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Trail to Abilene: The Circle R

"I'm tellin' you, I ain't ridin' drag again
this year and that's that," Nate grumbled to his adopted brother,
Casey, as they guided their mounts towards the ramshackle old barn.
The destination had been chosen because it promised to offer them
all a modicum of very welcome shade from the glaringly white sun
and the oppressive 100-degree Texas summer heat. If Nate's protest
was heard at all, it didn't register a jot with Casey who had a
reputation for being monosyllabic at the best of times - not
something that made him the most ideal of companions for riding
trail with. In fact, rumor had it that when Miss Felicity, the town
schoolmistress that Ma had insisted he had lessons with for a
while, once asked him to write a letter, he'd answered with a curt
'What letter d'you want me to write?'

"I'm fed up with everythin' tastin' o' dirt.
Hey, you even listenin' to me?" Nate demanded irritably.

Casey simply cocked his head in the strange
way that he was prone to doing from time to time - a bit like a
rooster does. It was a mannerism that had earned him his nickname
of 'Cluck' although few dared to suggest to his face that he had
any chicken tendencies. Although he was slow to anger - Nate had
only see him fly off the handle on a few occasions - he was more
than capable of being a thoroughly ornery son-of-a-gun if the
occasion demanded it.

"You hear that?" Casey replied eventually.
They were now about a hundred feet from the barn and the scrub was
thinning out.

Nate couldn't hear anything but then again
Casey had the reputation of being able to pick up on a rattler
farting during a twister. "We got a rustler, d'ya reckon?" Nate
hissed.

It couldn't be an ordinary thief, that was
for sure, as there was nothing worth stealing in the old barn -
just a few tools, some rope, and a little dry feed for the horses.
They'd only come that way in the first place in order to rest a
while from the midday sun and to check up on the longhorn in that
part of the ranch. If asked, they'd sell their detour to Ma on the
grounds that they'd wanted to see if the barn roof had any need of
repairing. She'd probably see straight through it but, heck, it'd
be something to say when she asked why they was late for
supper.

Casey didn't respond. He just nimbly
dismounted, slipped his horse's reins into his brother's
outstretched hand and raced off in the direction of the rear of the
barn, gesticulating for Nate to carry on riding towards the front.
Casey moved swiftly but quietly over the sun-baked and parched
soil, as always with one eye on the ground - it didn't do to stomp
on a snake, least of all this far from any medical help.

Glancing cautiously around for any clues as
to what Casey might have heard, Nate rode his old sorrel horse at a
slow walking pace towards the main door of the barn with his
brother's mount trailing behind. If there were rustlers, Nate was
well aware that he wasn't the fastest when it came to drawing. Not
only that, the ancient 44 revolver that he habitually carried at
his side wasn't in the best of conditions and hitting the barn door
from half a dozen paces was about the limit of its accuracy.

Sure enough, there was a noise. It was a bit
like the sound Pat, his other adopted brother, made when he was
into his usual campfire routine of telling some long-drawn-out,
implausible yarn while simultaneously eating mouthfuls of stew or
beans. It was a muffled noise - like someone was talking with their
head under water. What the hell was it? Sure didn't sound like any
rustler to him but that wasn't reason to throw caution to the wind
- Casey was dead right to be wary.

Nate dismounted and pulled his revolver from
its holster. It'd been so long since he'd used it - Ma didn't
approve of wasting bullets nor firing a weapon anywhere near the
house - that he wasn't even sure that it was fully-loaded. It was
supposed to have been but ...

Standing slightly to one side in case he got
fired at, Nate kicked open the barn door which protested loudly at
the unaccustomed usage. Nate's pupils, habitually contracted in the
blinding white light of a Texan summer, struggled to cope with the
darkened interior. There definitely was something moving behind one
of the bales of hay.

"Hey, don't y'all know it ain't nice to
bushwhack a feller?" A gravely voice came out from behind the
straw. "Now, I'm a feelin' a little nervous with that piece
pointin' at me so why don't you rest your arm a bit and chuck it
over towards me, nice and slow like?"

Nate lowered his gun but didn't throw it
down. Where was Casey when you wanted him?

"You one of them slow learners or you just
want to get chummy with the undertaker?" the man asked. There was a
menacing tone to his voice. "I said to be dropping that piece of
yours - cos it makes me all nervy and that's when

I get - OWWWW! You bitch! You done bit my
finger!"

A female voice shouted out, "I'll bite your
balls off if they come anywhere near me again you .." There was a
loud slapping sound and then more muffled noises.

The interruption gave Nate the opportunity to
dive to one side and hide behind the fully-open door. He
frantically hoped that the rotten timber would be enough to stop
or, at least, bear the brunt of any bullet that otherwise might
have his name on it. Being the heat of summer, he only had on a
thin waistcoat and shirt - neither of which would offer much by way
of protection if he got shot at.

"Let the girl go and you can leave in peace,"
Nate shouted with more hope than confidence - mainly to let Casey
know there was an innocent third party involved. It wouldn't do for
her to get caught in any crossfire.

"Nah, I think I'll hole up here for a while
longer. This bitch an' me, we got some unfinished business."

Sweat poured from Nate's brow. Godammit, he'd
only wanted to put his feet up and rest a while, now he had a
full-blown kidnapping to deal with - maybe worse. To cap it all,
there was a woman involved and he never felt comfortable around
women save for Ma, of course, but she didn't count in the same
way.

Before he could reply, there was the sound of
more struggling. Given the cussing that was coming from the man, it
was presumably the girl who was the cause of the tussle. Nate hoped
to goodness that there were no other men with him. Talking of being
alone, where the hell was Casey when you wanted him?

There was a movement in the shadows at the
back of the barn - off to the left and well behind where the man's
voice was coming from. Casey - at long last - and not before
time.

"You shoot and she gets it first," the man
said. "Now, chuck that piece over and we'll parlay about how we all
gets to tell the tale afters."

Casey was watching the whole scene unfold in
front of him. He didn't like being rushed into decisions - in his
books that was always a sure-fire recipe for disaster. That said,
things were beginning to look desperate. Any plan he could come up
with sure wouldn't involve his brother being unarmed so, much as he
would have preferred to remain undetected until it was time to
strike, there was no sense in holding back any further. Just like
with a rattler, sometimes you had to warn the enemy off.

"I think my brother said to be letting the
girl go," Casey spoke the words in his usual quiet and controlled
fashion.

"Woah!" the man exclaimed, taken aback by the
unexpected company. "I was jus' fixing to have a bit of fun, that's
all. Plenty here to go round - shee-it, you boys can even go first
if you like. Loosen the bitch up a bit for me cause I needs a lot
of room if you get my drift." He laughed at the crudeness of his
joke. Neither brother joined in. "I'll tell you what, I'll just be
taking my little belly-warmer here and one of your fine horses and
we'll be heading on our way. No trouble see, no trouble at
all."

Casey said nothing but signaled with his gun
for the man to get to his feet. There was more grunting and
squirming noises and the man rose up from where he'd been hiding.
He was an ugly and squat individual with a scarred face, a filthy
and squashed hat, a checkered shirt and corduroy trousers that had
clearly seen better days - albeit not recently. All the time, he
had his revolver pointed at the head of his hostage - a girl Nate
guessed to be in her mid-teens, who was partially clothed, her
dress badly torn at the top so that her undergarments were clearly
exposed. However Nate's eyes weren't drawn to the unexpected
glimpse of bare female flesh. What most intrigued him was the
shocking red hair which made it look like someone had lit a fire on
her head.

"Let the girl go and you can choose one of
our horses," Nate promised. The man scratched his head with his
left hand, all the time maintaining his grip on the girl and
pointing his revolver towards her head. "Now that sounds like the
most sensible thing you've said to me so far and you've also just
told me there's no-one else gonna come sneaking up on me. I thankee
kindly for that piece of information - most neighborly."

Nate kicked himself for the looseness of his
tongue. Maybe Casey had a point being so tight-lipped. "If we
agree, you'll just let her go?"

The man laughed again. "Nope, can't be doing
that but I will let you live - now how's that?"

Suddenly the girl nodded towards the far side
of the barn, "Look out, there are two more of them!" she
shouted.

Instinctively, her captor dropped the gun
from her head and pointed it towards where she'd been indicating,
loosing two shots from his 44 revolver. The loudness of the bangs
was still echoing around the old barn when his shrill scream
pierced the air. The girl, seizing the moment, had also seized the
vicious looking Bowie knife from under the man's belt and stabbed
him ferociously in the side with it. Blood instantly began staining
his grubby clothing.

"Shit, the bitch stuck me. I'm going to ..."
but he never got to finish the sentence. As his right hand and the
revolver swung back towards the girl, Casey had fired twice, the
first between the man's shoulder blades and the second through his
skull, blowing away a portion of the top of it. The man instantly
fell to the ground whereupon the woman kicked him hard in the
testicles.

"Dammit, you gone and killed him," she
complained.

"He was going to shoot you. You all right?"
Casey asked solicitously.

"I wanted to cut his balls off and feed them
to him," she grumbled to no-one in particular, placing her foot on
the man's chest before pulling the knife from his side and wiping
it unceremoniously on his shirt.

"He's about as dead as a can of corned beef
so I don't s'pose he's got any use for that now," Nate quipped to
relieve the tension - it might have been his call to shoot. He made
a promise to himself to check the alignment on his revolver.

"He never did have any use for it because
that's my knife - he stole it. Why, you fancy trying to snatch it
off me or somethin'?"

Nate was taken aback. "Um, no, if it's your
property, you'd best be takin' it." He adjusted his neck tie. It
seemed even hotter in the barn than it had been outside. "You, um,
OK? I mean did he, um, ....?"

"You mean did he rape me?" the girl threw
back her hair and stared at Nate. She had the most piercing green
eyes he'd ever seen. "Ha!" she laughed derisively. "He tried to but
he got full as a tick last night and then couldn't get it up."
While she was talking, she was reattaching the straps of her torn
undergarment. Nate tried hard not to look but it was difficult.
"You want one of them portraits done or are you planning on trying
to pick up where he left off," she snapped at Nate while kicking
the corpse again as if to demonstrate her feelings on the
matter.

"We're um not like that." Then Nate realized
the ambiguity in what he was saying. "I mean we don't ... oh heck,
I mean ..."

"What he means is that you're safe with us
and if you'd be in agreement, we'd like to escort you back to see
our Ma. She'll do right by you."

Nate was completely lost for words. This was
probably more than Casey had spoken in one fell go ever since the
Colonel had found him sleeping rough about five years earlier and
had brought him back for Ma to adopt just as she'd done with Nate a
year or two before that.

"Does a girl get a hot meal?" she asked,
turning her back on Nate and smiling broadly at Casey.

"Ma wouldn't have it any other way," Casey
reassured her with an equally rare smile while Nate looked on
utterly dumbstruck. "What's your name? Mine's

Casey and this here's my adopted brother
Nate."

"Lucy. Don't no-one be calling me Lucille
less they want to spend the rest of their natural missing a
tongue." She placed her hand on the knife which had now found its
way into a belt that encircled a tantalizingly narrow waist.
"Lucy's a fine strong name," Nate said quickly. Obviously the
flames on the top of this girl's head were rooted deeper inside -
especially given the nonchalant way in which she'd stuck her captor
and then removed and cleaned the knife she'd used on him. This was
no prim Sunday School Miss in front of them. "Let's be getting back
home. Ma'll be worried half to death as to why we've been gone so
long as it is."

"I'm not leaving here without him," Lucy
insisted. "He owes me a new dress and some underwear, too."

"Well," Nate replied, "I don't suppose he's
in any position to be comin' around social-like bearing gifts for a
young lady."

"I ain't no lady and the only thing of his
I'm interested in laying my hands on now is his head."

Nate looked confused while Casey shuffled his
feet, uncertain of what to do other than look at the dead body that
lay in front of them. He'd been in the war - towards the end - and
had seen enough corpses and the madness that went with it to last a
dozen lifetimes. He'd used to be the sociable sort himself but the
utterly senseless violence he'd witnessed had left him without the
vocabulary to describe it. Did such words even exist?

"I mean there must be a reward out on him,"
Lucy explained. It was obvious that the two boys were still no
further off. She sighed irritably at their obtuseness. "He held up
and robbed the coach I was in. Killed the old couple that were in
there with me and also the driver. Robbed everyone - not that I had
much to start with. I betcha they'd have hemped him if he'd been
caught. Seems I did that, didn't I?"

Casey was too much of a gentleman to point
out that it was actually his shots that had finished off whoever
was oozing away on the floor of their family barn. "He's got a
horse back here. We can hog-tie him over that." "You OK to ride
with me?" Nate asked Lucy. Casey was of a stockier build and his
horse wouldn't be able to bear a second person.

"Reckon so as long as you're not planning to
think we're an item now an' you can come a-callin' when the fancy
takes you," Lucy mocked him, sensing his embarrassment. "Come on,
let's load him up - he's smelling like he wants to be left
alone."




Chapter 2

It was a painfully slow plod for the three of
them back across the tinder-dry Blackland prairie and the sun was
getting close to setting by the time they made it to the homestead.
They'd stopped briefly for a drink and the chance to 'water the
cacti' - something that having a female around complicated
endlessly. The more matter-of-fact Lucy was about it, the more
awkward it became for Nate and Casey to empty their bladders.

During their brief stop, Lucy quizzed the
pair of them about who they were and whether this was their land
they were riding over. Casey, atypically chatty, told her about how
they farmed longhorn and every autumn would round up the cattle and
take them on the Chisholm trail north, right through Oklahoma to
the rail head in Abilene.

"Why'd you drive 'em there? Don't folks
around here want meat on their table jus' like they posh folks up
north?" Lucy asked.

"It's not like that," Nate explained. "We can
get as much as forty dollars a head for longhorn, 'pending on the
quality. 'Round here, we'd be lucky to get two dollars."

"I allus thought there was something more
confusin' about cattle driving, I didn't realize it was jus' cause
you get paid extra." She thought for a moment.

"How long does it take to get to
Abilene?"

"Gettin' on for three months - then you got
to ride home again. That's four months in the saddle, most of it
eatin' dust, specially if you has to ride drag and I ain't doin' it
again this year, Casey. You hear me?"

Casey ignored the comment. "You spend so long
in that darned desert, you get to feelin' you know every lizard by
their first names. It ain't so bad if you've got a decent cook on
the chuck wagon - that gets to makin' all the difference." Lucy
stared into the desert for a long moment. "Must make you feel
mighty free knowin' that it's just you, and havin' no-one stood
over you, tellin' you what you should be feelin' or what to think
or do next. I had a gutful of that with my Ma's gentlemen friends.
They always knew what was best for me without ever finding out what
I thought or wanted."

The sentiment echoed Nate's own childhood -
an abusive alcoholic father who couldn't see that playing stud
against professional hustlers when you're so drunk you can barely
find your way to the bar is bound to end badly; his mother trying
repeatedly to curb his binges but the more she tried, the more
depressed and aggressive Pa became. Nate had tried to step in once
but his father had just got even more angry and his mother had
begged him not to intercede again. That was when he packed his bags
and ran off.

Fortunately for Nate, his escape route was
intercepted by the Colonel, a latemiddle-aged war veteran who
worked for - or was it with - his adopted Ma. No-one really knew
whether he'd actually been a colonel in the war but it sounded
impressive and the point was that, even if he wasn't, he should
have been. As a result, the name stuck.

Not wanting to open his heart up to a
stranger, Nate quietly said, "Come on, we've got a lot more ridin'
to do and I want to get home before dark." Nobody argued.

They were physically and mentally exhausted
by the time they got home and the body they were towing behind them
was already beginning to swell up. For Nate, having Lucy hanging on
to his waist was a strange experience - because it was emotionally
pleasurable and physically painful at the same time. He was
effectively forced to sit much further forward than he would
normally do in order to allow fresh air to circulate in between
them. This was partly in an effort to avoid sweating any more than
he was already doing and partly because he'd sat back once after
their horse had missed a step and this had caused Lucy's breasts to
press against him. If she'd noticed it at all, she certainly hadn't
said anything about it but Nate's head was in a whirl for ages
afterward.

As usual, Pat was sitting on the porch,
whittling some little trinket he was making for one of their
neighbors' children. They'd usually see them after Service,
shuffling from foot to foot in their uncomfortable Church Best
while waiting to go in for their Sunday School lessons with Miss
Halsey.

If he wasn't working, Pat was always making
toys, games, puzzles and stuff - save for when he was eating, and
given the speed with which he normally consumed his food, that was
never for long. This evening his head was down, his whole being
totally focused on what he was crafting and he scarcely registered
the unusual cortege which had just arrived.

"Pat, please do us both a mighty big favor
and go put the horses to bed," Nate asked, then seeing his brother
go slack-jawed and his whittling knife fall to the floorboards, "We
ran into a spot of trouble with this here bandit - seemed he was
the lonely kind and reckoned he'd found himself some unwilling
company. Don't worry, we're all OK - just plum tired, saddle sore
and hungry. Now, this here's Lucy and I'm none too sure of the
identity of our dead friend. He didn't exactly do us the service of
offering his calling card, you might say." Normally Pat would have
rather peremptorily told him to 'go do yer own wrangling', further
emphasized by a couple of well-aimed curses but, instead, he merely
got up from his chair without a word, took the reins of the three
horses and ambled off towards the stable block.

"Don't forget to take the body off!" Nate
called after him. "And don't do nothin' permanent like buryin' him
- we need to keep him till tomorrow cause this young lady here
reckons as he's a wanted man and worth a buck or two by way of
reward. Says he owes her."

Pat just waved his hand in mute
acknowledgment, leaving the three of them to go and find Ma who'd
know just what to do because she always did; that'd be direct after
she'd seen her boys and their guest fixed up with lashings of hot
beefy stew, of course. In fact the door was ajar and Ma was already
on her way out to meet them.

"Ma, this is ..."

"What are you all standing around out there
for? Come on in. I'll have to be fixin' some more stew now that
you've brung us a guest. What's your name?

Are you all right, child? You look like
you've seen some trouble."

"Name's Lucy, ma'm, and if you'll be a
scusin' me for being disrespectful and all, but my own mother
deemed I was fit to be doin' the work of a woman so I guess that
makes me one," Lucy corrected her.

"Of course, of course," Ma agreed, ushering
her in and patting down her tight steely-grey bun of hair as she
did so. "And you can call me Rose. You must every one of you be fit
to eat a hog."

"Pleasure to meet you, then, Rose and thank
you kindly for your generous hospitality. I confess that I could
certainly do justice to some home-cooking" Lucy replied brightly,
brushing aside the hand that Nate had offered to help her dismount.
Having done so, she vaulted off the horse in a most unladylike
fashion, her dress flying up to her knees and exposing her
petticoat underneath. Once on the ground, she dusted off her torn
dress and followed Rose and Casey into the house with an assumed
ease, just as if she'd always lived there.

"You come and sit down over here, Lucy," Rose
instructed, as she headed off to the small but scrupulously clean
and orderly kitchen. "If I'd known we'd be entertaining, I'd have
tidied up in here."

Once Lucy, Nate and Casey had been seated and
three bowls of stew and a rough cut loaf had been placed in front
of them, Rose was finally able to give vent to her curiosity. Nate
explained how they'd come to be moseyin' around the old barn in the
first place although it was clear that Rose was skeptical about
their explanation that they were checking up on any longhorn that
were grazing nearby. Eventually they got to the gunfight and how
Casey had shot Lucy's captor.

"You've got him out there in my stables right
now? I don't want him stinking up the place and he'll attract all
the varmints in the area. You boys either get him off to the
sheriff first thing in the morning or you dig a hole and bury him.
You hear me? Nate? Casey?" Rose thumped the table in emphasis,
making the empty stew bowls bounce upon the red checkered cloth
that covered it.

"Yes, Ma," Casey replied hastily. Nate nodded
his head in agreement. "We's fixin' to take him into town tomorrow.
Lucy reckons as how his head'll pay for the damage he done to her
clothing," Nate explained.

"Well, you boys make sure's you do and you
watch that sheriff too. I wouldn't say that man's crooked but I
reckon that if he swallowed nails, he'd spit out corkscrews. If
as'n Lucy here says and this dude's a wanted man, you be certain to
see the poster with the reward on. Don't forget to tell the sheriff
to ante up the extra to cover those poor souls who were with Lucy
and who are now prematurely saying howdee-doodee to our Maker.
Someone may as well benefit from the misery." "Yes, Ma," Casey
agreed.

"Now, Lucy, you must be dog-tired but are you
up to tellin' us how you came to be on that coach - all alone?"
Rose asked as Lucy hungrily mopped up the last mouthful of stew
with a huge chunk of bread.

"Sure thing, Rose," Lucy swallowed and took a
breath. "Me an' Ma, we lived in a shack between Tyler and
Jacksonville. Pa got a hair and upped and offed long time since.
Found himself a fancy woman no doubt. Anyway, Ma got herself a new
beau only trouble was he'd taken a likin' to me. One afternoon he
came callin' when Ma were in town. Told me a whole host of sorry
sweet nothin's and then started getting too familiar. My friend,"
Lucy patted her

Bowie knife "and I 'xplained how I wasn't the
cuddlin' kind."

"Did he leave you alone after that?" Rose
asked concernedly.

"Kind of. He told Ma that I'd thrown my knife
at him and that he couldn't ever feel safe with me around. Problem
for me was that Ma was soft on him for some reason and she accused
me of bein' jealous. With that reptile? Anyways, we had a big
bustin' up over it and she packed me off to some cathouse in Fort
Worth. I think she knew the madam there and had gotten an advance
on me."

Rose looked shocked and Pat, who had joined
them, gulped noisily. "I wasn't planning on keeping up my end of
the bargain," Lucy continued coolly, just as if she was discussing
some social event and not a life of subservient debauchery, "I was
figuring to see if I could get some work with one of the crews -
work my ways north cause that's where the money is. Nothin' down
south but rattlers and heartache and of the two, I definitely
prefer the snakes."

"But you're a girl," Pat said
unnecessarily.

"Well, strike me down, I never knews that,"
Lucy replied sarcastically. "I ain't one of they debby-tants. I can
ride flank or even drag with the best of them and I ain't afraid of
no hard work, neither."

"But it's no place for a lady," Pat
persisted. Rose shot him a glance but he missed it.

"Told them alreadys that I ain't no damned
lady. Now, as it's getting a bit late, Rose, would you mind if I
bunked down in your stables? I'd also be mighty appreciative if you
could spare a needle and some thread. I ain't much of one for
sewin' but this dress - much as I don't like the thing - is all
I've got left an' I ain't figuring on ridin' out tomorrow in the
buff."

Rose crossed her arms - a gesture, to those
who knew her, that she would not be trucking any disagreement.
"You'll bunk down wi' me. Just let me find a smidgen of space in my
room and we'll settle you down good and comfortable. I'm not sure
what to get you to wear for tomorrow, though." Rose smoothed her
dress down over her ample bosom and thickening waist. My garments
will be more'n a mite too big for you."

Instead of smiling at Rose's
self-deprecation, Lucy gave a sheepish look. "Tell you the truth,
Rose, I ain't much of one for wearing dresses either. I only got
one on now because Ma wanted to purty me up a little. Thought it'd
please the madam to see me all girlified."

"What do you wear normally, then?" Rose asked
curiously.

"I prefers to wear corduroy pants like them
what Nate's got on. I don't s'pose you've a pair of his old
cast-offs from a year or two back, have you? Reckon he'd have been
about my size then."

Casey grinned at Pat while Nate looked
absolutely horrified. Rose, on the other hand, gave no clue at all
as to her thoughts on the matter, "We'll see what we can find once
y'all have had a good night's sleep," she promised. "Now, let's see
if we can get you some bedding. I think you should stay here a day
or two - just get yourself together before you move on."

"That's mighty neighborly of you Rose. But
I'm used to working and I'd not be wanting no charity. Any chance
you good people could find me something suitable that I could do to
repay your kindness?" Lucy asked.

"I'm sure we can find you something. Now,
don't worry - it'll all be there in the morning but we'll be better
suited to facing it, that's what I always say," Rose smiled at
Lucy. "We'll see you all right - you just ask any of my boys
here.

They was like you once."

"What do you mean, Rose?" Lucy asked. "I
figured they was your sons." "Nope, never had no children. Never
found me a man I could bear bein' that close to. Trouble is, I love
kids - I just ain't into romancing. Anyway, I'm at the age when a
man only offers you a seat because he's taken pity on you. Pat,
Nate and Casey, well we just found one another. Took 'em in and
they stuck around, didn't you boys?"

"My birth Ma and Pa died long since. Ma got
sick on the wagon trail and Pa got blown up blasting a tunnel for
the railroad. After Ma died, he took to buryin' his head in a
bottle and I heard tell that it was the whiskey that made him
careless. I headed south, away from the fightin' and ended up here.
Colonel brought me to Rose and I've stayed ever since," Pat
explained.

"Who's the Colonel?" Lucy asked.

"He's in charge of the ranch," Rose replied.
"He's been here ever since my Pa died and left me the spread. Don't
think the place'd last five minutes without the Colonel around.
Guess you'll meet him tomorrow. Today's been a right-un for all of
us so let's get some rest and see how it looks after sun-up."
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