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The storm was sudden
and violent, it had rolled down off the mountains and he saw it
coming but he knew the country well and that there was nowhere
close for protection. He had seen late spring storms like this
before but never with such fierceness. He had prepared with his
slicker but the wind was driving the freezing rain sideways forcing
him to lean over and grip his slippery saddle horn to keep from
sliding off.

First it was the
driving rain, and then as the weather cooled it turned into
freezing rain that was biting into his face. The slicker he wore
had long since given up its protection and the rain dripping down
his front and back had drenched him to the skin…and the cold was
draining his strength.

He dared not turn back
because he would be running with the storm so he plodded on with
hopes that it would pass quickly. The ice was beginning to stick on
his horse’s mane but he couldn’t stop…stopping now could be the end
of them both. His stomach growled with hunger but he was too cold
to reach round for some of the dried beef in his saddlebag so he
plodded on.

He had one hope for
protection and safety now and he knew he was getting close. It was
late when he finally rode into the familiar ranch yard and now the
blowing snow was sticking to the ground. He could barely see the
house and the dim shining light in the window but he was in no
shape to present himself to anybody now, so he headed for the
barn.

He sidled his horse up
to the door, bent over, grabbed the latch and swung it open. He
ducked as his horse moved freely through the door and stopped
inside. He swung his leg over the saddle and when he hit the ground
his knees buckled and only his grip on the icy horn kept him from
falling.

He stood leaning
against his horse until his eyes adjusted to the dark and he had
enough circulation in his legs to stand and move about. Reaching
down with near frozen hands he unbuckled the saddle, pulled it off
and let it drop to the floor of the dark barn.

He remembered this
barn well as he moved slowly toward the usual place the lantern
hung…and it was still there. He felt around in the dark until his
hand touched the small can that held the matches and on his third
try he managed to get a match lit under the raised mantle bringing
the barn to light.

For the next few
minutes he held his hands around the glowing mantle until the
freezing began coming out and with it the pain of thawing that shot
through them like stabbing needles. His legs were working better
now so he staggered over and closed the barn door, then worked his
way back to the waiting horse and began rubbing her down
carefully.

Pearl was a new horse
to him and he talked softly to her as he combed the ice from her
mane, and as she stood quietly while he curried her he knew that
she too was glad be out of the storm. She had done him a duty this
night and most likely had saved his life

He staggered over and
threw some hay down then quickly stripped his wet clothes off,
throwing them over the railing of the stall. There was only one
other horse and what he presumed was a milk cow that must have been
put in because of the storm. When he had the hay spread he fell
into the pile covering himself with his damp bedroll. The last
thing he remembered was shivering uncontrollably…now something woke
him and when he opened his eyes he was staring into the barrel of a
rifle.

It took him a minute
to focus and then he saw clearly that it was a rifle in the hands
of a very pretty lady. The rifle didn’t waver as she stood over him
and he sat up quickly with the shock. The bedroll fell away and she
stared at his naked body down to his waist. She was tempted to turn
away in embarrassment, it had been a long time since she saw this
much of a man, but she held the rifle steady without wavering.

“Who are you…and what
are you doing here.”

He regained his
composure as he pulled the bedroll back up around his
shoulders.

“I’m sorry ma’am, I
mean you no harm. I rode in late last night and I took the liberty
of using your barn. I must look a sight but I was so almighty cold
that I just curled up here. I was planning to be up at the crack of
dawn and be gone.”

She stood her
ground.

“Well mister the crack
of dawn doesn’t begin at noontime around here.”

He had no way of
knowing what the time was but he had been so exhausted that he must
have just slept right through. She stepped back and relaxed a
little, but the rifle did not waver.

“I’m Clay Ralston and
I’m just passing through headed for Beaver Creek”

At the sound of his
name she stiffened, stepped back further and raised the rifle
again.

“I know who you are…
and I know what you did.”

When he decided to
come home he was not sure what the reaction would be among the
people he left, but now he was getting a taste of it. He really had
expected no less, but still it hurt. He wanted to try and explain
to her what had really happened, but staring into the barrel of a
rifle gave him little chance to do that. She turned to the little
girl that was standing behind her and pointed to the clothes
hanging on the edge of the stall.

“Callie get those
clothes and bring them here.”

The little girl moved
as her mother had said and as she grabbed the shirt she turned to
her mother.

“Ma, these clothes are
still wet.”

She looked back at the
man who was still shivering under his bedroll and then at the horse
standing in the middle of the barn. She could see that the saddle
and bridal that lay on the floor had been hastily removed and she
saw the brush that lay beside them.

Her husband Matt was
like that, no matter how tired he was he would always take care of
his horse. Then she handed the rifle to the young boy.

“Nathan, you take this
rifle and keep it aimed at him…if he moves shoot him.”

She turned, grabbed
the hand of the girl and headed out the door. When she was gone the
boy stood holding the rifle steady. He could see that the boy was
nervous because it was a big chore his mother had placed on
him.

“Son, you can put that
rifle down, I’m not going to cause you or your folks any harm.”

For a moment he saw
some hesitation and indecision in his eyes, but soon they hardened
again.

“Mister, my ma told me
what to do, and I’m doing it.”

He had to admire the
spunk of the boy, who he guessed to be about ten years old.

“Well could you at
least aim the gun a little to the right in case it goes off?”

The boy was back to
his hardened mode.

“Mister, I know how to
shoot…and if this here rifle goes off it won’t be by accident.”

He was about to answer
when the woman came back through the door and tossed a bundle of
clothes at him, then she took the rifle again.

“Put these on, then
saddle up and ride out of here!”

There was no doubt
what she wanted as she shoved the children toward the door and
stood with the rifle still ready.

He smiled as he
thought about the situation. He was a naked man being asked to
dress in front of a woman.

“Are you just going to
stand there and watch me?’

She turned her head
slightly and blushed at the thought.

“Dress under the
blankets and do it quick.”

She turned her back as
he began putting the clothes on.

“You don’t have to
worry about me, I don’t have any guns. You said you know me…I don’t
know what it is you heard…but it was an accident and I paid for
what I did.”

She didn’t answer as
he finished dressing.

“You can turn around
now, I know I must look a sight but this was the only place I could
take shelter. How long have you owned this place?”

She turned back toward
him and lowered the rifle slightly.

“We bought it just
after you were sent to prison.”

She was about to say
more but he interrupted her and pointed to the other side of the
barn.

“You didn’t happen to
find a trunk that was hidden where that stall is now?”

Her curiosity was
beginning to set in and the veil of her first reaction slid
off.

“As a matter of fact
we did find a trunk and moved it into the tack room…in there.

She pointed to a room
off the barn.

“I guess it’s yours
since you knew where it was and mentioned it. I figured that maybe
someday someone might show up looking for it.”

He moved slowly toward
the room being careful not to make any sudden moves and when he
stood over the trunk he turned to her as she stood in the
doorway.

“Ma’am I have to tell
you that if everything is the same as I left it there is going to
be a gun in here…and I wouldn’t want to get shot because of
it.”

She was not sure how
to react to that information, she just knew that she must do
whatever she could to protect her children.

“Bring it out slowly
where I can see it and remove the bullets. Then take whatever else
you want and leave.”

He opened the trunk
lid slowly and then stopped as a flood of memories came back to
him. She saw the emotion on his face and at that time he did not
look like the kind of man who would harm anyone. As he took the gun
out and emptied it he strapped on the holster, put the empty gun in
it and then he slowly picked through the clothes until he came upon
a picture in a small frame.

“I put these things in
here when I knew they were going to send me away.”

He tried to conceal
the picture as he shoved it in his shirt. His emotion was running
high and he was at a loss of what to say.

“Thank you for keeping
it, and thank you for letting me get some of the things. The
clothes won’t fit me anymore but maybe someday they will fit the
boy.”

She moved back from
the door as he moved out of the room and toward his horse then she
suddenly spoke.

“I’m sorry, you must
be hungry, I have some lunch I was just getting ready for the
children…you’re welcome to join us.”

He turned and saw that
her eyes had softened, he was not sure what caused the change in
her, but she was right, he was very hungry.

“That would be fine
ma’am…I’ll just leave this gun here.”

He unhooked the gun
belt again, stuffed it into his saddlebags and turned back to
her.

“Just give me a few
minutes to get the house in order and the table set”

He spent the time
rubbing Pearl down again and throwing her some of the hay he had
slept on and when he thought it was enough time he headed out. As
he looked around the yard he could see that the sleet that had
turned into snow and covered the ground was almost gone. He had
seen late spring storms like this before and he was thankful that
he had made it to the barn for protection.

She opened the door
when she heard his approach and when he stepped in he stood frozen
for a moment. It had been ten years since he was here, but to his
surprise little had changed. It was like he had just walked out and
walked back in. She saw his hesitancy, but did not comment on it
and she wondered what it would feel like.

He reached around and
automatically hung his hat on the same peg he had done years
before. Ten years was a long time and although he was only eighteen
when he left it felt like just yesterday.

The children were
waiting at the table and when he sat down they just smiled and
quietly waited for their mother. When the plates were served she
had the children join hands and each of them took one of his hands
to complete the circle while the mother said her grace.

This was something he
remembered his mother and father doing but that stopped when his
father died and Hyrum moved in. He struggled not to think of those
things as she passed the plate of sandwiches.

“My name is Josie
Carmichael and this is Cassie and Nathan.”

The children each
smiled at their introduction and he smiled back at them, because of
the looks he was getting he had assumed that she already told the
children who he was.

“Pleased to meet you
both, and you ma’am…and thank you for inviting me in.”

She didn’t answer, but
as they finished their meal in silence he was sure that the
children had plenty of questions and it was a complement to her in
their upbringing that they refrained. When the meal was finished
Josie and Cassie did the cleanup and the dishes while he and Nathan
went outside.

There were two chairs
and a bench and each of them took a chair and now the questions
began.

“Did you really kill
your pa?”

He thought, leave it
to children to get the biggest questions out of the way. He was not
aware of it but Josie had just been starting to come out when she
stopped by the door to listen to his answer.

“Well now that is not
totally accurate. The man I killed was my step father…and someday
I’ll tell you the whole story.”

Just like a child he
accepted that answer, and fired another.

“What was it like to
be in prison?”

He was not sure how to
answer that question, or if he could describe what it was really
like.

“Well boy, prison is
not a very nice place and it is a place where you never want to
go…but if you keep doing what you are doing and listen to you ma
you won’t ever have to go there.”

Then came the question
that was worrying him the most.

“You didn’t come back
here to hurt us did you?”

This time he looked
directly at the boy.

“Heavens no, I would
not hurt you or your sister…or your ma. I came back because it is
the only place that I know and the only people I know. I know that
your ma and pa own this place now and I am just passing through to
Beaver Creek.”

The boy just shrugged
his shoulders.

“My pa was killed by
the Arapahoe three years ago so now it just us running the
ranch.”

Clay put his hand
gently on his shoulder. He wondered why there was no talk about a
father of a husband but he had assumed that he was just away
working…maybe on a cattle drive.

“I know how that can
be, I was just about your age when my pa died and I lived on this
very ranch.”

This time the boy was
quiet.

“It can be hard son,
but it can also be some of the best times of your life. Your ma is
a wonderful woman and she loves you and your sister very much, I
know that doesn’t take place of your pa, but it is more that a lot
of people got.”

He turned and looked
at Clay.

“I know, but sometimes
I wake up late at night and I hear my ma crying and…”

Before he could finish
Josie stepped out the door.

“Nathan it’s time you
go to your chores…things aren’t going to get done by themselves
around here.”

When the youngster
hurried off Josie sat in his place.

“I’m sorry, I listened
to you two talking and I didn’t realize how important it is for a
boy to talk to a man…even a man who is not his pa.”

He looked into the
eyes of this woman who had done a complete turnaround from their
first meeting.

“Sometimes it’s good
for a mother to talk to a man too…even though he is not her
husband. As I look around I can tell that the place needs a lot of
work. What happened?”

She took a deep sigh
as she busied her hands in her apron.

“I guess I was so
wrapped up in my problems I didn’t realize that the children have
to deal with things too.”

She leaned back in the
chair and took another deep sigh.

“We bought this place
just after you were sent to…away”

He chuckled.

“It was prison, and
you can call it prison…it was not a nice place but not all the men
there are bad men, and some of them should not even be there. Go
on, you were saying…”

“Well things were
going good until Matt was killed and then our cattle started
disappearing. I guess it was easy for them to move in on a woman
alone. Now you have to ride a long time and look hard to even find
one of them and without cattle to sell a ranch just naturally
dies…in this case it appears it will fall to back taxes in another
couple of months. Matt had some money saved up and it got us this
far…but now I don’t know.”

He looked out over the
hills where there used to be cattle grazing in his day.

“A ranch is hard
enough to run…but for a woman alone…why didn’t you just sell the
place?”

She sighed again
almost in regret.

“I thought about it,
I’ve had offers…but this is where our children were born and where
my husband is buried.”

He knew he was
treading on touchy ground, but he continued.

“You’re a find looking
woman and in a country where there aren’t that many it would seem
to be easy to find a husband that could help you run the
place.”

He was sorry he said
it when he remembered what had happened to his mother who had been
in the same situation. When she didn’t answer he thought for a
moment he had overstepped his bounds, but then she looked directly
at him.

“There have been men
who came around but you see that it is not only me, I come as a
package with two children…and if a man can’t accept that a hundred
percent I am not interested…and I am also not interested in selling
this place.”

After seeing her with
the children it was no less an answer then the expected. He sat
waiting for her to continue but he could see that she was fighting
a losing battle so he pressed on.

“See those trees over
there, when the wind comes down hard they don’t push against it and
try to hold it back they bend with it or they will break…sometimes
it better just to bend with the wind.”

She pointed further to
the left.

“See that big oak
tree…it does not bend in the wind because it is strong and the
roots are dug in deep.”

He could see that he
was fighting a losing battle and he actually did not have the right
to even try so he let it drop and as the conversation dried up
little Cassie came out and crawled onto her mother’s knee. As she
squirmed to get comfortable she looked up at Clay.

“Have you got any
children of your own?”

He smiled at the
difference between a boy’s and girl’s questions.

“No honey, I didn’t
really have the time for that yet but maybe someday I will be lucky
and have three or four just as pretty as you.”

She cuddled into her
mother.

“Maybe then they can
come and play with me.”

He smiled as he looked
into her pretty face.

“That would be
wonderful…but for now I have to get moving.”

He knew he had
overstepped his bounds but just sitting on the porch brought back
memories of comfort and peace that overshadowed the bad memories
and he got up and started to go.

“Thank you very much
for sharing your home and your family with me Josie Carmichael and
I wish you luck.”

He started to walk
away and she called after him.

“It’s getting late in
the day to be travelling to Beaver Creek, your welcome to spent the
night in the barn again if it suits you.”

He turned and looked
back at her, he was about to turn her down but he saw something in
her eyes that told him that she was lonesome too.

“That would be fine, I
could get up before the crack of noon and be on the road.”

She chuckled at his
comment.

“The next meal will be
at six o’clock and you are welcome to join us for that.”

He went down the steps
when she went back into the house and it didn’t take him long to
find Nathan, all he did was follow the sounds of the axe splitting
wood. He stood for a minute and watched the young boy swing the
heavy axe and then he stepped in.

“Your mother asked me
to stay for supper tonight so if you don’t mind I’ll take that axe
and do some chopping to earn my keep…do you think you can pile it
for me?”

The boy nodded with a
big smile and stepped back leaving the axe stuck in a block of
wood.

“I can stack as fast
as you can cut.”

For the next two hours
the two of them worked feverishly each trying to outdo the other
and when Josie looked out the window periodically it was with a
tear in her eye. This is how it had been with Matt and Nathan, and
it was something that she missed dearly…almost as much as the
nights that she slept with his arms firmly wrapped around her. She
shook her head at the thought and went back to her cooking.

When the wood was cut
and stacked the two of them set about fixing some of the falling
down corral fences. Even if the ranch was failing there were
certain things that must be kept up and the two of them set about
doing just that.

The evening supper
went smoothly with Nathan bragging about piling the wood faster
than Clay and the two of them laughing about it. When
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