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Chapter 1


 


The big bull was thrashing violently against the
restraint of the chute. This was Del Stoner's last ride in what he
felt was a successful event so far. He was always good at the
roping event and his grandfather said he was a natural at reading
the way a bronco was going to buck, but bull riding was new to him
and there wasn’t a rodeo rider he met that didn’t have a genuine
fear of bull riding.

He had watched the others as they rode the bulls and
had a good read on how most of them reacted, but to him they were
all just big nasty critters with a heart full of hate. All a good
bucking horse wanted was him off his back, but even the nicest of
the bulls wanted to throw him off and stomp him into the dirt, but
the bull he was looking at was far from the nicest.

The contestants had no choice in the animals
selected for them to ride. If they did, Del figured that no one
would ever pick ‘El Diablo’, but that was the bull waiting in the
chute for him. As he walked toward the chute, he could see the eyes
looking at him through the iron bars, and what he saw in those eyes
chilled him to the bone. El Diablo had already figured out who his
rider would be, and it was pure hatred in his eyes as he watched
his quarry walking up to the chute.

He had calculated his points so far and, according
to that calculation, he was in third place and as he looked into
those eyes he stopped and for a moment and thought about passing on
this one. There was money for third, but not as much as first place
and a successful ride would put him close to first place…besides he
was in his hometown, and he was not a quitter.

The Rodeo circuit had changed in the last few years.
It had become a big business instead of just a bunch of local
cowboys wanting to test their skills against others. Now there were
teams owned by businessmen and the members of those teams were
full-time rodeo riders competing for sizeable sums of money.

There was still room for a local who could raise the
entry fee to sign up, and it was usually those locals who gave the
crowd their best entertainment. While everyone applauded a good
clean ride, it was much like car racing. They were there to see the
crashes and the most thrilling things at the Rodeo for the crowd
were the buck offs and near misses.

Del was one of the local walk ons and he knew why he
was there, but as he stood beside the chute, for a fleeting moment
he wondered again if it was worth it. He shook his head to clear
his thoughts, climbed up the chute and dropped on to the back of
the already thrashing bull. He quickly bound his left hand to the
rope around El Diablo’s neck and they kicked the chute open.

He had seen others unlucky enough to draw El Diablo,
and he made notes on the way he threw most of them off. Most
animals will have a pattern of how they buck, some will twist to
the left, others to the right with a series of jumps in between,
but El Diablo was unique. He had no definite pattern…he knew all
the tricks.

Suddenly, there were no other people in the world.
There was only Del Stoner and the beast El Diablo and for the next
eight seconds, it was a battle of wits. Del never heard the horn
signaling his ride was over, but he saw the outrider coming in to
pick him up, so when he was close enough, he made a leap for his
horse…but something happened. He came to a jerking stop and fell
between the waiting horse and the still bucking bull.

It was only when he was flipped to the other side of
the bull that he realized his left hand had not come loose and for
the next few seconds he was flipped up and down like a rag doll,
and when he finally hit the ground he landed in a heap and didn’t
move.

The outriders and the clowns made sure that El
Diablo couldn’t get back to him like he wanted to and the EMT crew
that was always standing by got to him as quickly as they could…the
same time as his daughter Lizzy did. He was unconscious, but a
quick check showed them that he was still breathing and they soon
had him in the ambulance.

Lizzy insisted she go and climbed in behind him and
they were quickly bouncing out of the rodeo area. He opened his
eyes with a start and tried to sit up, but fell back in pain. Then
his eyes found Lizzy.

“Don’t worry honey, I’m okay. I just go the wind
knocked out of me.”

As they pulled up to a stop at the South Fork
emergency, the EMT sitting beside him put his hand gently on his
shoulder to keep him down.

“Telling her that is supposed to be my job, but
we’ll all know better in a few minutes.”

The doctor was waiting and when they wheeled him in,
he had him go directly to the x-ray department. When he came out,
Lizzy followed the stretcher and the doctor with the x-ray results
in his hand into a room. He had Del sit up on the side of the bed
and turned to Lizzy.

“Don’t worry, young lady, your father is going to be
fine. He’ll be mighty sore for a few days, but he will be fine. It
looks like there are only two broken ribs which will be sore enough
on their own, but even though there are no other broken bones, all
these other places that are starting to bruise up will be plenty
painful.”

Tom Newburg and his daughter Clare had hurried to
the hospital as well. The Newburgs had a generation’s long
association with the Stoners and Tom had a special interest in Del
Stoner. He had insisted Clare attend the rodeo with him to try to
get her out of the depression she was in since coming home. She had
seen Del’s ride and his fall, and now she was just as reluctant to
be with her father at the hospital. Just as they were about to
enter the room, the big mobile phone her father was carrying rang
and he stopped to answer. She had already entered the room, so she
slipped into a chair by the door, trying to be as inconspicuous as
she could.

Del was sitting up without his shirt and the doctor
was binding up his ribs, and as she watched the doctor working on
him, the first thing she noticed was his marked and scarred
body.

Then she saw the worried look on the young girl
sitting opposite her. It all happened so fast she was not sure how
she landed in his room and she was suddenly put in a situation
where she didn’t know what to say, but she felt she should say
something.

“That was a fine ride you made, but your dismount
needs some work.”

Del looked around the doctor at her for the first
time.

“If you’re with the ‘Heifer Gang,’ you came to the
wrong place.”

Everyone knew there was always a group of girls
waiting for the last ride to be over so they could go and get a
cowboy to party with for the night and they had lovingly become
known as the ‘Heifer Gang’. Del had never been a part of that, but
he knew that a lot of the rodeo riders looked forward to it.

She looked at him with a stunned look but was quick
to reply.

“I’m not part of that…but if I was, I wouldn't be
looking for a stove up specimen like you…”

She was about to add more when her father came
rushing into the room. Thomas Newburg was a big man, a little over
six foot six, and when he moved about, it seemed like the room
shook. He was one of the men who owned a rodeo team and he wanted
Del on his tram really badly.

“Del my boy, that was a hell of a ride you
made.”

He noticed that Del’s attention was elsewhere, and
he turned toward his daughter.

“Oh, this is my daughter, Clare.”

He turned quickly back as the doctor was just
finishing his wrapping. The confusion that his entrance caused
engulfed everyone in the room, even the doctor.

“I don’t usually have to do my work in front of a
fan club, but that should hold you for now. I’ll be back and give
you a shot, and then you should be able to go.”

Tom stepped in beside Del.

“Del, I just got a call, and that ride put you in
the money…not just the money, but the top money. My boy, you were
the top rider in this one and it just made you thirty-nine hundred
dollars.”

Del didn’t remember a thing about his ride on El
Diablo, but he was happy with the news. He couldn’t help taking a
shot at his old friend.

“You would have liked to have a share of that.”

Tom gave him a big grin.

“I sure would, boy, but maybe I’ll get some of the
next one.”

Tom had been after Dell for some time to join his
team, but Del had his own agenda. He looked up at his friend and
shook his head.

“No, I rode my last bull today. That gives me enough
money to escape from debt finally, and now I am going to focus on
ranching again.

The doctor came back in, gave Del a shot in the arm,
and held up a small bottle.

“This shot will help to get you home, but I
recommend that you take one of these little pain pills each day for
the next four days. By that time, the aches and pains should have
subsided…all that is except the ribs, and they will take a bit
longer. I’ll send one of the pillows we give heart patients home
with you and it will become your best friend every time you cough
or sneeze.”

Del was reluctant to take the bottle because it
brought back memories of when he came back from Vietnam. He looked
at his friend and Tom knew what he was about to ask.

“I’m sorry Del, I have a meeting that I have to
attend, but I’ll get one of my men to drive you and Lizzy
home.”

Clare looked over again at the visibly shaken young
girl and suddenly she was beside him and took the bottle.

“I’ll take those…and I’ll drive them home.”

Del was about to argue, but Clare turned to her
father.

“Dad, will you take me back to the Rodeo grounds to
pick up his truck?”

Del started to object again, and she turned back to
him.

“I’m driving…and that’s all there is to it.”

The doctor ushered them out of the room, and Tom
drove Clare back to the rodeo grounds to get Del’s truck and then
he went on to his meeting. Soon, after a lot of moaning and
groaning, Lizzy and Clare got Del into the truck and seated between
them, and she got underway.

It was only thirty miles but the last ten miles were
all dirt road and Del winced with each bump they hit. The sun had
gone down now and Clare tried to work her way around any bumps she
saw until finally Del spoke up gruffly.

“I think you’ll find it better to take these bumps a
little faster. A little speed seems to smooth them out.”

Clare picked up the speed a bit and soon they were
passing under a sign that said ‘Stoner Ranch’ and when they pulled
up in front of the house, Grannie Stoner came out with a flashlight
and held it while Clare and Lizzy helped Del out of the truck.

“The doctor called and warned me that you were
coming. I’ve got some warm broth and a meal ready, so just bring
him on in.”

She led the way to a back bedroom, and they laid him
gently on the bed and Clare quickly proceeded to take off his boots
and undress him. She expected another argument, but he just laid
his head back on the pillow and fell asleep as the shot finally
took effect.

Lizzy had gone out to put the horses in the barn and
Clare just sat at the end of the bed wondering what she was doing.
As she looked at him lying there, she admitted to herself that he
had a sort of rugged handsomeness, and then she shook her head to
clear that thought…what was she thinking?

It was two months since the man she thought was a
perfect match for her had turned out to be unfaithful and her life
had been turned upside down. Rob was a lawyer at the same firm as
her and for two years they lived what she thought was the perfect
life…and then, after a trip cut short, she found him in their bed
with another woman.

She did something she thought she would never do.
She moved back to Lewistown. Although her family ranch was outside
of town, Lewistown was where she went to school and spent most of
her youthful days.

Now here she was sitting in a man’s bedroom
wondering why and how she got there. She was still studying his
face when Grannie Stoner came in with a big cup of hot broth, but
she took one look at the bed and turned to Clare.

“There’ll be no broth for him this night, but Lizzy
just came in from tending to the animals and there's food on for
you both, so come on out and get it.”

Clare smiled, took another look toward the bed, and
Grannie Stoner put her hand on her shoulder.

“It’s all right, dear, he’ll sleep till morning
now.”

Her touch was like someone poked her with a stick
and brought her out of her trance. So she got up and followed
Grannie to the door, but she took one more look back, which Grannie
noticed, before she flicked the light switch by the door.

Lizzy had just finished washing up when Clare sat
down, and soon Grannie had a big plate of stew in front of each of
them. Clare took a good look at the old woman sitting across from
her for the first time and she saw the genuine caring in her
face.

“I’m sorry I should have introduced myself.
I’m…”

Grannie didn’t let her finish.

“Yes dear, I know Clare Newberg. The doctor told me
you were bringing them home…but if he hadn’t, I would have known
you, anyway. You’re the spitting image of your ma.”

Clare beamed at the compliment and Grannie continued
as if answering the unasked question.

“Yes, I knew your mother, God rest her soul, and I
knew your father even before he met your mother. He was a dashing
figure, tall and ramrod straight, without an extra ounce of fat on
him. He rode those broncos and bulls like a madman and blew through
life like the wild winds blowing down off the Judith Mountains…that
is until your mother tamed him down.”

Clare smiled and for the next hour, she was
engrossed in Grannie’s stories, most of which she had never heard
before.

“It’s a big land and yet a small land when it comes
to the people and when you live as long as I have, you get to know
a lot of them. My man Myron, God rest his soul, did some work on
the Newburg ‘Circle N’ in his younger years…like a lot of the men
around here have.”

She got up and poured them a coffee and sat down
again.

“There’s been a sort of bond between the Stoners and
the Newburgs throughout the years, ever since Claudius Stoner, that
would be your great-great-grandfather Lizzy, and Clarence Newburg
came to Montana together as young men.”

As she listened to Grannie Stoner, Clare made a
decision.

“Do you mind if I use your phone?”

Grannie pointed to the phone on the wall, and Clare
began dialing.

When she was finished, she turned to Lizzy.

“You heard what I said. I want to stay and help for
a while…I hope it is all right with you. My Father wanted to send
one of his hands along to help too, but I thought better of it.

Lizzy and Grannie both chuckled.

“That was a wise choice. My father is a pretty
self-reliant man and he can be a bit stubborn to boot…I’m not even
sure how he will take to you helping.”

Clare sat back down beside the young girl, who was
beaming.

“Don’t worry about your father. I think I know how
to handle him.”

Grannie smiled broadly as she headed out.

“I’ll get some blankets and put them on the
couch…I’m only sorry we don’t have a bed for tonight…but tomorrow
I’ll fix up a room in the old house…we keep it up for guests and
such.”

Clare picked up her coffee.

“Lizzy, how about you and I going out on the porch
and enjoying some of this beautiful evening?”

Clare sat in one of the big chairs and Lizzy sat in
the one closest to her. She sensed that she wanted to talk, but she
remembered how hard it was at that age to talk to an adult, so she
decided to break the ice.

“So, Lizzy, do you have a boyfriend?”

Lizzy was quiet for a moment and Clare gave her
time.

“Well, there is a boy that I like and I think he
likes me because he usually sits at my table in the lunchroom and
sometimes we are the only two at the table…I like that.”

Clare knew that she wanted to talk more about it and
she was sure that since her mother was gone and Grannie Stoner was
much older, she didn’t have anyone to talk to about certain
things.

“Has he asked you on a date?”

Lizzy eased closer and relaxed a bit.

“Yes, but I’m not allowed to date yet…Father thinks
I am still too young.”

She took a deep breath.

“I understand what his thinking is…my mother got
pregnant with me when she was sixteen and he is worried about the
same thing happening to me…do you have any ideas?”

Suddenly Clare realized that she could easily be
drawn into something that was really none of her business. The door
opened and Grannie stuck her head out just in time to give her a
chance to think about her answer.

“Okay, you two, I’m going to bed now and I suggest
you do the same. We got a lot of work to do tomorrow.”

Lizzy was reluctant to get up without some magic
answer to her problem, but Clare stood up first.

“We’ll continue this tomorrow but for now Grannie is
right…I don’t have an alarm clock, so will you wake me?”

As she lay snuggled in the blankets on the sofa, her
mind was racing. What was she doing? What had started as a simple
favor of driving an injured man home had mushroomed into something
much bigger.

She was not worried about helping around the ranch.
Like most of the children who grow up on a ranch, she was familiar
with the many chores that it takes to keep a ranch running, but was
she ready to become a mentor to a young and impressionable girl?
She already had one problem to answer to for her and she was sure
being sixteen years







































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































cover.jpg
RIDE

WITH THE






