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Chapter 1- To be ...



Houston, Texas

Patsy Sterling sat in the overstuffed wingback chair in her bedroom staring out at the side lawn of the Busy B Ranch. Arthritic hands rubbed the thinning fabric of the arm rests which were hand stuffed and tufted by one of the best furniture makers in the great state of Texas.  A highly skilled craftsman, who along with his art form, died years past. At times, she’d too felt her time had passed as an uncertainty filled her chest of how she’d managed to live so long. Another birthday was hovering over her head like death with a scythe waiting, just waiting for her to take that last breath. It wasn’t time yet.  There were still things to do before her old eyes closed.

Ryanne had shown her that.

I can still be of use.

This wasn’t the first time she’d thought the purpose of her life was over.  The majority of her time on the planet had focused on the raising of her only child Lucille. At times, she lived vicariously through the girl, who always seemed to have her head in the clouds. Thoughts wafted in and out of Patsy’s mind, but a memory resurfaced of when Lucille became serious about a young man from a well-to-do family. Patsy’s heart sunk when her daughter came home with the tall, good-looking, strapping young man named Robert Raymond Blakemore.  He preferred to be called Bobby Ray. In her eyes, the young man was too handsome for his own good, but he’d surprised her on more than one occasion by being nothing like she expected.

The first shocker to Patsy was in the initial stages of the early romance between the Blakemore boy and her daughter.  Late on a Friday night, two hours after Lucille’s curfew had passed, right at the moment when she was ready to mount a posse to go and find her daughter, she came down the stairs to find them in the kitchen, working on a bar-b-que sauce.

“What in the f...?” Patsy started to say. It looked like every pot and pan in the kitchen had been used to create what she determined was nothing more than a big fat whopping mess. Mustard was smeared on one countertop while tomato sauce and brown sugar were everywhere else.

“Howdy Mrs. Sterling,” Bobby Ray said with that thousand-watt smile. “I didn’t want to keep Lucy out late, and I may have overstayed my welcome, but I wanted to make you a batch of the sauce I am perfecting.”

Patsy liked the sauce but she wasn’t sure if she liked the man. She had a sure fire test to determine what a man was made of, so she offered Bobby Ray a hearty bowl of her chili. She watched with interest as he stirred the bowl.  His dark haired head lowering to sniff the contents on the spoon before slipping a small serving between those perfectly shaped teeth.

“Whoooo-Hooo! That is hot!” he said, as he took his spoon to the sink and washed it. The bowl of chili was pushed to the side as if it were no more than an afterthought or was potentially crafted of the stuff which would be the cause of a night of bad dreams.

“Aren’t you going to finish the bowl, Bobby Ray?” Patsy asked sweetly.

“Ma’am, my daddy always told me a man should understand his limitations at a young age.  He said that if a man can do that, it greatly reduces his chances of growing up and becoming a fool,” Bobby Ray said.  “I ain’t no fool, and I ain’t gonna eat that bowl of colon cleanser.”

And he didn’t.  Not on that day or any day which followed, not even when his brother Dusty double dogged dared him to try it. Robert Raymond Blakemore was a stand-up sort of guy that seemed to always catch Patsy off guard. He was a thoughtful man that always had a sweet gift for his Lucy.  He also seemed to keep Ms. Patsy in mind as well.

Another surprise came several months later when she caught him and Lucy on the lanai making out.  Her daughter, to her dismay, was being far too bold if not downright brazen in her forwardness with Bobby Ray. Patsy clutched her pearls when she overheard Lucy begging the young man to come with her to the barn.  Patsy, ready to intervene stood on the ready but Bobby Ray handled the matter like a man of impeccable breeding.

“Lucy,” Bobby Ray had said, “this is not the time nor the place for such intimacies.”

“I know, but we can go inside the barn if you like,” Lucy said as she pressed her young taut body against his.

Bobby Ray stood up suddenly, pushing Lucy away. He asked, “Lucille Sterling, are you saying you love me enough to give me the precious gift of your first time with a man?”

“Bobby Ray Blakemore, I love you enough to give you anything you want...three or four babies...a horse with your name branded on its ass...,” Lucy told him.

“Well, that would be nice, but do you love me enough to spend the rest of your life with me?” he asked.

“Are you asking me to marry you?” Lucy said, her brown eyes staring up at him.

“No...yeah, I guess I am,” he said as he ran his large hand through his dark hair.

“Where in the hell is my ring?” Lucy asked.

“First things first Lucy Girl,” he said to her.

The first thing on his list was getting approval from Ms. Patsy for her daughter’s hand in marriage.  The second thing was figuring out a way to merge the two family dynasties without ruffling feathers or stepping on any toes. Somehow, he accomplished just that.  Patsy often joked with him that he missed his calling as a politician after he became her son-in-law a few months later.

Patsy had prepared herself to be moved out of her family home once Bobby Ray and Lucy were married.  Instead, he knocked out a wall in the downstairs office to convert it to a second master bedroom for him and Lucy, allowing Ms. Patsy to remain in the bedroom she’d maintained for years.  He never asked her to leave. If anything, he went out of his way to make sure she was comfortable.

“Mrs. Sterling,” he said one morning, three months after marrying her daughter.  A thermos of hot black coffee was in his hand, the steam billowing in the morning air as he placed the cap on the container. “Will you accompany me on a Saturday morning ride? I have some ideas I would like to run by you.”

Bobby Ray had her favorite gelding saddled and brought around as he mounted the big roan. She remained tight-lipped as they rode down to the main entrance of the Sterling family home. He pointed at the gravel and dirt driveway which led to the front entrance under the porte-cochère. “The good thing about being an oilman is that I have disposable income.  This driveway leading up to the house needs blacktopping. In the summers, it’s too hot and dry for this to still be gravel.  I would like to pave and rename it,” he said.

“Name it what?” she wanted to know.

“I want to name it Blakemore Drive,” he said.  “I also have been working with the city to have them incorporate the main road coming from town to the ranch.... that road outside the main gates... into the city’s plans leaving them to maintain it, but the land remains part of the ranch.  Before anything is agreed upon, I need to know if that is okay with you.”

It was something she had been planning to do, but running the ranch had become almost too much for her.  Keeping good help had also been an issue since her husband died.  Most men didn’t want to work for a little slip of a woman; especially not a woman as powerful as Lucy Sterling.  The ones who did thought it was an opportunity to ease into her bed in the middle of the night. It had happened too many times for her or Lucy’s comfort to run the risk of hiring more strangers.  Because of those circumstances, the ranch had started to go downhill.

“And what is it you want in return, Mr. Robert Raymond Blakemore?  For me to sign the ranch over to you?” Patsy asked with sarcasm in her voice.

“Good Lord no, Ma’am!  This is your family’s legacy. This is your family’s land.  I am only asking for a few compromises since my sons will take care of this property and my daughter will inherit that house,” he said.

Patsy squinted, “I’m listening.”

“I would like you to sign the paper from the city so that road can be blacktopped,” he said with a smile.

“Go on,” she said through gritted teeth.

“I want to name the road Blakemore Boulevard,” he said with a smile.

“What else do you want Robert Ray?”  Patsy found herself biting the inside of her lip.  “I know you are not done.  I am waiting for the other boot to drop.”

“Mrs. Sterling, I hope you don’t think poorly of me, but honestly, I don’t know a damned thing about running a ranch. I have no clue about when to shod a horse, or which pastures to rotate with which herds...and I don’t want to know,” he said flatly. “But this place needs a good foreman.  My brother would be great at it because he is lousy at being an oilman.”

“Are you asking me to hire your brother as a foreman for the ranch?” Patsy said.

“Yes, Ma’am.  I would be honored if you would do me the favor of letting him get this place back into shape.  It would also be a giant help to me by getting him out of my office, off of my nerves and being in my damned way all day long,” he said to her.

“What do you want me to pay him?” Patsy asked, thinking it was going to be a ridiculous seven figure salary.

“Put him and his wife, Sue Ella, in the foreman’s house along with the standard base salary for the job,” Bobby Ray said to her.

“That’s it?” she asked.

“That’s it,” he said.

“You don’t want me to rename the ranch Blakemore too since you are sticking your name on damned near everything else?” Patsy said with a frown.

“No ma’am.  This is yours and Lucy’s ranch.  If she wants to change the name, that is up to her.  My job as her husband is to take care of her inheritance so that when we have a daughter, she will have something to inherit,” he said.

Patsy respected that about Bobby Ray.  She also learned to respect him as her daughter’s husband, a father, and a businessman. He was the one man she had learned to love without question.  She understood why Lucy did as well.

A searing pain shot up her left arm as she clutched her chest.  The little necklace Bobby Ray forced her to wear around her neck had been a point of contention for her, but today she was grateful.  Shaking fingers pushed the button sending a signal for help as her body began to slump in the chair. The room went dark as her vision blurred.  The sound of running feet came through the door, voices were calling her name, all of them loud and shouting at her.  The faint sound of Lucy’s voice in the background was heard as the sound of water rushed to her ears, bringing her down like she was going under water. 

“Mama?” Lucy cried out. “Mama, I’m here.”

Patsy Sterling closed her eyes. 
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