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For Crissi


CHAPTER 1

It seemed as though he would no sooner finish helping one of his first time momma cows deliver a calf in the muck of late winter when he’d see another cow down and struggling. This happened repeatedly, no less than one hundred and thirteen times by his count, once he started to keep count. He still felt lucky. He only had to call the vet out to help with nine of the births. Of those nine, eight calves lived and one didn’t. The one that died did so during the birthing process, having presented to the birth canal backwards, upside down and much too big for the cow, who was one of his smallest. He had found the cow, red ear tag #67, many hours into her labor, down in draw a mile or so from the main herd. The vet guessed the baby had already been dead for a while; it was the vet who ended up having to dismember the calf while still inside #67 to get him out and save the cow.

Spring had always been a very busy time of year for struggling cattle rancher Henry McBride and his family, and that year had been no exception. It started in late January with the beginning of calving season, the time of year most cattlemen look forward to and dread at the same time. Calving season, by its very nature, brings new life to a working cattle ranch, and new life always offers new beginnings. No matter how good or bad the previous year was, once the babies start arriving the opportunities for improvement in the New Year always look just a little better.

Many ranchers also dread calving season for one of the reasons Henry was dreading it this year. Any other year Henry’s herd would have consisted mostly of older cows, all with many years of calving behind them. In those years he wouldn’t have needed to be so watchful and diligent about helping the cows calve. However, the summer before, a large number of those older, trustworthy cows died during a freak lightning strike in the high meadow. Many of the older cows that survived the initial strike would ultimately need to be destroyed later due to their internal injuries. Because of that one unfortunate mishap, the majority of Henry’s herd this year was made up of first time mothers who almost always needed more looking after than the older, more experienced cows would.

Luckily, by mid March calving was over, just in time for the six mares to start having their foals. About that time a series of spring storms started pushing up the valley, accompanied by bone-chilling winds and dumping freezing rain and snow on everything in sight. Knowing the mares were close to foaling, Henry brought them all up to the old wooden barn, a sort of landmark in the area, which had been built in the late 1800’s by the original owners of the place. There he put the mares all in separate box stalls he had constructed over the years and spent many more a sleepless night slogging his way from the house, through the rain and muck, to check on them.

By April, all but one of the mares had foaled and had been turned out into the lower pasture where the new spring grass was starting to come up. The last mare to have her baby was, again, a first-time mother and seemed to be holding on to her foal like it was gold. The good news was by now the weather had started settling down a bit, and although he probably would have been fine turning the mare out with the others, Henry chose to keep her in the barn at night so he could check on her.

Henry was a lifelong stockman and took great pride in the health and well being of his animals, particularly during calving and foaling season. This, even at the constant ribbing of a number of his neighbors who were more of a mind that animals should be prepared to take care of themselves during such times, not be pampered and coddled. Of course, for the most part, Henry agreed. Animals should be able to take care of themselves. And he was more than willing to let them, once they were on the ground and healthy. It was just that he didn’t want to lose any stock for want of paying attention.

It was also in April that irrigating began on the five hundred acres of bottomland Henry had acquired only five years before, to add to the seven hundred acres he and his wife Annie already owned. The seven hundred acres that came with the ranch, when they bought the place five years before that, was mostly rocky scrub with some good grass, but not much. It was also criss-crossed a number of times by a mostly dry, shallow ravine that hardly had enough water in it for the stock to drink out of, unless there was rain and plenty of it. As a result, the seven hundred acres were fine for grazing stock, but not at all useful for growing hay, which was what the five hundred acres of bottomland was for.

Like everything else on the ranch that spring, irrigating was a time-consuming process for Henry. The entire bottomland sloped gently to the south, and Henry would lay dams made out of blue plastic tarp in the irrigation ditches so water would back up behind them and eventually start to flood the acreage below the ditch. After a few days, when the area was sufficiently saturated, he would then set up another dam farther down the ditch, remove the previous dam, and then begin to saturate that area as well. This process would continue until the entire five hundred acres had been irrigated sufficiently. There was a total of twenty ditches, which meandered their way for miles, and changing water—or moving the dams—in and of itself was nearly a full time job.

Of course then there was the branding, doctoring, ear tagging, castrating of bull calves, de-lousing of the entire herd, sorting then moving the herd to their respective summer pastures, and hauling steers to market. On top of that there was the fencing that needed to be done, along with the repairs on tack and equipment, all of which was never-ending.

Because Henry and Annie’s place had always been more of a subsistence ranch than a real money maker, the vast majority of the work was always done by either Henry, Annie, or both, along with their twelve-year-old son Josh. Hiring help, even just day help, was simply out of the question. In fact, things had been so tight recently that a couple years before, Annie took a job in town, working part time at the local market as a checker. It was terribly difficult for Henry to swallow at the time—the fact that the ranch wasn’t making enough money to support his family. But then, times were tough for nearly everybody, and more than one ranch wife found a town job to help supplement income.

Annie, on the other hand, while understanding how difficult it was for Henry to see her take the job, actually enjoyed her time at the market. Ever since she was a little girl she had always been very social and outgoing and while she loved the ranch and the life it provided, she found the market a welcome distraction from its solitude.

It was that outgoing personality that attracted Henry to her in the first place, when the two of them were kids in the fourth grade—that, and her green eyes. At the time, Henry fancied himself a pretty good roper, which he was, and had been out on the playground at recess showing off to some of his friends. Before long, Henry had attracted quite an audience, while throwing one fancy loop after another. First he caught one, then two and even three of his friends with one loop. Then he caught their feet as they ran past him, simulating the act of “heeling,” or catching an animal by the hind legs.

He then moved on to a couple of more technically challenging loops, one of which is known as a houlihan. The loops he had been throwing up to this point were pretty standard, all of which had been tossed sort of like one would a baseball and slightly off to the side of his body. The houlihan is thrown in a backhand fashion, with the release of the rope being nearly directly overhead. It is a tough loop for some experienced ropers to throw, but even as a child, Henry made it look easy.

This loop is generally known as a horse loop, as it is often used to catch loose horses out of a remuda. Unlike a standard loop, which would come directly at the horse due to the way it is thrown, often causing him to shy from the loop and avoid being caught, the houlihan, because of the way it is thrown, floats gently over the head and allows the person doing the throwing to catch the horse around the neck.

Henry had thrown several of these loops, effortlessly catching several of his friends, before one of the loops missed. Almost immediately, out of the small crowd of onlookers came a voice.

“I have a better houlihan than that,” the voice said unapologetically. Henry looked at the group while coiling his rope.

“Who said that?” he asked with a self-assured chuckle. There was no answer. “That’s what I thought,” he finished coiling his rope, and then started to build another loop. “Ain’t nobody here better than me.”

“I am,” the voice said. Then, from the back of the crowd stepped a small girl with long blond hair hanging down the middle of her back in a ponytail. She wore a yellow, flowered cotton dress and scuffed saddle shoes and white socks. Her eyes were the greenest Henry had ever seen, and he had to stop for a minute just to take them in. “I can do better than that.”

“You?” Henry snapped out of his stare and was indignant, or at least as indignant as a ten-year-old boy can be. “A girl! No way!”

The group, made up mostly of ranch boys and girls, all laughed. All except another little girl standing next to the blond.

“She is better,” the little girl said matter-of-factly. “She could out-rope you any day of the week and twice on Sunday.”

“Oh yeah,” Henry grunted. “Then prove it.”

With that, the little blond-headed girl with the green eyes stepped up. “Let’s have a contest,” she said. “We throw as many houlihans as we can before the bell rings. First one to miss, loses.”

“Fine with me,” Henry chuckled. “Targets got to be moving, though.”

“Fine with me,” the little girl said.

“Good,” Henry said. “I pick Leon to be my target.”

“No way,” the girl protested. “I pick your target—you pick mine. That way we both know a friend ain’t gonna cheat for either one of us.”

“Whatever,” Henry grinned. “Ain’t gonna matter anyhow.”

With that, targets were picked, rules were established (such as no ducking out from under a loop or running too fast), and the contest began. Each contestant would throw five loops, then give the rope to the opponent for five loops, and so on until someone missed or until recess was over, whichever came first. At that time, whoever had the most catches would be declared the winner.

Henry hit his first five with ease, and much to everyone’s surprise, so did the little girl. Then both hit the second five, then the third. On Henry’s sixteenth throw, however, he released a just little too late and the loop landed harmlessly on his target’s head and slid down the boy’s back.

The little girl stepped up and made another five in a row, then for good measure, made another three. About that time, the bell signaling the end of recess rang, and that was that. As the kids all made their way back into school, the girl coiled Henry’s rope and graciously handed it back to him.

“Thanks for letting me use your rope,” she said.

At first, Henry couldn’t think of anything to say. He was embarrassed and impressed all at the same time. Embarrassed because he had been beaten by a girl, and impressed, also because he had been beaten by a girl. He gently took the rope. “You got a nice houlihan,” he said, with all the humility he could muster.

“You, too.” She smiled. “I’m Annie Ford. We’re new here. Just moved from Idaho. This is my second day.”

“I’m Henry.” They started for the school. “I’ve lived here all my life.”

Like Henry, Annie had grown up in a ranching family. Her father had been working as ranch foreman on the Box L Ranch in Northern Idaho before recently taking a job as ranch manager on the Nine-Bar-Nine just up the road from where Henry and his family’s little ranch was. The Nines, as folks in the area referred to it, was one of the biggest cow/calf operations in the state, and it was considered quite a coup for Len Ford to have snagged the manager position there. Nearly every cowboy in a three-state area applied for the job, which was vacated when Tink Weber, the previous manager, died of pneumonia the winter before.

Annie had learned much of her roping skills from her father, along with the ranch hands on the Box L when her family was still there, and she had spent countless hours practicing both on and off her horse in hopes that one day she’d get to help out on the ranch and do some real roping, helping out at branding time, for instance, instead of just roping stationary targets like hay bales and fence posts. As of yet, she hadn’t gotten her chance. It was those roping skills she had developed, however, along with her natural beauty, outgoing nature and those green eyes that caught Henry’s attention, and gradually Henry found himself spending more and more time with her.

The two found they had a lot in common. Even at their early age, both were excellent with and knowledgeable about stock and land management, as well as excellent riders and even leather workers. Over time, the two of them became best friends, seldom one being somewhere without the other. In high school they both became heavily involved with their high school rodeo team, where Henry team roped and rode saddle broncs, and Annie ran barrels on her big bay gelding named Blister. Once out of school, the two of them took up rodeoing full time, with both of them having the goal of getting their PRCA cards, which they both eventually did.

They rodeoed hard for three years, during which time they decided to get married while on a stop in Las Vegas. They actually got married on a sort of bet that came from one of their traveling buddies, Les Fowler, a wiry little bull rider with big ears and a smashed nose he acquired when a bull he was riding threw his head up at the same time Les’s went down. The collision also knocked out two of Les’s front teeth, which he hadn’t bothered getting replaced. Sitting behind the chutes with a bunch of friends after the rodeo one night, Les had said that while there was no question Henry and Annie were good friends, it was pretty clear to everybody that knew them that they’d never get married because neither one of them was the marrying kind.

Even though marriage had never been discussed between the two of them, Henry and Annie both disagreed, saying that they were, indeed the marrying kind. In fact, Henry had said indignantly, he wanted to get married one day and have a mess of kids to boot! Annie stopped him, and in her way that completely disarmed him, said quietly that one or two would probably be plenty. After all, it wasn’t Henry that would have to carry them for nine months. Everyone laughed.

Later that night, however, after their friends had gone off to their respective hotel rooms, or climbed in their horse trailers to bed down, as Henry and Annie did, the two of them started discussing marriage for real. It was a foreign subject for both of them, neither one having given it much thought, but the more they talked about it, the better the idea sounded. Before long, one thing led to another, and the next thing they both knew, they were in a little chapel off the Vegas strip.

Later that year at a rodeo in Granby, Colorado, Henry drew a bronc by the name of Coffee’s Western Twister, a horse that had bucked every one of his riders off in the past one hundred outings. Henry had been happy to get the draw, not only because if he stayed on for the allotted eight seconds he was likely to get a great score, and possibly take home the first place prize money, but also because the rodeo promoter had put a five thousand dollar bounty on the horse’s head. Meaning, if anyone rode the horse for the eight seconds without getting bucked off, he would win the five thousand, on top of any prize money.

Henry eased down into the chute and onto his saddle, which was already strapped to the big bay horse’s back. He carefully adjusted the length of his thick rope rein, making sure the horse would have plenty of room to get his head down while bucking. This one adjustment could make or break his ride. If the rein was too short, Henry would get jerked out of the saddle, too loose and Henry wouldn’t be able to use it to help with his balance. When he had what he thought was an appropriate length in his rein, he shoved his feet deep into his oxbow stirrups and nodded to the cowboy on the ground to open the chute.

Twister reared straight up on his hind legs as soon as the chute opened, slamming Henry’s right shoulder hard against the metal piping. Most riders would have lost their concentration right then and there and more than likely would have fallen off at the horse’s first jump. But not Henry. Hitting his shoulder only made him mad and more determined. The horse, still on his hind legs, turned and burst into the arena in a spectacular display of athleticism most folks had never seen. The horse’s hind legs snapped twenty feet high in the air, then he twisted his body so much that his belly was exposed to the sun, at the same time he flung his head one way then the other, then he launched himself this way then that, and repeating the pattern over and over.

Henry rode him like he was a carousel horse on a merry-go-round and made it look easy. The buzzer that signaled eight seconds went off and a huge roar went up from the crowd, although Henry couldn’t hear it. The pick-up man galloped over to Henry and Twister to help Henry get off, but before he got to them the big bay jammed his front legs so hard into the ground that his nose hit the dirt and he flipped himself head over heels with Henry still in the saddle. Henry landed hard on the same right shoulder that was injured in the chute, severely dislocating it, and fracturing six ribs when he was pinned between the saddle and the ground.

Henry had ridden the horse to a score of ninety-seven, good enough to take home the first place prize of three hundred dollars. That, coupled with the five thousand dollars bounty money he made for making the buzzer, gave him a nice chunk of money for the day’s work. Even though his hospital bill was fifteen hundred dollars, that still left him with thirty-eight hundred, which was more than he’d ever won before. The injuries he suffered that day sidelined Henry for a good long while, and while he was recuperating he was also trying to decide whether he would go back to a life in rodeo after he healed up, or go back to a more stable life in ranching. About that time Annie’s barrel horse came up lame and out of commission when he stepped on a nail left over from the sloppy habits of a maintenance worker at the Cedar City, Utah, rodeo. Just like that his decision was made, and Annie happily followed suit. Both were out of rodeo and back to ranching.

Not long after, the two of them went home and were able to secure a job managing a ranch not far from where they grew up, and about that same time, Josh was born. Three years later, with some of the money they had saved from their rodeo days, along with some of the savings from their ranch job, a little more from their families, and a loan from the bank, they had enough money to buy the ranch they currently owned.

As much work as things had been that spring for Henry and Annie, for the most part everything had actually been going along smoothly. That was, until the morning of branding. It was mid April and as was his habit, Henry got up before dawn on branding day, always a Saturday, and headed out about daybreak to gather the cow-calf pairs that he had moved to the nearest pasture a couple days before. He had a number of neighbors coming around 7:00 a.m. to help with branding of the new calves, and he wanted to have the cattle ready and in the large catch pen before the neighbors got there, so as not to waste anybody’s time unnecessarily.

Normally, the men would do the majority of the roping and dragging the calves to the fire, mounted on experienced ranch horses who weren’t bothered by swinging ropes or burning hide, while other men and some of the younger boys (the ones around Josh’s age) would hold the calves down once they got to the fire. The women would take care of vaccinating the calves, while at the same time someone would bring an iron from the fire and brand the calf with the McBride’s quarter circle MC brand on the calf’s left hip. Then the calf would be untied and turned loose to run bawling back to its mother that was standing nearby.

While Henry was out gathering the pairs, Annie and Josh would be back in the catch pen, digging a fire pit, getting the fire started, and getting some fresh coffee brewed for the folks who would be showing up. While Annie always took charge of the ground crew—keeping the vaccinations in order, checking ear tags, keeping notes on which calves had gotten what—she also enjoyed doing a little roping herself. Normally she waited until about half the calves had been branded before trying her hand. Henry always saddled her horse when he saddled his so all she had to do was grab her rope, slip the bridle on her horse and join in.

He would also tie her rope to her saddle so she wouldn’t have to go hunting it up before she rode. But on this day, because he had slept a little later than he should have, he ran out of time that morning and left her rope in its bag hanging on the tack room wall. So later that morning, before Annie could join in on the roping, she needed to make the trip to the tack room to retrieve it.

Since Henry was so busy, one of the projects that had to take a back seat that spring was replacing the second step in a set of three that led up to the tack room door. The tack room was actually an old chicken coop, which sat on low stilts just a few yards from the front door of the barn. Because Henry and Annie had more tack then they had chickens, it only made sense to turn the little, nearly one-hundred-year-old building into something they could use. Turning the coop into a tack room was one of the first things they did after they moved in, and it remained pretty much the way they’d built it ever since.

The downside to having the tack room where it was, was that in the wintertime what little snow they got would blow between the barn and the tack room and drift up against the tack room door. It would build up on the steps leading up to the door, and more specifically, on the second step. Because of the mildness of the winters in the area, the snow would quickly melt, with much of the water that was then created by the melting snow pooling primarily in the middle of the second step. Over time, the step had become rotted and weak, and Annie had been after Henry to replace it for going on three years. The step was on Henry’s list, just not very high on it.

Besides, the step was never really a problem for Henry because he seldom used the steps anyway. They weren’t very tall steps, measuring less than about three inches between the top of one and the bottom of the next, so he’d simply step from the ground to the top step, skipping the first and middle steps all together. Annie, on the other hand, not being very tall, always used the three steps. On that day, because she was in a hurry, she jogged toward the tack room, skipped the first step and put her full weight on the second.

The step, which had been slowly disintegrating for years, finally gave way under the impact of her foot. There was a loud CRACK as Annie’s right foot crashed through the board. Instinctively, she turned to her right so she wouldn’t fall face first into the tack room door, but the spur on her boot hung up under the first step, putting the weight of her entire body on her right ankle. Her shin hit the top step as she fell hard into the door on her right shoulder. Simultaneously, there was another CRACK as her tibia splintered just above the ankle.

Oddly, there was no pain at first. In fact, there was more pain in her shoulder than in her ankle. She shifted herself slightly, turning her body away from the door and coming to a sitting position on the top step. Doing so freed the spur from under the step and allowed her to lift her foot out of the hole she just made. It was about then the pain in her ankle shot through her body and she let out an anguished moan that quickly turned into a long, loud shriek.

The branding pen was over one hundred yards away on the other side of the barn, and with that distance, coupled by all the noise that is inherent to a branding, nobody heard her. She grabbed her leg just behind the knee and lifted it ever so slightly in the air. Her foot hung off the end of her leg at an unnatural angle, confirming her worst fears.

She knew what broken bones looked like. She had doctored plenty of them for Henry over the years. His ribs, wrist, femur, several fingers and toes and a collarbone had all been fractured at one time or another. But this was her first broken bone—and it hurt like hell! As she sat there in unbearable pain, she couldn’t understand how it was Henry was able to be so stoic all those times when he had broken something. In fact, other than when he fractured his femur, and after the wreck he’d had on Coffee’s Western Twister, he had never even gone to the doctor. Well, not her. It was pretty clear to her already that she’d be going to the local medical clinic just as soon as she could. Annie sat on the step for what seemed like an eternity before Evelyn Trucks, her neighbor from down the road, came around the barn on her way up to the house to use the bathroom.

“Annie,” she cried, seeing Annie’s crumpled form near the tack room door. “Are you all right?” She ran over to where Annie was sitting. By now, Annie’s perpetually tanned face had turned an ashen white, and her mouth was so dry she could hardly speak.

“I broke my leg,” she said hoarsely. “Could you go get Henry for me?”

For years to come Henry would curse himself for not fixing that damn step when he had the chance. He couldn’t stand to see Annie in any kind of pain, and pain that he felt he caused her was almost too much for him to bear. But there would be more to it. The way he would come to see it, if he had fixed the step, Annie wouldn’t have fallen through it. Had she not fallen through, she wouldn’t have broken her leg, and if she hadn’t broken her leg, there’s a good chance that with her having had more rest than he over the past several months, it would have been her driving on that moonless night two weeks later—not him.


CHAPTER 2

Chronologically, it had been seventeen years since the accident. But for Henry, it was always just the day after. After seventeen years, the sights, sounds and smells of what happened that night were just as fresh, just as vivid and just as terrifying as they had been the night they occurred. While many of the details were still fuzzy, what he did know was he and Annie had taken Josh to the finals of the regional talent show, in which Josh was a finalist for his age group. Josh had gotten to the finals by playing an impressive rendition of “Ghost Riders in the Sky” on his guitar in the semi-finals that were held at the local high school a week before.

Neither Annie nor Henry could ever figure out where Josh had gotten his talent for the guitar, and for singing for that matter, as nobody in either of their families was particularly musical. Yet, when Josh was six, out of the blue he started begging for a guitar. It took some convincing, mostly because Henry really couldn’t afford to buy a guitar, much less the guitar lessons that were sure to follow, only to have Josh lose interest a month or so later—as kids often do with such obsessions.

Their little boy had been so persistent that Henry and Annie broke down and got him a small, inexpensive, three-quarter size guitar for Christmas the following year. Much to both of their surprise, Josh not only stuck with it, he took lessons twice a week, practiced every day, and became very proficient. Within two years he was playing and singing along with songs he heard on the radio. When he was eleven, he had obviously outgrown his inexpensive guitar and Annie found what turned out to be a 1930’s era Gibson L-00 acoustic guitar with a hard case and strap at a garage sale.

She was able to buy all three items for fifty dollars, only to find out later the guitar alone was actually worth well over a thousand dollars. It was also when Josh was eleven that he was asked to sit in with a local band that was playing at the annual fall festival down at the VFW hall in town. Josh had been a big hit that night, playing and singing songs by Johnny Cash, Merle Haggard and Willy Nelson. Now, at twelve, Josh had entered the local talent show and had moved confidently through the various stages of competition until he made it to the finals.

The finals were held over in Blanchard, some fifty miles away and over Cambridge pass, which reached an elevation of nearly eight thousand feet. The road was good, although not at all straight, and relatively desolate particularly at night.

Henry never could remember much, if anything of the two-and-a-half-hour show itself. He had been so exhausted from the months of hard work and sporadic rest he fell asleep almost as soon as the lights went dim in the auditorium. Annie woke him just as Josh went on, and Henry fought to stay awake. But even as hard as he tried, he still ended up nodding off about half way through Josh’s performance. Josh took home the first place prize that night for his age group. In his hands he held a big blue ribbon and a check for one hundred and fifty dollars. The plaque with his name on it he would get later after it had been engraved. But it was in the smile on his son’s face that Henry found the biggest reward.

Henry remembered bringing the truck up to the entrance so Annie, who was still on crutches, wouldn’t have to walk all the way out to where the truck was parked. He remembered helping Annie into the truck, putting Josh’s guitar and her crutches in the bed and Josh climbing in next to his mother. He remembered leaving the parking lot and getting on the road that took them over the pass. He could recall Annie and Josh talking, but couldn’t remember what they were talking about. The next thing he always heard was both Annie and Josh screaming in the distance and the sound of breaking glass and twisting metal.

The highway patrol accident report noted there weren’t any skid marks where the truck left the road. It was as if Henry had simply missed the turn and drove right off the edge and down the five hundred foot embankment. The lack of skid marks was because Henry had never touched the brakes. He had fallen into a deep sleep behind the wheel and had been ejected from the truck almost immediately after it left the road. He woke only after he hit the ground and thudded to a stop against a tree. The truck, with Annie and Josh still trapped inside, continued flipping and rolling down the side of the mountain. He couldn’t see the truck, nor was he fully aware of what had happened, until the truck came to a stop near the bottom of the draw, then burst into flames. It was only then the gravity of what had just happened came crashing down on top of him.

He had broken his arm and two ribs in the fall, and had a six-inch long gash that ran from his left eyebrow, up and over the top of his head, through his scalp and exposing his skull. Still, as soon as he had his wits about him, he jumped to his feet and scrambled down the hill calling frantically for his wife and son as blood poured down his face and stung his eyes.

Because the terrain down to the bottom of the draw was so rough, it took Henry what seemed like an eternity to get to where the truck had come to its fiery rest. By the time he got there, some of the nearby bushes and trees were either smoldering or burning, with more looking as if they would explode into flames at any minute. Still, Henry ran through the fires and over to the truck. He was quickly forced back because of the intense heat the truck was putting off, and no matter how hard he tried, he was only able to get within fifty feet of the wreck. By the time the fire and ambulance crews arrived, they found an unresponsive and bloodied Henry standing near the wreckage, staring blankly at the twisted heap. The fire had subsided, but the truck and its occupants were unrecognizable.

Annie and Josh’s funeral was held a week later and was attended by over fifteen hundred people. Henry stayed by the gravesite for two full days and nights, not eating, sleeping or drinking, until Leon Geyser, one of Henry’s childhood friends, came to take him home. In his grief, Henry quickly found he was unwilling and unable to stay in the house where he, Annie and Josh had spent the last ten years. Within days he was sleeping either in the barn, or in a tent he pitched down in the lower pasture. He spent as little time in the house as possible, and even less time taking care of the ranch.

In his effort to stay away from the house, Henry took to driving the old, barely road-legal ranch truck into town, and doing nothing more than driving up and down Main Street over and over. Eventually, he might stop in one of the three diners, order a cup of coffee and sit for hours staring out the window. As night fell, he began stopping in the Wheel Bar, and even though he never was much of a drinker—not even in his rodeo days—he would order a beer and sit in the corner until closing time.

At first, he would show up at the bar around nine or so and stay until the bright lights came on, always drinking only one beer. Then one day a package arrived in the mail. It was the plaque with Josh’s name on it, the one he won the night of the accident. Shortly after that, Henry began stopping in the bar earlier and earlier until finally he started showing up at three, then two, and one o’clock in the afternoon. One beer would turn into ten and before long he was drunk, staggering out the door at closing time and collapsing unconscious onto the seat, and sometimes even in the bed of his truck. He would often wake up in the morning having vomited on himself sometime during the night. He’d unfold himself from wherever he was, drive home, be there long enough to clean himself up, and then head back into town.

Henry’s decline was as swift as it was complete. In less than six months, not only was he drinking heavily, having switched from beer to whiskey, but he also allowed his hay crop, one of the best he’d ever had, go to seed and rot in the field. He also started selling off his livestock to pay the mortgage on the ranch. Each month he’d sell off just enough to pay the mortgage and have enough left over for drinking money, until he ran out of livestock to sell. At that point, he simply stopped paying the mortgage.

Not surprisingly, the ranch went into foreclosure that winter, and the following spring, almost a year to the day from the accident, Henry sat on the steps of the tack room and watched as everything he owned was auctioned off to the highest bidder. A couple of his long-time friends, Leon, George Meyer, Abe Custus and a few others, all got together and bought his old ranch truck, his rifle and pistol, his bridle and saddle, saddle bags, saddle pad and blanket, and then turned around and gave them all back to him. Henry was truly thankful at the gesture, although none of the items really meant all that much to him—with the exception of his saddle.

The saddle had been his father’s, and his father’s before him and his father’s before him. Now that Annie and Josh were gone, it was really the only possession he had that meant anything to him at all, and even though he had been prepared to see it go, he found he was happy to be able to keep it. Henry left the ranch that day, his life now strewn about the seat of the old truck, and never went back.

He began a life of drifting and picking up day work and odd jobs throughout the West. Almost immediately, however, his drinking intensified. He’d go to bed drunk, then get up in the morning and start drinking again. It was his only defense against the nightmares he experienced at night, and the flashbacks during the day. In fact, the drinking never did get rid of the nightmares and flashbacks. It only dulled them. Most of the time he was able to hide his day drinking from those he worked with, usually only taking enough to keep the edge off. But there was nothing he could do to hide his night drinking, and more than one job slipped through his hands because of it.

Now, seventeen years later, and after a long dry spell without work (as his reputation for being a hard drinker had started to precede him) Henry found himself working a good job as a cowboy on the Rafter Seven Ranch in northern Arizona. He was still drinking but had found ways to regulate himself. He had almost stopped the day drinking all together, and for the most part was staying out of the bars, although there was never a bottle far away from wherever he was.

To make sure he could sleep through the night, he’d sneak out of the bunkhouse after everyone else was snoring in their beds, uncork a bottle and drink enough to sleep clear through till morning without a nightmare waking him, and everyone around him. Henry figured no one knew what he was up to. In reality, everyone did. Even with that, however, so far his drinking didn’t seem to hinder his work. There were the odd times he’d come to breakfast late and then stagger around for an hour or two until the previous night’s buzz wore off. But those times were rare, and besides, if old man Hill, the owner of the ranch, fired every cowboy who staggered around in the morning from drinking too much the night before, he’d be working the ranch by himself.

But then about three months into his time at the Rafter Seven, Henry was sent to town with the ranch truck to pick up a load of lumber. Town was nearly forty miles away, with fifteen of those miles—the ones closest to the ranch—gravel road. His trip to town was uneventful, as was his stop at the lumberyard. Within about a half hour of his arrival, the boys there had the lumber, mostly eight-foot two-by-fours and two-by-sixes, loaded on the flatbed of the pickup and strapped down.

Henry signed for the lumber, climbed into the truck and as he was pulling out of the parking lot, he heard the screeching of tires and the loud crash of metal impacting metal. He looked to his left in time to see a woman in a blue Chevy Impala run the stoplight on the corner and slam into the side of a school bus that had just entered the intersection. Both vehicles came to a stop in the intersection, and almost immediately muffled screams from children began emanating from inside the bus. The now crushed radiator from the Impala began hissing and sending steam high into the air.

Henry sat, fixated on the scene and unable to move. The high-pitched screaming, the hissing, the steam, the sound of metal on metal and breaking glass transformed itself into the night Annie and Josh died. It was dark, he could hear Annie and Josh screaming, he could smell the tires on the truck burning, the paint as it melted off its metal body, burning trees and bushes…and flesh. He could feel the heat on his face, and the hopelessness of not being able to do anything. Time stood still.

Then, through the din, there was the long honking of a horn. Beeeeeeeeeep, honk, honk, beeeeeeeeep. It was distant at first, as if it were a long way off. Beeeeeeeeep, honk, beeeeeep. It was closer now. Honk, honk, honk. Henry snapped back. Someone behind him in the lumberyard parking lot was trying to get out, and Henry was blocking the way. In his rearview mirror, Henry could see a heavyset man with the stub of a cigar between his teeth in the truck behind him. He was yelling something, but Henry couldn’t hear what it was.

Henry’s heart was racing, his breath was short and his hands were sweating so much it was hard for him to hold on to the steering wheel. Beeeeeeeeep. Henry shook his head, and then shook it again. He was back, but still couldn’t move. Sweat dripped off the end of his nose, and he shook his head again. The fat man was climbing out of his truck.

Hands shaking, Henry instinctively reached down and grabbed the floor shift, jammed the transmission in gear and hit the gas. The truck came to life, lurching forward into the street. Henry wrenched the wheel to the right and the truck responded with a quick jerk in that direction. He floored it and sped away from the scene as fast as the truck could carry him.


CHAPTER 3

“All right folks,” the man behind the bar said as he switched on the lights, illuminating the inside of the place. “That’s it—closing time. Drink up.” He walked over and unplugged the jukebox. Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “Gimme Three Steps” ground to an unceremonious halt. Henry sat on the stool that had been his home for the past ten hours and stared at his reflection in the mirror behind the bar—a reflection he could see clearly now that the lights were on. He looked old, and thin, and drunk. He hated his life, the drinking, the nightmares, and the guilt. What would Annie think of him and who he had become? What would Josh think of his dad being drunk for days on end? Henry’s chin fell to his chest.

“Come on, man,” the bartender slapped Henry on the back as he walked past. “You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here.” It wasn’t the first time Henry heard the quip. He groggily raised his head and wondered if bartenders went to school to learn clever closing time sayings. That one and, “It’s no-tell motel time,” were the two he’d heard most bartenders say.

The bartender went back around behind the bar and picked up Henry’s now empty glass. Henry was staring at his reflection again. “Gotta go,” the bartender repeated. He lightly slapped his hand on the bar twice in front of Henry. “Come on pard,” he said “I know you put in a full shift, but you ain’t getting anything extra for overtime.” Henry had never heard that one before.

Henry tried to talk, but nothing came out. He just nodded, waved his hand in front of his face, as if brushing a fly away, slid off the stool and staggered to the door. There were other people in the bar, but Henry didn’t notice them, and they didn’t notice him. He had become invisible, and that was just the way he liked it. He pushed the door open and stepped out into the night. It was cool and raining, and apparently had been for quite some time. It had been warm and sunny when Henry almost unconsciously slid the truck loaded with lumber into the parking lot of the bar only minutes after seeing the accident. He didn’t even know the name of the bar. But then, there were very few bars he had been in that he did know the names of. The name of the place was never important. Just that they had liquor, and plenty of it—and this one had.

He stumbled his way to the truck that was parked at an angle near the tall, flashing neon sign that said “Mike’s Tavern” in bright orange. He stood by the truck door digging in his pockets for the keys and getting soaked by the rain. His motor skills had been sufficiently dulled by the gallons of alcohol he had poured into himself in an effort to once again erase the nightmare that this day had been. As a result his hands slowly and clumsily went from one jeans pocket to the next. He then he checked his shirt pockets, and then all his jeans pockets again.

The rain intensified the smell of cigarette smoke that permeated his clothes, and as he checked all of his pockets again, to no avail, he simply opened the door and slid in behind the wheel. The familiar buzzing sound when he opened the door told him the keys he had been searching for were still in the ignition, and after several seconds of trying to get himself situated in the driver’s seat, he slammed the door shut and started the engine. Water poured off his hat and onto his lap. He fumbled for the switch to turn on the headlights, and after finding it and pulling it out, he jammed the transmission into gear and jerked the truck forward into the road. About the same time, the flashing neon sign behind him went dark.

Miraculously, Henry found Route 6, the road that headed in the direction of the ranch, and even more miraculously, thirty miles later he found the gravel road off Route 6 that took him to the ranch. He hit the shoulder and crossed the centerline more times than he could count—if he were to try to count—which he wouldn’t, and now on the gravel road with no shoulder he was doing everything he could just to keep the truck out of the ditch. Henry wasn’t driving fast. He rarely did, even when he was sober. It was still no easy task keeping the truck on the road, and it took all the concentration he could muster, concentration that kept being interrupted with three words circulating through his whiskey-soaked mind, words he could swear Annie was saying to him: “Time to change,” she said in her smiling voice. Henry blinked hard and rubbed his eyes trying to focus on the road. “Time to change, Henry,” the voice repeated.

The voice was interrupted when in the distance and through the rain and dark, the main gate of the ranch slowly came into range of his headlights. It was a big thing, with two heavy, round wooden uprights twenty feet tall on either side of the entrance to the mile-long driveway that led to the main grounds of the ranch. Between the uprights hung a large, heavy wooden sign. In the middle of the sign was a two-foot tall, wood-carved Rafter Seven brand. On the left side of the brand were the words: “Established in 1889,” and on the right side of the brand read: “James T. Hill and Sons Cattle Company.”

About three hundred feet from the gate entrance was a dip in the road, two-and-a-half feet deep and twenty feet wide. It was part of a dry creek bed that ran just outside the Rafter Seven’s boundary line. As is the custom in many arid parts of the country, creek beds like this are simply left as dips in the road, as opposed to placing a bridge over them, as might be the case in a wetter part of the country. In this case, when the weather was dry, it was simply a dip in the road. But when it rained, the dip in the road would become a two-foot deep, twenty-foot wide, swift running creek, which it now was. A half hour or so after it would stop raining, the water in the ditch would dissipate to a point where you never even knew there was water in it.

Henry brought the truck to a stop about ten feet from the edge of the creek. He stepped out into the pouring rain and staggered to the front of the truck. The headlights shone over the rushing water, and had Henry been sober, or even a little more sober than he was, he more than likely would have just turned the truck off and slept there for the night. By then the rain would certainly have stopped and the creek would have gone down.

Ironically, had he done that, nobody would have been the wiser. The creek started flooding about an hour after it started raining. The ranch was on the southern most edge of a gigantic storm that would dump eight inches of rain over nearly the entire western half of the United States. Here, however, it would have blown out by morning. Had Henry just slept in the truck, folks on the ranch would have figured he got back after the creek started flooding and would have understood he couldn’t get across. They would have figured he’d been sitting there in the truck all night, instead of sitting in a bar.

But Henry slid back in the truck and slowly backed up for over a quarter mile, repeatedly almost sliding off the slick and muddy road. Once he’d traveled what he considered a sufficient distance from the creek, he threw the truck in gear and floored it. At first, the tires spun wildly in the mud and gravel. Then, after several seconds, they picked up traction and the truck started for the creek. Henry went through the gears quickly and even though he was fishtailing wildly, he was also traveling nearly fifty miles per hour by the time he hit the creek. The truck hydroplaned over the creek, throwing gallons of water on the windshield and making it impossible for Henry to see.

By the time it reached the other side, the truck was turned slightly to the right, and it rolled up on the right side tires for just a second. Henry couldn’t see what was going on, but he could feel it and he instinctively threw the wheel to the left, bringing the truck back down on all fours. The truck lurched back to the left, shot across the road and into the rain-soaked desert on the other side. Henry floored it once again and cranked the wheel to the right, trying to get back on the road, but the truck simply slid farther to the left.

Eventually, the front of the truck turned to the right and it started traveling forward, fishtailing as it went. Henry cranked the wheel to the left, and it began fishtailing to the left. The engine whined wildly as the truck skidded first one way, then the other. He could see out the windshield now, and was trying to get the truck back towards the gate, which passed briefly into his view every time the truck fishtailed one direction or the other. Just as he had convinced himself he was going to make it, suddenly, and without warning, the truck lurched to a dead stop, the headlights shining on the gate only twenty yards away. Henry’s head hit the steering wheel, cutting him just above his left eye, something he wouldn’t even be aware of until he looked in a mirror twelve hours later.

The truck’s motor was no longer running, and as he sat motionless, the only sound he could hear was the rain on the roof and the windshield wipers beating back and forth. Had he been sober, or more sober than he was, he more than likely would have gotten out of the truck and looked to see why he had come to a halt so abruptly. Had he done that, he would have seen the truck had become high centered on a large rock he had driven over. The rock was now just behind the right front tire, wedged in the wheel well. It was also big enough that it reached clear back to the center of the truck, just behind the transfer case for the four-wheel drive.

But Henry didn’t look. Instead, he climbed out of the truck, saw only that it was stuck in the mud, and decided to pull the vehicle out of the slop using the winch bolted to the frame on the front of the truck. He dug around behind the truck seat and found the operating system for the winch, which consisted of a twenty foot cable that plugged into the winch itself and a box with two buttons—one to let the cable out, and the other to bring the cable back in.

He stumbled to the front of the truck, eventually found the outlet to plug the cable in, and pushed the button to let the cable out. Or so he thought. He had actually pushed the button to bring the cable in, which it already was. The winch did nothing but hum and chatter. After several seconds Henry finally realized his mistake, let his thumb off that button and pressed the other. This time the winch reversed itself and the cable began to let itself out. Henry let out what he figured would be enough cable to get it around the nearest upright on the gate entrance, took a hold of the heavy metal hook on the end of the cable and slipped and slid his way over to the upright. He had figured the length too short and had to go back and let out a little more cable. The second time he had let out enough to get the cable around the upright and secure the hook back to the cable. He went back to the truck, picked up the box with the buttons and began winching the cable back on the spool. At first, the winch hummed smoothly as it took the slack out of the cable. Then, as the cable tightened, the winch began to slow, chatter, and eventually smoke.

The truck tried to move, but being wedged tight on the rock made it simply impossible. Undaunted, Henry kept his finger on the button and watched carefully for any movement. After a minute or two, the winch stopped straining, which told Henry something was starting to move. The chattering went away and the normal hum came back. Through the rain, Henry thought he heard a crack, like a twig or a stick being stepped on. Then a bigger, much louder crack, and finally there was a cracking like that of a big tree being felled.

Henry, still nowhere close to sober, thought it strange that a winch would make such a noise and looked at the side of it to try and get a better idea why it was cracking like that. Behind him, the wooden upright he had attached the cable to was breaking off at the ground and falling unceremoniously to the water-soaked road, taking the heavy wooden ranch sign and the other upright along with it. Henry wearily glanced up just in time to see the splash the whole thing made when it landed. He took his thumb off the button.

“Time to change,” he muttered.


CHAPTER 4

Henry was warm and dry and sober, reading the paper in his favorite chair in the living room back home at the ranch. There came a knock at the door.

Henry wondered who it was, but wasn’t interested in getting up. He was comfortable sitting in the chair. In that chair there was no pain in his joints or in his stomach and no perpetual headache, the one he’d had for years from being just this side of hungover. From his chair there was just Josh in the other room playing his guitar and Annie in the kitchen cooking dinner—Henry’s favorite, by the smell of it. Barbequed beef brisket with mashed potatoes and gravy, corn on the cob, a salad with the greens from the garden, and for desert, a strawberry and rhubarb crumble.

Knock, knock, knock. “Henry,” Annie’s voice came from the kitchen. “Could you see who that is?” Knock, knock, knock.

Henry looked at the door, and through the glass he could see the dark silhouette of a man in a cowboy hat. He tried to get up to see who it was but couldn’t move.

Knock, knock, knock. “Henry,” came Annie’s voice again. “Are you all right?”

“What?” Henry asked.

“Are you all right?” Annie’s voice was a little deeper now. “Henry…You okay?” Knock, knock, knock. “Henry?” Annie’s voice was different—deeper, more masculine. “Henry, you okay?”

Henry looked toward the kitchen, but it was starting to disappear in a bright yellow light that slowly turned into yellow, then orange flames.

Knock, knock, knock. “Henry,” came the voice again. “Can you hear me? Are you all right?” Knock, knock, knock.

“No,” Henry said, as he sat in his chair. Unable to move, he reached for the kitchen door that was still visible through the flames, but just barely. “NO!” he yelled.

“Henry!” The voice shouted. “It’s Judd. Are you all right?”

Henry opened his eyes and sat up quickly. “NO!” he yelled again.

“Henry! HENRY!” it was the voice of Judd Thompson, one of the younger hands at the Rafter Seven. “Are you okay?” Henry shook off the cobwebs and looked around. He had passed out across the seat of the truck the night before. His head began to ache, partly because of the hangover that was quickly beginning to set in, and partly because of the bump over his eye from hitting the steering wheel.

“Are you all right,” Judd had been outside the truck, banging on the passenger side window. Somehow during the night, Henry had managed to lock both the truck doors.

Henry put the heel of his left hand over his left eye and rubbed hard. His head was pounding now. “Hell no, I ain’t all right,” he said, opening the door and pushing himself out. “Do I look like I’m all right?” His mouth was dry and he felt sick to his stomach, although he knew he wouldn’t get sick. He hadn’t thrown up from drinking in years. A sign, he suspected, that his body was actually getting used to being poisoned. This morning, as with many mornings, he didn’t much care.

Henry squinted at the bright, early morning sun, and for the first time was able to take a good, if blurry, look around. Being out on the passenger side, he could now see that the truck was perched on the big rock, something he couldn’t see, nor did he look for, the night before. He looked at the winch cable still attached to the gate upright now lying in the road. Three more ranch trucks were parked in the area and men were scattered around with chain saws, cutting the uprights into smaller pieces so they could be removed. He looked back at the path he had taken with the truck the night before, could see the ruts the truck made in the desert after it had left the road, as well as lumber scattered everywhere. Wherever there were tire ruts, there were two by fours and two by sixes. Not only had he wrecked the truck and pulled the gate down, but he had also lost and ruined the entire load of lumber.

“The boss wants to see you, Henry,” Judd said sheepishly.

“I’ll bet,” Henry grunted.

It didn’t take Henry long to pack his things after he was fired. By now he didn’t have much to pack anyway
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