie Kenton said Curley Thomas already picked up Harold,
Brad, and Martha, and they’re on their way over.”

Judy’s heart went cold as she looked
at her lover. She felt fear like none she’d ever known as she
envisioned Kathleen, surrounded by fire.

“Honey, you don’t have to
go. I mean, it’s not…”

“Fuck you. This is my home
too,” Kathleen answered.

The cold steel Judy saw glinting in
Kathleen’s eyes made it clear there would be no more argument. Both
women were so engrossed in each other and the silent conflict that
neither of them noticed the pickup roaring down the county road
beside the house until it turned into the yard and slammed to a
halt, raising a dense cloud of dust.

“Get in!” Brad Kenton,
Judy’s best friend since childhood, yelled from the bed of the
truck.

Curley Thompson, another neighbor, was
driving and Judy could see Brad’s parents, Harold and Martha
Kenton, riding shotgun and middle inside the cab. Other neighbors
would be coming as they saw smoke, but these were the only ones
close enough to be of immediate help. Judy and Kathleen threw
sacks, shovels, and water jug into the truck bed and climbed
inside, barely having time to take a seat before Curley spun around
in the circular drive and was back on the county road, heading for
the fire. Brad jumped out to open the gates, throwing them aside,
leaving them open for the fire trucks. Curley’s truck bounced
precariously over the rough ground, pushing its way through the
thick grass. Judy felt a new fear, concern that the manifold from
the truck would ignite even more fires. Curley drove around the
fire and directly to its head, just as Judy and her father had done
before on the two small fires she’d fought. Then as now, neighbors
came together to face a common threat. Both fires were out before
the Dulson County fire trucks arrived. She prayed the same would be
true this day. Judy, Kathleen, and the Kentons jumped from the
truck, grabbing sacks and shovels as they did so. Curley yelled
something unintelligible and drove away; Judy assumed he would wait
for the fire trucks and lead them through the complex of gates from
the main highway to the field.

Like Berserkers, they fought fire.
Brad and Harold took sharp shovels, doing the heavy work of
chopping out the tufts of grass too dense to be beaten into
submission. Judy, Kathleen, and Martha used gunnysacks and shovels
to beat at the flames, moving foot by foot to extinguish the dry
tender of dense prairie grass. For a time, all went well. They made
real progress. Unfortunately, nature can be a real
bitch.

Prairie winds are a fact of life.
Their caresses on the blades of the ubiquitous windmills made
possible settlement of this rich cattle country where surface water
is as rare as hen’s teeth. Prairie winds bring the rain, pump the
water, and make the hot, dry days of summer just a little more
bearable. In the 1930s, prairie winds yanked farmers by the scruff
of the neck, letting them know the consequences of applying wet
land farming methods on the semi-arid prairie. The winds could be
friend or foe, depending on many things, especially the foolishness
of humanity in thinking it can out guess nature.

The winds changed direction and speed,
and the battle turned.

No one said a thing, but they all knew
it was time to run for their lives. Half-burned grass where they
thought they’d won that battle line suddenly reignited and a wall
of flame threatened to swamp them all. Shovels and sacks were
dropped, and they ran, coughing at smoke and all taking the same
path, around the phalanx of the fire and toward the side where the
wall of fire did not extend, into a small break and to relative
safety in the black where the fuel was already consumed. No one can
understand that moment unless they’ve been there, in the urgency
and confusion of a life and death moment, caring for yourself and
yourself alone not because of a choice, but because all that’s real
in that second is the two feet in one’s immediate vicinity and the
reflexes that determine whether a person will live or
die.

Forty years earlier, Harold Kenton had
been star quarterback for the Dulson High School Wolves. His senior
year, he was a month away from a college scholarship when they made
the play that changed his life. He’d been sacked before, but this
Blarneyton Fighting Irish nose-guard was big and as they went down,
Harold’s knee bent in a way no knee was intended to bend. They
carried him off the field that night, ending his football days.
Surgery put everything more or less back where it was supposed to
be. He’d barely noticed his handicap in the decades following, able
to work and ride and do anything a rancher needed to do. He’d
barely noticed until making the most important run of his life, a
run not from a defensive lineman, but from fire itself. He could
see past the smoke and to the safety beyond when that
forty-year-old injury said no more and the knee gave way. Harold
went down like a ton of bricks. Instinct set in and he crawled to a
small area that was more dirt than grass. He curled into a ball,
pulling his weathered Stetson tight onto his head, then putting his
arms over his face and tucking his hands beneath him. He
waited.

Strange thing, the human
mind in crisis. As he lay there in those moments that seemed like
eternity, all he could do was try to remember the name of that long
ago nose-guard. Damn, Harold thought. It’s awful not to
remember the name of the man who killed you.

The others coughed and sputtered as
they caught their breath in the relative safety of the blackened
grass. Martha dropped to her knees and retched from the coughs she
could not stop. Brad knelt beside his mother, holding her up by the
shoulders. He wiped away his smoke induced tears, streaking even
more the soot that covered his face and looked around, assessing
the situation.

“Where’s Dad?” Brad
asked.

Judy and Kathleen joined him, looking
around in panic for their missing neighbor. That’s when they heard
the screams.

“No!” Brad yelled and
started to run toward his own demise in the flames. Judy tackled
him just a few feet from the fire and Kathleen jumped into the
fray, helping her lover hold down the determined son. Brad threw a
punch, catching Judy in the right eye, inflicting what would be an
awesome shiner and making her see a whole night sky full of
stars.

“Brad, stop! You can’t
help him yet,” Martha yelled.

Brad halted his struggle, hearing his
mother’s words.

Grass fire moves quickly. It seemed
like an eternity before the flames passed the spot from which they
heard screams then groans. In reality, it was less than a minute.
As soon as the fire passed that spot, they were all there, kneeling
beside the still curled Harold, horrified at the blackened color of
his shirt, even the skin beneath. His Stetson was blackened and
smoldering, but still seemed intact. He groaned softly.

“Harold, honey, how are
you?” Martha said, kneeling beside her husband.

Harold curled tentatively out of his
fetal position, straightening his legs, careful not to roll onto
his burnt back. They all knelt in a semi-circle around their burned
comrade.

“Troy,” he said. “His name
was Troy.”

“What the hell you talking
about, Dad?” Brad demanded.

“That’s the name of the
man who…well, I guess he didn’t kill me,” he said, a note of
surprise in his voice.

Kathleen looked beyond the tight
group, her attention drawn to a flash of light. She spotted the red
lights of firetrucks, Curley’s pickup leading the rescue
caravan.

“Thank God, they’re here,”
Kathleen said. Judy and Brad hooted when they too spotted the
welcome site.

Curley pulled his truck near the small
group and jumped out of the cab.

“What the hell? Harold,
damn it. Harold, you okay?” Curley asked.

Harold groaned and tried to sit
up.

“Just lie still, honey,”
Martha instructed, and Harold obeyed.

“No, Curley old man, I’m
not okay, but at least I’m only medium rare instead of well
done.”

All three fire trucks stopped near the
group. Firefighters got out of the trucks. At two of the trucks,
firefighters worked some magic at the controls on the side. From
one truck, a firefighter, holding a hose and nozzle, took a
position in a metal cage in the bed of the truck. On the other, an
odd nozzle on the front bumper began to move as though it had a
mind of its own. Judy watched in fascination as each truck took a
position at the rear of both flanks of the fire and moved slowly
forward, spraying a fan of water on the flames, putting the entire
fire out, moving from back to front.

The third, smaller truck had a medical
emblem on the side. It pulled close to the group of friends and
neighbors. A man wearing a white helmet and a woman in a blue
helmet exited the truck and pulled medical equipment from a
compartment on the side.

“Make room please,” the
man said as he walked toward Harold.

All but Martha moved aside. She stayed
close, holding Harold’s relatively unburned hand. The man knelt
beside Harold, looking closely at his burned back, not
touching.

“Harold Kenton, what the
heck you been doing?” the man asked.

Harold began to shiver uncontrollably.
“Getting myself charcoaled. Can’t you tell?”

“How do, Ted?” Martha
said.

“Better than your
husband,” the man answered.

Once Martha used his name, Judy knew
who he was. Ted Rome had been Dulson fire chief for as long as she
could remember.

The woman in the blue helmet arrived,
carrying two packs of medical equipment, one marked “Burn Kit” in
large letters. She wore an orange vest that had a blue EMT emblem
over the left front pocket and different gadgets filling almost
every pocket. She donned surgical gloves and gently pulled away
burned fragments of Harold’s shirt.

“What you think, Sally?”
the chief asked.

“Call an air ambulance,”
the EMT answered.

Ted pulled a small electronic box that
Judy didn’t recognize from off his belt, punching a button to turn
it on. He then took the radio from another pouch on his belt. “This
is Dulson One to Dispatch. Call air evac and tell them to put a
bird in the air.”

“Dispatch copies and will
call now. What are the coordinates?” came the crackly answer over
the radio.

“Have them launch the bird
toward Dulson and then standby for coordinates,” Ted responded.
“Advise air medivac that we have a 50ish male with first, second,
and possibly third degree burns to his back.”

There was pause of a few moments as
Ted stared anxiously at the mysterious electronic device. Judy
realized it must be a Global Positioning System (GPS)
unit.

“Air ambulance has
confirmed message and anticipates being airborne within five
minutes,” the radio crackled.

“Coordinates for Landing
Zone are…” Ted responded, giving a series of numbers that meant
nothing to the ranchers surrounding him.

When dispatch repeated and confirmed
the coordinates, Ted turned to the paramedic.

“You got this, Sally?” he
asked.

“I got it, Chief,” she
responded.

Ted walked to the parked truck,
driving it away to join the other two trucks as they sought out and
drowned hot spots in the still smoldering field.

Judy turned her attention from the
chief to the paramedic, a woman she vaguely recognized as a teacher
in town. She had no idea the woman was also in the fire department.
As they all watched, the woman looked more closely at Harold’s
back, and then gave him a quick examination from head to toe,
identifying the knee injury as well as the burns. Then she
carefully removed the burned material of Harold’s shirt from his
back.

“My name’s Sally,” she
said. She looked at Martha. “Are you his wife?”

“Yes, I am.”

A whole series of questions followed,
about Harold’s medical history and medications. As they talked, the
woman used a spray bottle from the burn kit to wash his back as
best she could in the dusty field, and then placed clean gauze atop
the burns, securing the ends on unburned areas using cloth medical
tape. Judy was astounded at the level of professionalism. At one
point, the woman turned to Brad and described what compartment in
the truck he would find a blanket to cover his shivering father.
Then she instructed Martha to lie beside the shivering Harold on
his relatively un-burned front.

“We need to keep him
warm,” the woman said.

“Aren’t you a teacher at
Dulson High?” Judy asked.

“Yes,” Sally
answered.

Kathleen and Judy exchanged
glances.

“You mean you’re a
volunteer firefighter?” Kathleen asked.

Sally rocked back on her heels,
pulling an automatic wrist blood pressure cuff from the medical
bag. She laughed.

“I’m a volunteer, yes, but
I prefer to do the EMS work. Others prefer the fire
fighting.”

“But…but…” Brad stuttered,
“You’re so professional.”

Sally ignored him, instead focusing on
taking Harold’s vital signs, writing the results on the surgical
glove on her left hand. She pulled a small oxygen bottle from the
bag, and fitted the mask on Harold, carefully removing his charred
Stetson.

“Looks to me like you
should thank your hat for keeping your head safe,” Sally
observed.

“Nothing like a good
Stetson,” Harold answered, his voice shaky.

Sally glanced at Brad. “If you’re
called to do this work, you have to train. Just because we’re not
paid, it doesn’t mean it’s not important to do our job right,”
Sally said.

Judy looked at the middle-aged teacher
in front of her, a woman whom she barely noticed before. She looked
at her with a whole new eye now.

With a motherly gesture, Sally brushed
a piece of charred grass from Harold’s face. “When the paramedics
get here, they’ll start an IV. That should help a lot. I’m afraid
I’ve done all I can do.

“You’ve…” Brad choked on
his words, fighting tears. “You’ve done a lot.”

There was nothing to do but wait. Judy
looked around in the relative calm of the moment. She saw Curley,
sitting on the tailgate of his pickup, his sweat-stained hat beside
him and his head in his hands. His bald head, lacking the once
abundant hair that gave him his nickname, was turning red in the
sun. Judy walked to him and Kathleen followed.

“You okay,
Curley?”

“God damn, I could have
killed you all,” Curley answered.

“What are you talking
about?” Judy asked.

Curley motioned to where the
firefighters worked in teams to expose and then extinguish
hotspots. “Did you see what they did? They started at the back of
the fire and worked forward. If I’d left you all at the back of the
fire instead taking you right to the head, Harold wouldn’t have got
burned.”

Judy sat on the tailgate beside him.
“Curley, you just did what we’ve always done. We did the same thing
on other fires around, and it worked. Maybe…maybe we just weren’t
up to a fire like this.”

Curley looked at Judy with watery
eyes. “Harold’s burned because of me.”

Kathleen stepped to the older man and
hugged him hard. “Curley, don’t do this to yourself.”

“She’s right, Curley. All
any of us can do is our best. If you made a mistake, it’s one we
all made,” Judy said.

The distant sound of a helicopter
diverted their attention to the sky. Ted Rome jumped into the
smaller fire truck and drove back to where the group waited around
Harold Kenton. The fire chief parked then exited the truck. They
watched as he tightened the chinstrap on his helmet and checked to
make sure none of his clothing or equipment was loose before
stepping to an open, level area of the field. He checked the wind
direction and then, with his back to the wind, walked to the center
of the landing area and raised his arms in a V.

“These folks know what
they’re doing. They wouldn’t have made that mistake.” Curley
suddenly focused on Judy’s face. “What happened to your
eye?”

“Just hazards of a hard
day,” Judy answered. Some piece of her normally happy spirit
whispered a silent giggle. She found herself wondering if she’d
ever have the chance to give Brad a hard time for blacking her
eye.


Chapter Two

 


Trials and Tribulations

 


There’s a joke in Amber, Texas. They
say when the Second Coming is here, folks in Amber will have an
extra hour because you can’t get to Heaven or Hell either one
without going through Dallas first. Yes, if anyone wants a direct
flight out of Amber, they better be going to Dallas because that’s
the only choice.

Folks from rural Dulson County, well,
they’ll have yet another hour and a half to two hours because they
have to drive to Amber first.

For Harold Kenton, he found Hell lying
in a burnt field just miles from the home that had always been his
Heaven. At least he was saved the two-hour drive to Amber for his
medical upgrade from Hell to Purgatory. The helicopter shortened
that time to thirty-five minutes. Even in a pain-filled stupor, he
managed to enjoy his first helicopter flight, especially with the
morphine the flight nurse gave him. Within moments of the morphine
injection to his IV, Harold began to hope that he actually might
live. When he lay huddled, waiting for the fire to reach him,
Harold prayed to live. For a time as the fire consumed him, Harold
prayed to die. The burns were a pain he never imagined
possible.

They let Martha fly shotgun up front
with the pilot. Despite the flight nurse’s efforts to keep him
firmly on his stomach to minimize pain to his burned back, Harold
managed to roll partially on his side so he could see his
wife.

“Martha honey, ain’t this
a fine adventure?” Harold said, speaking as loud as he could over
the noise of the helicopter, his voice shaky, despite his efforts
to hide his pain.

Martha sat turned to face her husband,
her hand resting on his right foot, which a thin thermal blanket
covered. His clothes and boots had already been cut away and were
now in a plastic bag behind the seat Martha occupied. The other
foot was inaccessible, hampered by the leg-length splint the nurse
used to protect his injured knee.

Martha squeezed his foot gently. She’d
watched, anxious but quiet, as the nurse treated her husband. It
was such a relief to see his uncontrollable shivering stop and to
hear the sigh she knew meant at least some relief from
pain.

“Harold Kenton, you just
lie still and do what the nurse tells you,” Martha said.

“What you seeing up there,
Martha girl?” Harold asked.

“What?” she
responded.

“Hell woman, we’ll be
paying for this helicopter ride for the rest of our lives, and I
can’t see nothing back here. Tell me what you see.”

The nurse laughed and placed a gentle
hand on Harold’s shoulder. “Mr. Kenton,” she said. “Patient
attitude means a lot in the healing process. I predict you’re going
to do well.”

Martha chuckled, wiping away a tear of
relief. “Harold Kenton, you are a handful.”

“Why you married me, isn’t
it?” Harold took a deep, rattily breath. The morphine numbed the
pain, but nothing could eliminate it. Harold wondered how many
thousands of nerve endings now throbbed from the burns.

“Talk to me, woman. I want
something else to think about,” he said.

Martha shifted her position and looked
out the window, talking louder because she was no longer facing her
husband.

“Well, look there,” she
said. “We’re already over the Canadian River. It would take us an
hour to get here driving. Guess the good spring rains helped the
whole country. More water than usual in the river, and the pastures
look darned green.”

“Tell me more,” Harold
said.

Martha shifted her focus. “Up this
high, I can already see the skyline of Amber.”

“You mean all two
skyscrapers?” Harold said.

Martha gently thumped his foot. “You
hush. One of the buildings I can see is University Hospital, and
you better be darned glad it’s there.”

“I am,” he
said.

The flight nurse shifted position and
rearranged the IV bag and other equipment. She gently pushed Harold
back onto his stomach. “We need to get ready to land,” the nurse
said.

In unison, Martha and Harold both
whispered, “Thank God,” each hoping the other could not see nor
hear the extent of their fear.

 


****

 


When Judy and Kathleen arrived at the
hospital, Brad and his mother were sitting in the ICU waiting room.
Both the Kentons were covered in soot from fighting the fire,
although they’d used the hospital restrooms to scrub most of the
black off of face and hands. Judy pulled a small rolling suitcase.
A petite blonde, looking a tad stunned and confused, walked behind
her. When the blonde, Brad’s young wife, saw her husband, she
rushed to him. Brad stood. They held each other for a long time,
saying nothing.

Judy blushed, feeling like a voyeur.
She cleared her throat and took a seat beside Martha. Kathleen
knelt in front of the older woman and held Martha’s
hand.

“How is he?” Kathleen
asked.

“Doctor said it could be
worse,” Martha explained. “He said Harold was smart, curling in a
ball like he did. Just some minor first degree burns to his arms
and hands, and his hat, boots, and jeans kept him from anything but
a small area of second degree burns on his buttocks. His thin shirt
didn’t help all. They say there’s a mix of second and third degree
burns on his back, about twenty percent of his body. He may need
some skin grafts.”

“They going to keep him
here or send him on to the burn center in Lubbock?” Judy
asked.

Brad and Julie had finally separated,
although she was wrapped around his right arm as they took seats
across from the others.

“For now, they’ll keep him
here,” Brad said. “He’s stabilizing, and they just want to keep him
hydrated and as comfortable as possible for the first twenty-four
hours. Doctor said it’s not an immediate life threatening situation
and that the additional travel would probably do more harm than
good.”

“Besides,” Martha added.
“The knee’s pretty bad. Doc told us all the stuff tore loose, but I
can’t remember the names. When he’s well enough from the burns,
he’s looking at a knee replacement. There’s a fine surgeon here who
specializes in knee replacements.”

“Damn! Poor Harold,” Judy
said.

“Have you been in to see
him?” Kathleen asked.

“Every couple of hours
they let two go in to see him in ICU,” Brad answered. “He’s mostly
sleeping. Good drugs, I guess, and when he is awake he’s pretty
loopy.”

“I haven’t seen him this
toasted since before you were born, son,” Martha said.

Brad looked at his mother,
slack-jawed. “Dad got drunk?”

Martha chuckled, a soft
look in her eye, a look of a fond memory. “When we were engaged and
in college, one summer Harold decided he was going to be a rodeo
bronc rider, but he was a country boy hanging with experienced
rodeo circuit riders. Oh, he’d had a beer or two before, but it was
his first introduction to whiskey. When they went up to Dalhart for
the XIT Rodeo and Reunion, his buddy Carlton called me and said I
better come get him. By the time I got there, Harold was stripped
down to his jockey shorts, Stetson and boots, standing on the
tailgate of a truck and singing San
Antonio Rose at the top of his lungs. I
told him he better get down and come home. He said that he was just
fine. That was right before he passed out. Luckily, he fell toward
Carlton and me. We kept him from going face first into the
gravel.”

Brad, Judy, and Kathleen all three
stared at Martha with opened mouths, too shocked to speak. Julie
struggled to stifle a giggle.

“Like father like son,”
she said softly.

Brad blushed four shades of purple,
and Julie’s giggle turned into a full-fledged laugh. Like a ripple,
Judy joined her with Kathleen and Martha soon following. All the
fear and pain of the day eased as they laughed. In the end, even
Brad joined in the cacophony, all of them laughing until the tears
flowed and Brad got a case of the hiccups.

As she struggled to
contain the dwindling giggles, Judy thought, it’s true. There is relief in comedy.

“Now, none of you all can
ever let Harold know I told you,” Martha said. “He was so
embarrassed that he never competed in another rodeo. Took me two
years to get him to even go to see a rodeo and that was only after
he grew a mustache and changed his hat style, hoping no one would
recognize him.”

Brad let out the deep breath he’d been
holding to stop the hiccups. “Everything okay at home?” he asked,
looking toward Judy.
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