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1.

Slow rising battle smoke lay thick over the field as the morning
sun filtered through it highlighting the young, smooth cheeked
children of the body-strewn field. Quiet moans, amid boyish weeping
and sporadic final screams counterpointed the battle’s end song
without disturbing the dead. The sickening odor of gunpowder and
blood spent made vivid the reality of what had happened.

Some boys hoped for medical assistance as they mumbled prayers
to their God while others had already gone to meet him. No medics
hurried about tending the wounded, both sides orphaned by their
leaders in distant tents behind the lines.

Two young men, decorated with the fruits of battle, sat defeated
against a Raintree heavy with its fall bloom. They could have been
brothers, cut from the same pattern, blonde, willowy, and filled
with the same dreams.

“Don’t think I’m going to make it, Lance.” The young man’s hand
rested over his chest slowly surveying the edges of bleeding hole
there.

“Hang on Cole. The medics got to be here, soon.”  Lance,
his face darkened with the grime of the battle, cradled his friend
in his arms.

“So long since I been home.”

“You’ll be home soon.”

“No more. Should have gone when I had a …It hurts bad,
Lance.” 

 Lance Hunger clutched his friend to him tighter. He didn’t
understand the why of what he felt but he loved Cole.  They
had left home to see what lay past the mountains.

 Then the war.

  He’d met Cole outside St. Louis. They were both hungry
and riding the rails.

 Then the war.

 They told the stories of their times and shared future
hopes.

 Then the war.

  Cole wanted Lance to come back and be his brother.

Then the war.

Lance Hunger was an orphan without someone to listen to his
dreams and fears.

Then the war.

War expanded minutes into overloaded days, hours like lifetimes
began, matured and ended. Cole and Lance became brothers in a
string of long days. They would have one future filled with their
plans.

“Lance, Lance…it hurts bad. I don’t…”

He pulled Cole closer feeling his brother’s breath growing
weaker as Cole’s arms tighten around him.

“Hang on, Cole. They got to be here soon.”

“Lance…tell Ma, I’m sorry I didn’t …”

“Didn’t what Cole?” Cole’s hold on him relaxed. “Didn’t what,
Cole? Cole! Cole!”

He held his friend’s body to his own, trembled, sobbed and
rocked back and forth as if to rock Cole to eternal rest.

In a few moments Lance collapsed from his own wounds but held on
to his only friend.

 

His wounds were severe but he was young, strong and ready to
continue living. In the hospital, he lay reliving Cole’s legacy of
stories making him forget his own life that had been filled with
sad stories of fear, neglect, and hunger. He took the name Hunger.
He knew no other name.

Their war was over but there was no peace for Lance. The only
thing he ever had in his twenty years: A friend, a dead brother who
had died in his arms.

“Lance…tell Ma, I’m sorry …Lance…tell Ma, I’m sorry I…”

What did Cole mean, he thought?

Ma? What was he to tell her?

 

When Lance was able to ride, he was given a gelding, some
supplies, a bag of tobacco, and two six guns.  He had nowhere
to go but west to where Cole’s parents lived. As he rode off, he
believed it was his destiny.  He was a changed man who would
never be alone again, for he carried Cole inside of him.


                   


2.                      

The way west was a rough and lonely one.  Young men tired
of fighting saw the hope of new and better days ahead, filled with
the romance and promise of the West, of new frontiers, challenges
and opportunities. Few knew the hardships and dangers ahead. With
every day, Lance grew healthier, as he moved from the green of the
east to the sandy hues of the west.

His memories of Cole and his anticipation of what he would find
at his destination spurred him on.

 

Benton Hollow lay nestled in the center of a circle of settled
ranches. Several saloons, two hotels, a church, a stage office,
bank, general store, a millinery shop, a livery stable, a
whorehouse and a jail formed the town.  At the far end along
side of the railroad tracks lay a series of corrals where cattle
waited shipment east.

Lance Hunger rode into Benton Hollow a tired man, grimy from the
long trip and ready for a bath and a bed.

He tied his gelding to the rail in front of the Broken Star
Saloon and went inside.  A group of men sat along the back
wall playing Poker where several pretty faced dancers stood near
them watching hands.  Three men huddled at the bar drinking
beer and talking to the bartender who looked up as Lance
approached.

“What’ll you have, young man?”

“Beer.”

“New in town?”

“Just come in from Missouri way. I have a long thirst.”

The bartender laughed and set a beer on the bar.

“You passing through?” asked one of the men at the bar. His face
was square, stern and scarred.

“No. Plan to live here.”

“You buy a place?”

“Nope. Just staying with my…” Lance stopped. He didn’t think it
was the man’s business. His incomplete answer irritated the man who
asked for another beer.

“This is a rough town stranger,” said the scarred man. The other
men with him grumbled their agreement and tended to their beers
letting the scarred man take the lead.

“I’m used to tough. Just finished fighting in the war.”

“A hero, huh?” The other man laughed at Big Jack Shrank who
passed his hand over his scar.

“Not a hero, a survivor.”

“Hope you survive here,” he said. He tipped back his hat and
downed the rest of his beer.

“Where you stayin’, in case we need a hero?”  Lance knew
Shrank was goading him, but he was cool to the idea of challenging
the older man.

“At the hotel.”

“Which one?”

“Don’t know yet.”

Big Jack Shrank turned and made for the door followed by his two
lackeys.






3.

The Benton Hotel stood in the middle of town only a few feet
from the Broken Star.  Lance could hear piano music coming
from the saloon as he stood on the porch.  With his saddlebag
over his shoulder, he stood in front of the admission desk.

“Yeah, what do you need?” The man was lean with suspicious eyes
that darted from place to place.

“A quiet room, a bath and a shave.”

“I can help you with one of those. How about 205?”

“Fine. Say, you know many of the people here in town?”

“Lived here most of my life.” The thin man behind the desk
tweaked his mustache and continued. “I know most of the people in
and around town. Most need a hotel every so often.” A short smile
passed his lips.

“Just talking to a fellow at the Broken Star a while ago and
didn’t get his name.”  Lance described the man in as much
detail as he could.

“Sounds like Big Jack Shrank. He’s bad medicine. The scar came
from a meeting with an Apache.”

“An Indian fighter?”

“He doesn’t much specialize. Whatever gets in his way.”

Questions about Big Jack Shrank could wait Lance thought. He had
more important things to do. “How about the Pender’s place?”

The Homer Rollin’s face set in a stare. “You sure you’re new in
town?”

“Just rode in.”

“Pender place is south of town about five miles down a piece.
You can’t miss it. Has a long string of Cottonwoods. You know the
widow Pender?”

“Widow?”

“Cal Pender died several months ago in a gun fight?”

“But Pender must have been fifty years old?”

“Most men are lucky to live that long out here.”

“Who killed him?”

The clerk thought a bit and said, “Big Jack Shrank.”

Lance said nothing but the wheels in his mind spun.

“Widow Pender?”

“Broken hearted, alone. Had a son  runaway seven or eight
years back. Poor woman is losing her sight. And then there’s Big
Jack Shrank?”

“What about Shrank?”

“He’s done everything he could to get the Pender spread. They
have a damn good water supply and lots of sweet grass. Shrank’s
spread is off to the side of the Pender place. Heard tell he wanted
the spread so much he’d do anything.”

“Including killing Cal Pender?”

“Rough town, young man. You’ll soon find that out. Shrank pretty
well does what he wants. He’s a friend of the sheriff and…”

“And?”  The clerk did not answer but turned the book around
so Lance could sign it.

As Lance picked up the pen, he glanced out the window and saw
Big Jack Shrank and his lackeys standing at their horses.

Lance pulled the book closer to him and with the pen scrawled
“Cole Pender,” across the page.  The clerk turned, read the
name, and reached for a key. Lance smiled at man’s quivering Adam’s
apple.

“Room 205.”

      Lance pulled his saddlebags back
on to his shoulder, and left Homer with a smile.  “Just want
to rest up and clean up before I go see Ma.”

When Lance disappeared up the stairs, the clerk closed the book
and grabbed for his coat. In a minute, he was down the street
behind Big Jack Shrank.

 

  

          4.

Homer Rollins was a survivor in Benton Hollow. Twenty years
before he had been sent to live with his Uncle who owned the hotel.
The old man wasn’t happy to be saddled with his dead sister’s boy
but proceeded to teach Homer the business.

“Mr. Shrank,” he called.

Big Jack Shrank stopped and turned in his tracks like a tired
elephant.

“Yeah.” The scar always seemed like it hadn’t quite healed
yet.

“That new fella in town? I thought you might want to know.”

“What about him?”

“He’s Hannah Pender’s son.”

“Son?”

“Yep,” said Homer happy with his news.  He waited for
Shrank to say something but the big man turned and ignored him.

Homer waited as if to be given a reward for his information.
Bootlicking came easy to him; he would do anything to curry favor
with the powers of the town, and this was Big Jack Shrank’s
town.

“Where is he now?” asked Shrank, his back to the snitch.

“Room 205.”

“Go away!” the big man grumbled.

“Yes sir,” said Homer. He walked back to his hotel, a hint of
smile on his face. Now all he had to do is sit back and watch
Shrank make his move, all because he put the poison in the right
ear.

 

 5.

 Hannah Pender sat in the warm sun smelling a bouquet of
wildflowers she picked along side the house. She didn’t go out to
the fields any longer for fear that she wouldn’t find her way back.
The wild flowers reminded her of the two men in her life. One was
dead but she hoped for the other. Big Jack Shrank had fought with
her Cal who was outmatched. Cal was a rancher, a lover of the land
and rarely carried a gun or had use for one.  Then, on a
Saturday night, Deputy Carter Davis found Cal’s body dumped out
behind the sheriff’s office. Some of the boys at the saloon said
that they saw Big Jack Shrank and Cal arguing and then Cal pulled
his gun and leveled to shoot at Shrank. Big Jack, according to
witnesses, fell down, pulled his gun and fired several shots into
Cal’s stomach.

But Cal never carried a gun and who dumped his body there?
Hannah thought of these things day after day. She swallowed and
pulled the bouquet up to her nose.

“Mrs. Pender, you doing okay out here?”

“Yes, Jud. Just thinking. Don’t like to do that much
anymore.”

“Don’t you think you should come on in and have a bit to
eat?”

“What would I do without you Jud?”

Jud’s face sported a white fringe of beard that glowed over his
brown leathery face. His blue blood-shot eyes filled his face with
youthful foolishness eager for a story or a laugh. He had been Cal
Pender’s right hand. Shrank had managed to run off Buster O’Connor,
the manager, but Jud stayed.

“I could think of a thousand things but you’d starve by then.
Come on in Hannah.”

Jud Prouty, his back slightly bent with age, gently took Hannah
Pender by the arm and slowly walked her to the house.

They stopped at a patch of mountain violets when they heard the
horse coming up the trail. Jud turned and studied the rider. He was
young, and tender muscled. His cheeks were smooth and his hair cut
short.

“A young man, Hannah.”

“How young, Jud?”

“Perhaps eighteen, maybe twenty one.” He knew what she was
thinking. She didn’t speak much about it, but Jud knew. He
remembered Cole when he was twelve. Cole was restless and full of
vinegar. Why he ran away, no one knew. Not even his ma or pa.

“His hair, Jud?”

“Yellow, like spring sun.”

“Is he lean?”

“To the bone, Hannah.”

“Could it be?”

“Don’t know Hannah, but we’ll soon find out. He’s coming this
way. From over the rise Big Jack Shrank watched as the young man
made his way toward Hannah and Jud.  He could go down and see
to the stranger now or later. No one was going to stand in his way.
Not Hannah or her son—if it was her son.

Chances were that he was just a visitor or a distant relative
come to help the old lady.

Shrank was far enough away to roll a smoke and not be
seen.  He lit his cigarette and watched while all sorts of
ideas ran through his mind.  The young man seemed of the same
pattern of Cal Pender and even bore traces of Hannah in him. 
Maybe it was her son.  Big Jack Shrank finished his smoke and
smiled. He had made up his mind. Son or no son, the ranch would be
under the Shrank brand. Whatever he had to do would be done, maybe
not now but soon. It would make his ranch the largest and most
productive in this part of the country.

 

 

6.

“Help you, son?” said Jud as he stepped ahead of Hannah.

“Think I’ve found who I’m looking for.” Lance smiled and waited.
He glanced over their shoulders up toward the house.

“Jud, is he young?”

“Yep.”

“What color hair?”

“Sun bleached probably.”

“Is he as tall as Cal?”

“Yep.”

As  years of pent-up tears trickled from her eyes she bent
and wiped them on her apron.

“Come here son,” said Hannah softly. Her voice was warm and
comforting, soft and gentle. Lance trembled with its sweetness.

He got off his horse, wet his lips with his tongue, launched a
winning smile and slowly approached.

Hannah opened her arms as Lance smoothly stepped into them. She
buried her head in his chest, feeling for and then listening to his
heartbeat.

 She smiled and looked up at Lance’s face trying to get a
clearer sight of him.

Lance looked into her milky eyes and wondered if, maybe, Hannah
could be his mother.  This would be the woman he wanted from
the beginning. He was a hard man, aged in war and trouble but never
once remembered a hand over his heart giving him such happiness and
peace. His eyes glistened more from unfathomable emotions than
sadness or happiness.

“Cole is that you, baby?”

What would Cole want him to do? What if he told her Cole was
dead, would it be better to crush her or give her happiness?

She stroked his face with her hands trying to get a better
picture of him, paused over his eyes, and gently felt them. She
smiled at the moisture on them.

“It is you, baby?”

“Hello Mama, I’m sorry…”

“Hush, boy, you’re here now. That’s all that’s important to me,
baby.” Her face relaxed as she rested against his young firm
body.

“Sorry I ran away, Mama?”

“Let’s not talk about it now, Cole.”

She stood tall shucking the dreariness that had made her older
than she was.

“I heard about Daddy, Ma.”

“Oh, Cole…I must tell you…” Her face darkened. “Later, son. Jud,
this is my boy, Cole.”

“I’m glad you’re home boy. You’re mother has waited for you for
a long time.”

“I’ve been up to a lot of life, Mr…”

“Just call me Jud.”

“Let’s bring all of this into the house. I’m sure you’re hungry.
Jud, we don’t have any fatted calf, but we can kill a few chickens
and make the boy his favorite.”  She reached for Lance and led
him up to the house slowly.

“You remembered my favorite meal.”

“Not much I’ve forgotten boy. I just can’t remember why you left
us.”

“I’m home now, Mama.”

She took a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped her eyes.

“Mama, I’m sorry about your eyes. They were fine when I left.”
He gently brushed a wisp of hair from her forehead.

“You been gone eight years next month, Cole.  Lots of
things happen in a bunch of time like that. You left a boy and come
back a man. I was young then, and now I’m old and can barely see
your sweet face. And your daddy…”

“Mama, don’t worry yourself about that now.” Lance put his arm
around her and helped her into the house.

 

Big Jack Shrank’s face tightened as he saw the young man’s
devotion to the old woman. “He’s a young kid. This is going to be
easy.”

 

 

7.

Bonnie Wilson walked through the sunny field across to the
Pender spread. Wild flowers brightened the way. A slight breeze
wisped over the tall grasses singing its song.  Hannah Pender
was her mother’s best friend from the time the Wilson and Pender
families staked a claim and worked the ranches more like the same
family than two families.

Each time she went to see Hannah, Bonnie remembered the days
when she and Cole were kids, but like brother and sister. They
played in the fields and swam in the creek in the summer and tended
to the animals. They were best friends until Cole ran away. When
her mother died, Hannah played an even bigger part in her
life.  Ben Wilson and his daughter came to supper often until
Cal was killed.

“Wouldn’t want people to think I was after Hannah or her land,”
he told his daughter. “Visit as often as you like, Bonnie.” 
Ben Wilson respected his neighbors and liked them too much to cause
any problem. Bonnie often stopped to visit Hannah after making her
father’s lunch when he came in from the fields.

As she neared the path to the house, Bonnie noticed a gelding
tied to the rail. It was a stranger horse. With the exception of
Jud and Big Jack Shrank there were few others to visit
Hannah.  Bonnie stopped and reconsidered and retraced her
steps. She didn’t want to interrupt Hannah if she had visitors.

“Miss Bonnie, come on up,” called Jud. “Hannah wants you,
quickly.”

Perhaps Hannah was ill. Bonnie gulped for breath as she ran to
the front door where Jud stood holding the door open for her.

They were having a meal. The visitor sat with his back to her.
Bonnie looked about the room and then returned her attention to
Hannah who was facing her.

“That you, Bonnie?”

“Yes, ma’am. Don’t want to interrupt you and your visitor.”

“No visitor, Bonnie.”

Lance continued to tear at the chicken leg and did not turn to
see her. He remembered all the Bonnie stories Cole had told
him.  Cole was sweet on this girl. Lance wondered what she
looked like.

He wiped his mouth and hands on the napkin and turned.

“Bonnie, it’s nice to see you again.”

Her eyes showed her confusion.

“Do I know you?”

“We’ll you’ve seen every bit of me if that tells you anything.”
He smiled and enjoyed a new sensation that ran through him.

“I’ve only seen one man in my life, and it wasn’t you, sir.”

“Don’t you recognize me, Bonnie. Eight years is long time.”

“Cole?”

“Yes, honey. It’s my baby, Cole.” Hannah smiled. Bonnie had
never seen her as happy.

“He doesn’t look like Cole.”

“You don’t look like Bonnie either,” said Lance.

“Sit down, Bonnie. I imagine you and Cole have lots to talk
about,” said Hannah. She got up and motioned Jud to come with
her.

“Jud, would you take me to the barn. I want to talk to you about
that new calf.”

Jud got up and led her out of the room. He didn’t recall a new
calf but then he understood.

 

For a minute Lance concentrated on the left over apple pie on
his plate.

“Should had some apple pie, Bonnie. Ma sure makes great
pies.”

“Who are you?”

“Cole Pender, back from the wars.”

“Your mama never made a pie in her life. I brought that pie over
yesterday.”

“Oh?”

“Who are you?”

“I’ve changed a bit.”

“Cole and me had many laughs over Hannah’s great cooking and her
failure at pies.  My mother would supply you folks with pies
and your mother would supply us with bread.”

“I know that.”

“You’re not Cole.”

“Yes, I am.”

“There is a way to tell.”

“How?”

“Cole has a scar on his upper leg. We went skinny dipping in the
pond one day and he was scratched with a nasty branch.”

“I remember that.”

“Prove it, Mister.”

“I wouldn’t be a gentleman if I did.”

“Who are you?”

Lance loved the fight in the girl’s eyes.

“I’m Cole’s best friend. He asked me to come home for him?”

“Where is he?”

“He died in my arms, Bonnie.”  Bonnie’s face drained of its
color as she fell into the chair next to Lance.

“Let me tell you, Bonnie but first you’ve got to promise not to
tell Ma, not just yet. If you do, you’ll break her heart.”

“I’m listening, Mister.”

“Call me Cole. My real name is Lance Hunger.”

Lance finished the remaining morsels of the apple pie on the
plate and then told Bonnie the story of Cole and their friendship
and his death.

 

 

8.

As Cole conclude his story, Bonnie sat back in her chair.

“If you like apple pie, I make you one for tomorrow.”

“Good Pie. Cole was a lucky fellow to have a girl like you.”

“He wasn’t a man when I knew him. He was just a good boy.”

“He talked about you all the time.”

“I wonder why he stayed away for so long?”

“He never told me that, but I think it has to do with something
he might have done. He kept telling me ‘tell Ma, I’m sorry.’”

She leaned close to Lance and he could smell the freshness of
her skin. He had never known a woman like Bonnie.

“One night he came over and said that he had to leave. Being we
were just kids. I didn’t think he’d go. I thought he’d walk to town
and be back in the morning. But he didn’t come back.”

 

 

She rested back in her chair. Lance watched as her hair danced
at her shoulders. She was beautiful. He had never seen someone so
new and fresh.

“And that’s it?”

“He kissed me and said he’d be back some day.”

“He didn’t tell you why?”

“No. I just waited, thinking he’d be back. I was still waiting
until five minutes ago.”

“I’m sorry Bonnie.” He reached over and took her hand in his. It
was strong yet soft and warm. She did not pull her hand away, but
she trembled a bit.

“I’m sorry too.”

“You won’t say anything to Hannah?”

“I wouldn’t want to hurt her. If she thinks you’re Cole that’s
fine. Just make sure you take good care of her. If I hear
that…”

“Don’t worry…what’s that?”

“Someone riding up the trail.” She got up from her chair and
went to the window. “It’s that Shrank fella.”

Lance got up from the table and checked his guns that were tied
down.

“Don’t Lance. He’s trouble.”

“Call me Cole, Bonnie.”

“Don’t Cole, please.”

“He’s a mean man, Bonnie, and he wants Hannah’s blood. He’ll
have to kill me first to get it.”

Bonnie trembled with the thought that this young man might lose
his life.

“He’s done a lot of that, Cole. Promise me you’ll be
careful.”

Lance read something new in her eyes. What he saw made him feel
strange but good. This was new in his life. Something he couldn’t
quite get a hand on.

He smiled and went to the window to watch Big Jack Shrank mosey
down the trail.

 

9.

Shrank tied his horse to the rail and looked up at the young man
waiting in the doorway.

“Well, I’ll be. It’s the hero. What you doing here?”

“I live here. What are you doing here?”

Big Jack’s face reddened but he controlled himself. “Here to see
Mrs. Pender on business.”

“Ma ain’t here.”

“Ma? So you’re the runaway son?”

“Not anymore. I ran back.”

“A hero comes home.”

“Maybe I can help you?”

“Help me? What I’ve got to say, I’ll say to Mrs. Pender.”

 “I’m in charge now. So, you can tell me anything you want
to tell, Ma.”

“Little young to act like a big man, boy.”

“Maybe you’d like to show me how much of a man you are?” Lance
straightened.

Big Jack’s hand lowered slightly to his holster. In that second
Lance had his six-gun leveled at the older man. Big Jack, astounded
by the young man’s speed, raised his hand quickly as if to
straighten his hat.

“Didn’t see you there, Miss,” he said when he saw Bonnie huddled
in a corner. Shrank saved face but he knew that Cole Pender was
more than he bargained for. It had been a long time since he had
seen a draw that fast.

“You tell, your Ma, I’d like to speak to her in private when she
returns.”

He turned to go as the door opened and Hannah entered ahead of
Jud.

“You’ve come home.” Big Jack’s voice was black.

Hannah froze at the sound of his voice. Jude tried to move her
to a chair but she resisted his efforts. 

“Mr. Shrank, my son has returned home. He is the man in this
house now. He makes the decisions. I don’t think he wants to sell
one foot of this ranch.”

“I think you’ll be sorry for that, Mrs. Pender.”

“You’ve killed one of my men, Mr. Shrank. You’ll not kill
another.”

“You’re husband pulled a gun on me  ma’am.”

“Cal never had a gun that night. He never carried one.”

“Don’t worry Ma. I carry two,” said Lance who enjoyed the
puzzled look in Shrank’s face. Shrank now had something more to
think about.

“Now Mr. Shrank, I’d like you to leave my house.” She
straightened and displayed a stern look. “If you want to discuss
any business at all, speak to my son.”

Big Jack’s face set in a deadly frown. “Yes, ma’am. If that’s
the way you want it.” His eyes locked on those of Lance who smiled
back. Big Jack chewed down on the cigar at the side of his mouth
and went out the door.

“That settles that. Now that Cole is home, Shrank won’t bother
us,” said Hannah.

“I think troubles are soon to begin, Hannah,” said Jud.

 

 

10.

Lance spent most of the next week tending to things that had
fallen apart since Cal had been killed. Fence mending, barn
painting and digging a root cellar filled the days so that the
evenings were spent with Hannah and Jud talking about past
times.

Lance at first had difficulty with the idea that there was a
dinner time, and a bed time and a time to rise and begin the day’s
work. It wasn’t that he was lazy, it was that he was doing things
for the first time.

Jud watched him as he worked and wondered at the boy’s eagerness
and the spirit with which he addressed each task.  Hannah grew
closer to Lance as the days passed. She began to lean on him more
and more as he seemed to thrive on her trust and willingness to let
him do as he thought right.

Every night, before he turned in, Lance walked down the trail
smoking and thinking about Bonnie Wilson. He hadn’t had much
experience with women but he hoped that someday one would think him
worthy enough to marry him. He didn’t consider himself handsome or
even good looking but he wasn’t ugly or plain. He’d stop and watch
the moon smear the Wilson Ranch with it’s silver and wonder about
Bonnie Wilson.

As the days became weeks and the weeks began a new month Lance
Hunger became Cole Pender. Each day the bitterness of his youth
grew less with his importance to the woman he called his
mother.

His chance meetings with Bonnie since his arrival were all froth
with a shivery pleasure he grew to understand and seek. While she
hadn’t been cool to him, she had been more reserved than he wanted.
She knew his secret and so far kept it and that must have meant
something.

 

Bonnie managed to find her way to the Pender’s spread each
afternoon to see Hannah and chat. Lance made sure to come in from
the field to make sure he would have a chance to see her. He needed
a drink of water or a minute’s rest. Whatever reason he concocted,
Hannah understood and beamed.

 As the days passed Bonnie grew to understand that Lance
was more than a healthy young man who had survived a war. He was
strong, steady and kind. The qualities she looked for. As time
flitted away she remembered less of Cole Pender and looked forward
to seeing more and more of Lance Hunger, the new Cole Pender.

 


             

11.

“If we run a fence across the field at that point we can be sure
nothing will get in or get out,” said Lance pointing to the spot on
the map.  Jud looked down at a rough drawing of the Pender’s
land Lance had made. He studied the suggestion and then gave Lance
a hint of a smile.

“You know Cole, I’ve been there a thousand times and never
thought of putting a fence there.”

“I’m may be wrong, Jud, but I think it will solve our problem
there.”

Hannah listened to the two men as she prepared their breakfast.
The sizzling bacon and eggs filled the ranch house with an aroma
that caused the two men to watch Hannah as she carefully ladled the
food onto two large plates.

“Jud, you go into town and get those supplies we’ll need and
I’ll go out there and start digging the holes for the posts."

“Sure, Cole, but I’d be happy to do that. You’ve been so hard
working since you came…’

“I love it. Many a nights during the war I dreamed about
this.”

Hannah moved cautiously around the table and setting the filled
platters in front of the two men.

“Boys you better fill them bellies before doing anything.”

She poured coffee, ripped a crust of bread from the newly baked
loaf and began to eat.

“Don’t you want some eggs, Ma?”

“Not hungry, Cole.”

“You sick?”

“Child, I’ve never felt so healthy in my life.”

“I guess I know why,” said Jud. He laughed softly but stopped as
tears grew from Hannah’s eyes.

“What’s wrong, Hannah.”

“I was just thinking about before Cole returned home.”

“Was a great day, I agree.”

Her tears spilled down her cheeks.

“What’s wrong, Mama?”

“I was just thinking of what it would be like if you picked up
and ran away again.”

He got up from his chair and knelt down at her chair.

“I ain’t going nowhere, Mama. I’ve come home to stay.”

She smiled, and reached out to him barely seeing his cloudy
shape and touched his head. She stroked his brow several times and
lost her smile.

  

12.

Lance rode out along the west edge of the Pender land checking
fences that hadn’t been tended in several years. The sun above beat
down on him until he decided to take a break and rest his horse and
find some shade. Along the western side of the ranch a long row of
Cottonwoods stood like a file of tired soldiers stretching back and
forth to loosen their spines. He sat under one of the cottonwoods
and tipped his hat down over his eyes while Tony his horse nibbled
at the low grasses.

His mind flitted back and forth somewhere in mental space, a
space filled with memory, pain, and hope. He didn’t hear the
distant hoof beats but he did hear the zing of a rifle shot that
brought him to his feet and then down onto the ground. The second
shot hit a boulder behind him showering him with flying
chips.  Nothing unusual could be seen from his
viewpoint.  Lance was in a low drop of land and ahead a rise
protected by cottonwoods offered a good place for a shooter.

He whistled for Tony who moved quickly and stopped for Lance to
mount. In a few seconds they galloped for the rise.  
Once over, Lance could see dust in the distance. A single rider too
far off to identify, headed for town.

He slowed Tony. “No sense in chasing him, boy. We’ll never catch
up to him.”

Lance watched the dust cloud move quickly as it grew smaller and
smaller into the distance.

“Got to be Shrank. No sense in disappointing him.”

Lance knew that sooner or later he and Shrank would have a
meeting. He wasn’t going to allow Shrank to take Hannah’s land and
he wasn’t going to let Shrank kill him without a fight.
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It was near dusk when Lance rode into Benton Hollow. Several
long fingers of the dying sun stretched across the town loosening
the approaching cool of darkness.  As he tied Tony to the
rail, Lance listened to the clicking chips and clinking glasses,
dueting to the accompaniment of the out of tune piano covering the
roar of the night crowd.

He checked the rail and spotted Shrank’s horse. He wiped his
hand over the horse’s wet haunches that quivered from a long ride.
Lance checked his guns and pulled his holster down low on his
hips.

As he walked through the bat wing doors no one seemed to pay him
much attention. Only the bartender came from the far end and asked
his pleasure.

“Whiskey.”

“Look, son, I knew your father. He was a good man. I don’t think
you should be here tonight.”

“Whiskey!” said Lance loudly.

Max Stockstill, was head bartender and owner of the Broken Star
Saloon since from the day Benton Hollow began. Ten years back The
Broken Star was nothing more than a wagon filled with barrels of
whiskey. Business was so good that within two months he had a
building.

“Listen son, I don’t want no trouble for me or for you.”

“Don’t want no trouble. Just a little justice and a
whiskey.”

“I can give you one but I don’t think you’ll find the other
here, son.”

Stockstill poured a glass of whiskey and returned to the far end
of the bar.

Lance turned and leaned against the bar while drinking. He
surveyed the saloon until he found Shrank and his friends. He
pushed his hat back on his head and moved slowly toward Big Jack
Shrank.

Shrank studied his cards ignoring the younger man.  He
tossed several chips into the growing pot and then leaned back and
looked up at Lance.

“It’s the hero. Mama let you come to town kid?”

“Do you want it here or would you like to go outside?” Lance saw
that the other men push away from the table slowly.

“Want what?”

“What you came out to the ranch for this afternoon.”

“Think you’re talking to the wrong man.”

“Can’t be much of a man who shoots and runs.”

Shrank’s square jaw tensed as he pulled himself up from his
chair. He knew he’d be dead if he drew on Lance so his hands were
high above his hips.

Lance smiled at him and waited for his move. Shrank would have
to make the first move or lose face. Then in one movement, Shrank
upended the table sprawling the cards and chips in front of
Lance.

In an instant, Shrank sent a glancing blow to Lance’s head
causing the boy to lose balance and fall to the floor. Lance
righted himself as quickly as he had fallen and caught Shrank with
a blow to his midsection. Another fist met Shrank’s square jaw as
he righted himself. He fell backward against the wall and bounced
back with a viscous cut to Lance’s chin. Stunned for a second, he
shook off the pain and ducked at another of Shrank’s swing. A sharp
left to the older man’s neck spun Shrank again against the wall and
into a group of chairs. Shrank got to his feet,  grabbed one
of the chairs and hurled it at Lance, staggering him and sending
him to the floor. Shrank moved quickly to him and straddled Lance
administering a series of blows that were stopped by the sounds of
two shots.

The cheering men who cleared the way for the two fighters were
stunned into silence by the shots, as was Shrank. Lance lay on the
floor.

“What’s going on here?”

Shrank looked up at his friend Sheriff Carson and said, “This
kid attacked me Sheriff.”

Carson was portly to be kind. “Why would he do that, Big
Jack?”

“He’s mixed me up with someone else.”

“You sure about that, Big Jack.”

“Sure.”

“Well, maybe he’d best cool off in our jail.” The sheriff turned
back to find his deputy. “Carter, take this boy and put him in a
cell.”

The deputy helped Lance to his feet and walked him towards the
front door. Before they left, Lance turned back to see the growing
smile on Shrank’s face. Their eyes locked, connecting their
thoughts and increasing their hatred for each other.
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Lance stretched out on the old cot in the small cell. He
replayed everything that had happened. He’d been around long enough
to know they couldn’t keep him in jail for a fight. He got up and
paced the cell wondering what to do. Ma would worry. He had to get
word to her if they intended to keep him.

He could hear Carson’s heavy footfalls on the steps of the jail.
When the door opened Lance came forward and clutched the bars.

The sheriff set his hat on his desk, fell into his chair and
relaxed. He closed his eyes.

“No time to sleep sheriff. You can’t keep me here for a little
fight.”

“I can’t?”

“If you did, you’d have to have half the town in the next
cell.”

“You’re a smart little bastard, aren’t you? Big Jack was
right.”

“Sheriff, Big Jack Shrank is a crook and a murderer. He took
several shots at me on my own land.”

“He claims you don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You listen to everything Shrank says, Sheriff.”

Carson’s face froze. “What are you trying to say, kid.”

“Shrank was the fellow you should have jailed. You’re backing
the wrong horse, sheriff.”

Carson got up from his chair and walked to Lance. He grabbed the
wrists of his prisoner and squeezed them with a vice like grip
until Lance yelled.

“You hear this kid or else you’re going to have a heap of
troubles. I run this town and I’m going to run you out of it if you
can’t keep your fists to yourself.”

“I didn’t do anything wrong. Shrank took a few shots at me.”

“Can you prove it?”

Lance was silent. He couldn’t prove it. There was no way to
prove it. It was always easy to claim something than prove it.

“If you have no proof, I can’t help you, and you can’t go around
beating the town folks. Now if you can control yourself, I’ll let
you go right now.”

Lance turned his back on the sheriff and looked out the small
window in his cell.

“Benton Hallow is too small for the two of us, Sheriff. Maybe
it’s time for Shrank to go.”

A door opened behind him. There was a familiar swish of dress
material.

“Sheriff, someone has taken Hannah Pender.”

“Bonnie, what happened?” asked Lance.

“Cole, what are you doing behind those bars?”

“He was just about to leave, Miss. You’d better tell me about
Hannah.”

“They kidnapped her.”
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 “Just cool down, Miss. Tell me what happened,” asked
Carson as he collapsed into his chair. For an instant he yearned
for a stream and a fishing pole in his near future.

“Sheriff, we’ve got to ride. My mother’s

 been kidnapped and you’re just sitting there….”

Carson gave Lance a stern look and returned to Bonnie. “Now,
Miss tell me what happened.”

Lance paced the floor not knowing in which direction he was to
go. While Hannah was not his blood mother, she was the only mother
he would ever have.

“I usually go to see Hannah after lunch. Was kind of strange
when I went over and didn’t see Jud’s horse outside. I went into
house and called Hannah and there was silence.”

“Don’t tell me Jud left her alone?”

“Cole, I found Jud.”

“Dead?” asked Carson.

“No, sheriff. He was tied and had a big lump on his head.”

“Was he conscious?”

“Not for a while. But then he came to.”

“Did he tell you what happened?” asked the sheriff.

“We got to ride over to Shrank’s spread before he heads for the
hills” said Lance.

“Maybe you better tell me what’s going on that I don’t know
about, Cole.”

“Shrank wants Ma’s land. He’s been trying to get her to sell it
cheap. When I came home, Ma decided she didn’t want to sell. Shrank
doesn’t seem willing to take no for an answer.”

Carson got up from his chair went to the rife rack and pulled
one, checked it, and took extra cartridges. He checked his side
arms and then returned to his chair.

“Well, are we going to go?” asked Lance.

Carson raise a hand for Lance’s silence and then turned to
Bonnie. “Miss Wilson, did Jud say where Hannah was?”

“He just said they took her. He didn’t see who, but who else
could it be, sheriff?”

Carson’s jaw set in thought. He looked up at Lance trembling
with anger.

“You best not get involved with this, Cole. I don’t want
trouble. I’ll go out to Shrank’s spread and look the place
over.”

Lance’s face soured into a frown. “He’s not stupid sheriff. He’s
probably got her somewhere else.”

“Well, we can pretty well guess that he hasn’t killed her,” said
the sheriff. “If he wants the land and killed her the spread would
go to you.”

Bonnie and Lance’s eyes locked. He could see her giving him
up.

“Let me go after him, sheriff.”

“No Cole, you’re going to bring up the rear. Me and the deputy
will go out, make our search. He’s sure to go off as soon as we
leave. You hang back and follow him. When you find out where they
have her, come get me.”

Lance thought about Carson’s plan. It was simple enough to fool
Shrank, but for one thing.  “He’s going to ask you about
me.”

“I know that kid. I’ve been sheriffing more than twenty years.
The first thing I tell him is that you’re still in jail.”

“Bonnie, you go back and help Jud.”

“Be careful Cole,” she said.

He couldn’t quite figure her. Would she keep his secret for
long?

“You ready, Cole?” asked Carson. He studied the young man who
seemed to be lost in thought.

“Cole!”

“Yes, sheriff?”

“Are you ready, son?”

“Maybe now you’ll believe me, sheriff.”

“Has nothing to do with you. Hannah is a good woman and your dad
was a fine man.”

“Then why did you let Shrank kill him?”

The sheriff bit at his lower lip thinking of what to say,
hestitated and then decided to remain silent. His face was dark and
set. His eyes seeing things for the first time. He picked up
Lance’s guns and handed them to him. Cole took his guns from Carson
and escorted Bonnie out of the jail.
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The Triple S ranch wasn’t as large as the Pender place. What
little grass was there was barely enough to feed the stock. Shrank
had not learned much from Cal Pender, his neighbor. Pender was
always switching his fields from where the stock could feed and
where they couldn’t. He called it resting the land. 

The main house was nothing more than a combination of fits and
starts that sprawled deep in the property. A small bunkhouse hid
behind the main house and a corral behind that. 

There was light in the main room of the house. Carson and his
deputy rode up and casually tied their horses to the rail and
knocked on the front door.

It took several knocks before the door opened.  An old
woman pulled the door opened.  Her face was both lined and
scared by the sun and winds.  Her eyes were gray and
empty.  She pushed back several wisps of hair gone awry.

“Oh, it’s you Sheriff.”

“Mrs. Shrank, we’d like to talk to your son.”

“Come in you two. There’s coffee on the stove if you’d like
some.”

“That be fine, ma’am,” said Carter Davis.

She left them standing in the front room and disappeared into
the back of the house where the kitchen was located. In a moment
she was back with three mugs filled with coffee. Then she sat
down.

“Don’t suppose you’d tell me what Big Jack has done now?”

“Is he here, ma’am?”

“Yes, sheriff. He’s poking around out back.”  She got up
and disappeared into the kitchen.

Carson and Deputy Davis drank their coffee not knowing what to
expect.

“Jackie!” they heard her call in a shrill voice. After a moment
she again called him. “Some one here to see you.”

She returned to her coffee and sat with the two lawmen. Big Jack
Shrank came from the back and looked surprised. He tried to read
Carson’s face and then looked at Davis.

“Don’t tell me that hero escaped.”

“No, Big Jack. He’s still in jail. Probably keep him there for
the next couple of days. Can’t be having this kind of stuff going
on in my town.”

Big Jack returned to his mean face.

“You’re town, huh?” Big Jack turned his back to the sheriff and
walked out of the kitchen.  Carson followed him outside.

“Big Jack, there’s talk around town that I’m your man.”

“You’re just smart, Carson.”

“I’ve overlooked a few things to keep the peace but I don’t want
you or the town to think that…”

“I don’t care what the town thinks or you either.” Big Jack
smiled waiting for the sheriff to react.

“Then there’s a matter of kidnapping.”

“Who’s kidnapped?”

“Hannah Pender.”

“Well, isn’t that a shame,” said Shrank.

“It’ll be ashamed when her kid finds out.”

“What difference does it make? He’s in jail.”

“I won’t be able to hold him more than a few days.”

“That’s long enough, suppose.” Carson locked eyes with Shrank.
“What you looking at me for?  You think I had something to do
with it?  I’ve been here on the ranch all day long.”

“Can you prove that, Big Jack?”

“Ask anyone. Ask Ma.”

Carson looked back at Davis who was just stepping out of the
house “Carter, let’s go. We’ve got to ride.”

“Where to sheriff?” asked the deputy.

“I’ll tell you when we get there.”

They saddled up and pulled away from the rail. Carson paused and
said,

“I hope I don’t find out you have anything to do with this.”

“Good luck, sheriff.” Big Jack turned to walk back to the house.
He turned to watch the two riders ride away in a hurry. Big Jack
ran to the barn and saddled his horse.
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He rode due west across a field of tall grass dancing in the
soft breeze. Big Jack moved with regal purpose as if visiting
royalty from another time.  Only he knew where Hannah was. No
way would the sheriff ever find her.  After a few miles he
paused and made a smoke and studied the landscape. Silver Box
Canyon sprawled before him with its glimmering walls in the sun.
They would never find her he thought. Eventually she’d wear down
and sign over her ranch all legal like.

He was drawn from his thoughts when he heard what sounded like a
twig breaking. 

He turned, looked behind him searching for someone or something
that could have made the noise. He reassured himself it was his
nerves nothing more. No need to get shook up over an old lady and a
boy.  He lead his horse to the canyon’s edge, looked back once
more, turned and made his way down into Silver Box Canyon.

 

Lance lagged far enough behind so that Shrank wouldn’t see him.
His horse had stepped on a dry stick causing it to crack in the
silence.

Carson and the Deputy had split and made for the other side of
the canyon. Lance wanted to be the one to find Shrank with Ma
first. He didn’t trust the sheriff, although there was a nagging
something inside of him that wanted to.
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Silver Box Canyon was what it was named. The small mouth of the
canyon opened onto a bumpy trail down to the canyon floor. 
The moonlight played on the boulders giving them an eerie gray
glimmer as they rendered back their heat from the day.

Lance no longer could see Shrank but could hear an occasional
rock ricochet against another. On the ridge of the opposite end of
the canyon, Lance could see the silhouettes of the sheriff and his
deputy riding silently. In several seconds, they disappeared into
the night.

Then in the distance rock against rock echoed, and then several
more. Lance stopped. Shrank might have thought he lost Lance. Why
would he be moving rock if he thought Lance was near?

Maybe Ma was in a cave. Was she alive? Shrank was no fool. She
was worth more to him alive than dead.

He tied Tony to a bush and continued on foot. Slowly he moved
toward the sound of the rocks making sure he didn’t step on
anything that would announce his arrival.

Around the next great boulder, Lance froze.  A shaft of
light spilled from the mouth of a cave. There were many caves at
all levels of the canyon most unexplored. Shrank’s horse was tied
to a nearby shrub.  Shrank was not expecting Lance or else he
would have hidden his horse or at least taken it into one of the
caves.

Slowly he crept toward the light listening for the sounds of
life. There were none. The light flickered but was bright enough so
that Lance could see the cave opening clearly. As he neared it, he
glanced up at the ridge of the canyon but could not see anything
but the tall pines that ringed Silver Box Canyon.

Maybe Shrank was waiting for him in the cave. Maybe he had gone
deeper into the cave. Some of the caves went thirty or forty yards
into the canyon walls but Lance was unfamiliar with Silver Box
Canyon other than knowing where it was.

He waited at the mouth listening for any sound of life. A soft
crackling fire burned inside. Lance rested his hands on his guns
checking for the right level. Then he stepped in front of the cave
mouth. There she was on the cave floor.
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She did not move. Her arms and legs were tied, her eyes closed.
Lance took several hesitant steps into the cave checking to one
side and then the other. Shrank wasn’t there.  Ma looked like
she didn’t have to be tied. She was dead or perhaps unconscious.
Again, he stood motionless waiting for sound.  From where he
stood only a rock wall was visible.

“Ma,” he called quietly.

There was no answer. He had to find out if she was still alive.
His insides tightened much like when he went into battle. He could
hear and feel his heart beat heavily.  He moved quickly
forward, knelt down, and unfastened her hands. Then all went
black.

“Now look at the hero,” said Shrank dropping the rock he used to
bludgeon Lance. “Well, old Lady it’s time you woke up,” he said. He
opened his canteen and splashed her with water.

He turned and dragged Lance’s body so that he was against the
cave wall facing his mother. The kid wasn’t dead but he’d be out
for a long while.

“Your kid is right across from you, Mrs. Pender.”

“Cole, what are you doing here, child?” she said. Her blank eyes
faced Lance and moved toward Shrank’s voice.

“He’s not able to answer you.”

“Did you….?”

“Not yet, old woman.”

For a moment she tried to piece together what might have
happened. As pain at the back of her head intensified, what had
happened became clearer.

“No matter what you do to me Mr. Shrank, I won’t sell you my
land, Cole’s land.”

“It’s just the two of us Mrs. Pender. I have only one question
for you. How much do you love your son?”

Hannah’s lower lip quivered. Whatever her answer, she knew
Cole’s life would be at stake.

“Does your mother love you Mr. Shrank?”

“Guess she does. She lives with me. Don’t know if she’d give up
land for me.”

“You can kill me Mr. Shrank but I’m not signing away my boy’s
heritage. His father worked hard for that land.”

“I won’t kill you. I’ll kill your son first. Then you’ll have to
sell to save your life. If you won’t save your son’s life.”

Hannah Pender struggled up and dragged herself toward
Lance.  She felt his legs and moved them.

“Cole baby, can you hear me?”

Shrank laughed. “Maybe I hit him too hard. Best you check on
your son Hannah Pender before I….”

Hannah Pender heard his gun being drawn from its holster. Shrank
placed the barrel to Lance’s forehead and cocked the gun.

“Oh, please Mr. Shrank. I can’t see what you’re doing but I can
hear. Please, if you have any decency.”

Shrank grunted.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Shrank,” said the voice
behind him.  Shrank turned quickly, his gun ready.

“Ah, Carson. You’re just in time to convince Hannah Pender here
that…”

“Drop the gun Big Jack.”

“Carson, I thought we had an agreement.”

“I never agreed to harm women.”

“Where’s the deputy Carson?”

“He’s gone back to town for…help.”

Hannah crawled up to her son against the wall. She placed her
hand over his heart and then turned toward the Sheriff. 
“Sheriff, I think Cole is bad hurt.”

“Deputy’s going to bring Doc Simmons along Hannah. He should be
here in a few minutes.”

“Carson, you made a mistake when you sent the deputy…” Shrank
pulled his gun a split second before Carson went for his. Big Jack
fired two quick shots into him and then as if in a daze watched the
sheriff collapse face down.

Hannah’s scream drew Shrank’s attention.  He holstered his
gun and then pulled Hannah back to the center of the cave.

“Looks like no one is gonna have your land.”

“You’d better run Shrank. I feel sorry for your poor
mother.”

“I ain’t gonna run, but you and that boy of yours are gonna meet
your maker.”

A groan came from against the wall and then several more. 
Shrank gave Lance a kick and said “You got up just in time to die,
kid.”

“You all right Ma?”

“I’m fine now son. You hurt much?”

“Feel like the sky fell on me.”

“Just a rock kid. It won’t hurt long, “said Shrank. His voice
filled with confidence.  He pulled his gun and held it to
Lance’s head.

“What are you going to do, Mr. Shrank?”

“I’m going to kill our hero here.”

“Oh, no. Please Mr…”  Hannah collapsed onto the body of
Sheriff Carson.

Shrank had no intention to kill Lance until Hannah was awake. He
enjoyed their pleading.

Lance sat up straighter.

“You’ll soon join her. I don’t know which of you to kill first.
Unless, you can convince her to sign over the land…”

“You wouldn’t kill an old lady Shrank. What kind of man are
you?”

Hannah began to sob quietly. She could feel a bit of movement
below her. Carson was not dead.

“What would you know about being a man,” Shrank shouted at
Lance.  There was hatred between the two. They locked eyes.
Shrank wondered why the boy’s eyes seemed to show a new light. He
was determined to turn that light out. He raised his gun once more
and aimed at Lance. He wanted the kid beg for his life.

The shot echoed throughout the cave. Hannah screamed and then
another shot. His body fell face down and did not move. The smell
of gunpowder lay thick in the air.  Beside her the wounded
sheriff lurched and then rolled over to the accompaniment of
several painful but stifled cries.

“What did you do Miss Hannah?”

“I took your gun and shot at the sound of the clicking gun. I
only hope I didn’t hit Cole.”

“No ma’am you hit the right one,” said the sheriff as he
collapsed to the ground.

Lance pulled himself up and staggered to Hannah Pender, gently
untied her legs and then pulled her up and held her in his
arms.

“You saved my life, Ma.”

“That’s what mothers are for baby.”

Lance’s face grew red and he began to cry. Hannah placed her
hand on his wet face and then drew him to her arms. She could feel
his trembling body.

“Don’t be afraid boy. It’s all over now.”

“Ma, there’s something I have to tell you.”

“That can wait, son.”

“I’m sorry Ma. I had to tell you I was sorry.”

“I understand Cole. I understand.”

“We gotta get Sheriff Carson back. He’s lost a lot of
blood.”

“I’m all right. Don’t go on boy over a few holes. “

“I worry about you Sheriff. If it wasn’t for you Ma and I would
be dead.”

The sheriff’s grimace changed to a painful smile.

“Cole, I hear horses,” said Hannah. “It must be the deputy with
the doctor.

Several men came into the cave with the deputy. One of them
looked to the sheriff immediately. Lance sat with Hannah Pender
calming down.

“Lance!  Lance!” cried Bonnie as she ran into the cave. He
staggered up in time for her to throw her arms around her.

“You mean Cole don’t you?” He said.

“Yes, Cole. Are you all right?”

“We’re fine Bonnie,” said Hannah. “Let’s get back home and see
if Jud is okay.”

 

The following Sunday Lance, Bonnie, Hannah and Jud sat out on
the porch. The day was mild and the smell of wild flowers filled
the air.

“I’m just happy it’s all over,” said Jud.

“Now, we can go about our ranch business,” said Hannah.

Lance and Bonnie held hands and were silent.

“What’s going on over there?” asked Hannah.

Jud reached over and took Hannah’s hand. “That’s about it. The
boy is not too aggressive,” said Jud.  “Do you think that
someday you and …and me could…you know?”

“I think he’s asking you to marry him, Hannah,” said Bonnie.

“How about that fella sitting next to you. Has he asked you
anything?”

“He’s been awful quiet since Shrank almost killed you….”

“Ma there’s something I have to tell you.”

“I know Cole. You said you were sorry. I understood what you
meant. When you left you took money out of the ….”

“It’s not that Ma.”

“Is it that Cole is dead, boy?”

No one spoke. How long did you know, Ma…Mrs. Pender?” asked
Lance.

“The first day you came here I placed my hand on your heart. It
wasn’t Cole’s heart beat. There were many a night when I held that
child and his heart beat….”

“He wanted me to come here and tell you he was sorry. When I got
here, I really didn’t want to break your heart with the news.”

A faint smile faded from her face. “You and Cole must have been
close because you knew so many things only he would have known. For
a while it puzzled me but a mother can always tell her own.”

“How about a cool drink, Hannah,” asked  Jud.

“I’d like that.”

Jud and Bonnie went into the house leaving Hannah and Lance
alone.

“It’s been nice…” said Lance.  Hannah did not answer. 
“I’ll be leaving in the morning,” he said. He got up and began to
walk into the house.

“Lance,” she called.

“Yes ma’am?”

“Come here.”

He went and sat down on the step below her chair. She rested her
hand on his neck and then stroked his head.

“It’s a good heart you have, boy. I’d like you to stay. I need a
hand on the ranch and I need a son here.” She pulled his hand and
placed it over her heart. His eyes filled and his lips trembled as
he held her hand tight.

“I’ve never had a mother, ma’am.”

“I liked it better when you called me Ma,” she whispered.

“Do you think Cole would mind?”

“Lance, Cole will always be in my heart. You, my son, will be
here beginning again.”
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