

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


Title Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-one

Chapter Thirty-two

Chapter Thirty-three

Chapter Thirty-five

Chapter Thirty-six

Chapter Thirty-seven

Chapter Thirty-eight

Chapter Thirty-nine

Chapter Forty

Epilogue


Stone Ponies

John Howard Novel Book Four

 

Ronald Paxton

 

 

Published by Rogue Phoenix Press, LLP for Smashwords

Copyright © 2018

ISBN: 978-1-62420-371-8

 

Electronic rights reserved by Rogue Phoenix Press, LLP. The reproduction or other use of any part of this publication without the prior written consent of the rights holder is an infringement of the copyright law. This is a work of fiction. People and locations, even those with real names, have been fictionalized for the purposes of this story.

 

 

Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 

 

 

Dedication

For Grant


Chapter One

John Howard stepped out onto the deck of his new lakefront home and squinted at the gray winter sky. February always felt like the longest month of the year. Not for the first time he wondered what it would feel like to sell Wild Pony Ranch, just be done with it, and spend summers at the lake and the rest of the year in a comfortable south Florida condo. Did it make sense to own two residences in the same small, rural county in southern Virginia? He was no longer sure.

Shenandoah Mountain Lake was at the opposite end of the county from the ranch, no more than an hour’s drive, but it was a world apart from the sad and ugly downtown area that was slowly dying. The permanently closed sheriff’s department sat in the shadow of a county courthouse and municipal offices that needed major renovations. For Sale signs stood like bleak sentinels in front of crumbling residences that nobody wanted. John had given up trying to understand the resentment, even hate that so many of the local residents felt toward him and his family. Screw them…he was making a fresh start.

The early morning stillness felt eerie. People had warned him that the lake went into sleep mode from December until around mid-March or so, depending on when the first hint of spring appeared. Life on the ranch was different, filled with the sounds of horses, livestock, heavy equipment, and working cowboys from dawn until after the sun went down. The work didn’t stop for the weather.

John watched as a fine sheet of rain swept over the mountains on the western shoreline and worked its way across the main channel. He inhaled the fresh, clean scent and closed his eyes. Who was he kidding? Shenandoah County, love it or hate it, was his home. Florida was fine for some people, but he and Sarah Jane would never fit in there. Besides, he had more than he could handle right here. Emma still needed him at the ranch and Buck wanted him to make more appearances at the Chevrolet dealership now that he was a partner in the business. On top of that, John still needed to finish his second book. His first one, The Cowboy Way: Life, Love, and Lessons from the Ranch, had been a surprising best seller and had caught the attention of Penguin Random House. Jack Fowler was pushing him to deliver the new book by the first of March. The publisher had already tentatively scheduled Growing up Cowboy for a Memorial Day weekend release.

A flurry of fat raindrops raced through the trees and beat a staccato rhythm on the deck. John ducked inside and watched as a fresh bank of rain clouds moved in from the west and enveloped the mountains. A chill went through him. The sight stirred him in the same way as the sunrises he and Sarah Jane liked to watch from the top of Look Back Mountain. No artist could compete with the work of Mother Nature.

“You’re up early.”

Sarah Jane Howard crossed the room and hugged the man she had been married to for forty-three years.

“I had to allow extra time to find the main kitchen,” John said. “I’m still getting used to this place. It’s twice as big as the ranch house.”

The three stories, sixty five hundred square foot brick home featured a deck, sunroom, and two screened porches. The house had separate wings that branched off from the main entrance foyer. Two short hallways led to the self-contained living quarters for the family. John and Sarah Jane’s section included two bedrooms, two baths, a small kitchen, built-in laundry closet, sunroom, and den. John had argued against the second bedroom until Sarah Jane had told him he could use it as an office. He could put whatever he wanted in there, as long as he didn’t turn the room into some awful man cave.

Living quarters for Emma and Chase were slightly larger and were located on the opposite side of the house close to the six-car garage. The space contained two bedrooms, two baths, kitchen, laundry closet, den, office, and a screened porch. The porch opened onto an enclosed and heated breezeway that connected to the garage. Emma had told her parents she wanted enough room for John Howard to feel comfortable in this part of the house. As far as John could tell, his grandson and namesake seemed to love everything about his new home.

The main area of the house included an over-sized kitchen, great room, three more bedrooms and three baths, a full-sized combination laundry and storage room, and a second screened porch. John had a feeling the large game room he had insisted upon would prove to be the most popular room in the house. The ping pong table, pinball machines, pool table, and board games looked like refugees from the 1950s. John didn’t care. The room brought back some happy memories of his youth, and it was good, wholesome entertainment. He wasn’t a Luddite, but he still preferred a landline to his Smartphone, and there were days that he wanted to attack his laptop with a hammer. He had no interest in an entertainment room filled with computer games and techno gadgets.

“I’m ready if you are,” Sarah Jane said. “Emma and Chase left about fifteen minutes ago. I thought we could stop at Carson’s for coffee and donuts for the staff meeting.”

John looked at her.

“Do I get a donut?”

“No, but you get as many bowls of fresh fruit as you want.”

“Lucky me; I’d much rather have that.”

The truck was parked out front on the large circular driveway.

“I’ll be glad when we can use the garage,” Sarah Jane said. “I’ve unpacked most of our stuff, but Emma still has a ton of boxes to go through. Becca’s still unpacking too.”

They had been lucky to find Becca Landrum. The woman that Emma and Chase had originally found to watch John Howard after school had declined the offer of a full-time position as a live-in nanny and housekeeper. Sarah Jane had stopped by Carson’s for a loaf of bread and found Becca’s name and phone number posted on the bulletin board. She had jotted down the number and given it to her daughter.

Sarah Jane had been pleased to learn that Becca Landrum was a local girl. According to Emma, Becca was young, just twenty years old, but she had a two-year degree from Shenandoah County Community College and promised Emma that she would work hard. Emma told her mother that Becca had been thrilled to accept the position. She had two younger brothers and was well versed in the strange and often irritating behavior of boys. Emma had made sure that Becca understood the salary was modest, but the perks included a rent free six hundred square apartment over the garage and full kitchen privileges in the main part of the house. It had only been a few weeks, but, so far, everyone was happy with the arrangement.

“Becca’s taking John Howard to school this morning and picking him up this afternoon,” Sarah Jane said. “Emma hasn’t had a chance yet to find out about the bus schedule. She wants John Howard to ride the bus so he’ll have more time to fit in and connect with the other children outside of class. I think it’s a good idea.”

John wondered what his grandson’s classmates would think the first time he brought one home from school. Children formed impressions quickly and either accepted or rejected someone new. There was no in-between with kids. John Howard was already the son of a white mother and a black father. Would his classmates take one look at his new home and dismiss him as some mixed race Richie Rich who lived in a world they could only dream about?

The good news was that John Howard had already made some friends at school. Unless they had parents that reinforced prejudice at home, children that age usually paid little attention to things like clothes and skin color. The other factor in his grandson’s favor was that a number of other grand homes dotted the shores of Shenandoah Mountain Lake. The Howards weren’t the only wealthy family living at this end of the county.

John pulled into the parking lot at Carson’s General Store and hurried inside. A few minutes later he returned with two large coffees and two boxes of donuts.

“Bo says ‘hey’.”

Sarah Jane took one of the coffees and put the donuts in the back seat out of her husband’s reach.

“Was Henry working today?”

“Yep…he licked my face, but then he had to go out back to the loading dock. Bo said a delivery truck was coming in this morning. Henry likes to supervise.”

Sarah Jane smiled at the thought of the diminutive Yorkshire terrier helping to unload a truck.

John glanced at his watch as he left the parking lot. He was getting used to the drive. It was long enough for him to organize his thoughts and prepare for the day ahead, but not so long that he was tired by the time he reached the ranch. Sometimes he and Sarah Jane talked; sometimes they made the trip in companionable silence. This felt like a silent day.

“We need to talk.”

John groaned.

“I’ve told you before, Sarah Jane, those are four words no man ever wants to hear.”

“You’re not getting any better, John. I thought the move to the lake would help, but it hasn’t.”

“I’m fine.”

He flinched as Sarah Jane’s hand slammed the dashboard.

“You are not fine, John! You think I’m blind? The nightmares haven’t gone away. As soon as we get within five miles of the ranch, you start to tense up like a twelve-year-old boy trying to talk his way out of a poor report card.”

“It’s not that bad, Sarah Jane.”

“Not that bad? Not that bad? It’s gotten to the point that you don’t want to leave the house once we get to the ranch. How long has it been since you took JB out for a ride? That horse misses you, John. The men miss seeing you too.”

“I’m in my office working, Sarah Jane. I don’t have the time.”

“You’ve always made time for the horses, John, and the men. That’s what you’ve always been about.”

John remained silent. His stomach began to churn, and he could feel sweat forming under his arms despite the weather. The truck was eating up the miles. There was little traffic on the road this morning. The ranch was twenty minutes away.

“I want you to see Linda Smythe. Maybe she can help.”

“Who is Linda Smythe?”

“You’ve met her. Jason gives her private lessons. She usually rides Tulsa.”

John shook his head.

Sarah Jane sighed.

“She’s a drop dead gorgeous blonde in her late thirties with big breasts, full lips, and a perfect ass.”

“Oh, that Linda Smythe,” John said.

“That’s right, smartass. She’s a psychologist. You need to talk to someone about this, John.”

Fifteen minutes to the ranch. His pulse started to gallop.

“Fine, set it up. Now can I have a donut?”

Sarah Jane smiled and touched his arm.

“No, but I’m glad that’s settled. You have an appointment late this afternoon. We’ll stop by her office on the way home from work.”

His cell phone interrupted a smart remark that was on the tip of his tongue.

“It’s Jupiter. He says it’s important.”

John slowed the truck and pulled onto the shoulder of the road.

“What’s up? We’re on the way in.”

Sarah Jane watched her husband. She could read John like an open book with large print. The news was bad. She fought to maintain a neutral expression.

“We’ll be there in ten.”

He put the phone away and eased back onto the road.

“John?”

His hands felt clammy on the wheel. The perspiration under his arms was running freely now. He drew a deep breath and looked at his wife.

“We’ve got trouble.”


Chapter Two

Everyone was waiting upstairs in Emma’s office when John and Sarah Jane arrived. John placed the donuts on a table and sat down.

“This letter was in our box when I stopped by the post office this morning,” Emma said.

She handed the envelope to her father.

“Jupiter got one just like it…same handwriting, same Roanoke postmark. We need to talk about this, Daddy.”

John opened the letter and stared at the message for a full thirty seconds.

“It’s not a long letter, Cowboy,” Jupiter said.

John clinched his jaw and nodded. “Howdy Doody…it’s got to be him.”

“That’s my take on it,” Jupiter said. “I remember he had an apartment in Roanoke and commuted when he worked for us. He was pissed when you got him kicked off the rodeo circuit. That was all he talked about around the guys here, even though you were the one who gave him a job when nobody else wanted anything to do with him.”

“I wasn’t the one that got Doody kicked off the circuit. He did that to himself by cheating once too often. Besides, the suspension was just for one year. I never understood why he didn’t come back. He was still in his prime and had some good earning years ahead of him.”

Jupiter shrugged. “He probably figured he had poisoned the well. Howdy already had a bad reputation, from what you’ve told me. I can’t imagine any sponsors lining up behind him. Still, he could have ridden the small local and regional circuits like I did. Doody would have been a headliner at those events.”

John shook his head. “He would have been too ashamed to ride the minor league circuit after being in the big leagues. And his reputation would have followed him.”

“I guess,” Jupiter said. “One thing’s for sure, Howdy was never one to take personal responsibility for his actions. You caught him loosening a rider’s saddle at the Las Vegas championship, Cowboy, so you’re responsible for his suspension and loss of livelihood. I caught Doody with his hand in the petty cash box, so I’m responsible for getting him fired from his job here at Wild Pony Ranch. And we’re both responsible for the armed robbery that dumbass pulled. Howdy makes O.J. look smart.”

Emma cleared her throat. “This is interesting, but can we back up for a minute? How do you know for sure whether this man is even out of prison? What does he look like, and who names a child Howdy Doody?”

“I Googled him while we were waiting for Cowboy and Sarah Jane,” Jupiter said. “Doody was released from the state pen in Richmond on January fifteenth, so he’s been out almost a month. I can’t think of any logical reason for him to return to Roanoke after serving a fifteen-year sentence. There’s nothing for him there, as far as I know. The guy’s a cowboy—why not go out to Wyoming or Montana and start over? He’s not on probation, so his travel’s not restricted.”

“There’s only one reason for Howdy to come back here,” John said. “Someone sends you an unsigned, two word letter that says ‘I’m back,’ you can be sure it’s all about getting even.”

Dan West pulled out a notepad. West was a small, mild-mannered, middle-aged, former elementary school teacher. His looks were deceiving. West was also a decorated Marine who had done two tours in Iraq and now worked for Wild Pony Ranch as director of security.

“I’ll do my own research, Cowboy, but anything else you and Jupiter can tell me about Doody will help. Let’s start with a physical description.”

Calvin “Howdy” Doody was now in his late forties. He was around six feet tall and a hundred and eighty pounds. Freckles covered his smooth, round face and pale skin. His hair was ginger colored.

“He looked a little like the actor Ron Howard, back when Howard still had hair,” John said. “I swear, Howdy must have been thirty years old, but I think he had barely started shaving. I’ll bet he still had to show his ID whenever he went to a bar. The nickname Howdy was a no-brainer. Doody was a dead ringer for that marionette on the old Howdy Doody Show.”

West tapped his pen against his leg. “It’s been fifteen years since you’ve seen this guy. His hairline will have receded and will probably have as much gray as red in it. He may even be bald. Fifteen years in prison…Doody has either put on some pounds or he’s pumped up from lifting weights like a maniac and doing a thousand pushups a day in his cell. It sounds like he’s carrying a grudge, so I’m betting he’s physically prepared for a confrontation.”

“You competed against him, Cowboy,” West said. “What kind of rider was he?”

John thought about it. “I was at the tail end of my career, so I was way past my prime. My days in the winner’s circle were over, but the sponsors and promoters wanted to squeeze another year or two out of me because my name was such a big draw. It’s funny…even then I could still beat Howdy. Anyway, to answer your question, I guess Doody was a little above average. He made a good living, top twenty finishes, but never a winner unless it was a minor event that the big boys were skipping.”

The director of security nodded. “It sounds like making a good living wasn’t enough for him. He wanted the recognition, the big money, and the national sponsors. Hell, Cowboy, this jackass wanted to be you, and he couldn’t even take you when you’d reached the end of the line. I think Doody learned to hate you, and it just got worse when he had to accept your offer to work at Wild Pony Ranch because he had no other choice. Do you remember what kind of work he did here?”

“He worked for me,” Jupiter said. “I was foreman at the time. Cowboy just wanted to help the guy out. Doody was a cheat, but he was also a cowboy, one of us. I had him out riding fence and herding livestock with some of the other guys.”

“How did he do?” Dan asked.

Jupiter frowned. “Not as well as I expected, to tell you the truth. He rode well, of course, but he was clumsy with the fence repairs and had some trouble keeping up after a few hours in the saddle. Cowboy will tell you, that’s damn hard work. Not many people can do it. I was thinking about re-assigning him to the barn when I caught him with his hand in the cookie jar. Doody probably saw the writing on the wall and decided to stuff a few dollars in his pocket and hit the road rather than spend his days shoveling horse shit out of the stalls.”

“Nothing wrong with shoveling manure,” Emma said. “It’s an honest and important job on a ranch. I’ve done it. I think Mr. Doody was allergic to hard work.”

“So, he failed at his job and he failed as a thief,” West said. “I imagine Doody’s been reliving his failures every day for the past fifteen years. And now he’s out.”

The room turned quiet.

“Does he have any family?” Robert Falls asked. Falls was a crusty Kentuckian who had been recruited to fill the vacancy of general manager created by Jupiter’s retirement. John had convinced his friend and former manager to accept a twelve-month consulting contract to share his knowledge and facilitate the transition for Falls.

“I never heard of any,” John said. “There were plenty of cowboy groupies on the circuit, and I remember that Howdy did like the ladies. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s still an ex-girlfriend or two out there somewhere. He might even have a son or daughter if he didn’t use protection.”

West put away his notepad. “All right, I’ll do some more digging and try to get a more current picture of Mr. Doody. I also have some age progression software I can use to create a reasonable picture of what Doody might look like now. Jupiter, I’ll let you and Cowboy have a look at it, and then we’ll distribute copies around the ranch.”

“I can have the men post as many copies as you want,” Tyler Smoak said. Tyler was the ranch foreman and was relatively new to the job.

The security director shook his head. “I think that’s premature. There’s been no crime committed at this point and no explicit threat in the letter, although it’s strongly implied. This is a working ranch. Clients are here all day long taking lessons, going on trail rides, tending to horses they’re boarding, and so on. We don’t want to scare them away if we don’t have to. I think it’s enough to circulate the pictures among the ranch hands. I’ll also assign a couple of my men to patrol around the ranch in case Doody tries to sneak in through the woods.”

“Agreed,” John said. “I think that’s all we can do for now.”

Sarah Jane glanced over at her husband. “I have something to say before we move on. We need to consider the fact that Doody has been out for nearly a month and is just now getting around to sending these letters. That makes no sense if he’s been carrying a grudge all this time. He would have written that note the day he got out.”

John frowned at his wife. “I’m not following you. What are you saying?”

“If this letter really did come from Mr. Doody, he could have spent the past few weeks getting plastic surgery to change his appearance. I think I would still recognize someone I had spent a lot of time around after fifteen years. A receding hairline and some extra pounds isn’t much of a disguise. Look at O.J.”

John grinned. “You’ve been watching too much television, Sarah Jane. First of all, where would he get the money for plastic surgery?”

Sarah Jane shrugged. “Maybe his parents died and left him some money. Or maybe he had a partner in the armed robbery that he’s protecting. Doody could go after him for some money. Dan, what do you think?”

The security director was writing on his notepad. “I think it’s a possibility, but not a strong one. I’ll see what I can find out.”

Sarah Jane continued, “All right, last thing and then I’ll be quiet. The Roanoke postmark on the letter means nothing. I’m not sure, but I think if I mail a letter from here to someone else in the county, it goes through the Roanoke post office. Or maybe it goes through Lynchburg. Anyway, if I wanted someone to think I was in Roanoke I would just drop the letter by the post office there. The postmark is not a clue. Doody could be in Timbuktu, or he could be living in some abandoned house ten minutes from here.”

Robert Falls stepped into the silence that followed. “Is there anything else we can do at this point, Dan?”

West thought for a moment. “Sarah Jane’s right about the postmark, but the good news is that the letters were mailed to the ranch. Apparently, Doody doesn’t know that Jupiter and Cowboy have moved to the lake, otherwise he would have sent the notes to their homes. That’s more menacing. Cowboy, I want you and Jupiter to be careful when you make the drive between the ranch and your homes. Keep your eyes open for Doody or any vehicle that appears to be following you. Make a couple of stops for gas or groceries if you can, see if anything looks off. If Doody finds out where you live, he’ll come for you there. It’s an easier target than the ranch.”

Emma moved on to other business. Ranch profits were at record levels, and there was a backlog of items from the ranch store that needed to be shipped to buyers. There was a waiting list for both group and private riding lessons. The stalls were full and stud fees were strong. The Wild Pony Ranch professional rodeo school was now running non-stop. The waiting list was a year, and growing.

The meeting broke up and John reached for a donut. Sarah Jane whisked the box out of reach and slapped her husband’s hand.

“Bad Cowboy; I’ll fix you some fruit.”

“Daddy, I need your blog post today, and I’ve got another cart of merchandise that needs your autograph.”

“All right, sweetie, I’ll be in my office. Is that it?”

“There’s a group coming out this afternoon to buy your book, so don’t wear out your autograph hand.”

John got up and started for the door. He paused in front of Emma’s desk. “Where did you get that horse?”

Emma picked up a beautifully crafted sculpture of a small horse and handed it to her father.

John examined it closely. “My God, the detail is amazing. It reminds me of JB when he was a colt.”

“Barrett Clark is the sculptor,” Emma said.

“What, you mean our Barrett who works in the barn?”

Emma nodded. “Becca told me that she had a friend who worked for Wild Pony Ranch and did stone sculpting on the side. They both took art classes at the community college. I made it a point to go see Barrett and ask him about his sculptures, just to be polite. I fell in love with this little guy and had to have it. It’s exquisite, isn’t it?”

John continued to study the horse. “What’s the name of this piece?”

“It doesn’t really have a name. Barrett just calls them his stone ponies.”

John handed the horse to his daughter and started for the stairs.

“Your office is the other way, Daddy.”

“I’ll be back. I’m going to the barn.”


Chapter Three

“Knock, knock.”

Emma looked up to see Barrett Clark and her father standing in the doorway.

“I think I’ve got a plan,” John said. “Have you got a few minutes?”

“Sure, let’s hear it. How are you doing, Barrett?”

“I’m fine, Dr. Reynolds. Don’t worry; Tyler knows I’m here. I cleared it with him.”

Emma smiled. “I’m not worried, Barrett. By the way, my father loves your sculptures as much as I do.”

John held up two of the stone ponies. “I just bought these—one for my office here and one for home. Barrett has about twenty more in his workshop. I’d like for us to buy them all and offer them through the ranch store. They should be a big seller. The craftsmanship speaks for itself.”

Emma nodded. “Tell me more about your process, Barrett. How do you come up with a new project and develop it?”

“Yes, ma’am…well, I use the direct method. That means I select my stone and create my piece freestyle. I don’t use pictures or sketches, just my imagination. Once I’ve finished, I make a mold so I don’t have to re-create the same piece by hand.”

“Do you have other sculptures besides the stone ponies.”

Barrett nodded. “All my work has a ranch and equine theme, mostly working cowboys, horses, ponies, and foals.”

The young ranch hand stopped talking and studied his hands. He looked over at John then looked away. “I did one of you, Mr. Howard. It’s in my truck.”

“I’d love to see it,” John said, softly.

As soon as Barrett left the room, Emma said, “I’m fine with selling Barrett’s work, Daddy. We’ll probably make a few dollars, but not enough to move the needle on our bottom line.”

“You haven’t heard the rest of my plan, sweetie.”

Barrett returned with his sculpture wrapped in a blanket. “This one’s a little bigger than my stone ponies.”

John watched as Clark carefully removed the blanket and set the piece on Emma’s desk. He gazed at the cowboy astride the magnificent stallion. Horse and rider were one.

“The name of this piece is Cowboy and Jubal.”

He could feel something inside him start to break. John stood and abruptly left the room.

Barrett’s face fell. He looked at Emma. “I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

Emma held up her hand.

“He likes it, Barrett. He really likes it. So do I.”

John returned a moment later. “Sorry, call of nature. I don’t know what to say, Barrett. This is…thank you for doing this. I can’t tell you how much it means.”

John reached for his wallet.

“No,” Barrett said. “It’s a gift. Thank you for hiring me. I needed a job and didn’t want to leave Shenandoah County to find one.”

“Do you have a mold for this one?”

Barrett nodded. “Like I said, I have a mold for all my pieces.”

John looked at his daughter. “Now do you see the rest of my plan?”

Emma smiled. “Barrett, I want to buy everything you’ve made.”

Clark’s jaw dropped. “You mean…everything?”

“Yes. I’ll let Tyler know you’ll be working with me tomorrow. We’ll help you unload the truck and set up the items. We’ll need to get pictures of your work and get them on the web page for the ranch store. I also want to get a short bio from you and maybe do an interview for the website.”

“Wow…sure, I’ll bring everything I have. It’s not that much, but it might take a couple of trips.”

“That’s fine, Barrett. I want you to know what I’m thinking. If your work sells like I think it will, I’d like to hire you as a full-time sculptor for the ranch. You’d be like our artist in residence. What do you think?”

“I…I don’t know what to think, Dr. Reynolds. This feels like a dream.”

“Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We’ll see how the work sells. The new position would come with a nice increase in pay, and we would provide a generous budget for your tools and supplies. If things don’t work out for some reason, you could always return to your job at the barn. I’ll guarantee that.”

Barrett flashed a relieved smile. “I guess I’d better get back to work.”

“Take the rest of the day off, with pay, of course,” Emma said. “I’ll let Tyler know. I expect you can use the time to start pricing and loading up your work. We’ll see you in the morning.”

Emma waited until she heard the front door close. “That boy’s walking on air. I think we’ve got something here, Daddy. This could be big.”

John collected his gift and headed for the door.

“I think you’re right. We’ll know soon enough.”

A bowl of fresh fruit was waiting for him on his desk. John silently thanked his wife, peeled a banana, and got to work on his blog. He finished an hour later and spent the rest of the morning catching up on his e-mails.

“Are you ready for some tomato soup and a couple of grilled cheese sandwiches?”

John stood up and stretched his back. “That sounds perfect.”

John followed his wife downstairs to the kitchen. Sarah Jane brought the food to the table, and they ate in companionable silence. When they were done, John cleared the table and wandered into the living room. Light was filtering in through the window drapes. The rain had stopped and the sky was clearing.

“I’m going to take JB out. Ask Emma to put the merchandise cart in my office. I’ll sign everything when I get back.”

The barn was quiet. John waved to Tyler and made his way down to the last stall. He breathed deeply, inhaling the familiar smell of hay and horses.

John reached in his pocket for an apple and offered it to the great stallion.

“It’s been awhile, hasn’t it? I’m sorry about that. I think this is a good day to visit your daddy’s grave. What do you think?”

JB flicked his ears. A few minutes later John was leading him out of the barn.

Horse and rider made their way down the familiar track with practiced ease. The day was still cold, in the upper thirties, but the rain had washed the air clean. The scent of pine from the woods on the ranch’s eastern boundary mixed with the rich, loamy smell of wet bottomland filled John’s nose and eased his mind.

The stallion stopped in front of Jubal’s grave. John dismounted and retrieved another apple from his pocket. He placed it carefully on the headstone and stepped back.

The gravesite was immaculate and covered in fresh flowers. Jupiter had told him that the ranch hands looked after the grave on their own time. Some of the flowers came from the cowboys, but a surprising number of bouquets came from riding students and other ranch visitors eager to pay their respects to the legendary animal.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been around, Jubal…been going through a rough patch. That’s no excuse. By the way, your son has turned into a fine young stallion. He’s not as good as you—no horse is that good—but he’s close. You should be proud.”

John mounted JB and closed his eyes, taking in the peace of a cold February afternoon. He opened his eyes and searched for the summit of Look Back Mountain. The peaks were shrouded in clouds, but he could feel the presence of the pure white stallion that lived with his herd in the remote, unexplored wilderness on the backside of the mountain.

“It’s time to go, JB. I need to get back to work.”

He wished he could spend the rest of the afternoon here, or maybe take a ride to the top of the mountain where the world and his problems were mere specks in the distance. He was so tired of living in a place where people poisoned his horse, kidnapped his grandson, and kept trying to kill him. The worst part was in knowing how badly he had misjudged the person who had murdered Jubal, and the kidnappers who had nearly succeeded in killing John Howard after their kidnapping scheme went sideways. He knew these people, for God’s sake! Or maybe he hadn’t known them at all. How else could he explain mistaking enemies for friends? And now Doody, that useless waste of space, was after him. When would it end?

“Goddamnit, I am sick to death of this shit!”

John grabbed the reins and turned for home.

“Giddup, JB!”

The stallion broke into a canter. John nudged his horse and felt JB accelerate to a full gallop.

“Come on!” John screamed.

They were flying down the dirt track now. The stallion was snorting and blowing steam from his mouth and nostrils. Sweat streaked his mane and withers.

“Come on! Come on!”

John nearly flew off the back as Jubal’s Boy found another gear and tore across the fields heading for home. Two cowboys on a work detail had their phones out filming the ride.

The barn loomed in the distance and John flicked the reins. JB slowed to a canter and finally a trot. John brought the stallion to a stop and dismounted a hundred yards from the barn. He reached in his pocket for another apple.

“You need to cool down, JB. That was some kind of ride.”

They walked to the barn and John spent the next half hour attending to his horse. He reached into his pocket and watched as JB ate his last apple.

“I’ve never had a ride like that, JB, not even with Jubal. We’ll do that again real soon.”

John walked out of the barn and started up the hill to the house. He passed a few ranch hands who broke into spontaneous applause as he approached. Emma and Sarah Jane were waiting for him on the front porch. His wife was wearing a broad smile. His daughter was holding up her phone and waving it in the air.

“It’s already on YouTube, Daddy! You won’t believe it. Cowboy Rides Again is going viral!”

The afternoon passed in a blur. John watched the video but couldn’t understand all the excitement. Emma had already uploaded it to the Wild Pony Ranch web page. He barely had time to finish signing a cart of store merchandise before the afternoon book group arrived.

John patiently signed copies of his book, posed for pictures, and answered questions. He glanced at his watch. It was almost five.

“I’m sorry, but I’ve only got time for one more question.”

“I just saw that video on your website, Cowboy,” a woman called out. “My God, that’s the fastest horse I’ve ever seen. Is he faster than Jubal?”

John took a breath and cleared his throat.

“Yes, he is.”

He excused himself and returned to his office to shut down his computer and tell Emma he was leaving for the day.

“Dan dropped this off,” Emma said. “Getting a current picture of Howdy Doody was easier than we thought. He’s on Facebook and Twitter, if you can believe that. I’ve written the links below his picture so you can find out what’s on his mind. Jupiter has his copy, and I told Dan to go ahead and get with Robert to distribute the rest to the men.”

John studied the picture. Doody hadn’t changed much in fifteen years. He still had the same smooth, round face and pale skin. Most of his hair was gone now, and there were a few wrinkles around his eyes and mouth, but there was no mistaking the identity of the person in the picture.

“He looks strong and fit,” John said. “Dan was right about the pushups and weight lifting. At least we know he didn’t change his appearance with plastic surgery. If I see Howdy, I’ll recognize him.”

Sarah Jane was waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs.

“What a day,” John said. “I’m dead on my feet. All I want is some supper and a hot shower.”

“Knock it off, John. We’re going to see Linda.”

“Fine…let’s get it over with.”

John headed down the driveway and turned onto the road. Sarah Jane watched as her husband’s eyes flicked back and forth between the road and the rear view mirror.

“What are you doing?”

He handed her the picture Emma had given him.

“I’m looking for the enemy.”


Chapter Four

Barrett drove slowly through the downtown district, dodging the potholes and buckling asphalt that waited in vain for a patch job, if not a complete makeover. Things hadn’t always been this way. When he was a child, the local merchants had run thriving businesses, serving shoppers with money to spend. The mill had still been operating then, running three shifts and paying good wages. The layoffs and eventual closure of the business was still a few years away. When the day of reckoning finally arrived, it took people by surprise. The red flags had been there all along, but nobody had been paying attention. The county’s tax base had been shattered, forcing the closure of the sheriff’s department and elimination of other services like road maintenance, animal control, and parks and recreation, to name a few.

His own father had been one of the last to lose his job. Eighteen years on the line had vanished overnight with nothing to show for it. There had been no severance pay for Wayne Clark, and he lacked the years needed to qualify for an early retirement pension package.

Fortunately for Barrett and his sister, Wayne Clark was no quitter. Within two weeks he had managed to cobble together a small income working two part-time jobs in Lynchburg. Clark stocked shelves for a major grocery chain three days a week and worked as a mall security guard on the weekends. It had been enough to clothe and feed his family but not enough to house them. They had lost their home to foreclosure and been forced to move in with Wayne’s father when Barrett was thirteen.

Arthur Clark was a gentle man of few words. Shy by nature, Clark had withdrawn into himself after the death of his wife a year earlier.

Barrett pulled into a parking space in front of his grandfather’s studio and killed the engine. He thought about the first time Arthur Clark had brought him to the studio. Barrett had fallen in love with his grandfather’s work on the spot. The paintings were interesting, but it was the sculptures that stirred his soul and set his imagination on fire.

Wayne Clark had never shown any such interest in his father’s art. Arthur had never forced it on his son. If a person lacked creative passion, there was no reason to pursue art as a vocation, or even as a hobby. Wayne was a man who had always done his best to look after his family. Arthur was proud of his son, even if he chose not to follow in his footsteps.

It was almost noon, but the streets were empty. Barrett stepped out of his truck and unlocked the door to the studio that was now his. The cancer had finally taken Arthur Clark a week before his grandson’s eighteenth birthday. Barrett had been stunned to learn that his grandfather had left him all his sculptures, paintings, tools, and supplies. More importantly, a year before he died, Arthur Clark had signed a new ten-year lease on his studio space and pre-paid the entire amount.

Barrett realized how fortunate he was to have a grandfather and mentor who had worked with him on his painting right up until the end. Sculpture had been another matter. He could still remember his grandfather’s words that summer day in the studio. He was sixteen years old and had become increasingly interested in focusing on sculpting. It was late afternoon and Barrett had been struggling to finish a landscape.

“I need to take a break from the painting, Pop,” he had said. “I’ve got a sculpting project in mind. I think I’ll get started. Can you help me with that?”

“No,” Arthur Clark had replied.

Barrett had stared at his grandfather in disbelief.

Arthur Clark had put down his paintbrush and walked over to his grandson. He studied Barrett’s landscape.

“You’re getting better. Your technique is improving. Can you see it…feel it?”

“Yes, Pop, but sculpting—”

Arthur Clark had held up his hand.

“I can still help you with your painting, Barrett. I can’t help you with the sculpting. Haven’t you figured it out yet?” You’re already a better sculptor than I ever was. You should be teaching me.”

Barrett had finished the landscape.

The money he got for selling his grandfather’s sculptures and paintings had been enough for him to enroll at Shenandoah County Community











































































OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
rrus
—F

P
23

RONALD PAXTON





