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CHAPTER 1
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Shadows stretched across the wheat fields below Amy’s family estate as the sun fell into the western horizon. Not far away, coyotes yelped to one another from valley to valley. A breeze crept from behind Evan, cooling the creases of his denim jeans and the starched sleeves of his shirt, then down into the valley to brush the tops of native grass. The wind poured into the wheat fields like a stream rippling into a peaceful pond. Fall in Western Oklahoma. 

The leaves rustled below an oak tree two hundred yards west of Amy’s family homestead. One fell and drifted around him before resting atop wide green blades of winter grass. Evan knew the next gust was just as likely to be soft and warm as cool and brisk. He watched the lights of the big house—ranch headquarters. During the light of day, the home stood imposing and stern before the backdrop of the Antelope Hills, a picturesque plateau with powerful vertical lines cut and chiseled from the Oklahoma prairie. 

As the sun disappeared and darkness prevailed, he became more aware of the cooling wind and improved his hearing. He noticed the sounds of the cattle, just down the hill, pulling the tops from the short green meadow and planting heavy hoofs, one in front of the other, slowly, massive vegans roaming, consuming, and fertilizing. 

The lights of the house were reminiscent of a peaceful camp of Cheyenne Indians a hundred and fifty years earlier, their lodges sheltered from the wind in the shadows of hills. Adjusting his weight until somewhat comfortable against the cracks of the heavy bark, Evan settled against the tree. A few hours early, he was within sight of his destination. Being ahead of schedule allowed him to study the fields in daylight and memorize a path to travel later that night.

He was not anxious and not ashamed as he planned his careful approach to the homestead. Evan was not welcome to visit the big house. The proprietor felt threatened by him. However, the owner was not home, and Evan did not intend to go inside. His target was the garden behind the house. He made himself small and sat on the ground close to the trunk, blending into the shadows and settling in to patiently wait for the signal.

Hours later, he checked his phone for the time and hoped to find a message missed. Eleven thirty-two, still no message. Enough time had passed, and waiting a little closer to the homestead would be just as safe. Tired of sheltering under the old tree, he stood and made his way closer to the garden gate.

As Evan slipped through the darkness, the coyotes continued their conversations, and he wondered if they spoke of him. Along the edge of a field of love grass, across the spillway of a glistening pond, Evan quickly traveled until he stood only a few short yards from the regal two-story ranch headquarters. His wait was not long before his phone vibrated.

“Are you close?”

“Yes,” he answered. “Did you see me? Hear me?”

Evan felt no indignity about slipping onto the grounds of the estate. Still, he was cautious for safety’s sake and did not need to be found dead or alive on this property.

“The coyotes are gossiping about you.” She replied.

Evan let go a sigh of relief. “Is the gate unlocked?”

“Yes.”

“The pup put away?” 

The friendly puppy meant no harm but was always excited on the nights when Evan visited.

“Yes, in his kennel.” 

“Come on inside?”

“I'm waiting."

Navigating by the light of the moon and stars, revealing a well-worn pathway alongside a wall built of river rock and lumpy mortar, he made his way to the gate, up three sandstone steps, and placed his hand gently on the rod iron latch. Always challenging himself to open quietly, he practiced turning the latch as gently as possible. He stepped into the garden and quietly closed the gate behind him. His head tilted, keeping the brim of his hat between his eyes and the light shining through the windows. His eyes adjusted to the dark, and he followed the sandstone pathway to the left, away from the house. The walkway disappeared into the shadows under a maple tree with massive limbs sinking, almost touching the ground. He continued until her gentle perfume swirled in waves through the cool night air. Her eyes were watching him.

He stopped and waited for her to approach. He never knew where she would be hiding amongst the shadows of the maple tree, but Evan knew she could see him. He loved feeling her presence. From behind, he heard her inhale quickly, and then her breath gently warmed the back of his neck. Delicate eyelashes brushed against his skin, tickling below his right ear. She placed her hand into his and hugged him lovingly, making his heart race and feel instantly at home.

He turned and buried his face deep into her silky hair, and she embraced him tightly. 

He kissed her cheek. "let's sit. I've been standing a while".

The couple walked to the tree's center and sat on Amy's favorite, hand-hewn log bench. Her grandfather gathered the log from the river when he was a young man. Grandfather told Amy how the tree washed onto the ranch with high water. After his death, Amy sat on the bench to read, dream, and remember the stories about the courageous history of her family of settlers. Just looking at the bench, one might guess it would be an uncomfortable seat, but Amy and Evan spent many pleasant hours on the rugged log, never noticing discomfort. When together, the two were oblivious to the world. They only thought about making memorable moments. 

They sat quietly, his arm around her shoulder and her hand resting upon his knee, watching the lights of the house shimmer through the leaves and giant drooping limbs of the maple tree. No one was home other than Amy and her grandmother. They were sure, as always, not to disturb Grandmother Ella. 

A girl of few words, Amy was raised on the ranch, miles from town, and had no one to talk with other than her grandmother, her father, and a few old cowboys. She enjoyed talking to the dogs, horses, and cattle more than tolerating any cowboy. Until she met Evan, she still did not prefer to speak when communicating. Amy and Evan had known warmth and romance since they first kissed. He cherished her quiet nature and adored being the one man who felt Amy come alive and speak to him in her way.

After studying her manicured nails and soft fingers, he gently kissed the top of her hand. Amy smiled as she stood and stepped in front of him. Her silhouette was dark and perfect. She moved forward, and he buried his face again into her soft, dark curls. Amy held both his hands tight while he inhaled and took in her gentle fragrance. Looking up into her blue eyes, he pulled Amy close to him. Her hair tangled into the stubble of his week-old beard. Evan waited anxiously, knowing Amy was about to communicate with him as only she ever could.

Amy controlled each moment, motionless, holding his full attention with her gaze. Her chest rose and fell with slow, deep breaths. Across the top of his shoulders, her hands moved to the back of his head. Amy took hold of him, pressing her lips powerfully to his. 

Under the branches of the maple tree, Evan was at home when he was with Amy in the garden of his greatest enemy. He hoped to one day run with her, away from the garden. But, for now, he would love her and devour every passionate drop of his beautiful woman. 

The coyotes sang along.
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They spoke in passing and messaged each other for almost a year before Amy invited Evan to the garden. The first covert rendezvous in the dark was innocent friendship, the night air, the log bench, the shadows, and the sway of the tall grass beneath the dark canopy of the maple tree.

They laughed and teased and theorized about gossip and politics. Eventually, Amy was comfortable sharing frustrations and anxieties about her future. Evan listened and encouraged her to be optimistic. He found a bright side or silver lining with every cloud he encountered. Evan tried to keep her with the mindset that life would be better someday.

As Amy talked, he realized how she gradually opened up to him. Evan wondered if she shared because he was the only person to visit her isolated homestead or if he was gradually making his way into her heart. Was the darkness a place more comfortable for Amy to talk because emotions and facial expressions hide in the shadows?

Whatever the reason, the more Amy talked, the more he learned about her and the more he cared. Under the maple tree, Evan watched her eyes glisten and dance as she talked about every topic under the sun. Eyes wide when she listened, brilliant when she laughed, and calm while lost in thought. Quiet. The language of Amy's eyes consumed Evan.

The first visit ended after four hours of talking and laughing. They could not believe so many hours had passed. After whispering, "I'll see you next time?" Evan walked out the gate, and Amy answered, "Sure." 

He followed the fence for over a mile back to where he had parked his beat-up old Ford Bronco. Evan could not remember a single detail about the walk across the dam, climbing over the barbed wire gate, or splashing through the creek. He did not know what Amy thought or felt after their midnight visit to her grandmother’s garden. But he knew she held his heart, a place no other girl had come close to in Evan's lifetime.

Inside an abandoned barn near a dirt road, Evan had parked the Bronco, hidden between two giant haystacks. He pulled the truck out into the darkness and kept the headlights off until he found a low spot on the road where the creek crossed during high water. 

He wondered when he would return and cringed as he thought about not asking Amy when 'next time' would be. Humiliation only lasted a moment before his phone vibrated, a notification of an incoming text message. She suggested Evan return the next night; her father would still be away on business. Elated, Evan answered he would be there; nothing could keep him away.

The next night, at 11:32, he lingered near the small farm pond and waited for Amy to send the 'all clear' message for him to enter the garden gate for the second midnight visit. That night, Amy sat closer to him on the bench. He lost all ability to be witty and could not keep his thoughts together. Her shoulder was touching his. She was confident and happy, chatting about her pets, cattle, and ornery puppy, Brinkley. Evan listened and laughed with her until exhaustion came upon them, and they found themselves sitting peacefully, quietly. All night, he had not taken his eyes off Amy. She was not uncomfortable with his gaze. He leaned in and kissed Amy on the cheek, then she laid her head softly on his shoulder and took hold of his hand. He spent so much time lost in her eyes that he had not noticed her soft hands or ever felt the softness of her hair. 

The leaves of the maple tree shook with a sudden gust of wind. Amy raised her head and watched into the darkness. Alert. A country girl was looking for anything or anyone who might be looming outside the shimmer of the shadowed leaves. Again, Evan gently kissed Amy's cheek, thinking how soft and delicate she was on his lips. This time, as he began to pull away from the kiss, an innocent, sweet, gentle expression of his feelings, Amy turned to Evan and kissed his lips. She took hold of the back of his head and pressed herself hard against him. He closed his eyes briefly but quickly opened them when he felt her vigor. Amy gazed deep into his eyes, and, for the first time, she held his bottom lip gently between her teeth. Then she relentlessly kissed him, not stopping until he needed to breathe. Evan clenched his fingers deep into her hair. She responded with even more passion, encouraging him to tug harder. Caressing her lower back, he pulled her body firmly to him. His heart raced. His thoughts tangled. He was amazed at how quickly she took control of him.

Amy was sweet, proper, and gentle. Evan belonged to her and thought he would never lose her. Now, he knew her to be more passionate and powerful than anyone he had ever experienced. How could she love with such passion and ever be able to let him go? 

A few short hours later, he followed his path back to the Bronco again. Soon, a message arrived instructing him about their next rendezvous. And then the next, and the next, a fiery cycle formed, and Evan fell desperately in love with Amy. The couple carefully plotted each date and executed every meeting as planned to avoid being discovered. Their relationship flourished and grew so close that words were sometimes not spoken. 

He found the girl he knew he would be devoted to forever. Happiness turned out to be more rewarding than he hoped for, more than he could have imagined.

Then, it all came to an end. One night, when Evan returned to the Bronco, no message arrived—no plan to meet again. Although awkward after many months of continuous planning, he was not alarmed. He was sure she would contact him before he arrived home. As he pulled into his driveway, Evan checked his phone. No message. Concerned, he considered sending a message to Amy. He decided he did not want to appear controlling or needy, so he drifted off to sleep and checked his phone first thing the following morning. Still no message.

"Maybe she's playing, the I texted last. It is your turn now, game," Evan thought to himself.

He was ornery enough not to fall for that game. He would wait for Amy to text first. Late that evening, she had still not messaged. He was beginning to panic. The nature of their conversations was always for Evan to reply to Amy, understanding she would message when it was safe to talk. He did not randomly message her because Amy did not want to draw her father's attention. Or worse, a meddling cowboy might be curious about whom she was messaging.

Evan sent a simple "How was your day?"

After no answer and then several no responses, he resorted to asking, "Are you okay?? Please say you are okay." 

Still, there was never a response. Evan had watched Amy enter the house before he left the garden. He watched her through the window as she tugged on the lock before closing the curtain. She was safe the last time he saw her. Now, it seemed as if Amy had closed the curtain on his world as she had closed the curtain on the window. 

Evan plummeted into despair and desperation over the next few days and weeks. He had no reason to believe that Amy was in danger, but he also had no explanation for why she had stopped communicating with him. 

He did not want to reach out to her for several reasons. Was she offended by something he said? Had her father or one of the cowboys discovered their secret meetings? Would someone be lying in wait for Evan to arrive? If he went to the homestead, even near the homestead, and got caught, would his presence confirm suspicions and accusations that Amy had vehemently denied? 

He worried himself to exhaustion.

After three weeks and just short of insanity, he decided there was no other choice but to put eyes on the homestead. Under a full moon, Evan crept the dented old Bronco as quietly as possible, lights out, across miles and miles of dirt and gravel-covered country roads. He decided not to park at the neighbors' barn as a precaution if discovered during his last visit. 

Evan previously noticed tracks from a utility vehicle coming out of the creek onto the roadway. He slipped the Bronco into four-wheel drive and eased the truck off into the stream at the low spot in the road where the creek crossed during high water. The creek water ran low, wide, and over a sturdy gravel and stone bed. Perfect for parking a Bronco. 

He splashed ankle-deep into the creek, waded to the bank, and then onto the road. Evan began his trek to the homestead after watching and listening, alert, a country boy looking out past the shadows and into the dark for anyone or anything looming waiting for him. Following fences and climbing over gates, he soon arrived at the familiar oak tree. There, he watched the lights of the big house. 

Evan hoped to feel close to Amy. But his heart was bleak as it had been the previous three weeks. Without communication from her, he had no idea if her father was home or traveling.

Evan contemplated leaving, going home. He checked his phone, and there were no new messages. Curious, he ventured a little closer to the house, not too close. If he could see any sign, he might feel closer to Amy. He knew he should leave, but desperately, he stepped toward the house. Then another, and another. Soon, Evan was crossing the dam, and then he found himself approaching the garden gateway.

"Maybe she left a note...." Evan wished "somewhere near the gate." 

Using the illuminated phone screen, he searched the area around the corners, latch, and hinges. No note. No shoe prints along the pathway. Nothing.

Gazing through the windows, trying not to snoop and invade the privacy of the home, he hoped to see Amy. Evan looked for one extra moment before forcing himself to turn and walk away.

"If she left a note... it would be at grandfather's bench!"

He laughed when it occurred to him that the gate had no sentimental value to Amy. Evan knew he could not leave without finding Amy's message hidden near the bench. He gently swung the gate open, stepped over the threshold, and closed it behind him. As usual, he paused and watched before following the gravel path into the shadows of the maple tree.

Once safely under the thick drooping branches, Evan felt a measure of relief. There was the log bench. Again, Evan used his phone to search the area, but again, there was no note. Crushed, he sat on the log, and emotion overwhelmed him. 

"What next, Amy?" Evan said aloud. "Should I knock on the back door?" he almost shouted, "are you testing me?"

Evan heard the muffled bark of Brinkley inside the house. Regret fell upon him, and he was trapped. If Brinkley got released into the garden, the pup would run directly to him. Just like Amy was a country girl and Evan was a country boy, Brinkley was a country dog—Alert and keen to see and sniff through the shadows.

As he imagined the dreaded scenario of Brinkley entering the garden, a little shadow appeared inside the house, at the back door, the same window where Evan last saw Amy. Evan froze.

The tiny silhouette tugged and pulled on the door lock until it finally turned, and the door opened. Brinkley's barks were loud momentarily, then a stern "Shhh!" stopped Brinkley in mid-bark. 

The door closed, and Brinkley stayed inside the house. But the little shadow had stepped outside onto concrete and river rock steps. She stood still, quiet, motionless, a country girl, alert, gazing directly at Evan through the dark and shimmering leaves.

The beat of his heart thumped inside his ears. Terrified, he had hoped to see Amy, but instead, there stood Grandmother. 

He had not met Grandmother. He and Amy saw her many times from the garden, through the windows of the big house, when she stirred at night. She wore a long white nightgown. Dark hair was up in curlers, neat sensible glasses, and a short piece of athletic fabric tape was applied to her forehead centered between her eyes (to help smooth the wrinkles, according to a giggling Amy). 

Staring at Evan, she stood with her hands elegantly clasped in front of her as if waiting for him to step out of the night and reveal himself. He had no intention of giving up the concealment provided by the darkness. He was staying put unless found and humiliated. Instead, Evan cautiously stepped to his left, deeper into the night, away from the bench until he was a bit more comfortable about his hiding place.

She stood motionless until her patience seemed to drain away like the last falling grains of sand inside the top of an hourglass.

"Tisk," she said as she shifted her weight and stepped off the tiny porch toward the maple tree. Evan began to sweat but thought he was deep enough into the darkness to remain unseen unless Grandmother had a flashlight. 

Slowly, delicately, like a queen inspecting her court, she followed the gravel path under the drooping branches of the maple tree. Then, she sat gracefully upon the log bench. 

Only a few feet away, Evan did not move a muscle. He felt guilty about invading Grandmother’s personal space. He remembered Amy's story of her grandfather building the bench out of driftwood from the flooded river.

Grandfather built the bench for Grandmother to sit and enjoy the peace and privacy of the garden. For decades, she enjoyed the bench to sit with her in the shade while he was alive. He was proud of his gift to her. She cherished the bench and, even more, Grandfather's memory. 

Evan did not want Grandmother to find him hiding in the garden. He did not want to stain the peace and privacy of her special place. He decided that what Grandmother did not know would not hurt her, so he would cower in the dark until she returned to the big house.

He closed his eyes, hoping time would pass and Grandmother would go inside, and then he would open his eyes to a clear, safe path out of the garden.

"She's not here, son," Grandmother said softly.

His eyes shot open. To whom was she speaking? Had Evan focused so intently on the grandmother that he missed seeing Amy's father? Evan glanced left and right, frantically looking for anyone other than Grandmother.

"Evan, is it?" Grandmother questioned, "I can feel you here, son. Brinkley has been waiting weeks for you." 

Hands in her lap, looking down, rocking a little, she giggled and smiled as Amy often giggled. 

"Amy is not here, Evan. She left the morning after your last visit. She had to leave, and she is not coming back, son."

He listened intently and suddenly felt the heavy weight of fatigue on his shoulders. Evan stepped forward so as not to fall to the ground.

“Sit with me, Evan, before you go.” She said.

He ambled to the bench and sat next to Grandmother. 

He was breathing in deep and exhaling long and slow. He wanted to lie down on the ground and go to sleep. Grandmother sat quietly with her hands in her lap. He thought he should feel out of place sitting in the dark beside an old woman he had not met until she caught him trespassing in her garden. Grandmother did not speak. Evan felt somehow closer to Amy.

“Why?” He asked.

“Brinkley told me about every time you visited Amy. I think he likes you.” Grandmother giggled again. “But I know you are not concerned about Brinkley.”

Evan appreciated quick wit and a little orneriness, but yes, Grandmother was correct; he thought of nothing except Amy. Amy. Amy. Amy. Nothing but Amy for more than three weeks. And still no answers about Amy.

“She had to go, Evan. If she did not run away, she would still be a captive on this dusty ole ranch.” Grandmother answered. “Her mother was trapped here, Amy was stranded here, and I am stuck here too.” 

Evan knew that Amy’s father, Walter Mason, was a hard man. Mason, a cattle rancher, was known in Roger Mills County as a wealthy, arrogant, spoiled trust fund brat. Well into his sixties, Amy was his only child. Mason raised Amy to respect a man, women belong in the house to cook and clean, and children are seen and not heard. While she was growing up, Mason did not allow Amy much of a social life—only a couple of monthly trips to town for groceries and church on Sunday mornings. 

“Why didn’t she let me take her away from here?” Evan asked.

“That is a question for Amy,” 

“Well, she has not said a word to me for three weeks. I’m wondering if I will ever get answers.” he hung his head low.

“You will find your way, son. Life will be better someday.” 

“I have been so miserable since she stopped talking to me. I hoped I would feel better by now. I just keep falling faster and deeper into despair. Will I ever see her again?” 

Grandmother paused to contemplate his question. “Amy said she is not coming home. I think you and I should probably take her at her word. Go ahead and find a good life. You are young, and a good life is ahead of you.”

Grandmother stood and quietly walked to the edge of the shadows. 

“You are a nice young man. I would enjoy knowing you better someday.” She said as she stepped out into the light of the full moon. 

“Does she read my messages?” Evan called out.

Grandmother turned back to Evan. She leaned forward and peered into the darkness where Evan miserably sat. 

“Do you feel better after sending your messages?”

“Sometimes, yes...maybe,” Evan said.

“Then keep sending those messages, son. Let us believe she reads them. Stay as long as you like, dear. It was nice to meet you.” 

Grandmother turned and walked back up the gravel path to the big house. Evan watched the little shadow behind the curtain twist, tug on the lock, and then disappear into the home. 

He noticed the rough honed edges on the log bench to be horribly uncomfortable, without Amy to distract him. He checked again—still no message. Hurt and exhausted, Evan had reached a dead end with no other direction to travel. He would travel backward, if possible, and forward if he could see the hope of a future.

No matter how hard he tried, Evan could not find hope. He could not remember his brain, thoughts, and emotions feeling so flat and empty. He sat for some time, not motivated to think or move. He was welcome to stay in the garden, but he was certainly not helping himself cope with the end he had finally accepted.

Amy was gone. She left on her terms, and he was not part of her plan to escape. He knew that when he walked out of the garden gate, he would leave behind the story of Evan and Amy.

Head down and shoulders slumped, he solemnly followed the path. Evan was embarrassed about being reduced to a pathetic has-been at the end of their story. 

He wondered what he would say if Amy allowed him to say goodbye. He was always looking for a silver lining and knew the grief of losing Amy, the weight of his heavy heart, only meant he should be thankful for having the opportunity to love and be loved so deeply that the loss of that love could be so painful.

Evan considered leaving his phone in the garden. He did not believe Amy would ever respond to his messages. Why keep torturing himself by habitually checking his phone? Ultimately, he knew the phone would be suspicious if a cowboy or Walter Mason found it, so leaving it was not a real option.

Evan gently closed the gate behind him. Looking back across the garden, he reminisced of memories made under the maple tree and wished for the chance to say goodbye. He took Grandmother's advice and sent one more message.

“Somewhere in my imagination, I am reminded that you know these are not just words of idle flattery. Your quiet way, wisdom, beautiful eyes, wonderful laugh, the way you love, the way you play, your passionate kisses, uniquely you, gorgeous, you are beautiful. If you ever feel otherwise, I want to say it now: always hear my voice until your last day. Remember, I am the man who loved you where you were and wherever you are now. Please think of the times I kissed your cheek. I meant every word. You are precious.”
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Five months later.

Amy dropped a blade of green winter grass onto the water and watched it float away, east, until it rounded a quiet bend and disappeared. Under a thick covering of trees and spring foliage, Amy sat alone on a boat dock south of Tishomingo, Oklahoma, watching the Washita River lazily flow under the wobbly wooden platform. These were the last tranquil moments before the water poured into the rushing Red River. She wondered what drops, drifting by below her, had begun their journey three hundred miles west, in a creek bottom near her family homestead.

The original headwaters of the Washita River were lost to history somewhere in the Texas panhandle, Roberts County, west of Durham, Oklahoma. The freshwater source likely remains but stopped producing water to the surface and disappeared below the sand and brush following the introduction of irrigation (homestead and livestock) wells that dropped the level of the parent aquifer. The waterways, canyons, and creek bottoms left behind formed the Washita River Basin. When rain falls on the plains, rainwater runs into the basin, and the Washita River lives once more. Today, somewhere between Durham and Cheyenne, the Washita seeps to the surface and flows year-round. First, a trickle of clear water emerges from the sand. It flows east and gradually gathers more water from small creeks and ponds. By the time Washita reaches Foss Lake, it is a suitable river for western Oklahoma river standards. 

Washita exits the east side of Foss Lake as a thriving waterway adequate to float and fish for two hundred miles. Washita wanders east, threading back and forth under Interstate 40 many times before turning south and eventually joining the Red River, then flowing into Lake Texoma on the southeast corner of Oklahoma, once again bordering Texas. 

Many stories and histories are made along the banks and waterways of the Washita River. That history did not originate with American settlers forging west, fencing off farms and ranches. Tribes of American Indians relied upon the river to survive for thousands of years before white settlers arrived. The river, flowing from north west Oklahoma across the state to the southeastern corner, remains priceless with history and legacy. 

The legacy continues to grow. The river’s heritage was not only fashioned out of notable high-profile events such as wars, historical cattle crossings, and the founding of towns and cities. But also, stories and events documenting the everyday life of ordinary people living individual stories of success, hardship, persistence, and love. Legacy, like a river, might start with a trickle and grow into an adventurous story as life gradually pours into it along the deep basins, where individuals and families follow the pathways they are bound to travel.

Amy laid down, reached into the stream, and scooped up a handful of dark water. It ran through her fingers, down her forearm, and dripped from her elbow, sprinkling back into the peaceful river. She looked into the eyes of the young woman, solemn and lonely, on the water's surface. 

Drops from her hand fell across the pale reflection. Amy was not one to cry. As a child, she pouted as much as any other kid, she assumed. Adult Amy last wept five years earlier as her mother peacefully passed away while Amy cradled her cool, delicate hand. Amy’s mother, Jamie (short for James and named after her grandfather), died of cancer shortly after Amy turned 17. Jamie was 43. Upon her mother’s death, Amy was mad about life. Defiant. She decided her tears would only fall when something happened in her life that was worse than or equaled the death of her loving mother. Her tears would fall as a sign of true love lost and for nothing less.

Lying face down on the wooden deck, Amy contemplated crying as she imagined Grandmother, Brinkley, the garden, and Evan moving on with life. In southeast Oklahoma, along the banks of the Washita River, she relaxed in the shade of beautiful tall trees. She enjoyed the gentle burble and babble of the lovely river and luscious, thick, green grass. All these were rare and unusual on the dusty, sandblasted brown prairies of home, Western Oklahoma. Amy missed home and understood that time and life did not wait for her after running away from her family homestead. Grandmother and Brinkley continued to age, the garden would bloom and fall with each season, and Evan would soon continue his life without her. 

Five months after disappearing, she was settling into her new normal. Proving she could survive and provide for herself away from the ranch. Amy did not need her father’s money or his roof over her head. She accepted a job working in a picturesque old-fashioned drug store. She stocked shelves, helped customers, and operated an antique soda fountain counter. 

Elderly customers were delighted to visit the soda fountain stocked with hard candy, ice cream, fruit toppings, and warm dark chocolate. The choice of sweet flavors and treats brought back memories of their childhood from seventy, eighty, and even ninety years ago. Amy’s tender personality, politeness, and attentiveness made her popular with all the customers. Her “regulars” considered her part of the community and appreciated her work ethic.

On her first day at the drug store, she helped a sweet little old lady choose the perfect Hallmark birthday card for her “tiny princess,” a great-granddaughter. After reading, laughing, and crying over nearly every card on the Hallmark shelf, the kind woman inquired about Amy.

“Where did you grow up, dear? You were well-loved and educated. How did you find our little town and pharmacy?”

Amy explained she had arrived at a place in life where she needed to run away or stay home and become imprisoned. The woman studied Amy’s eyes, touched her cheek, and softly pushed a dark strand of hair from in front of her face. 

“Do you have a suitable place to live until you find your way, dear?”

Amy had rented a room at a small hotel around the corner from the store. 

“I will not settle on a filthy hotel room for such a sweet girl,” The lady grumbled. “My name is Clara Mae, and I have a room for you at my house. Safe, clean, and within your means. You may stay until you have settled.” 

Amy could not afford much rent. 

“Don’t worry about money, dear. I am lonely, just like you, and knowing you are safe will be fair enough for me. Of course, you will drive me to church, won’t you, dear?” 

Amy smiled. “Absolutely, Ms. Mae.” A twinkle in Ms. Mae's eye made Amy think of Grandmother.

She and Grandmother were always close but quickly grew to be best friends following the death of Amy’s mother. Grandmother spent her life on the ranch, growing up working cotton fields and tending cattle, sheep, hogs, and chickens. In springtime 1928, she was born in a dugout on the ranch below the Antelope Hills. Time would tell that Grandmother would be an only child. Most neighboring homesteads had many children, as many as 16. Each large family was well-equipped to raise livestock, hunt, and farm to survive the harsh western territory. Of course, she was not always a grandmother. In early 1946, at 17, she met a young soldier who had just returned from fighting abroad in World War II. The bashful young man had gone to work on a neighboring ranch. The two fell in love, married, and worked together on the homestead below Antelope Hills. They were poor and could not afford to hire help. They worked alongside one another day and night. 

After many years and tears, she became convinced that she could not have children. So, she was surprised and overjoyed at the news that she was expecting a baby. Amy’s mother, Jamie, was born in the house Grandmother's father built a stone’s throw from the dugout where Grandmother entered the world. 

Jamie, too, was an only child. She grew up working hard beside Amy’s Grandmother and Grandfather, carrying on the traditions of a simple family of settlers. While on a trip into town, 18-year-old Jamie met a young, charismatic, and handsome drifter named Walter Mason. Walter told stories of great adventures he had while traveling about the wild prairies of Oklahoma and Texas. 

Always a gentleman, Walter tipped his hat, held doors open, and walked on the street side of the sidewalk while hand in hand with Jamie. Eventually, Walter convinced her to marry him. Jamie was in no hurry to be married, but Walter hinted that he might perhaps ramble on to the next town if he did not get tied down soon in Roger Mills County. Jamie worried that another handsome young gentleman might never find the dusty, secluded town of Durham. She did not want to be an old maid, forever lonely on the ranch. 

The truth was that once Walter visited her expansive, productive, and successful family ranch, he was going nowhere. Before the silver wedding ring was around her finger, Walter planned to hang the Mason name over the front gate one day. 

Jamie was twenty-eight when Amy was born, two months after Grandfather passed away peacefully in his sleep. Grandmother lived on the ranch with Walter, Jamie, and Amy.

The little family had plenty of room at ranch headquarters to live comfortably. Grandfather had gradually built the family home into a large house, stately, grand, an oasis on the ocean of prairie grass. Over the years, Grandmother attentively designed and supervised several “projects.” Grandfather built and expanded the house up and out in all directions. He constructed a second story and finished with a wraparound porch supported by large round columns he bought, as salvage, from a bygone hotel in nearby Canadian, Texas.

After Walter and Jamie were married, Grandfather paid Walter a good salary for working on the homestead tending fences and cattle. Eventually, Walter and Jamie built a small wood-framed house and moved onto the ranch. Grandfather would have welcomed help while building and expanding the big headquarters house. But early on, Walter declared himself a “cattleman” and spent his time doing just about anything except working.

Decent pay and few expenses allowed Walter to save their money and buy a small herd of cattle. The herd grew into a couple hundred heads before Walter could afford to hire two cowboys. The cowboys took orders from Walter and tended to daily ranch
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