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Synopsis: The Animal Lover & The Texas
Cowboy With A Withered Arm - A woman is sent to a Texas cowboy by
her parents, and finds herself rapidly at odds when she finds out
he doesn’t like cats because of something that happened to him as a
child. They reach a sort of compromise but the man still doesn’t
like cats, until one fateful night that turns out to be the pivotal
point in their relationship.

 


 


“Tom! Go to the barn! I need a sack of
flour,” called out his mother.

Tom was sitting on a swing his father had
hung years ago and those words were the ones he hated most in the
entire world. Before Tom's father had left for the war, he had
built a ramshackle old barn. It was the first step in transforming
their land from a run-down plot of weeds and dirt into an actual
functioning farm, but then the war happened, the ramshackle old
barn was all that was left of his father's grand plan.

The barn, and little Tom, who pretended not
to hear his mother. He kicked lazily and the swing moved back and
forth a little. He was afraid to kick too much, as the swing looked
and felt as if it was on the verge of collapse. The barn, too,
seemed like a strong wind was going to bring the whole thing down
but that was only one of the reasons

Tom didn't like it. He thought it might be
haunted, perhaps by the spirit of his father. That was nonsense, of
course. There were things in there, but they certainly weren't
ghosts.

“Tom! I need some dang flour,” called out his
mother, and once again, Tom ignored her. He hopped off the swing
and went over to the small garden that his mother had attempted to
grow. It was a sad little thing and barely grew enough vegetables
for them to eat. Selling them was a dream that was never going to
come true.

He took some seeds out of his pocket; taken
from their dinner with the man his mother called the Colonel, and
planted them in the hopes that they would grow. He knew that the
land wasn't bad, but that it just wasn't taken care of properly.
Mother didn't really know how, and there wasn't a while lot Tom
could do. He was still so young, after all.

“Tom! Flour! The Colonel is coming for dinner
and I want to make him a pie!”

This almost swayed Tom, as did the fact that
he had precious time left before his mother came out of the house
to force him to get the flour, but he held strong. The barn was
dark and full of terrors, or so his young mind perceived, and he
would not go in there at all willingly. Instead, he went to go
climb his favorite tree. He let his legs hang off the branch and
kicked them a little bit, not really caring too much about the
happenings on the ground.

There were times when he was able to take a
nap in this tree, snug in its branches. It was a wonderful feeling,
and even though he wasn't very tired right now, he felt his eyelids
start to droop. A nap might be nice. At least, that was what he
thought before he saw his mother looking up at him. She wasn't an
old lady. She still looked young, but she did look very tired.
Right now, she also looked extremely angry.

“Tom! Get your backside down here right here
and now and get me some flour or I'll tan your hide so far they'll
be making hats out of it!”

Tom knew that he was about to make a terrible
mistake, but he it had to be done. “Why don't you get your own
flour?”

“I don't ask you to do much of anything,
young man, so you come down here and get the flour or I'll get the
ax and chop this tree down!”

“You can get the flour while you're in
there,” suggested Tom.

This time, his mother just stood down there,
looking up at him. She looked very small from up here, very small
and alone. He felt his heart ache for her, and he climbed down the
tree and hugged her. She hugged him back, and he was sure he heard
her crying but he knew better than to say anything about it.

“I'll go get you the flour, ma,” he said, and
off he went, towards the terrible old barn. The door creaked open
and a single patch of light was let in. The roof had been
over-tarred and showed no signs of ever deteriorating, but the
walls were filled with small holes and gaps. He could barely see
the flour on the other side of the barn, so far away from him.
Terror clenched his young heart and he took one step towards the
darkness and stopped.

He knew the smell of the old barn, but now
there was something new, something moving around in there. Tom took
a deep breath and felt something watching him. He turned around,
expecting to see his mother supervising him, but she was nowhere to
be seen. Instead, light glinted off something in the darkness. Tom
swallowed hard, the fear causing sweat to bead up on his skin. He
looked around with each step and got closer and closer to the
flour, and with each step, the dread and anticipation mounted. He
grabbed the sack of flour and turned around, coming face to face
with a common tabby cat.

“Oh,” he said. “Just a little cat. You
keeping the mice away, little buddy?”

Tom put down the flour and reached out to pet
the cat, not noticing that it was foaming at the mouth until it was
too late. It yowled, hissed, and scratched him on the arm. When Tom
screamed, the cat ran off and he ran, too, right to the kitchen and
his mother. For a split second, he thought she was going to yell at
him for forgetting the flour, but when she saw the giant scratch on
his arm, she wrapped the wound and sent for the doctor.

Several hours later, Tom was feeling feverish
and numb. The doctor finally arrived and he poked and prodded at
the scratch until Tom almost screamed. There were murmurs, and for
the next several weeks, Tom was bed-ridden. He had to take an awful
medicine and the doctor was constantly doing things to the
scratch.

Tom didn't get any better, and before long,
he fell into a deep sleep, waking up only to find that his arm had
become a gnarled and withered thing. It was still functional, but
it looked like a tree branch and had the flexibility of one, too.
The deformity cost him many things over the years. He wasn't able
to work the fields very well at first and most young ladies would
take one look at his arm and decide to seek greener pastures.

 


 


It took a lot of practice, but eventually he
regained full mobility of the gnarled arm and he moved himself and
his mother away from the old farm to the city, where he worked as a
shopkeep for years, scrimping and saving every penny until the day
his mother died. He quit his job, and took his mother back to their
old home and buried her next to what remained of his father. He
figured they probably would have wanted it this way. Once that deed
was done, he took a book of matches and burned the old barn
down.

“Good riddance,” he said, and he turned his
attentions to other things.

 


 


Less than a year after his mother died, the
old house had been patched up and a new barn had been raised on the
ashes of the old one. It was sturdy and proud, and when Tom went
into it, there was no fear or sadness, only a sense of
accomplishment and a knowledge that he was now in control of his
future. The only thing left to do was find a wife.

No woman in town wanted to give him the time
of day, and he had enough money left over in his savings to put an
ad in a circular for a bride to come to him. This was the beginning
of his new life, he decided, and there was nothing that was going
to stand in the way of his happiness.

 


 


Across the country, a young woman named
Katrina stood on a rooftop with her arms outstretched. She looked
at all the people in the street far below and took a deep breath.
It was now or never. She went to the pigeon hutch and took out a
solitary white pigeon, removing a splint from its wing. The bird
cooed and stretched its wings. Katrina pinched the tip of the wing
that had been broken and examined it closely.

The bird remained calm while this was
happening, and only moved when Katrina tossed it into the air. It
flapped its wings without a problem, and so Katrina dropped it. The
bird retained some lift, and so she decided that it was time. She
picked it up and carried it to the edge of the rooftop.

“God, please keep this bird safe,” she said,
and let the pigeon fall to the ground below. She watched as it
flapped its wings madly and then open them, gliding towards a
building's awning. The pigeon flapped its wings again, seemed to
ready itself for something and then flew off into the sky. Katrina
watched it go, smiling.

“You can't play with birds all day,” said her
father. “A young lady needs to work, or she needs a husband.”

“I wasn't playing with it,” said Katrina. “I
was healing it. I think I'm very good at healing animals.”

“Then you should find a man who has need of
such a thing and snatch him up,” said her father. “That is what you
should do. Find a man who needs a healer and convince him that he
needs a wife!”

Katrina smirked. “Like how mother found
you?”

“You know things are different back home,”
said her father. “Back home, a man and a woman could fall in love
in the moonlight and marry under the sunrise, filled with passion
and conviction! Here, in America, there is little love. There are
just men and women who need things from each other. Besides, we
both know I'm not going to around forever. I have things to do. You
need a man to take care of you.”

“I do not,” said Katrina. “I don't need a man
and I don't want a man just to have one. I wouldn't treat an animal
that way and I won't treat a person that way, either.”

“Look here. Your mother gave me this paper,”
said her father, and he pulled a sheet out of his pocket. “Men
looking for brides! Women looking for husbands!'

“Oh, good. The hutch needed new lining,” said
Katrina, taking the paper and looking at it. She was curious
despite herself. “All of these men are unable to find women closer
to home?”

“There aren't many there,” said her father.
“The stories say that the west is wild and untamed, and these men
went to tame it. They are brave, rich, ambitious! A fine catch for
any woman.”

“It says that this one has only one arm and
seven children, all by different wives,” said Katrina. “He may be a
killer.”

“There are many more than him,” said her
father. He grabbed the paper and, after a quick scan, pointed an ad
out. “Look! This one has a farm. You like the animals; animals live
on farms. A good match!”

“I don't think so,” said Katrina, and she
took the paper and shoved it into the hutch. There would be time to
find a husband later.

 


 


Time passed, as it did. Tom had written
several of the women in the circular, all with the hope of finding
a bride, but they were all either too vain or too money-hungry to
suit his needs. It was probably all for the best, as the first set
of crops had been planted and was almost ready to harvest. He had
already needed to build a temporary structure for the hired help
and there were plans for something more permanent once the harvest
was completed.

First, a new barn needed to be built. It was
necessary, though Tom had put it off for as long as he could and
even now was trying to explore other options. All of them were too
costly, and so a barn would have to be raised. He mulled this over
on his porch, drinking some lemonade, when one of his most trusted
farm hands approached.

The man was from Mexico, and while he told a
tall tale about chupacabras every now and again, he was a hard
worker and honest to a fault.

“Come on up, Herman,” said Tom. “Plenty of
lemonade for both of us.”

“Yes,” said Herman, and it came out like a bullet. English was not
his first language, but he insisted on speaking it and tried to do
so very carefully. He sat down next to Tom, who poured him a glass
of lemonade. After taking a sip, he said, “We need a place to store
things, Mister Tom.”

“Just Tom,” said the farmer. “I'm working on
it.”

“We need a barn,” said Herman. Tom shuddered
and Herman nodded. “You do not like barns, do you?”

“No, sir, I do not,” said Tom. “Had a bad
experience in one when I was a kid. That's how this happened.”

Herman watched Tom roll up his sleeve,
revealing the still gnarled arm. Herman said, “A barn did that to
you?”

“Something in the barn,” said Tom. “I still
get the heebie-jeebies every time I see one.”

The color drained from Herman's face. “Was it
a chupacabra?”

Tom laughed. “Everything is a chupacabra with
you. No, just a cat.”

“I think maybe Mister Tom does not like
cats,” said Herman. “Come. We have lots of daylight. I will fix
Mister Tom.”

“If you say so,” said Tom, downing the rest
of his lemonade. They mounted two horses and rode off, with Herman
in the lead. They headed south, and soon they came to a small house
with its own small farm. A Mexican woman and three children were
working in the fields and to the side, there was a small barn.

“Welcome to my home,” said Herman. “That is
my
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