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All That Glitters

Helpful Note:

A dually (pronounced “duly”) is a pickup truck with four rear wheels, designed for towing heavy loads. Example here at Wikpedia.
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On the Road
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TK turned to her dad. “How far to Cheyenne?”

He pointed at the oversize paperback wedged between her seat and the center console. “There’s the atlas. You tell me.”

TK figured he was taking this opportunity to teach her more math and geography. She didn’t mind. It was useful, and it beat sitting in a school room any day. She opened the atlas, pulled a pencil from the console, and laid it next to the map scale. Then she measured along the route and reported, “About 70 miles, depending on what part of town.”

“Good. Now add up the numbers between the intersections on the map and see if you’re right.”

She did, in her head. “72, to the center of town.”

“And how long will it take us to get there?”

She leaned over to look at the speedometer. “I’d say an hour and twenty, plus a stop to pee.”

“When’s that?”

“Pretty soon. Hey, Pa. Did you know there’s a Coleman here in Colorado? It’s spellt just like the Coleman where Grammy lives.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah!” TK pointed at a road sign up ahead. “We’re almost to it!”

There came a pop from the engine compartment and the motor began to rattle. Pa let up on the gas, turned on the emergency flashers, and pulled the RV onto the shoulder. It took a while to stop, on account of the horse trailer they’d been pulling was now pushing them. TK had seen him apply the trailer break sparingly, so as not to upset Zephyr. He shut off the engine and tugged the hood release.

TK pulled on her cowboy hat, climbed out into the late-morning sun, and met him at the front of the RV. He lifted the hood.

She climbed up the bumper to sit on the right fender. “What d’you think it is?”

“I think it blew a gasket.”

She scrunched her nose. “Is that bad?”

He looked at his daughter. “I don’t think we’ll make Cheyenne today.”

“Oh.”

TK wasn’t worried. She’d learned a lot on the road with him. Things happen, and getting bent out of shape about the unexpected doesn’t help. She’d be patient and Pa would deal with it – he always had.

She squinted and looked at him. “Tomorrow?’

He crossed his arms. “Maybe this week, if we’re lucky.”

Neither did this worry TK. She tilted her head. “You want me to pray again?”

“Wouldn’t hurt.”

He’d said before that she had a direct line to The One Upstairs. That direct line had gotten them out of jams more than once. Besides, what good was a direct line if you didn’t use it now and then?

She folded her hands, closed her eyes, and began, “Dear God, please help us get to Cheyenne to see Momma. She’s performing at the ... but you already know that.”

TK heard tires on gravel. She turned to look, but the boxy body of the RV blocked sight of anything back there. She hopped off the fender and stepped to the side and saw a dually, a new one, pull to a stop behind the horse trailer.

She walked back down the shoulder, past Zephyr in his trailer. A man got out the driver’s side of the dually and started forward. TK said, “Hello.”

The man stopped and turned to her. He wore a white straw cowboy hat and clean-pressed clothes, and looked a little older than her daddy. He smiled and spoke with a voice both deep and gentle. “Hello. You the greeting committee?”

She nodded. “That’s me. My daddy’s up front.” She pointed.

The man touched the brim of his hat and turned that way. “Well, I’ll go meet him.”

TK leaned back to look at the design on the truck’s door – The letter N with wavy lines on either side. Below that were the words, “North Wind Ranch, Coleman, Colorado.”
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She walked to the back of his truck, and yes, it had a trailer hitch – the kind you can turn for whatever size ball you need.

She walked forward to see how the men were doing. They must’ve already done introductions. The neat man was saying, “I can call in to Coleman for a tow. What’re you going to do with your horse?”

“I don’t know. Any stables around?”

The man nodded slowly. “Yeah-uh.” He pointed ahead. “Take a left at that intersection, then three miles to the North Wind Ranch.”

Sam nodded. “Appreciate it. When we get the tow going, TK and I will ride on over there.”

TK pointed back where she’d been. “Pa, he’s got a hitch.”

Sam shook his head. “No, we don’t wanna be any trouble, Precious.”

“It’s no trouble,” said the man. “I’m going there anyway.”

___

While they waited for the tow, the man held out his hand to her. “I’m Ethan.”

She reached for his hand and shook it – firmly, like Daddy taught her. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Ethan. I’m TK.” His grip felt nice and gentle, for a man so big.

He smiled. “Pleased to meet you, Miss TK.”

A half hour later, the RV was on its way to Coleman, the horse trailer was hitched to the dually, and she and her daddy and their guitars were on their way to the North Wind.

[image: ]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The North Wind
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TK thought the countryside looked nice, especially with the snow-capped mountains behind. She saw plenty of grass for horses, and hoped Mr. Ethan’s ranch would offer the same.

They passed under a wrought-iron arch that read “North Wind” and had a cabin on one end and a mountain on the other. Below it hung a shiny silver sign that read, “Ethan and Hannah Beck, Prop.”

The man turned away from the ranch house drive and pulled in front of a modern sheet metal barn. TK liked the look of the ranch so far – the two-story ranch house had a wide veranda, rose bushes lined the neat-cut lawn out front, and she saw no piles of cast-offs, no old machinery rusting to the side – not since the old tractor and hay rake at the gate, and even those had been displayed on neatly trimmed mounds.

A girl walked out of the barn, toward them. She was dressed in a flowery button-front shirt over blue jeans over boots. Her hair was a reddish blond, kind of like a new penny. Her straw hat and the boots looked of frequent use. TK guessed her at, maybe, sixteen? Gosh, she was pretty.

The girl stopped next to the man and listened. He turned to her. “Annie, take this man’s horse to the near paddock.” He turned to Sam. “Mr. Turner, when you’re satisfied about your horse, bring your daughter up to the house for lunch.”

Sam waved away the offer. “Don’t you go to any trouble.”

The man smiled. “It’s no trouble. Hannah’s a firm believer in hospitality.”

___

TK stepped in to the house, then tugged at her T-shirt a bit to let in the cool, conditioned air. Mrs. Beck, or Hannah as she asked to be called, was as friendly as she and her daughter were beautiful. She had the same reddish-blond hair as Annie.

Two older boys came in through the back door, shucked their boots and washed their hands. The first, Matt, looked like a twenty-year-old version of Mr. Beck. The younger, Luke, looked somewhere in between, kind of like a blond version of Annie. TK liked that the boys smiled and nodded at Pa and her during introductions. During the meal, Mr. Beck talked to them about a fence repair project up-slope.

After sandwiches and milk and cookies, Annie asked TK if she wanted to see the stables. Annie seemed real nice, but TK said, “I’d better stay with Daddy.”

Mr. Beck said, “It’ll be a while before we hear about your motor home. Why don’t you and your pa go see if Zephyr’s okay?”

Sam got up. “Yeah, that’d be good. C’mon, Precious.”

The girl, Annie, got up too. She reached a hand to TK’s shoulder. “I’ll come with you. You can tell me about Zephyr.”

They took a little detour to an apple tree on the way to the paddock. Zephyr was appreciative of their company and of the apples. TK had checked the water trough earlier, so she knew Zephyr was well off in that regard.

Annie asked, “How long have you had Zephyr?”

TK answered, “As long as I can remember.” She turned to her pa. “How old is he, Daddy?”

He answered, “About twenty years.” To Annie he said, “He’s my first horse.” He patted Zephyr’s neck. “He’s been good. Real good, and smart as the dickens.”

Annie touched a scar – broad and nearly a foot long – on the horse’s flank.

Sam said, “He got between me and a bull. Saved my life. I owe him for that.”

Annie looked at him and said, “That is a good horse.” She turned to TK. “You want to see mine?”

“Sure!”

“C’mon.”

They walked to the nearest barn, then down a row of stalls to a black-and-white Appaloosa. “Her name is Flecky. Not an impressive name, I know. I was five when I got her.”

TK reached to stroke Flecky’s nose. “She’s pretty.”

Annie patted her neck. “Yeah. She’s won four ribbons – three for barrel racing and one for best-in-breed.”

“That’s mighty impressive!”

Annie said, “She’s gentle, too.” She turned to Sam. “Hasn’t saved my life yet, but she’s never thrown me. Even when I was little, she didn’t let me fall.”

Sam said, “I can see why you like her.”

Annie nodded. “Yeah.” She said to TK, “If you’re here for a while, maybe you’d like to ride ’er.”

TK lit up. She turned to her dad, then curbed her enthusiasm. She turned back to Annie. “No, we gotta go. We’re going to Cheyenne to see my mom. She’s performing there.”

Annie smiled. “Oh! Is she a ...?”

“She’s a singer and a star. Rayelle Watson? You heard of her?”

“No, but I don’t know everybody.”

“You heard of ‘Ever And Always’? She sings that.”

Annie nodded and smiled. “Oh, right, right! That’s a good one. I like to think that some day I’ll have an ‘Ever And Always,’ like Mom ’n’ Dad and Grandpa ’n’ Grandma. So tell me, if I may ask, what does TK stand for?”

TK shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve just always been called TK. It stands for me, I guess.” She turned to her dad. “Pop, what does TK stand for?”

He smiled. “TK stands for Truth, Justice, and the American Way. And ... I think I’ll go back to the house, in case the repair shop calls.”

TK nodded. “I’ll go, too.”

___

Back in the kitchen, Sam asked if there was any news.

Mr. Beck answered, “No, no word yet. We can call, or we can go into town and get the word straight from the mechanic.”

Sam knew that calling a mechanic just pulled them away from their work. They could go check in person, but ... “We wouldn’t want to trouble you.”

Hannah said, “Oh, it’s no trouble.” She reached for a slip of paper magneted to the refrigerator. “Annie, you can get the groceries while your father’s at the repair shop.”
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Coleman
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TK followed Mr. Beck and her dad into the repair shop. The owner wiped his hands on a rag and met them at the counter. “Yeah, it’s a blown gasket, all right. We’re looking at about thirteen hundred in parts and twelve hundred for labor. I can give you a firm estimate after I’ve done some calling around. And it’s possible, with a vehicle this age, we might find more trouble once we’re in there.”

Sam stared at the man. Twelve hundred was what he’d budgeted for the whole trip.

The owner said, “I can see you’re traveling. I can do the calling around, maybe get the parts in tomorrow morning. The bays are full, but the weather’s good. I can get somebody working on it here in the parking lot about mid-morning, maybe get it done by close of business.”

Mr. Beck said, “Thanks, Tom. Go ahead and call around. What do we owe you so far?”

Tom eyed Sam and TK, then said, “No charge, Ethan. Estimate’s on the house.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“Thanks again, Tom.” Mr. Beck turned around and spread his arms to usher out his guests. “Well, let’s go see if Annie’s ready.”

They eased up in front of the IGA. When Mr. Beck had locked the truck, Sam turned to his daughter. “Here’s a five. Why don’t you get us a bunch of bananas and a Gatorade?”

She took it. “Sure, Pop.”

When she’d gone, Sam turned to Ethan. “I got to be honest with you, Mr. Beck. I do not have $2500. I’m gonna need to get a job, or sell the RV for some bus tickets to Cheyenne. TK and me, we’re going to see her mom. She travels for her job. If we miss her in Cheyenne, we’d have to catch her in Douglas or Billings.”

“And you’re going to chase her on buses? That don’t seem like it would work.”

Sam shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe we could hitch rides for some of it.”

Ethan plunked his hands on his hips. “You thinkin’ of hitchin’ with a ... what is she, eleven? Twelve?”

“Nearly twelve.”

Ethan crossed his arms over his chest. “Let us put our minds to this and see what else we come up with.”

“In the meantime, where could a man find a job?”

Ethan switched his hands to his hips again. “Here in Coleman? Maybe you can find something for one-twenty a day, tops. In Fort Collins or back in Denver? Maybe a couple hundred, if you’re skilled or lucky. Either way, you’re gonna miss your target. Tell me, are you skilled or particularly lucky?”

Lucky I’m not dead, thought Sam. He said, “I got a little skill at a lot of things – Riding, roping, ranch hand, some mechanical work, despite the available evidence. Driving, hauling, frame carpentry ... basically, whatever needs doing. That’s why I brought Zephyr along, to earn as what may come our way.”

“That and she’s good for you?”

Sam nodded. “We been through a lot together.”

Ethan laid a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Well, let me put my mind to that, too.”

___

After the best home-cooked meal and apple pie Sam and TK had had in weeks, Mr. Beck asked Sam if he’d like to go out on the veranda for a beer.

Sam answered, “I can join you outside, but I’m pretty much off of alcohol, on doctor’s orders.”

Ethan patted him on the shoulder. “I don’t need a beer either, just being sociable. Let’s go check on your horse.”

They walked out toward the paddock. Before they got there, Ethan’s phone rang. He checked the caller ID, then tapped a couple of buttons. “Ethan here. You’re on speakerphone.”

“This is Tom. Is Mr. Turner there?”

Sam answered, “I’m here.”

“Are you sitting down?”

Sam and Ethan looked at each other. Sam spoke to the phone, “Hit me with it.”

Tom said, “Firstly, the ballpark I gave you is pretty close, just about $80 low.”

Sam said to himself, Eighty dollars.

Tom continued, “I see you got Texas plates on your vehicle. My question for you is, How far you fixin’ t’ drive this thing?”

“Up to Billings, maybe Missoula.”

“The thing is, I gave your vehicle a once-over, and I would not recommend such a distance without some more work. Maybe all told, another thousand. I would hate to have you put 2600 into it, just to have it break down somewhere, or a tie rod come loose at highway speed.”

Sam looked at Ethan. Was this man Tom honest, or just trying to get more money out of him?

Ethan spoke into the phone. “Tom, how much more time would this-all take?”

“If I can get the parts, another couple days, and that’s putting this job ahead of some others so that I can put a second man on it.”

Ethan looked at Sam for a couple of seconds, then said into the phone. “Thanks for the update, Tom. You go ahead and get home to Margie now, okay?”

“Well, it’ll be another hour or two here, but thanks for the advice.”

Ethan tapped End Call.

Sam made a comment that began with “S—-.”

Ethan said, “Now, now, let’s go check on your horse.”

Zephyr came to the fence to meet them. Ethan said as how they’d bring him into the stable for the night. As they settled him in a stall, Ethan said, “Given your situation, your need to get going and get there in one piece, the best I can come up with is my brother-in-law. He’s got a nice little motor home about the size of yours with low miles. He doesn’t use it lately because he bought a Class A. So what I propose is, I call him up and ask if you can borrow it.”

Sam shook his head. “No, I couldn’t let you do that. I mean, you don’t know me from a hole in the ground.”

“Mr. Turner, it is evident to me that you are no hole in the ground.”

“TK and me, we don’t take charity.”

“I’m not talking about charity. What I propose is that you leave your horse and trailer here and take this other motor home. It’s in good condition. I’m sure it’ll get you there. And when you come back, we swap back. You get to go tomorrow, you’ll get to Cheyenne or Billings or Missoula, and you won’t need to worry about breaking down along the way.”

Sam rubbed his forehead and his eyes, then said, “Let me give this some consideration. And I need to ask TK about this. For a kid, she’s pretty level-headed, and it’s her mother we’re trying to see.”

Ethan nodded. “Fair enough.” He put a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Let’s give Zephyr some hay, and we’ll go in and see if there’s ice cream.”
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Annie and TK carried their empty ice cream dishes to the sink, then Annie tapped TK on the shoulder. “You want to see my horse collection?”

“Collection?”

“Model horses. In my room.”

TK turned to her father. “Daddy, can I go look at horses in Annie’s room?”

Sam had heard them talking, so he knew what she was asking about. “In a bit, Precious. You and I gotta have a confab first.”

Ethan pointed toward the front of the house. “The parlor’s available.”

___

Sam and TK sat on the floor of the parlor, leaning against the sofa. Sam explained about the repairs to the RV and Mr. Beck’s offer of a newer model. TK asked, “Does it have a trailer hitch?”

“Mr. Beck said it does. Then he asked me if we really needed Zephyr along, or would it be better to leave Zephyr with him. What’s your feeling on that subject?”

TK rubbed her forehead and cheek. “I don’t know, Pa. I like Zephyr along, but he’s already been in the trailer a lot. You say Mr. Beck’s offered to keep him here?”

Sam nodded. “He has. I was hoping to have him with so I could pick up some ranch work along the way. On the other hand, though, we’d get better mileage if we weren’t pulling the trailer, and you’ve seen how the trailer means a longer spot at RV parks.”

TK sat up and covered her eyes with her fingers and hummed, like she sometimes did when she was thinking, and then she uncovered and said, “I’m thinking that here at the North Wind is a real nice place for Zephyr. The pastures got plenty of grass, and Mr. Ethan and Annie and her brothers seem to take good care of their horses. So ... my vote is for Zephyr to stay here. How’s that?”

Sam smiled and patted his daughter’s knee. “You worked that out real well, Precious. I’ll go tell our host.”

TK rose onto her knees and toes. “Can I go see Annie’s horses now?”

“You bet. You be careful with ’em.”

She leapt to her feet and took off running. “I will!”
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