
		
			[image: ]
		
	
		

		
			[image: ]

			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			Uglier than Homemade Sin

			by

			Lee Ann Sontheimer Murphy

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locations, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

			[image: WCP Logo 7]

			World Castle Publishing, LLC

			Pensacola, Florida

			Copyright © 2025 Lee Ann Sontheimer Murphy

			Paperback ISBN: 9798891263970

			eBook ISBN: 9798891263987

			First Edition World Castle Publishing, LLC, May 26, 2025

			http://www.worldcastlepublishing.com

			Licensing Notes

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in articles and reviews. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Cover: Cover Designs by Karen

			Editor: Karen Fuller

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			He’d been told many times he was an ugly man. Angus Beaton owned a lean, thin face and a tight, square jaw. He seldom smiled, and after decades of riding rodeo, his eyes had permanently narrowed from squinting against the sun or bright arena lights. At forty, crow’s feet flanked both eyes, worry lines etched the center of his forehead, vertical lines cut deep near his mouth, and a scar divided his left cheek. He might be hard-featured and homely, but Angus didn’t care about his appearance. When he rode bulls, he preferred jeans clinging to his legs like a second skin. His bright-colored Western-style shirts boasted pearl snaps. Angus wore dark brown felt cowboy hats with a flat brim and rounded crown. He might skimp on some things but not tack and never boots. He kept his feet shod in the finest leather footgear available.

			Angus competed in close to a hundred rodeos every year, so he lived on the road. When he wasn’t traveling, he had a small house not far from Rusk in East Texas, southeast of Dallas/Fort Worth and southwest of Shreveport. His place sat in the Piney Woods, beneath the tall evergreens giving the region its name. His property boasted a house, barn, fenced pasture, and a corral. When he was home, he trained horses. His grandfather built the place in the early 1970s, and Angus came to live there when he was in junior high. Pop finished raising him after his parents died in a late-night collision with a moving freight train. When the old man died, he left the place to Angus.

			Angus owned a vintage, compact camper, one which fit into the bed of his truck. It provided all the comforts he needed. He had a bunk, a three-burner stove, a small fridge, a sink, a table which folded into a couch, a chemical commode, and a tiny stall shower. He spent more nights there than at the house. Angus ticked off his life by miles on the road more than counting years. Steel-belted radial sang his personal ballad

			, but he preferred the soft rush of wind through the pine trees at home. When he got too old and crippled to ride bulls, Angus would retire there. He’d raise rough stock or train horses full-time.

			The life Angus had built wasn’t a particularly good one, but it wasn’t bad, either. If he wasn’t happy, his status made no difference. Happiness was elusive. Give him a wild bull to best, a medium rare steak to savor, a bottle of cold ginger ale, a cane pole when the fish were biting, or a chocolate bar, and he came close enough.

			Sometimes, he experienced loneliness in his solitary life and wished for a woman. If he had one, he would cherish her. Angus could take his pick of buckle bunnies if he wanted, but he didn’t. Nothing about the women in their tiny shorts or brief mini-skirts appealed. He didn’t care for heavy makeup or bleached, teased blonde hair or lips in a full, crimson pout. Angus didn’t do one-night stands or casual relationships.

			What he craved was an old-fashioned woman, one who combined smart with pretty. He wanted a gal who could bake biscuits, offer sympathy for his aches and hurts, and laugh at his lame jokes. If a lady meeting his criteria existed, Angus hadn’t met her yet, and at forty, he doubted he would. His best buddy, Bart Birdwell, never quit trying to find him a woman.

			“Mindy’s got a cousin down in Beaumont, just got divorced.” Bart crossed his legs, showing off his new boots, as he sat on Angus’ worn-out couch. “She’s about your age.”

			“Kids?” Angus didn’t want to raise another man’s babies. 

			“Three, but they’re in high school. They’ll be grown and gone before you know it. Want me to give you her number?”

			Angus shook his head. “No, thanks. Too old and too far away. I ain’t commuting to court any gal.”

			“Mindy could probably talk her into driving up to watch us ride in Fort Worth next week.” Bart gave Angus a sly grin. Mindy acted as dedicated as her husband to finding Angus a mate. “Want to see a picture of her? I’ve got one on my phone.”

			“It’d be a waste of time. Chili’s ready if you’re staying for supper.” Angus took three steps to the kitchen and stirred the pot. A savory aroma wafted through the house.

			“I am, bro. Mindy’s at the boys’ soccer game.” Bart rose and sniffed. “I hope you got crackers to go with that.”

			“Saltines, corn chips, shredded cheese, hot sauce, and I chopped up an onion. We’re set.” Angus got out the pair of the flat rimmed soup bowls he used to serve chili. Like most of his dishes, he had two. He owned an odd assortment of kitchen essentials. Some dated to his grandfather’s time, and others he’d added over the years. His beverage cups included a collection with logos emblazoned on the side. “You want tea or soda pop?”

			“Pop’s fine. You got any sour cream?” Birdwell took a seat at the kitchen table.

			“Naw, it goes bad before I can use it up.” Angus handed his pal a spoon and bowed his head to ask a blessing. 

			Bart waited and dug in as soon as the prayer ended. “You got a good scald on this, Angus.”

			“Thanks.” Angus tasted his chili and nodded. “I’ve tweaked Grandpa’s recipe more than once. Is Mindy bringing the kids to watch us compete in Fort Worth?”

			“Yeah, and Kathleen plans to drive down, too.”

			“How old is she now?” Angus paused after swallowing a spoonful of chili. “Did she start college yet?”

			Bart guffawed. “Reality check, buddy. Kathleen graduated from college in May.”

			“Surely not. How old is she?” Angus swallowed a bite of chili and followed it with a corn chip.

			“Twenty-three. When’s the last time you saw Sis?”

			“Lord only knows.” Angus digested the information. He remembered Kathleen as a little girl with tandem braids or pigtails toting around a rag doll. Vague memories of a pretty young woman at a few of the rodeos surfaced. “It’s been a minute. I guess she’s all grown up.

			Bart hooted. “You bet she did. She’ll be in Fort Worth. Figured we’d go out for steak after the rodeo. You’re invited.”

			“Maybe.” Angus hitched one shoulder in a shrug. “It sounds more like family time.”

			“You’re like my brother. Close enough. Promise you’ll come. You’re competing, aren’t you?”

			“Yeah, you know I am. Are you riding bulls or busting broncs?” 

			“Broncs,” Bart stated. “I’m done with bull riding. I’m almost as old as you are, and I’d rather not die in the arena.”

			“Broncs ain’t safer, buddy. Remember the kid who died…”

			Bart interrupted. “I don’t want to, Angus. Besides, Mindy swears she doesn’t want to be a widow. Don’t you ever worry about breaking a bone or getting seriously hurt?”

			Angus laughed. “I’ve already been hurt about every way I can be. I’ll likely give rodeo up before long. I guess I’m just looking for a reason.”

			Bart rose and refilled his bowl with chili. He added cheese, onion, and a few corn chips. “Don’t wait till you’re in a wheelchair or something to decide.”

			He imagined himself in one and shuddered. Granny called it a goose walking over your grave. Felt like a gaggle of geese tromped over mine. “Bite your tongue, Bart. I sure don’t want to end up crippled.”

			“Neither do I,” Bart told him. “Or dead. I wouldn’t want to bury you, my friend, or leave Mindy to plan my funeral.”

			Angus didn’t like the direction their conversation had taken. It quelled his appetite, and once he finished his bowl, he shoved it away. “I don’t look my best in black.”

			Bart hooted. “You do take all, buddy. Sometimes, I think you’re as mean as you are ugly, probably meaner.”

			The casual insult stung. Angus believed he had a good heart tucked deep in his chest. He didn’t mistreat anyone and wasn’t unkind. “What do you know? You can’t tell a skunk from a housecat.”

			

			“Maybe not.” Bart wolfed down the rest of his chili, then belched. “Dang, the chili’s spicy.”

			“It’s the hot sauce you added, not what I put in it.” Angus grinned. “Don’t complain about a free meal.”

			“I wasn’t,” Bart told him. “I’m heading home. Call me tomorrow and we’ll figure out the details on Fort Worth.” Bart lived in Jacksonville, a fifteen-to-twenty-minute drive from Angus’s place. “I’m looking forward to seeing Kathleen. I haven’t seen Sis since her graduation.”

			As Angus put away the leftover chili and then washed the pot and dishes, he thought about Bart’s little sister. Hard to believe she had graduated from college. He tried to recall when he’d last seen her but couldn’t. She must have been no more than thirteen, maybe fourteen. Kathleen had resembled a rag doll, although her braids weren’t made of red yarn, and her brown eyes weren’t buttons. She’d always been a cutie, and he imagined a grown-up version of the doll. Then Angus put all thoughts of her out of his mind and focused on the upcoming rodeo.

			On Saturday morning, Angus rose early. He decided not to put his camper on the truck but to stay in a hotel near the stockyards. Burt recommended the upscale chain, but when he arrived, the multi-storied place daunted him. Angus entered the ornate lobby, then paused. A fountain sparkled in the center of the vast space. Tall, green plants thrived, growing toward the skylights in rock planters in several places. Couches and easy chairs grouped around coffee tables fashioned from marble. Old-fashioned street lights provided additional illumination. A busy carpet swirled royal blue, forest green, sunshine yellow, and brown into geometric shapes around the edges. Pristine tile floors made pathways to a bar in one corner, and a small café in another, to the check-in desk, and to a bank of elevators. He squelched an urge to go back outside and wipe his feet to avoid tracking dirt or manure into the fancy lodging.

			He didn’t, though. Angus gathered his courage and marched across the floor as if he were a Texas rich oil man instead of a rodeo bull rider. He might not wear an expensive suit, a dress shirt, or a tie, but he had the bucks to pay for his stay, so he walked without shame.

			The desk clerk didn’t blink as she registered him and handed him a card to unlock his room on the sixth floor. She thanked him as ‘Mr. Beaton,’ a name he wasn’t used to hearing. In and out of the arena, he was Angus.

			His room boasted a king-sized bed with three thick pillows propped against the headboard, a nightstand on either side of the bed, a desk with a rolling chair, a leather recliner, and a huge flat-screen television. Angus dropped his duffle bag near a counter with a coffee pot, microwave, and mini-fridge. He sighed as he ambled to the window to gaze out at Fort Worth. As best he could figure, he was five minutes away from the stockyard district. Big room for one lonely cowboy.

			It wasn’t quite two in the afternoon, so hours loomed until Angus would head for the arena. He hadn’t eaten since a quick breakfast at home, so he ambled his way to the lobby and the adjacent small café. Angus wouldn’t eat again until late after the rodeo ended, so he chose a double cheeseburger with a side of onion rings. He indulged in a slice of chocolate pie for dessert, idling as he watched people come and go in the lobby. Far as he knew, Bart had arrived earlier and napped in his room. Angus thought he might spot other rodeo pals on arrival.

			A woman strolled through, rolling an oversized suitcase. Her straight, auburn hair trailed free across her shoulders. She glanced up, and her brown eyes sparkled. When she waved, he lifted his hand to acknowledge the gesture, but he didn’t know her. Must be friendly. She’s pretty, too. If she didn’t look so young, he might have tried to strike up a conversation. Angus liked redheads, and he wished he could get acquainted. He dismissed the notion, however. She didn’t have the loose-limbed gait of a rodeo gal and probably wouldn’t give him the time of day.

			Angus watched her until she passed out of sight and sighed. Maybe he would never have one, but he surely wanted a woman, one a lot like her. A text from Bart jolted him out of his reverie. Angus read it, sent a reply, and headed upstairs to his room. He had time to rest before heading out to ride.

			At the indoor arena, Angus caught up with Bart. They hung out before separating to ride. Angus rubbed rosin into his ropes, a concoction of his making he’d perfected over the years. Every bull rider used a slightly different formula, but the goal was the same — to make the rope sticky and easier to hang onto when the bull went wild. 

			Once the event got underway, a crowd packed the place. By luck of the draw, bull riders competed first, and Angus completed his ride long before Bart’s turn. Angus scored a solid 90 and stayed on the raging, snorting bull for the full eight seconds. Since he’d finished for the night, he hung around the chutes to watch Bart take on a saddle bronc named Looney Tunes. The mount had a reputation for being difficult, and once Bart hit the arena, Angus saw the horse had earned it.

			Five seconds into the ride, Looney Tunes bucked Bart, but his hand became caught in the rigging. The horse drug Bart around the arena before the wranglers could stop it. The out-of-control animal stomped Bart several times. Once he got free, Bart crumpled to the ground. Angus moved in to assist and caught the edge of a flailing hoof. Pain exploded, and bright stars danced around the edges of his consciousness, but Angus didn’t pass out.

			Bart had. He lay unmoving on the gurney as medics loaded him for an ambulance ride to the nearest medical center. Angus followed, dashing for his truck, searching for Bart’s wife, Mindy, but never caught a glimpse. If she, sister Kathleen, or Bart’s teenage sons were at the arena, they would head for the hospital.

			Angus ended up in a cubicle at the emergency department. If the hoof had struck with full force, he would be unconscious, seriously injured, or dead. Instead, a four-inch-long gash above his left eye bled profusely, and the doctor decided Angus didn’t have a concussion. “Keep the wound dry and take pain meds,” the physician advised. “I’ll write you a script and give you a few to take with you. Get some rest, and don’t compete for a couple weeks.”

			“I gotta see about my buddy. He’s hurt worse than me.” Angus struggled to snap his Western shirt, then picked up his hat. “Anybody know where Bart Birdwell is?”

			The doctor hesitated, then shared. “ICU. I imagine you’ll find his people in the adjacent waiting area.”

			Hat in one hand, Angus roamed the medical center until he found the waiting room. He pushed the door open and halted. A large room featured groupings of couches scattered throughout. Each provided some measure of privacy, and he spotted Mindy in a far corner. 

			“Hey.” Angus squatted on his heels in front of her. “How’s Bart?”

			His guts clenched tight as he waited for her reply.

			“He’s hurt bad.” Mindy twisted a tissue between her hands. “He broke his right hip and pelvis. He’s had some internal bleeding and injuries, a damaged artery, spinal bruising, and he can’t feel anything in some of his muscles, mostly in his back and legs. He has a skull fracture, too.” She hesitated, then cried, “The doc said he might not make it.”

			Angus’ guts twisted into a knot. “Aw, don’t listen. Bart’s too tough to let a bronc take him out. Was he conscious?

			Mindy shrugged. “No, not that I know. He’s in surgery now, but he’ll be brought here afterward. I thought you’d gone to the hotel. Someone said you were injured, too.”

			Angus touched his left temple and grimaced. “Caught a hoof to the head, nothing too terrible, or I wouldn’t be standing. Glanced off my forehead. Some doc checked me out in emergency. No concussion, just a knot on my head and a bad headache.”

			“You look awful.” Mindy blotted tears from her face. “Go get some rest.”

			“I always look like I got whupped with an ugly stick.” Angus meant to joke, but his words fell flat. “I reckon I’ll stay awhile, see how Bart’s doing.”

			She nodded. “I can use the company. Kathleen took the boys back to the hotel. They were upset. I’ll be here until I know he’ll be all right.”

			Lord, please don’t take my buddy. Let Bart recover and heal. Angus didn’t want to think about what happened if he didn’t.

			Despite a pounding headache, Bart sat with Mindy. Every hour, she could spend ten minutes with her husband. Twice, Angus accompanied her. A nurse had to buzz them into the inner ward, and they couldn’t go any farther until they scrubbed their hands with antibacterial soap. Seeing his buddy in critical condition sobered Angus. He wasn’t sure Bart would walk away from this injury after he’d observed him. Don’t seem right. He’s the one with a wife and family, but he’s broken in pieces, and I’m upright.

			Bart’s wife departed around four a.m. “I’ll be at the hotel,” she told Angus. “Call me if you hear anything or if Bart needs me.”

			“I will.” Angus walked her to Bart’s extended cab pickup in the lot. “Take care.”

			Mindy kissed his cheek. “I will. You really ought to get some sleep. Why don’t you come back to the room for a few hours?”

			Although his head still hurt and his body ached, Angus shook his head. “Nah, I’m all right to stay here. I might stretch out on one of those couches.”

			He did, although it proved uncomfortable. His legs were longer than the furniture, and he lacked a pillow or blanket. Angus tossed his denim jacket over his body instead. He shifted into a snug spot and dozed. When he woke, sunlight streamed through the east-facing windows into his face. He blinked and sat up with a groan.

			“Good morning, Angus.” 

			The sweet feminine voice startled him, and he squinted to find the source. The woman he’d seen in the hotel lobby sat across from him in an oversized chair, feet tucked beneath her. Angus stared, confused, and scrubbed his face with his hands. “Howdy.”

			“I brought you a cold pop.” She pointed to the bottle on the table. “I figure you’re hungry, too, and I thought while we’re waiting to see Bart, we could grab a bite downstairs.”

			Angus scratched his cheek and downed a swig of ginger ale. “I could maybe eat.”

			His headache lingered along with a sense of confusion about her identity. Angus considered the clues. She knew him by name and referred to Bart in a familiar fashion. He took another gander at the auburn hair, brown eyes, and upturned snub nose. If he added tandem braids, a child’s gap-toothed smile, he recognized her. “Kathleen!”

			She met his gaze. “What?”

			Reluctant to admit he had failed to recognize her, Angus grinned. “You grew up pretty.”

			Kathleen blushed. “I don’t know if that’s true, but thank you.”

			I must be an idiot not to know it was her. Bart sighed and touched his bandaged forehead. He winced.

			“Does your head still hurt?” she asked, digging into her hobo bag.

			“Yeah. It could be worse.” His wound must look terrible.

			Kathleen held up two different over-the-counter pain relievers. “Which one do you want?”

			“Ibuprofen, thanks.” Angus washed down four tablets with a swig of soda. 

			A nurse approached. “I’m sorry, but everyone has to leave during shift change. You can return at eight-thirty.”

			He and Kathleen were the sole people who remained in the waiting room. “Yes, ma’am.” Angus rose and stretched. 

			“Let’s eat.” Kathleen picked up her purse. “At least have a cup of coffee.”

			At the mention of food, his hollow stomach rumbled. If he could hear it, so could Kathleen. “I missed out on a steak dinner last night, and I’m hungry.”

			In the corridor, she hesitated. “Do you know how to find the cafeteria?”

			“No.” Angus put on his hat. “I can follow signs, though, and the smell of food. I’m blessed with a good sense of direction.”

			She laughed. “Then lead on, please.”

			He forged ahead and, after a couple wrong turns, found the way. They exited an elevator near the cafeteria and joined those seeking sustenance. Many were employees wearing rumpled scrubs after a night’s work. The pickings were slim, but Angus ended up with biscuits and gravy with a side of sausage. Paired with coffee strong enough to suit his tastes, the meal sated his hunger.

			Kathleen joined him at a tiny corner table, distant from most of the din, and when she bowed her head to pray, Angus followed suit.

			They ate in silence, both wondering about the extent of Bart Birdwell’s injuries. Neither mentioned the possibility he might not live, but the chance he could die lay heavy on their hearts.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Angus stood a few feet away while Kathleen took a position at Bart’s bedside. She gripped her brother’s right hand and crooned to him as if he could hear. Angus had a sinking suspicion his buddy wouldn’t regain consciousness. He was far from a medical professional, but this wasn’t the first time he’d visited someone in the hospital. He’d sat with his grandfather through the last days of his life in a similar cubicle. Angus had been a patient more times than he wanted to count. His injuries had ranged from minor concussions to broken bones, and the worst time, internal injuries. Watching the vital signs monitor, Angus noted Bart’s condition wasn’t stable. His erratic heart fluctuated from one hundred twenty beats a minute up to one sixty, even one-eighty. Birdwell’s blood pressure continued to drop, although his temperature remained steady and normal.

			“His hands are so cold,” Kathleen remarked as she cradled Bart’s limp left hand between both of hers. “I think we should ask the nurse to bring something to cover him.”

			“We can do that.” Angus stepped into the corridor to find someone. He couldn’t bear gazing at Bart much longer. I don’t think he’s gonna make it. Tears burned in the corners of his eyes, but he blinked before Kathleen noticed.

			After a nursing assistant tucked a warm blanket around Bart, the doctor entered. “Are you family?” His brusque tone matched his salt-and-pepper hair and immaculate white coat. “I’m Dr. Kevin Watling.”

			Kathleen lifted her face with a wad of tissues balled up in her right hand. “I’m his sister. Bart’s wife is at the hotel with the boys. She should hear whatever you have to say, not me.”

			Dr. Watling twisted his lips together. “This can’t wait. I’ll be frank. His prognosis isn’t good. Mr. Birdwell’s in critical condition, as well as in a coma. I repaired the damaged aorta, but his other internal injuries are severe. I also removed the spleen. If he survives, the skull fracture might heal, but he’s weak, and his body is damaged. I urge you to contact his wife and any other family members. I wouldn’t estimate he will last more than twenty-four hours. Two people at a time can be here, no limits, not in this situation.”

			Kathleen’s expression crumpled. “He’s dying?”

			Angus’ heart hurt for her sake, as well as his own. Although he had suspected his buddy would pass away, hearing it hit hard. 

			“I’m sorry.” Dr. Watling spread his hands wide. “I wish I could give you a better outlook. No one will be happier than me if I’m wrong. I advise you to gather his near and dear. I’ll be back this afternoon and will update Mr. Birdwell’s condition.”

			As soon as he departed, Kathleen sank into a chair and buried her face between her hands. She sobbed hard, her body shaking with the effort. 

			Angus moved behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “Honey, I hate this. It doesn’t seem possible.” He knew, though, it was. A few nights ago, he and Bart had talked about the way they flirted with death. Angus hadn’t believed it could happen, not this soon, and never to Bart. “It ought to have been me.”

			She tossed back her head, hair flying in a cloud around her face. “Don’t say that. Don’t you ever say it again, Angus.”

			A nurse arrived before he could reply. “You’ll need to step out for a few minutes. It won’t be long, I promise. Dr. Watling informed me of the situation, and you can spend as much time with Bart as you’d like. The exception is when staff needs to turn him or perform other tasks.”

			Kathleen rose and dashed from the room. Angus followed. He caught her in the waiting room. She stood at the far end of the space, staring through the window, still crying. “Hey.” He touched her left arm. She turned toward him and threw her arms around him. “All I meant is that he’s got a family, and I don’t. I might be missed by a few, but Bart will be mourned hard. It’s gonna be rough for Mindy, the boys, and you.”

			“And Mom.” Kathleen rested her head against his chest. “I don’t know how to tell her. She should be here, but…”

			Angus tightened his arms around her. “I’ll call if you want.” He didn’t relish the thought, but he could do the task. “I’ll even go fetch her if you think she’ll come.”

			The Birdwell’s mother, a feisty sixty-year-old, still lived between Rusk and Palestine on the family spread. Marisol doted on her son, the only boy and the oldest. Two other sisters were between Bart and Kathleen. “It’s close to three hours from here and three hours back.” Kathleen lifted her head. “I don’t know.”

			“It needs to be her choice, honey. Mindy and the kids need to hear first, though.” Angus stared through the window without seeing what lay beyond the pane. “I figured I’d go over to the hotel and fetch her. Do you want to go or stay here?”

			Kathleen sighed. “I don’t want to leave Bart alone, just in case anything happens.”

			“All right.” Angus picked up his hat, which he’d left on one of the couches. “I’ll head over, then. Is there anything you want me to bring?”

			“Just get Mindy, Austin, and Travis.” She sat in an oversized chair and put her purse on her lap. 

			His head hurt, with a sharp pain center in his left temple. Angus touched a tentative finger to the bandage. “Got any more pain relievers in your bag? I could use a couple.” He needed sleep, too, but rest had to wait. I didn’t get but about four hours’ worth.

			She scrabbled through the handbag. “Sure. Are you okay?”

			He wasn’t, but he nodded. “I’ll do.” Angus took the pills and washed them down with tepid ginger ale in the bottle he’d had earlier. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. If anything changes, call me. Here’s my number.”

			Angus rattled it off as Kathleen entered it into her phone. As soon as he knew she had it, he left. On the way to the hotel, he tried to find the words to inform Mindy she was about to become a widow. Tim McGraw’s hit song, Live Like You Were Dying, came over the radio. The words hit hard. Bart would never have the chance to do any of the things mentioned, and Angus wept. Tears tracked along his cheeks as he navigated Fort Worth’s Saturday morning traffic. At the hotel, he parked, dried his face on the fast-food napkins he kept in the glove box, and drew a harsh breath. If he could wait, he would, but there wasn’t time.

			He walked through the lobby with slow steps, the kind a man on his way to the gallows would take. Mindy might be upstairs in their room or elsewhere. As Angus debated whether he should call or take the elevator, he heard his name.

			“Angus, we’re over here.” Travis, Bart’s oldest at seven, shouted. “How’s our dad?”

			Mindy and her sons shared a table at the café where he’d eaten a burger the day before. Her haggard expression and red eyes indicated she hadn’t rested well, if at all. She held a half-full coffee cup between her hands. A few scraps of waffle, end pieces of bacon, and a scant amount of eggs remained on the boys’ plates.

			“Do you want coffee, Angus?” She tried to smile but failed. “Take a seat.”

			He doffed his hat, hesitated, then sat. “Thanks, but not right now. Mindy, I wish I brought better news, but I can’t.” He paused and answered the youth’s question. “Travis, your dad’s dying. I hate saying it, but the doc didn’t give him much of a chance. Fact is, he said y’all should be at the hospital.”

			Mindy stilled the way a deer might once a hunter had it in his sights. The color drained from her face until even her lips were pale. “I was afraid of this. We’d best get around and go.”

			“Do you want to ride with me?” Angus wasn’t sure she should drive after the dire news. 

			“No.” She shook her head. “Why don’t you take the boys with you? I’ll be there as soon as I change into clean clothes.”

			Angus didn’t argue. Fitting three others into the cab of his pick-up would be tight anyway. “I will. Let’s hit the road.”

			“Is Aunt Kathleen with Dad?” Austin, mature for almost thirteen, asked.

			“Yeah, she didn’t want to leave.” Angus put his hat on and led the way to the truck. Silence reigned on the trip to the medical center. He guided them to the ICU waiting area, then excused himself to visit the men’s room. His breakfast churned in his gut,

			 and he bent over the toilet, vomiting. Angus rinsed his mouth and washed his face before he joined Kathleen. Her nephews flanked her on the couch, and she had her arms around both boys. Austin and Travis were crying, and his heart broke for them. He’d lost both his parents in junior high, and he’d never lost the grief. For a long time, he carried anger, but thanks to his grandfather, Angus let it go years ago.

			“Hey.” He found a place across from them. “We can go back, two at a time, whenever you’re ready.”

			Kathleen stood. “Travis, do you want to visit first?”

			“I’d like Angus to go with me.” The kid’s lip jutted out in a pout. 

			“If that’s what you want, okay.” Kathleen tightened her lips and sighed. “I’ll be here with Austin.”

			Angus demonstrated the protocols required in the unit. After they scrubbed their hands, he brought Travis to Bart’s cubicle. “Your dad looks rough,” he explained. “He’s not responsive, but you can talk to him if you want.”

			“Stay with me.” Travis’ rough whisper was very low. “I mean, like right next to me. I don’t know if I can do this.”

			“You can.” A scrap of something he had once read floated through his head. “When it’s time to be a man, you will be. It’s now, Trav.”

			Travis swallowed. “Yeah, I get it.” At his first sight of Bart, the youth gulped. He exchanged a glance with Angus, then approached the bed. “Hey, Dad, it’s Travis. Man, you got busted up this time, for sure. I’m here, so’s Austin, and Mom’s on the way. Aunt Kathleen’s in the waiting room, and Angus is with me. We’re pulling for you, so hang on.” His words jumbled together as he spoke, but he didn’t cry or shed a tear. “I’ll be praying, hard.”

			Angus draped his left arm across Travis’ shoulders. Although the kid managed an even tone, he trembled as he spoke. “Bart, we’re gonna let Kathleen and Austin visit. Soon as Mindy’s here, she’ll be with you.”

			For a split second, he thought Bart gave a nod. If so, it happened fast. Angus didn’t mention the possibility since he might be wrong. Mindy hunkered beside Kathleen in the waiting room. She’d brought a bag of sausage biscuits, several cups of coffee with lids, and a ginger ale. “Mine?” he asked as he grabbed the bottle.

			“Yes.” Mindy twisted her loose hair into a ponytail. “I figured you might need a drink.”

			“Thanks.” He sipped the sweet beverage, hoping it might settle his stomach. “Y’all can see Bart anytime. Dr. Watling said we don’t have to wait anymore.” As he had promised, he phoned Marisol, Bart, and Kathleen’s mother with the tragic news. “If you want to come, I’ll make the drive so you can.”

			“I thank you, son, but I won’t put you out like that. Claudia and Susan would want to come, too. I reckon it’s simpler if we stay here. If you want to drive me to Jacksonville for the funeral, I’ll accept your offer. You’re near as much a son to me as Bart.” Marisol’s voice broke. She had always called Angus ‘son’ since he arrived in Rusk. It mattered and touched his heart all the more now. 

			For the next two days, they visited Bart two at a time, in shifts. The waiting room became base camp for the Birdwell clan, and Angus. Although sometimes one or two made the trip to the cafeteria, most of the time, they nibbled snacks or tried to eat food carried into the hospital. Angus discovered a chapel down the hall from the ICU and made it his refuge. He retreated there to pray or for a quiet respite. Kathleen usually went with him. Twice, Angus hauled the boys to a nearby green space for some fresh air and a break. On another trip, he took Kathleen. The terrible circumstances erased any distance from the years since he last saw her, and Angus liked the woman she had become. Sometimes, he caught glimpses of the little girl he recalled, but his feelings were far from brotherly. Angus had a strong attraction to Kathleen, and beyond that, he admired her. She possessed the qualities he wanted in a woman, and the sole flaw was their age difference. He told himself they couldn’t have a relationship. She was barely older than Travis and Austin, although Kathleen carried herself with the maturity and quiet dignity they lacked. 

			“How’s your head?” she asked, as they shared a bench overlooking a manmade pond. “I noticed you took the bandage off.”

			“It doesn’t hurt as much.” Angus had a headache now, but he chalked it up to stress and fatigue. “Looks terrible, though.” He sported a nasty bruise on his temple. The multi-colored contusion had streaks of green, yellow, and black. 

			Kathleen touched it, her fingers light and tender as she did. “If you need more medicine, ask. I have plenty.”

			“Thanks, will do.” Angus wished he could stretch out on the bench with his head in her lap. He imagined her hand gently stroking his hair, careful not to touch the sore spot. Dream on. She probably considers me an old man. She’s nice because I’m a family friend and she’s known me almost forever. “We’d better go back. I thought we’d stop and pick up some fried chicken on the way. The boys will like something fresh and different. I wouldn’t mind a biscuit or two, but I prefer homemade.”

			“I’ve been told I can make a good biscuit.” Kathleen slipped her arm into his as they rose. “After I’m settled in Rusk, I’ll invite you over.”

			Angus shook his head to clear the cobwebs. “Are you moving back to Rusk?”

			She frowned. “I thought you knew. I’ll be teaching first grade when school starts.”

			“If Bart told me, I forgot after this mess happened. I know you graduated from college in May.” Angus counted the months in his head. “School starts in less than two months, in early August.”

			“That’s correct.” Kathleen smiled. “I have to be there for training and staff stuff by the end of July. I already have a place rented.”

			“House or apartment?” Angus might accept her invitation, although he shouldn’t. If he ate a meal at her place, it would fuel his dreams that they could be a couple.

			“Apartment.” Kathleen named the complex, and he nodded. “I’ll fix you the best biscuits and gravy you’ve tasted.”

			Despite his self-imposed reservations, Angus grinned. “I’ll look forward to it, honey.” He savored the moment, all the more once they returned to find Bart’s condition had deteriorated.

			“The doctor said he’ll probably pass away in the next twenty-four hours.” Mindy dabbed her eyes with a tissue. She stood near the windows. “I’m not ready to be a widow, but I guess I’ll have to adapt.”

			“I am so sorry,” Angus offered a hug. He couldn’t get the last conversation he had with Bart out of his mind. “I’m here to help however I can.” With a desire for God’s word in his heart, Angus attended a brief church service in the hospital chapel. He lingered afterward and read the Bible for another half-hour. Kathleen did the same.

			Death became imminent. On Sunday evening, the staff turned off the monitors, and once the family, including Angus, gathered in Bart’s cubicle, they pulled the curtains to the hallway for privacy. With five people, the tiny space became tight. Mindy, Travis, and Austin stood on Bart’s left. Kathleen, her hand linked in Angus’, was on the right. Her small hand fit into his. The nurse on duty suggested they might share a farewell message with Bart before she withdrew.

			“Bart, we’ve been best buds since I came to Rusk to live with Grandpa.” Angus cleared his throat. “We made it through junior and senior high school, prom, football games, and rodeo. We’ve both been busted up before. I never had a brother, but if I had, I’d have wanted him to be you. I’ll be here, looking out for your family as best I can, but I’ll miss you, buddy.” He had to quit talking. His chest ached, and his heart hurt.

			Kathleen squeezed his hand. She stretched and kissed his bruised forehead. Her lips were a light brush, but the slight touch sent chills down his spine. “Bart, you’re the best big brother a girl could have. I’m the youngest, and Daddy died too soon, so you got to be both for me. Claudia and Susan swear I talk you into anything. I wouldn’t be who I am without you, and I would have never made it through college if you hadn’t paid the bills when my grant wouldn’t stretch. Good night, Bart. I’ll always love you, and someday, we’ll meet again on the bright and golden shore. It’ll be a short wait for you and a long one for me.”

			She bent and kissed Bart’s cheek, wiping tears away with her free hand. “Let’s go, Angus. Let Mindy and the boys have their moment.”

			Although he’d meant to stay until the end, Angus nodded. It made sense. Bart’s family should spend the last few minutes of his life. “We’ll be in the waiting area,” he told Mindy.

			They emerged to find the room was now occupied by cowboys he and Bart had ridden with for years. He halted at the sight. “What’s going on?” Maybe someone else got injured.

			Sammy Dickens, a grizzled bull rider and one of the oldest on the circuit at almost fifty, stood. “We’re here for Bart. Heard he ain’t gonna make it, so a bunch of us figured we ought to come.”

			Angus sucked in a harsh breath. A knot of tears choked his throat. Their appearance moved him more than he had words to say. “Ain’t nothing you can do, but he’d appreciate the effort. Mindy will, too. She and the boys are with him now. He won’t last much longer.”

			“We’ll do anything we can to help.” Zachariah, always called Zach, Cooper, rose too. “Figured some of us will provide a cowboy escort for the hearse when he’s driven back home. There’s enough of us to give rides to anyone who needs it, too. I’d be happy to haul Bart’s gear if necessary.”

			Answered prayer. Angus had worried about the logistics of returning to East Texas. Mindy had driven her small compact car. Austin and Travis had ridden with Bart. Kathleen had driven her small-size pickup, and he’d driven his truck. He wasn’t sure either Kathleen or Mindy would be mentally ready for the three-hour drive. “I’m glad to hear it. I think that solves a big problem none of us talked about yet.”

			Kathleen sank into a chair. “I wondered about getting back, especially with Mindy’s car and Bart’s truck. Thank y’all for coming.”

			Aidan O’Neill, a young bronc buster, nodded. “Ma’am, I’d be proud to carry you home if need be unless
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