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To Joy

 

You have been my world for more than 25 years.  
Here’s to a new beginning.
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MAY 1871

 

WES HARDIN HAD a taste for turkey. He rode through the prairie scrub looking for the same marks in the dirt he’d seen the day before. Low clouds blanketed the sky above and to the west, but were broken to the east. The orange of the dawn haze made it hard to search for tracks in the dry dust. The early May chill twitching his muscles disturbed his focus, yet he was determined.

Four hours in the saddle had ended an hour ago, but he couldn’t get to sleep. Remnants of the trail from Texas were still on his lips, and his mouth watered for the meal of a juicy roasted bird. Though breakfast was already on the fire, the anticipation of rotten bacon on a hardtack cracker didn’t compare. Just the idea of a bird pulled him from his bedroll with more power than a team of mules, and in little more than pants, boots, and suspenders, sent him into the dark. Impulse was the rule of all his actions.

At first he’d thought it a good notion to join the drovers headed north so as to avoid the law’s search, but the expected adventurous journey had turned into a monotonous repetition of sunrises and sunsets while he’d ended up nearly mounted the whole time. Just before camp, he’d  seen something to capture his concentration. Among the few distractions from chasing strays had been the tracks of a hefty gobbler. With little else to cause his mind to wander, his appetite took control of all his concentration. The urge wouldn’t leave him.

He turned his head to the side. The spittle splattered the dirt inches away from some peculiar scratches. Intrigued, Wes dismounted and bent to have a closer look. Soon, he spotted another, and a small distance away found one more. The unique three-clawed gait of a tom turkey brought a smile.

Enthused at the thought of eating a roasted bird, he came to a straight stance to quickly draw his Colt. His mood was giddy at the mere suggestion of the tender flavor, but hooves pounding the plain turned his attention behind him. He swung the barrel in line with the noise, changing the aim from between the thick bushes to the next gap in the greenery in order to shoot whoever approached.

“Wes? That you?”

The familiar voice had him ease the barrel to his side. “Hush, Manning. I think I found me breakfast.” The next moments brought the aching stretch of leather and the sight of his cousin emerging from among the tall brush.

“What are you doing out here?” Manning asked. “The herd is nearly two miles or more north. We’ll catch hell if we’re found this far away. This ain’t Texas no more. Is Indian Territory it is. We’re likely—”

“Hush, I said.” If there was anything Wes hated, it was fretting when food was not yet on the plate. “Ain’t worried about no Indians. I’m worried about eating another plate of slop ain’t fit for the hogs at home.” Wes turned his attention forward to where the tracks led. “I seen me the markings of a fat turkey on the prowl of hens. He’s going to be mighty surprised when he sees me coming with this.” He angled his head back at Manning. “And I don’t need you helping him spot me. So, get low and keep them spurs quiet. If I lose this bird, I ain’t going to be in no  mood to be around.” It took a mere glance to insure the point was understood.

“I can’t see a damn thing,” said Manning.

Each word uttered irritated Wes. “Well, then, stay back so you don’t trample on these tracks. Head back to the other side of this brush. He may come out from the tall grass.” He gave his shorter cousin a last glare and turned his attention toward the bushes. The tangle of blossoming branches snarling amongst the greening weeds provided more cover for his quarry to hide. Carefully, he took one step at a time so as not spook the bird into flight, making for a more difficult shot. Despite the brags he’d spread in Texas, to kill a bird on the wing in only the light of the dawn was a task he’d just as soon not deal with.

With the Smith and Wesson .44 in his right hand, he pushed the growth from his path with his left and proceeded through the small thicket. Small clouds drifting in front of the emerging sun teased his vision. Not sure if shadow or object was before him, he readied the hammer for a quick shot.

As he was about to take another step, a rustle from just beyond his approach froze him still. If he was to make a clean kill, he’d have to react fast. Wes inhaled as silently as possible and without any further noise in front of him, decided the time was right to spring upon his prey.

He launched through the brush, which abruptly merged with open plain. Motion turned him to the right. A man knelt ten feet from him. An Indian. A fat lump of feathers lay on the prairie with an arrow stuck in its side.

Wes was sure what he saw. He aimed the revolver at arm’s length and fired a single shot. The bullet cracked into the Indian’s skull, sending him into a lump on the prairie next to the feathers. The echo rippled through the still morning air. Sunlight illuminated the land.

Loud snaps of twigs turned the pistol back to the thicket. Manning emerged from the brush. “Damn you, cousin,” said Wes. “You’re going to have me shoot you yet this morning.”

Manning eased his own pistol back in the holster. “What happened?”

Wes motioned at the Indian. “The son of a bitch meant to kill me with his bow.” They went to the body. Manning pushed the shoulder over to lay it on its back. A bullet hole in the forehead continued to ooze blood. Wes knelt next to the turkey. “This is going to make a fine breakfast.”
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JUNE 1871

 

JODY BARNES KEPT the sorrel at a trot just enough to quicken the approach but not send Les Turnbow over the cantle. Jody felt her firm clasp of hands around his waist as they rode over the green rolling hills toward Abilene.

The sunny June afternoon would soon provide a clear view of the city at a distance, and he knew she was anxious to catch the first sight of her hometown in nearly two years. Each crest of a hill only teased their anticipation upon sighting even more hills to cross.

“Can you see it yet?” she asked.

Her constant eager inquiries were met by his same answer. “No.” Although he had been to the railhead twice before, he wished to get there as quick as she did just to quiet her questions. He didn’t dare suggest resting and watering the sorrel for fear of thinking of more reasons why they weren’t in Abilene already. His own hunger was a factor as well.

The long trip from Colorado had been one deprived of any luxuries. Food and water had to be scavenged to survive for the next day. Almost all they ate was taken from the land. What few supplies they could afford at the start  of the journey had been exhausted weeks ago. However, the desire to reach the friendly salvation they both knew awaited kept them spirited enough to continue. More than once along the trail, he’d reminded himself that he’d promised to bring her home. He owed it to her. Now, they were just within hours of realizing the fruits of their sacrifice.

“If we stayed along the creek, we’d be there now.”

Her remark was less sharp, or so he took it that way. No need to spark another fight. Not now. They were too close. “Suppose you could be right. But this way, the ground seemed easier to cross.” His reasoning was a meek defense and didn’t make much sense. However, she didn’t pursue the weakness.

Another hill crossed led to the next. The mild warmth of the day helped them maintain their strength. It was a small blessing after so many harsh times that had stolen away his dreams on the way to Denver from San Antonio. The loss was not only his. Jody closed his eyes to clear his head of the hardships his ambition had brought him and others. Despite his best intentions, overlooking the risks, now, nearly a year later, seemed foolhardy. The meager stake he’d started with heading along the newly mapped Goodnight-Loving Trail had dwindled to almost nothing. Only fulfilling his word had made him cross the plains rather than head south to Texas. He took stock in remaining honorable. He’d given his word. A word backed by his name. His family’s name. Reassured by that thought, he opened his eyes as they crested one more hill.

The view showed a group of wooden structures clumped together. “There it be,” he said with relief.

Les leaned out from behind his back to take a look. She didn’t say what she thought, nor did she show a joyous reaction. Instead, he could see from over his shoulder just a single tear streaming down her cheek. The promise had been kept. He reached behind him and quickly felt her hand in his. It had been a long trip. It was time to end it.

To rest the sorrel, he kept it at a walk for the remaining mile. Not only did it allow comfort for the horse, but the view could be savored as the buildings grew larger with their approach. The vision of Abilene in the back of his mind didn’t match the one before his eyes. As they neared Mud Creek from the west, the number of structures since he last was here appeared to have increased more than tenfold.

“You remember it this way?” His question went unanswered as they crossed through the wide but shallow stream. Once on the other side, they came upon the railroad tracks bordering downtown on the north. The stretch of steel went past a distant structure resembling a depot with a wide angled roof over the platform. Jody didn’t remember such a building. It was apparent that in two years the Kansas Pacific had come to think enough of Abilene to protect their customers from the sun, wind, and rain as they waited for the next train. Les pointed to the street on the right where the Novelty Theater stood on the corner, and Jody turned the horse.

The many men on the boardwalks crowded them so that a number were pushed into the streets, which blocked the sorrel’s path. So many drovers, some with their chaps still laced on, were either crossing the streets or standing in the center of them that Jody had to guide the sorrel as if in a forest. The glee on most of the faces put him in a festive mood. He had reason to celebrate as well.

To the left stood his most vivid memory of Abilene. With its wide double glass doors and broad awning, The Alamo Saloon was the biggest, longest, and fanciest establishment in town. Most of his pay had gone through those doors, and what little he’d had left had gone out the back to the women in the cribs. From the commotion of the drovers, he sensed that business was good.

Across the street was the Pearl Saloon. Its tall sign was easily seen over the rooftops. It, too, was known for catering to the need of the trail hands for stout drink and rambunctious relief.

Seeing a minor gap among the crowd, he nudged the horse ahead, but the gap soon closed and the horse collided with another drover.

“Control your animal,” the man barked in a slurred voice. “You damn fool.”

The tone turned Jody’s mood. He leaned forward to return the insult to the younger man for straying in the street, but Les’s clasp on him grew firmer. “Jody. Don’t.” Her voice was enough to guide his eyes to the short-barreled pistol stuck in the trail hand’s belt. An armed and threatening drunk was too risky. Les poked at his shoulder and pointed to a sign nailed to a post.

 

SURRENDER ALL FIREARMS WHILE IN TOWN 
BY ORDER OF THE MARSHAL. 
VIOLATORS WILL BE JAILED.

 

Jody sat back in the saddle. He didn’t need trouble. They’d come too far to be killed.

He continued to guide the sorrel through the throng of drovers while crossing Texas Street. He sensed Les bobbing her head to the side, trying to get a good view, while he strained to remember the landmarks of the town, which now seemed out of place.

The crowd, mostly hands fresh from the Chisholm, walked about in a carefree manner, from one side of the street to the other, to sample what they yet hadn’t sampled. Jody saw one hand talking to a youthful street walker with her ankles and neck showing in bright daylight. The two no doubt dickered over the price of her time and the location of her service.

At the corner stood the Old Fruit. It appeared almost unchanged, but just to the right of it stood another saloon he didn’t remember. The sign above depicted a bull. With the path clear for the sorrel to walk, Jody couldn’t exactly see the entire image as they moved away, but the proportions of the animal appeared odd. He made another note  to visit that place as well. The horse was forced to veer by the compacted mass in the street. A sign posted on the side of a building indicated this was Cedar Street.

“It’s gone,” she said.

“What?”

“The sheriff’s office. It’s not there.”

Jody peered to the side, spotting the Elkhorn Saloon where Les pointed. He hadn’t recalled the sheriff’s office. His last time in Abilene he’d been more concerned about staying out of that place. As he tried to take in all the sights of Abilene and put them in their proper place in his memory, he heard Les’s faint command. “Stop.”

He reined the sorrel in. Les slid from the saddle with the help of his arm. In a slow walk, she stepped onto the boardwalk in front of a small two-story house. Les stopped at the front step. Jody recognized that this was why she’d returned. He dismounted and tethered the sorrel to a small tree. He came to her side and looked at her. The fright was written on her face. As reassurance, he put his hand on her back. After a few seconds, Les let out a breath and approached the house. Maybe a minute passed before she removed the short-crowned hat and rapped on the door. It didn’t take near as long to open.

An older woman with a touch of gray on the sides of her short hair answered. At first puzzled by the two of them standing at her door, she took another second and then dropped her jaw.

“Les?!”

“Hello, Miss Maggie,” replied Les in a choked voice. A few moments needed to pass before the two embraced. Jody felt content to stand by and watch the reunion. Once the women finished their hug, he saw the older woman glance at him. “This is Jody Barnes, Miss Maggie.” Les looked to him and paused. “He is a very good friend of mine. From Texas.”

The older woman’s grin shrank slightly. “You’re from Texas?”

Jody removed his hat and nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Not far from San Antone.”

The woman accepted the answer with remorse, but her mood brightened slightly and she invited both of them inside. Jody observed the polished furniture in the small den. A single flight of stairs led to the second floor. A rug lined the center of each step. The two women spoke while walking, with him following, through the foyer and into a sitting room. The invitation to sit on a small couch didn’t come too soon. However, the older woman eyed Jody oddly when he sat next to Les.

He hadn’t thought much about it as he looked at the girl, still dressed in duds to befit a man. The clothes were needed to deal with the elements, but since he and she appeared cut from the same cloth in their appearance, it must have been a disappointment to the older lady.

In that instant, he recalled meeting the young girl almost two years before not far from this very spot. It turned out to be a ploy for her to be taken to Texas for a chance to recover hidden Confederate gold. Instead of gold, they found worthless scrip, but to make the trip, Les played the part of a young man. She had Jody fooled for weeks. Maybe that was when he first held feelings for her, despite his anger at being duped.

Les tried to explain her reasons for leaving in the middle of the night to follow her dream of riches to the woman who took the place of a real mother, but the older lady teared up at the story. “I’m just so sorry,” Les finished.

The woman wiped her eyes. “The town’s changed since you’ve been gone. I was so panicked fretting where you were that my troubles worsened. The day after you left, Mud Creek spilled over its banks from a storm north of here and flooded the whole town. Two feet of water above the streets. It took a day before it receded, but my floors were packed with mud. There was no one to help for they had to tend to their own houses and businesses. I had to face it all alone.”

Les put her hand on the woman’s. “Oh, Miss Maggie, it must’ve been bad. I’m sorry for that, too.” Les looked at Jody for an instant. “It must have surely been bad. But it appears all the hurt from that has passed. We saw all the new places. It’s like Abilene grew double since then.”

“Oh,” the woman said, wiping her nose. “It’s more than just the buildings. The whole town’s been taken over by their kind. Texas cowboys. More than ever. Everywhere you turn, they’re leaning on a post, filling the boardwalk, blocking the streets. They gather here like locusts.” Jody dipped his head at this. It was hard not to take the remark personally. He sensed Les looking at him.

“Not everyone from Texas is like that.” Les touched Jody’s knee. “I can say it because I know it.” She looked at the older woman. “I been there for nearly a year and I met a bunch of fine people there. Hardworking people just like you taught me there was all over. And this man is one of them.”

The woman looked long at the both of them. “A year? You’ve been gone for almost two.”

The statement came as a surprise, but the explanation had been planned. Jody knew the truth had to be told. “We didn’t come directly from Texas, ma’am. We didn’t come in with this drive today.” He took a deep breath, darting an eye at Les for strength. “Truth is, we came from the west. Colorado. You see, we saw some stock took sick more than a year ago. My pa and me thought it best to drive them out of Texas soon as we could.”

He paused for a breath, again glancing at Les, but he needed to get it all out, in part for the woman, in part for the girl he had feelings for, and lastly for himself.

“Talk was, there was a new trail just opening up. Going west, through the high plains into New Mexico, straight to Denver. Miners there were paying good money for beef. So, we gathered our herd and others and set out. Nothing much went right from then on. Ran into rustlers in west Texas. Got through that, and your girl here was as brave as any man could brag. But once we  got past there, the weather turned bad. Grazing grass was hard to find. Then, when most had said winter would break for us come late spring—well, it didn’t.” He gulped to get it all out. “Snows kept falling and so did the stock. Often a dozen at a time. Truth is, we got to Denver with less than seventy head. As scrawny as they was, they didn’t bring five dollars. Weren’t much to share. Since it was my plan, I gave my share to the others.” He looked at the girl. “Les said she wanted to come home. So, I brung her.”

Despite the confession, there was no pity in the woman’s voice. “I know you think it kind of you to do so, Mr. Barnes. But to take this young girl on a cow drive couldn’t been a sound idea.”

“Miss Maggie, it was me. I wouldn’t be left behind. I wanted to go. The same as I wanted to go to Texas,” said Les.

“To go to Texas?” The woman’s voice quivered. “To be with those people, instead of with me, who brought you here from the East so you could have a life . . .” Sobs stopped the words for an instant. “After what they’ve done to our little town.”

“But, Miss Maggie, they’ve been here ever since you brought me here.”

“Not like now,” was the abrupt reply. “Not like now.” The older woman teared up again and excused herself to a back room. Jody sensed it was time for him to leave. He rose and Les followed him to the door.

“I’ve not seen her this way,” said Les. “I always remembered her telling me to keep a smile on my face no matter what.” She looked into his eyes. “Don’t take offense at what she said about Texas. She’s never thought much of the men passing through town. I’ll tell her you’re not one of them.”

Jody nodded. “Can’t expect the woman to take a shine to me right off after being alone so long. It’s likely she believes I was the one that took you away.”

“I’ll tell her the whole story,” Les said with a smile.  “Be back before six. I’ll expect you for supper. And Jody . . .” She stole a peek down the hall, then stood on her toes to place a peck on his lips. “Be on time. Stay out of trouble.”
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JODY TURNED AND stepped off the porch. A moment’s pause to reflect on the long journey to Abilene was all he could afford himself. Empty pockets pushed him to mount the sorrel and steer back through town.

In a place full of trail hands, finding a job stood as a tall order. Habit headed him toward the stock pens. In times past, he’d seen others fill the feed troughs and rake the dung to get ready for the next herd. The work was hard, but no different than the chores he’d performed all his life.

The path to the pens took him back to Texas Street. Again, he had to thread his way through the constant traffic of mostly men crossing to get to the next saloon, no doubt in hopes of someone’s drunken generosity, buying drinks for those who’d used up their three months’ pay. Jody grinned, remembering when he foolishly did the same.

At an intersection, the traffic stopped the sorrel. Curiosity turned his head to catch a glimpse of the sign he’d seen before. He turned the horse left and went to get a better look. As he approached, the name and figure  painted on the false front became clear. BULL’S HEAD stretched the width of the board and SALOON was centered at the bottom. In the middle was a profile silhouette of a longhorn with the pizzle erect with nearly the same length and girth as the horns. The implication was clear if not eye-catching. Its success was apparent from a glimpse at the crowd inside.

He couldn’t help but chuckle, but curtailed his humor upon sighting a mother and her young son moving past the place. She held the boy’s face close to her waist to keep him from seeing the sign. Jody felt embarrassed just at being noticed looking at the sign. About to head toward the pens, he saw a small placard in one of the windows. HELP WANTED.

It could have been the job he needed, but a second thought stopped him from dismounting to find out. He didn’t know much about the establishment, and now with Les to think about, it likely wasn’t a good idea to take a job in a saloon. Working with cows better fit his nature. Convinced of the decision, he turned the sorrel down Texas Street and headed for the far side of town.

 

Leslie Turnbow climbed the stairs of the home she’d left two springs before. It was the only one she remembered despite having only lived there for less than five of her eighteen years. The scent of the wooden house, the feel and sounds of the steps beneath her feet, the closeness of the narrow hall brought back both good and bad memories.

She turned at the first door on the right. Placing a palm on the knob, she pushed the door open and saw the room that had been her sanctuary not so long ago. Only two small paces brought her to the center. The comfort of the walls surrounded her. She had missed them.

This was where she came to giggle and dream, and to cry. She sat on the made bed. There was little doubt Miss Maggie had kept it intact as a small shrine hopeful for a  return soon after her silent departure two years ago. Les took off the muddy boots and let her toes absorb the coolness of the varnished floor.

As relief and regret filled her senses, she allowed the hardened veneer she’d learned to show on the frontier to crumble. She had made it at last. She didn’t mind her chin quivering. The tear on her face was an earned reward.

So many times in the past she had yearned to leave these confines. Since arriving at the simple wood-plank depot several years ago, a passenger on the orphan train west from the forest of buildings and streets called New York City, she had hoped to satisfy the urge to find a final place to keep her heart, to erase the bitter remembrance of living in a single room with others she never knew, had nothing in common with, except for having no living mother or father, no one known as family, nowhere to belong.

Les lay back on the mattress. The ceiling was as she recalled. Every crack in the plaster was a reminder of her dreams, leading her like lines on a map to another place. It was how she put her mind to rest, always seeking a better home, without the constant chores or what seemed at the time the unfair bindings of labor, dress, and manners expected of young women.

This room was where her thoughts pushed her to never let go of those possibilities. This was her world, the garden of her ideas, and the fortress guarding her inner sanctum.

Only now could she realize how foolish were the dreams of youth. After two years away, only now could she realize that what lay beyond the horizon wasn’t green and lush with happiness. Instead, there lay the uncertainty and insecurity of the untraveled. The harshness of cold, heat, and hunger was a daily occurrence. No matter what direction she gazed in, no rainbows guiding the way to prosperity awaited. She only knew this because she had ambled in those directions and found only the same or worse conditions.

Despite her welcome by Jody’s family, she’d never felt wanted or accepted. Perhaps those emotions came from her never-ceasing desire to secure a safe haven, something she never found. Texas held out the larger-than-life promise of the best in life, but only for those who came from there. Now, she knew why. It wasn’t home to her. It wasn’t little Abilene.

However, now she was home. And she’d brought back the best thing she’d ever discovered about Texas in the form of a tall, broad-shouldered man who showed he cared deeply about her. Les smiled. Staring at those same cracks leading her to other places beyond, she wondered if maybe this was the place meant to keep her heart all along.

 

Jody found it easier to lead his horse on foot through the streets than attempt to ride. Walking always seemed to give him time to think. The sun heating his face as he strode west down Texas Street didn’t help his attitude. He tried to clean the anger from his mind, but the disappointment at the stock pens wouldn’t leave him. Despite spending two hours to find the foreman, luck hadn’t favored him.

In fact, he should have known better. The chore of keeping the pens was left to a few of the drovers themselves, and they were paid extra to tend to the herd until it was loaded for market. Still, the foreman’s rebuke didn’t sit well with him.

Just a glance at his surroundings showed that money was much needed to stay in this town. Ten paces would bring a man to three separate saloon doors. It was the kind of boom that was built by gold and silver. The place had an appetite for dawn, noon, and dusk and every minute in between.

Pride wasn’t about to let him depend on the grace of Les and her kin for his keep. Yet the challenge to find a job appeared a steep one. With drovers aplenty spreading their pay about the saloons and brothels within hours of  receiving it, most of the establishments meant to catch those loose coins were firmly in place. As the notion entered his head, the figure of that painted bull caught his eye. He didn’t linger long on it, but rather sought the sign still hanging in the window looking for help.

At first, he peered about to see if any respectable folk could be watching, but with the day a third from done, only the rowdies seeking whiskey, then women stood on the boardwalks. Jody took a deep breath.

The decision to enter wouldn’t have been as hard before. He himself would have been counted among the many looking only for excitement after three miserable months over grass and stone on the Chisholm Trail. But he never counted himself as a servant. It was easy to think of the reasons why he didn’t want to ask, but that the sign would lure another to take his place was only a matter of time. He left his pride when he tethered the sorrel to the hitch post. Another deep breath was needed to step onto the boardwalk and, before he could talk his way out of the decision, stride through the doors of the Bull’s Head Saloon.

A dozen tables were easily spotted, most with cards strewn over the tops and with eager trail hands trying their luck against an experienced gambler at each table. In the corner, most of the crowd stood in line for their turn to try and buck the tiger at the faro table. The long bar took up the west wall. Feeling eyes size him up as another mark, he walked to the bar and inquired about the sign in the window. The bartender didn’t at first seem interested in helping, but when Jody stood firm at the bar with no intent on moving or spending coin, the robust man went around the bar and sought a dapper fellow behind the faro table. A nod to an assistant to continue the deal allowed the man to leave off scalping the marks and come to the bar.

A man of average height, he had light-colored hair. A thick mustache made up for what was lacking on the scalp. He extended his hand with a warm smile. Jody  had to take the hand whether he trusted his sincerity or not.

“Ben Thompson, proprietor.”

A nod and equally firm grip was needed to make a plea. “Jody Barnes, Mr. Thompson. I come to see about the job in the window.”

A peculiar look came over Thompson as he sized up the taller man in front of him. “Wasn’t really looking for a man of your stature, Mr. Barnes. What we need is someone to clean the glasses and sweep the floors. Might not be work of your suit.”

Jody kept his eyes locked onto Thompson. He’d come this far and there was no point in letting what remained of his esteem stand in the way. His mind was made up. “I’m from Texas, Mr. Thompson. But I didn’t come in with the last herd. I lost mine in Colorado near a year past.” He paused to swallow not only his spit but a little more of himself. “I need some money, Mr. Thompson. I’ll take what you got.”

“Only pays ten cents a day.”

The salary wasn’t a white man’s wage. However, before he knew what choices he’d be offered tomorrow, he decided to take what was there now. “Good enough for me.”

Thompson again offered his hand. “Done.” He grinned. “I’m from Austin. I’d like to help a Texan when I can.”

Jody grinned and it felt good. “I’m obliged. Start now if you like.”

Thompson shook his head. “In the morning. Let’s say seven.” He looked around at the crowd in the place. “You’ll have plenty to sweep out of here by then.” He looked back at Jody. “Get some rest. You got a place to stay?” He nodded his head to the second floor. The invitation appeared genuine and very gracious. The idea of a warm woman to shed more than a year’s urges were tempting. Two years ago, he wouldn’t have hesitated, but although he had desire, a presence in the back of his head had him decline.

“I’ve got a place, but I thank you for the invite.” He squeezed the grip a bit firmer. “I’ll do you a good job, Mr. Thompson. And I’ll be here before seven to start the job.”

The firmness of Jody’s grip was met with equal firmness. “Call me Ben.”
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